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      Vladlen Loginov is no newcomer to the study of Lenin’s life. He published an article on the theme of Lenin and the Bol’shevik newspaper Pravda in 1962 at the height of the Khrushchev thaw and has retained an interest in Lenin’s career ever since. Loginov knows his Lenin back to front, so it is perhaps surprising that in this detailed account of the young Lenin, he sets himself a rather modest task. The image of Lenin, Loginov believes, has been over-politicised in the twentieth century and as a result the more literature that appears, “the more confused the issues surrounding the analysis of Lenin’s life and activities become”. An antidote is necessary, in Loginov’s view, and “this book’s intention”, as he makes clear in the preface, “is not to offer an explanation, but to present some material for consideration, a few details of his biography hitherto unknown to the reader, to apply some additional touches to Lenin’s portrait”. Emulating the German nineteenth century historian Leopold von Ranke, who argued that the facts should speak for themselves, Loginov wants Lenin’s life to speak for itself.

      Not all the details given here are “hitherto unknown” to western scholarship, but very many are. Simply adding a few new details to the Lenin story, however, is not the main achievement of this book, for all the modest intentions of the author. The great strength of Loginov’s work is to put Lenin in the context of his time, to show that he was a product of his time. As Loginov puts it, “the circumstances and events of each era did influence actions, did determine the destiny of lives, and did define modes of living just as profoundly as familial heritage.” Does the reader need to know about Lenin’s paternal and maternal grandparents? Well, yes, because this information shows how upwardly mobile Lenin’s family was. At the apex of Russian society in the nineteenth century little changed, the Tsar still ruled as an absolute monarch. Below the surface, however, Russian society was being transformed in the middle years of the nineteenth century and Lenin’s family was part of that process.

      Lenin’s father was only a generation away from serfdom, someone who advanced a successful career through education, first at the Astrakhan Gymnasium and then Kazan University. Unsurprisingly, he believed all his life that others could benefit through education in the same way, devoting his life to the cause of education for all. He was a man of the “Sixties”, the decade when Tsar Alexander II, the liberator of the serfs, seemed to be encouraging further reform. Until the Tsar closed them down in 1862, an early sign that his reputation as a reformer was exaggerated, Lenin’s father was active in establishing Sunday Schools to educate the poor. Later, his move from being a successful classroom teacher to becoming an education bureaucrat, a schools’ inspector, reflected his commitment to a universal programme of education - and this included the Muslim Chuvash people of the Volga region, at the request of his father Lenin gave a local Chuvash teacher Greek lessons so that he could enter university.

      On his mother’s side, Lenin’s Jewish ancestry has always been the subject of speculation, grist to the mill of those on the political right who think of all Marxists as Jews and rant about a Judeo-Bol’shevik conspiracy to subvert society. The main point about his maternal grandparents, however, has nothing to do with ethnicity but upward mobility, they too were members of a family moving smartly up the social ladder. The family adopted Christianity to escape the poverty of village life in the Jewish Pale of Settlement, idealised in the twentieth century by the 1970s musical Fiddler on the Roof. They moved to St. Petersburg, where Lenin’s grandfather, no longer hampered by the limitations on Jewish access to higher education, became a successful doctor, respectable enough to marry into the minor aristocracy; and he retired to run the small estate of Kokushkino not far from the river Volga. It was the purchase of this estate in 1859 which gave the family and its heirs, Lenin included, the status of hereditary nobles.

      By the time Lenin was born in 1870, his was a family of some means. His parents had their own house, a couple of servants and the estate at Kokushkino to retreat to in the summer. A decade later, things were beginning to unravel. Russian society was changing and the era of reform was over. Alexander II was assassinated in 1881 and the new Tsar Alexander III epitomised reaction rather than reform – Autocracy, Orthodoxy and the National Spirit became the watchwords of the day. One of Alexander III’s early targets was education. For him, the primary education of peasant children should be the concern of the Orthodox Church rather than the state, and the education of Muslim peoples like the Chuvash was simply unnecessary. Lenin’s father, who was not a religious man, found the growing presence of the church in educational affairs difficult to handle. As a schools’ inspector, he was employed on a five-year contract, but when this was renewed in January 1886 it was only for a one-year term; the man of the “Sixties” was out of tune with the spirit of the reactionary “Eighties”. Tragically, Lenin’s father died a few days after the news about his contract was received. What he had achieved through a life-long commitment to education was being dismantled.

      Did the apparent fall from grace of his father give Lenin’s elder brother a personal motive to hate everything that Alexander III stood for? Something turned the scholarly young scientist into a terrorist. Although only just completing his undergraduate studies, he was already being courted for a future academic career at St. Petersburg University. Yet he threw in his lot with the bomb-makers who hoped to kill the Tsar on 1 March 1887. His arrest and subsequent execution in May had a devastating impact on the Ulyanov family. From being successful and respected members of the local community, they became pariahs overnight, shunned even by old friends. The need to start a new life meant that the Kokushkino estate had to be sold, and to make matters worse, no sooner had Lenin been accepted for study at Kazan University, than he was expelled for taking part in a student demonstration. Throughout all this, Lenin’s mother proved a power of strength. It was his mother who repeatedly pleaded with the authorities for Lenin’s re-admission to university, even travelling to St. Petersburg in person to confront the Minister of Education. In the circumstances, it is not surprising that, once he qualified as a lawyer with a first class degree from St. Petersburg University awarded on 15 November 1891, Lenin felt obliged to return to his family and support his mother.

      What was the impact on Lenin of his brother’s execution? All biographers agree that after his brother’s execution, over the summer of 1887, Lenin read and re-read Nikolai Chernyshevsky’s novel What is to be done?, his brother’s favourite book. Chernyshevsky’s novel, written in 1863, called on intellectuals to devote their lives to the service of the people, and it became a bible for the Populist movement. Populists were socialists who looked to Russia’s traditional forms of society for a model of the society of the future. For them the traditional peasant village commune [obshchina], which administered taxes and allocated land for ploughing on a shared communal basis, was a primitive form of democracy and collective ownership which could be used to revolutionise Russian society. It had been the main Populist political party, the People’s Will or Narodnaya Volya, which successfully assassinated Alexander II and which Lenin’s brother had joined for his failed attempt on the life of Alexander III. What did Chernyshevsky teach Lenin over the summer of 1887? Were his future actions motivated be the desire to seek revenge for his brother? All biographers agree that the events of summer 1887 changed Lenin’s life. The question is, how much?

      The only other detailed study of the young Lenin available in English argues that the summer of 1887 was what made Lenin Lenin. The desire for revenge and the ideas of Chernyshevsky were what turned an obedient school-boy into the future dictator. Nikolai Vladislavovich Volsky, better known by his pseudonym Nikolai Valentinov, published The Early Years of Lenin in 1969, drawing on his one-time friendship with Lenin and his later writings as a Parisian émigré. Valentinov picks up on some of the same themes as Loginov - he refers to Lenin’s father as “a passionate enlightener” and draws a splendid picture of Lenin’s happy childhood, especially skating in the winter and the summer trips to Kokushkino. He is clear that, at school, Lenin had shown little interest in politics and so he suggests that, if it had not been for the events of May 1887 “Vladimir Ulyanov would never have become Lenin”; the execution of his brother was “the key to understanding how Lenin became a revolutionary”.1

      According to Valentinov, the central element of that process was Lenin’s reading of Chernyshevsky, not only over the summer of 1887 but while forced to live in Kokushkino after his expulsion from Kazan University in December 1887. He remained isolated in Kokushkino until autumn 1888 and, according to Valentinov, read everything Chernyshevsky had ever published in the bound volumes of the journal The Contemporary or Sovremennik, which his father had lovingly collected and archived. Valentinov sees Lenin going “into his own kind of mystic communication with the goal, the ideas and feelings of his brother”, as he explored Chernyshevsky’s writings; “it was in this fashion that he embarked upon his career as a revolutionary”, Valentinov suggests, and he devotes the last three chapters of his study to Chernyshevsky’s influence on Lenin: “a comparison of Chernyshevsky’s teaching about how to make a revolution and the views displayed by Lenin in the years 1905-05 and 1917-19 reveal their stunning analogy and correspondence,” he concludes, adding that Lenin’s revolutionary inheritance had “little in common with Marx”.2

      Loginov’s interpretation is very different. He picks up his theme that Lenin was a product of his times and argues that Lenin’s intellectual development continued long after September 1888 when he was allowed to leave Kokushkino and live once again in Kazan, although not study at the university. Here there were other influences on his life, besides Chernyshevsky. He continued to mix with student groups and, contradicting Valentinov, Loginov shows the influence of Marx. It was in Kazan that he first attended a talk about Marx’s ideas and settled down to read Das Kapital for himself. In spring 1889 he narrowly avoided a police crack-down on the student discussion groups he frequented by moving to the family’s new small-holding at Alakevka, where he again read avidly. By the time he moved to Samara after graduating, to practice as a lawyer, he had begun to call himself a Marxist. In Loginov’s view, this was part of a process of intellectual evolution at least as important as his brother’s execution, a process in which two things stand out.

      First, there was the famine of 1891, which showed clearly that the bureaucratic apparatus of the Russian autocracy simply could not cope with a social crisis of this magnitude. But while opponents of the regime were united in believing that the famine showed up the incompetence and inhumanity of the Tsarist system, the experience of the famine heightened disagreements between Populists and Marxists. Populists believed that the new society it hoped for, based around the peasant commune, could prevent capitalism from coming to Russia. Marxists believed that capitalism was already coming to Russia, and that one of the causes of the famine was nothing other than the increased marketisation of Russian grain production. Populists and Marxists had long disagreed about the vitality of the peasant commune – whether it was thriving and therefore capable of reviving Russia along communal lines, or disintegrating as capitalist relations penetrated the country more and more. The famine made these discussions all the more acute, with Populists suggesting that the Marxist obsession with unraveling the objective causes of the famine reflected a lack of sympathy for the peasantry – they seemed glad that capitalism had hit the village, even if it did bring famine in its wake.

      Aside from the famine, but indirectly related to it, the second major impact on Lenin’s thought at this time came from the book written by V. E. Plotnikov The South Russian Peasant Economy in 1891. Lenin wanted to get to the bottom of the issue of the vitality of the peasant commune. To this end, he started to read the reports issued by local councils [zemstvos] and then came across Plotnikov’s detailed study of the peasant economy. This showed clearly that, in southern Russia at least, capitalist differentiation was taking place amongst the peasantry and the village commune was disintegrating as an economic institution for regulating and equalizing the use of plough land. Plotnikov provided the empirical detail needed to confirm Lenin in his belief that the Marxists were correct. Capitalism was coming to Russia and it was undermining the traditional form of peasant society on which Popluists placed so much hope. The evidence showed that the Marxists were right and the Populists were wrong.

      Loginov is surely right to look to the whole of Lenin’s intellectual world in the period 1887-91 to explain how he became a revolutionary, rather than just focusing on the execution of his brother and the influence of Chernyshevsky, as Valentiov does. It was not just Chernyshevsky, but the famine and Plotnikov. Discussing the evolution of Lenin’s ideas, Loginov asserts: “It would seem that at least two conclusions must be drawn in this regard: firstly, that his system of beliefs was formed over a reasonably extended period, and secondly, that this process was not defined by the books he read alone.” The logic of Loginov’s position is this: if in later life Lenin was accused of rarely changing his mind and forcing his viewpoint on others, the process of establishing those views took years of reading and debating with friends. There was no thunderbolt, it was an evolutionary process, but his conversion to Marxism was completed by 1891 and by 1892 his revolutionary career had begun.

      If Lenin became a revolutionary in 1892, when did Lenin become Lenin? Loginov counters Valentinov’s view that it was summer 1887, but his answer to this question is very straightforward and a little unsatisfying. Loginov argues that it was just after the first issue of his long-planned underground newspaper Iskra appeared, when, in early 1901 he first signed himself “Lenin”. Loginov is very convincing that Lenin was a product of his time and that there was far more to his intellectual formation than Valentinov’s obsession with Chernyshevsky, but surely Lenin became Lenin when he began to express the ideas that would later become known as Leninism. What defined Lenin as a political leader, rather than being just one of many Marxist revolutionaries, were the ideas he expressed in his political pamphlet of 1902 What is to be done?, consciously borrowing the title from Chernyshevsky. This pamphlet held within it the explanation for his splitting of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party at its Second Congress in 1903 to form the Bol’sheviks as a separate and distinct political faction. Although those ideas would not be fully formed until 1902, it is possible to suggest that the first signs of Leninism can be seen almost as soon as Lenin arrived in St. Petersburg in August 1893.

      In April 1894 Lenin wrote the pamphlet which first made his name in the capital’s Marxist circles, “Who are the friends of people, and how do they fight the Social Democrats?” Although the thrust of the pamphlet, as the title suggests, was the well-established and ongoing struggle between Populists and Marxists, it also contained, as Loginov correctly notes, a more Leninist notion. A theme that emerges is the need to move working class protest on from “smoldering discontent” to “awakening consciousness”. The occasional riot or an isolated strike had to be replaced with something more organised and better planned, and the only way for there to be effective organization and planning, was for the workers to become conscious of their place in society and the tasks assigned them by the class struggle. How to bring class-consciousness to the workers of Russia would become Lenin’s concern until the success of the October Revolution in 1917. The logic of what Loginov tells us, despite his assertion that Lenin became Lenin in 1901, is that Lenin was on his way to becoming Lenin as soon as he reached the capital. Those issues which would become his specific concern were already troubling him.

      In discussions about working class consciousness, Lenin did not have a lot to go on. His experience of the working class was relatively limited. He made his first contacts with workers early in 1894 and soon became a popular lecturer addressing workers’ circles, known affectionately as “baldy”. Along with the future Menshevik leader Yulii Martov, Lenin was keen to move beyond workers’ circles and the concept of change through education towards agitation and change through strike action. Strikes did take place in December 1894 and in January-February 1895, and Lenin’s group produced leaflets and even helped win some concessions from the employers. Inevitably the question arose, how best to lead this movement? The initial step was easy to state, but difficult to achieve in the conditions of the Tsarist autocracy. The émigré community of Social Democrats, with its access to funds, needed to be brought together with all the militant labour groups growing up in St. Petersburg and elsewhere. Lenin was allocated the key role here, visiting Switzerland, France and Germany, before bringing together the workers’ groups of the capital with the aim of producing a newspaper, the Workers’ Cause. All went well at first. By autumn 1895 more pamphlets had appeared, more strikes had been successful, and the first issue of the Workers’ Cause had been published under Lenin’s editorship. Then, in December 1895, Lenin was arrested.

      Unable to give any further direct guidance to the working class movement, Lenin was alarmed by what happened next. Despite the arrest of Lenin and other leaders, leaflets continued to appear and strikes continued to take place. Although these strikes were not covered in the Russian press, the foreign press gave detailed accounts, and K. M Takhtarev, one of the leading labour activists of the day, was clear that the leaflets produced by surviving members of Lenin’s group, combined with the fact that the employers had begun to make concessions, had an enormous impact on the workers. The pressure of labour unrest was such that by January 1897 the government had decided to shorten the working day. At one level, then Lenin should have been delighted. As Loginov notes, Lenin was clear that “nothing had such a powerful organisational and educational influence on the working masses as active struggle itself”. However, more fundamentally Lenin was alarmed, because without the firm leadership he had offered, the workers were slipping towards what he would call in What is to be done? “trade union consciousness”.

      Loginov gives a rather neutral account of the events of 14-17 January 1897, events which are arguably of great significance in understanding why Lenin was so convinced that the working class needed clear and firm leadership. True to his Rankean view that he will give no explanation and let the facts speak for themselves, Loginov simply describes how Lenin, having been held in prison since December 1895, was sentenced to exile and given three days, 14-17 January 1897, to arrange his affairs before heading east to Siberia. His group of comrades, the League of Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working Class, met on consecutive evenings, well into the night to discuss developments since the arrests of December 1895. Loginov tells us, quoting a participant, that “the bias towards a peculiar ‘democratism’ and ‘workerphilia’ . . . elicited a degree of hot temper.” He then explains, how, as 1896 had developed, Takhtarev had increasingly argued that the centre of gravity of the League of Struggle should be pushed down to factory based mutual aid funds, funds permitted by the authorities to operate legally, and the existing Central Group, the guiding leadership structure composed of intellectuals should be abandoned.

      As the strike movement had developed in 1896, so ever more mutual aid funds had begun to operate and some workers, supported by Takhtarev, developed the idea of the funds becoming a legal core of the labour movement, rejecting the idea that the leading Central Group of the League of Struggle had the right to lead the labour movement. During his last days in St. Petersburg, the last days of his contact with the labour movement of the capital, Lenin learned that the workers seemed to have abandoned all the lessons he had taught them. Lenin was opposed to the idea that the mutual aid funds should lead the workers’ struggle, a concept referred to in the jargon of the day as “workerphilia”. He argued on 14-17 January 1897, just as he would in What is to be done?, that workers would revert to trade unionism pure and simple if they were not led by conscious Social Democrats. Takhtarev, on the other hand, felt that the League of Struggle should serve the labour movement, responding to its needs, and not always insist on leadership. Here in essence was the dispute which in 1903 would lead to the split within the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party and the emergence Bol’sheviks. As Lenin left Petersburg in January 1897 for years of exile and emigration, his last direct contact with the St. Petersburg labour movement was disturbing to say the least, and his fears about the inherent trade union instincts of workers would follow him to Siberia and beyond. His own experience of the labour movement had been that, without clear leadership, workers left to their own devises could develop only trade union consciousness.

      While Lenin was in Siberia, there was plenty of evidence that the ‘workerphilia’ tendency was not only still strong but moving towards what Lenin feared most, an accommodation with the liberal opposition to the autocracy. In 1897 two May Day appeals were produced: one was traditionally Social Democrat in tone, calling for political freedom and the eight-hour day; the other, however, was reformist in tone, Economist, to use the contemporary jargon, calling simply for the right to strike and the right to form trade unions, demands that liberals had no qualms about supporting. A proclamation of 1899 was limited to health and welfare issues, again issues which liberals could support. By autumn 1900 a workers’ committee brought together the mutual aid funds of the capital; it had contact with what was left of Lenin’s Union of Struggle, but refused to follow its directives.

      Between 1898-1902, sixteen issues of the underground newspaper Workers’ Thought appeared. It provided workers with a sounding board for their opinions, with no clear editorial line. It registered the diverse views of workers and recounted the reality of factory struggle through its network of worker correspondents. It called for militant strike action in the struggle with capitalism for improved economic conditions, but was critical of demands put on the movement by “repentant intellectuals”. In spring 1899, with the support of Takhtarev who had become its editor, Workers’ Thought produced a ‘Supplement’ supporting the ideas of the revisionist German Social Democrat Edward Bernstein and reproducing one of his articles on the possibility of reform within the capitalist system.3 All these developments were of great concern to Lenin, workers were not only reverting to trade unionism, but slipping under liberal influence.

      Lenin spent part of his exile destroying the ghosts of the past, writing The Development of Capitalism in Russia and The Heritage We Renounce aimed at destroying Populism once and for all. However, he also looked to the future, preparing for his return from exile and in this context his concern was the distinction between trade union and political consciousness; his translation of Sidney and Beatrice Webb’s study of the Theory and Practice of British Trade Unionism enabled him to explore the very worst of trade union reformism. Mostly while in Siberia he avoided the squabbles of exile, but when the left-leaning liberal Yekaterina Kuskova wrote a so-called Credo, aimed at placing the labour struggle for economic improvements within a purely liberal framework of opposition to the Tsar, he contacted other Social Democrat exiles to draft a joint response. As Lenin would later put it in What is to be done? “following the tail” of the labour movement, rather than leading it, could lead to the workers drifting towards support for liberal reforms.

      Once released from exile, Lenin found the situation was not quite as bad as he feared. The year 1899-1900 had been the heyday of Economism, after which it seemed to be on the decline. Leaflets circulating in Petersburg even in 1900 regularly took a revolutionary tone, demanding “Away with Autocracy” and “Long Live Political Freedom”.4 The following year saw the Obukhov Defence of May 1901, when workers in St. Petersburg’s Obukhov factory demanded the eight-hour day and fought with police when attempts were made to restore order. Lenin believed, as Loginov makes clear, that the influence of “workerphilia” and Economism was not a reflection of the strength of their ideas, but of the weak organisation of the revolutionary tendency and that was what he was determined to put right. Lenin’s purpose in founding his underground newspaper Iskra was to unite these revolutionary tendencies and see off all talk of Economism.

      Certainly, then, Lenin became Lenin with Iskra in 1901 and the project of seeing off Economism once and for all. But just as Loginov argues that Lenin becoming a revolutionary was a process rather than a single event, it could be argued that Lenin becoming Lenin was a process, not an event like the first use of the pseudonym “Lenin”. That process could have begun as early as 1894, and was surely a central part of Lenin’s intellectual development during his time in prison and Siberian exile. Indeed, uniting the revolutionary tendency of Social Democracy against liberal Economism was not Leninism, it was a task Lenin carried out in association with his future Menshevik opponents Martov and Alexander Potresov. Leninism as such would appear only once the Economists had been defeated and the issue became one of establishing the correct relationship between the Social Democratic Party and the labour movement, a relationship which ensured that the workers were led by class conscious representatives.

      When the Second Congress of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party was held in London in 1903, the easy bit was defeating the Economists. What split the party into Bol’sheviks and Mensheviks was Lenin’s insistence that class-consciousness could only come from political struggle beyond the labour movement, and for that to happen, the workers needed to be led. And not only did they have to be led, but, for that leadership to be successful, a specific form of discipline and hierarchical structure in the party organization was essential. The full ramifications of the disputes of 1903 were far from being in place in January 1897 as Lenin prepared for exile, but he first glimpsed elements of that future struggle when he learned of Takhtarev’s proposals to move the centre of gravity of the labour movement towards legally permitted mutual aid funds and away from the underground social democratic League for the Emancipation of Labour.

      

      A note on Russian names

      

      Russians have three names, a given name, the name of their father or patronymic, and a family name. Lenin was Vladimir Ilych (son of Ilya) Ulyanov. In practice, the family name is used only rarely and on very formal occasions, the respectful form of address is name and patronymic. Loginov refers on occasion to Lenin’s father as Ilya Nikolayevich, and at times he calls Plekhanov, the founder of Russian Marxism, Georgi Valentinovich. One of the many forms of endearment in the Russian language is to refer to someone by their patronymic alone; in her memoirs, Lenin’s wife Nadezhda Krupskaya refers to Lenin as Ilych. These usages have not been explained in the text, since they are clear from the context in which they appear.
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      Physiognomy lost any semblance of credibility long ago. It is no coincidence that card sharks are said to have the most likeable faces. Yet it is to the face one always looks for first impressions. These may prove accurate, or turn out to be wholly deceptive. One can miss the genius secreted behind an exterior of rank ordinariness, or the mediocrity which guises as brilliance.

      When Maxim Gorky met Lenin for the first time, he remarked: “I had expected Lenin to be different. There seemed something lacking in him. His hands tucked into his waistcoat in a cocky stance, the guttural way he rasped the letter R. On the whole – too simple, nothing of a ‘leader’ about him at all.”1

      There can be no doubt that Lenin’s appearance left such a first impression. Gleb Krzhizhanovsky wrote, “His short stature, in a regular worker’s cap, would easily have been lost in the crowd in any factory quarter. An agreeable, swarthy face with a touch of the Asiatic to it – that is about the sum of what there is to say about his outward aspect. With equal ease, Vladimir Ilyich, dressed as he was in a simple rural coat, could have merged with any throng of Volga peasants – there was something in his appearance that seemed to have stemmed directly from these lower classes, as if one of them from birth.”2

      Interesting, then, that many years later, Boris Pasternak, on a wholly separate thread, expressed a similar idea to Krzhizhanovsky’s: “The genius is nothing other than the rarest and greatest representative of the ordinary rank and file of the age, its immortal expression. The genius is closer to the average person, more akin to him, than to the many varieties of exceptional people. The genius is the quantitative extreme of a mankind which is qualitatively homogeneous.”3

      Perhaps this is the perspective from which to approach an analysis of such a complex historical figure. However, one need only recall that the old Bol’shevik academic Krzhizhanovsky was not only an ardent supporter of Lenin, but also a close friend, to recognise the precariousness of this starting position: those who did not embrace the revolution, and hence Lenin, will view his appearance completely differently.

      One such person was Alexander Ivanovich Kuprin. On 26th December 1918, he, along with the journalist O. L. Leonidov, had met with Lenin; in February 1921, by now living as an émigré in Paris, he published his study Instant Photography.

      Lenin, he wrote, “is short in stature, square-shouldered and lean. There is nothing unpleasant, pugnacious or deep-thinking about his appearance. He has high cheekbones and his eyes are slanted... The dome of his skull is broad and elongated, but not at all as exaggerated as it appears in photographs... The remaining wisps of hair on his temples, as well as his beard and whiskers, bear witness to the red-headed firebrand he was in youth. His hands are large and very unsightly...

      I was continually drawn to his eyes... naturally narrow, Lenin additionally tends to screw up his eyes, likely an attempt to conceal his short-sightedness, and this coupled with the rapid glances he makes occasionally suggest a squint, and perhaps an air of cunning. But it was rather their colour that struck me most...

      Last summer in the Paris zoological gardens, observing the golden-red eyes of the lemurs, I exclaimed to myself: finally, I’ve found the colour of Lenin’s eyes! The sole difference is that lemurs’ pupils are large and restless, while Lenin’s are piercing dots from which blue sparks fly.”4

      Of course, it is not that Lenin was not a “red-headed firebrand” in youth, but that he became to Kuprin a symbolic figure, the personification of that hated “red distemper” and as such, to the writer, even Lenin’s eyes took on an apparently “golden-red” hue.

      Krzhizhanovsky, on the other hand, wrote, “As soon as one looks into Vladimir Ilyich’s eyes, into those extraordinary, piercing, deep brown eyes, full of force and vigour, one already senses that the person before you is far from ordinary. Most portraits of Vladimir Ilyich fail to convey the impression of distinctive giftedness that quickly supplants the first impression garnered from his outward appearance...”5

      A. V. Lunacharsky left his own sketch: “His face was especially splendid when serious, somewhat roused, perhaps a little angry. It was then that his eyes, under that heavy brow, would sparkle with a remarkable intellect and intensity of thought. What could be more splendid than eyes which communicate intensity of thought! And with that, his whole face took on an air of extraordinary strength.”6

      The Samara barrister Grigory Klements offers this portrait in 1924: “He was a young man, short in stature, but sturdily built, with a fresh, ruddy face upon which the moustache and beard – reddish in colour – barely showed through, and gently wavy red hair on his head. He looked no older than 23. One was struck by the large head with heavy white brow. His small eyes seemed permanently screwed up, his look serious, thoughtful and cautious. A rather ironic, restrained smile would play across his thin lips...”7

      Judging by the photographs of Vladimir Ulyanov that survive from 1891, Klements’ portrait is an accurate one. It is also interesting to recall the accounts given by those for whom Lenin was an unknown.

      On one occasion in 1904, Lunacharsky, who had only recently become acquainted with Lenin, visited the studio of the renowned sculptor Naum Aronson.

      Lunacharsky recounts, “Lenin removed his coat and in his usual lively manner went round the studio and curiously, but without comment, examined the plaster casts, marbles and bronzes... Aronson took me to one side:

      ‘Who is that?’, he whispered in my ear...

      ‘A friend of mine...’

      Aronson nodded his bushy head:

      ‘He has a remarkable appearance.’

      ‘He has?’ I asked with surprise, as I had been disappointed that Lenin, who I had long considered a great man, seemed to me too much like your average ... canny muzhik.

      ‘He has a remarkable head,’ Aronson told me, looking at me excitedly.

      ‘Couldn’t you persuade him to pose for me? I’d only do a small medallion. He’d make a very fine Socrates, for instance.’

      ‘I don’t think he’ll agree to it,’ I said.

      Nonetheless, I relayed all this to Lenin, including his apparent resemblance to Socrates. Lenin literally roared with laughter, burying his face in his hands.”8 Aronson’s wonderful marble bust of Lenin decorated the Central Lenin Museum in Moscow for many years.

      During one meeting with the young Bol’shevik Ivan Popov, later a writer and playwright, Lenin used the expression “physical strength of intellect” when speaking about Georgi Plekhanov. Popov asked: “What is that, Vladimir Ilyich, the physical strength of intellect? I don’t understand.” Lenin replied, “Well, one can immediately recognise and distinguish the physical strength of an individual. An individual enters the room, you look at them, and you see that they are strong physically... Such is Plekhanov’s intellect. You only need look at him to recognise he has the most powerful mind, one which prevails against everything, capable of weighing up everything at once, cutting to the heart of the matter – there is nothing one can conceal from him. And one has the sense that it exists objectively, like a physical force.”9 Lenin produced just such an impression on those around

      him.

      To this we may add another quite authoritative and ‘impartial’ testimony: the German professor Otfrid Foerster, who could count many eminent figures among his patients through the years, met Vladimir Ilyich in the 1920s. He recounted, “Everyone who hadn’t yet become engaged in Lenin’s great undertaking fell under the magical spell of his formidable personality upon meeting him... I had occasion myself to experience the strength of his spirit.

      I now see him before me as if in life, with his stocky frame, his elastic movements, his magnificent skull, like the dome of a mighty building; from his eyes, which in one moment roved calmly in open glances, the next narrowing, as if to better take the world in his sights, the constant flow of his intellect sparkled forth.

      His facial expressions were marked by their fabulous liveliness, each feature betraying the constant intensity of his mental processes and his profound internal tension.”10

      Today we know an incomparable amount more about Lenin than did his contemporaries. 55 volumes of his collected works have been published, as well as 40 volumes of the Lenin Collection, 14 volumes of Decrees of the Soviet Government, 12 volumes of the Biographical Chronicle and hundreds of memoirs. In all this published material, around 30,000 documents associated with Lenin have emerged. Nonetheless, until recently, approximately 6,500 such documents have remained in the archives. Of these, 3,000 are official documents merely signed by Lenin. Around 2,000 are so called “marginalia” - notes scribbled on books, newspapers, other letters and so on. However, there are around 1,000 letters, memoranda and resolutions of real substance. An entire volume of the most fascinating documents relating to Lenin – over 400 previously considered ‘top secret’ – has recently been made available.

      However, the remarkable thing is this: the more literature appears, the more confused the issues surrounding the analysis of Lenin’s life and activities become. New myths appear to replace the old. The difficulty is not so much in the ‘mystery’ of Lenin as a figure, as much as it is in the previously mentioned over-politicisation of his image.

      After the revolution of 1917, portraits of Lenin replaced icons of the Virgin Mary with child and images of the tsar and his heir in the “red corners” of peasant huts. His image, independent of the real-life man, became a kind of symbol of the “new faith”, of the battle of ‘poor’ against ‘rich’, the struggle for justice. For millions, it became an object of near religious veneration.

      As a result, any serious act of state in the Soviet Union, or any political leader, was regarded as legitimate only with Lenin’s ‘blessing’. And in this table of ranks, each leader is either a “devoted disciple” or a “glorious successor” of his cause. This is, in fact, why searching for the roots of modern problems in Lenin’s past deeds is at the very least unfair, since it has now become a wholly separate narrative: it is akin to blaming Christ for the Crusades and the bonfires of the Inquisition since in both cases the name and word of God is evoked.

      

      As Krzhizhanovsky reflected, “When over the course of human history individuals appear who, like pillars of fire, illuminate the road of life for others, and when we call such individuals geniuses, we often to fail in our attempts to explain the genius of these people.”11

      This book’s intention is not to offer an explanation, but to present some material for consideration, a few details of his biography hitherto unknown to the reader, to apply some additional touches to Lenin’s portrait.

      So what colour were Lenin’s eyes? Were they really a “fiery-red”?

      Objective testimony does exist: in 1895, gendarmerie officials composed a verbose portrait of the leader of the “League of Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working Class”, Vladimir Ulyanov: “Height – 2 arshins, 5½ vershoks [166.7 cm – author], medium build, of amiable appearance, blond, straight hair on his head and eyebrows, reddish moustache and beard, brown eyes, average-sized, round head, average-sized, high forehead, average nose, round face, regular features, ordinary mouth, round chin, average-sized ears.”12
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      The Biographical Chronicle of V. I. Lenin begins with the following entry:

      “10th (22nd) April

      Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (Ulyanov) is born.

      Vladimir Ilyich’s father – Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov, a school inspector at the time of Vladimir’s birth, later Director of Public Schools of Simbirsk Province. He came from a lower middle class family in Astrakhan. His own father had previously been a serf.

      Lenin’s mother – Maria Alexandrovna, the daughter of A. D. Blank, a doctor.”

      It is curious that Lenin himself knew so few details of his family tree. In his family, as in the families of other such non-gentrified ranks, it was not done to go digging into one’s genealogical heritage; it was only after Lenin’s death that interest in such issues began to grow, namely among his sisters, who carried out the research. In completing the thorough questionnaire issued for the 1922 party census1, to the question of his paternal grandfather’s occupation, Lenin answered honestly: “I don’t know.”2

      Three generations of Lenin’s ancestors were certainly serfs. His great-grandfather, Nikita Grigoryevich Ulyanin, born in 1711, and his eldest son, Vasily Nikitich Ulyanin, born in 1733, lived in the village of Androsovo in Nizhny Novgorod Province.

      According to the 1795 census review, Lenin’s grandfather, Nikolai Vasilyevich, was a 25-year-old bachelor recorded as living in the same village. However, from 1791, he was recorded as absent (according to documents in the Astrakhan archive) – whether he escaped or was released to pay cash levies [obrok] and bought his way out of serfdom is unclear, but in Astrakhan, Nikolai Vasilyevich was transferred to the category of state peasant in 1799, before moving into the ranks of the lower middle classes as a tailor in 1808.

      His vital statistics are recorded as: “Height – two arshins, six vershoks [168.9 cm – author]. Hair, moustache and beard light brown. Light, clear complexion. Brown eyes...”3 Compare these observations with Lenin’s police record and it is clear who Vladimir Ilyich took after.

      Released from serfdom and a free man, Nikolai Vasilyevich changed his surname first to Ulyaninov, then to Ulyanov. He soon married Anna Alexeyevna: daughter of a wealthy Astrakhan resident, Alexei Lukyanovich Smirnov, she was born in 1788 and 18 years her husband’s junior.

      Based on archival research, writer Marietta Shaginyan has suggested that Anna Alexeyevna was not the natural daughter of Smirnov, but was in fact a baptised Kalmyk, rescued from slavery and adopted only in March 1825. There is no indisputable evidence of this theory, especially given that by 1812, the marriage of Nikolai Ulyanov and Anna Smirnova had produced a son, Alexander, who died four months after birth, another son, Vasily, born in 1819, a daughter, Maria, in 1821, Feodosiya in 1823, and finally, in July 1831, a son, Ilya, when his father was already in his 60s.

      They settled in Astrakhan in the Volga region, occupying a two-storey brick house with wooden roof on Kazachya Street, in the so-called Kosa district of the city. Anna Alexeyevna’s sister Tatyana Alexeyevna Smirnova also lived in the house her whole life and was considered something of a ‘godmother’. Nikolai Ulyanov and his sons Vasily and Ilya appear in 1837 conscription lists, denoted as being of “native Russian origin”.

      After Nikolai Vasilyevich’s death, responsibility for looking after the family and raising the children passed to the elder son, Vasily Nikolayevich. Employed then as a clerk for the Sapozhnikov Brothers, a prominent Astrakhan firm, and having no family of his own, he was able not only to provide for the household, but also to provide an education for the young Ilya.

      In 1850, Ilya Vasilyevich graduated from the Astrakhan Gymnasium with a silver medal and enrolled in the faculty of physics and mathematics at Kazan University, graduating in 1854 as a candidate of physical and mathematical sciences and earning the right to teach in secondary schools. Although he was offered the chance to remain with the department of “advancement in scientific study”, and despite the insistence of renowned mathematician N. I. Lobachevsky, Ilya Nikolayevich preferred to embark on a career as a teacher.

      His first place of work – beginning on 7th May 1855 – became the Institute of the Nobility in Penza. It was a successful time for Ilya Nikolayevich. He was certified as a senior teacher of mathematics for upper grades, and in 1860 was awarded the medal “In Memory of the 1853-1856 War” and received the rank of titular councillor.

      In 1860, Ivan Dmitriyevich Veretennikov arrived at the Institute of the Nobility to become the school’s inspector. Ilya Nikolayevich befriended him and his wife, and in the same year, Anna Alexandrovna Veretennikova (née Blank) introduced him to Maria Alexandrovna Blank, who had come to spend the winter with her sister. Ilya Nikolayevich began to help Maria Alexandrovna prepare for her teaching exams, while she in turn tutored him in conversational English. The youngsters fell in love, and in spring 1863 became engaged.

      On 15th July of the same year, after successfully passing external exams at the Samara Gymnasium, “the daughter of a court councillor, the young lady Maria Blank”, obtained the rank of elementary teacher “with the right to teach religious scripture, Russian, arithmetic, German and French.” In August the wedding took place, and the “young lady Maria Blank” became the wife of the Court Councillor – a rank bestowed in July 1863 – Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov.

      Blank’s family history was investigated by Lenin’s sisters Anna and Maria, and in the Soviet period by Marietta Shaginyan, Alexander Petrov and Mikhail Shtein. Anna Ulyanova records: “Our elders were unable to cast any light on it for us. The surname seemed to us to be of French origin, but there was no information to that effect. I’d personally long suspected the possibility of Jewish heritage, largely as a result of my mother saying that my grandfather was born in Zhitomir, a well-known Jewish centre. My maternal grandmother was born in St Petersburg and was by heritage a Riga German. But while contact was maintained with my mother and her sister’s maternal relatives for some time, nothing was heard of the relatives of her father, A. D. Blank. He’d seemingly broken from them, which drew me to consider a Jewish heritage. His daughter retained no stories of my grandfather’s childhood or

      youth.”4

      In 1932 and 1934, Anna Ulyanova informed Stalin of the results of her investigation, which confirmed her suspicions. She wrote: “The fact of our heritage, as I had supposed before, was unknown in [Lenin’s] lifetime... I do not know of any grounds for us, as communists, to remain silent about it now.”5

      “Not a word about it”, was Stalin’s categorical response. Her own sister, Maria Ulyanova, agreed: “Let it become known in a hundred years or so.”6

      One hundred years have not yet passed; nonetheless, published information now allows us to chart the Blank family tree with relative certainty.7

      It seems Lenin’s great-grandfather, Moshe Itskovich Blank, was born in 1763. He first appears in the 1795 census review, where among the citizens of the town of Starokonstantinov in the Volyn Province he is recorded in entry number 394 as Moishka Blank. How he came to be in those parts remains unknown.

      In 1793, Moshe Blank married a 29-year-old local girl, Mariam (Marem) Froimovich. Subsequent census reviews indicate that Moshe Blank was literate in both Yiddish and Russian, owned his own home, engaged in trade and rented five morgs of land at the village of Rogachevo, which were planted with chicory.

      In 1794, a son, Aba (Abel) was born to him, and in 1799 a second son followed, Srul (Israel). V. V. Tsaplin notes that from the outset, Moshe Blank did not maintain a relationship with the local Jewish community. He was “a man who did not, or was perhaps unable to, find common ground with his kinsmen.”8 In other words, the community had grown to despise him. After a fire in 1808 that destroyed their home, possibly a case of arson, the Blank family relocated to Zhitomir.

      Many years later, in September 1846, Moshe Blank wrote a letter to Emperor Nicholas I which indicates that “40 years previous” he “renounced the Jews”, though due to an “excessively pious wife” who had died in 1834, he only adopted the Christian faith and took the name Dmitry on

      1st January 1835.

      However, this was not the main thrust of his letter: his hostility towards his fellow Jews still in evidence, Dmitry (Moshe) Blank suggested – with a view to assimilation – prohibiting their wearing of native dress, and more importantly, obliging them to pray for the Russian emperor and the imperial family in synagogues.

      Interestingly, after the letter was presented to Nicholas I in October 1846, he fully consented to the suggestions of the “baptised Jew Blank”, resulting in the prohibition of Jewish dress in 1850, and the introduction of a corresponding prayer text in 1854. Mikhail Shtein, who gathered and carefully analysed the most complete data available on the Blank ancestry, rightly observes that Dmitry Blank’s hostility towards his own people “is perhaps comparable only to another baptised Jew, one of the founders and leaders of the Moscow Union of Russian Peoples, Vladimir Gringmut...”9

      Evidence that Blank had decided to break with the Jewish community long before his baptism is evidenced by the fact that both his sons Abel and Israel were, like their father, literate in Russian, and when a district school opened in Zhitomir in 1816, they were both enrolled and both graduated successfully. From the standpoint of religious Jews, this was tantamount to sacrilege. Nonetheless, belonging to the Jewish faith condemned them to a wretched life within the Pale of Settlement. It was only the events of 1820 that drastically altered the fate of the young men.

      In April, a senior official – the senator and poet Dmitry Osipovich Baranov, head of the so-called “Jewish committee” – arrived in Zhitomir on assignment. Somehow, Blank was able to arrange a meeting with him, and asked the senator for his assistance in having his sons admitted to the Medical-Surgical Academy in St Petersburg. Baranov was far from sympathetic to Jews, but this conversion of two “lost souls” to Christianity, then a rare phenomenon, struck him as a noble cause, and he agreed.10

      The brothers immediately travelled to St Petersburg and filed a petition to the Metropolitan of Novgorod, St Petersburg, Estonia and Finland. They wrote: “Having now settled in St Petersburg and having always had dealings with Christians of the Greco-Russian faith, we wish now to adopt said faith.”11

      The request was granted and on 25th May 1820, both brothers were “shown the light by baptism” by Fyodor Barsov, priest of the church of St Sampson. Abel became Dmitry Dmitriyevich and Israel – Alexander Dmitriyevich. His new name was taken in honour of his godfather, Count Alexander Apraksin, while his patronymic was in recognition of Abel’s godfather, the senator Dmitry Baranov.

      On 31st June of the same year, on the instructions of the minister for education Prince Golitsyn, the brothers were recognised as “students of the Medical-Surgical Academy”, where they would complete their studies in 1824 as “physicians of the 2nd category”, receiving as a gift a pocket set of surgical instruments.

      Dmitry Blank remained in the capital as a police doctor, while Alexander’s first place of practice became the town of Porechye in Smolensk Province, where he served as a district physician. However, in October 1825 he returned to St Petersburg, where he, like his brother, was enlisted in the staff of the capital’s police force as a doctor. In 1828, Alexander Blank was promoted to military staff doctor. It was now time to think about finding a wife.

      His godfather, Count Alexander Apraksin, was at that time an official on special assignments at the Ministry of Finance, so Alexander Blank, despite his background, could look forward to mixing in respectable circles. It appears that it was in the home of another benefactor, the senator Dmitry Baranov, who was fond of poetry and chess and had hosted Pushkin and much of the rest of “enlightened Petersburg”, that he made the acquaintance of the Großschopf brothers, who invited him to their home.

      The head of this highly respected household was one Ivan Fyodorovich (Johann Gottlieb) Großschopf, a Baltic German of north German ancestry whose distant relations included Ernst Curtius, tutor to Kaiser Friedrich III, and whose descendants included Wehrmacht Field Marshal Walter Model.12

      Ivan Fyodorovich worked as a konsulent at the State Collegium of Justice for Livonian, Estonian and Finnish Affairs and rose to the rank of district secretary. His wife, Anna Karlovna – born Estedt – was a Lutheran Swede whose parents were wealthy merchants from Uppsala who had moved to St Petersburg. The Großschopfs had eight children; sons Johann, who served in the Russian army; Karl, a deputy director with the department of foreign trade in the Ministry of Finance; and Gustav, in charge of the Riga customs house. There were five daughters: Alexandra, Anna, Yekaterina (married name – von Essen), Karolina (married name – Biuberg) and the young Amalia.13

      Having made the family’s acquaintance, Alexander Blank proposed to Anna Ivanovna. She had recently graduated from boarding school, spoke a number of languages, and played the clavichord wonderfully. It was her playing that first introduced him to Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, a piece he would grow to love.14

      Consent to the marriage was obtained and on 9th September 1830, a son, Dmitry, was born (he committed suicide aged 19 in 1850 while a student at Kazan University). On 30th August 1831, a daughter named Anna (married name – Veretennikova) was born, then on 29th August 1832, Lyubov (Ardasheva by her first husband, Ponomareva by her second), on 25th December 1833, Yekaterina (Zalezhskaya), 22nd February 1835, Maria (Ulyanova) and on 24th June 1836, Sofia (Lavrova).15

      Things initially went well for Alexander Dmitriyevich. As a police doctor, he received 1,000 roubles per year. He was more than once commended for his “efficiency and diligence”. However, in June 1831, during the Cholera Riots that took place in the capital, his brother Dmitry, on duty at the Central Cholera Hospital, was brutally murdered by a furious mob. His death so distressed Alexander Blank that he resigned from the police and was unable to practise for over a year. Only in April 1833 did he return to work. After passing exams in 1837, he was appointed a medical board inspector and, in 1838, a medical surgeon.

      Alexander Blank’s own private practice also expanded. His patients began to include members of the nobility. This enabled him to take a good apartment in a wing of a luxury villa on the English Embankment belonging to the emperor’s physician and president of the Medical-Surgical Academy, Baronet Sir James Wylie. It was in this apartment that Maria was born, with neighbour Ivan Dmitriyevich Chertkov, equerry to the imperial court and adjutant to Grand Duke Mikhail Pavlovich, becoming little Masha’s godfather.16

      In 1840, Anna Ivanovna fell seriously ill and died, and was buried in the Smolensky Evangelical Cemetery in St Petersburg. Care of the children passed to her sister, Yekaterina von Essen, who had been widowed in the same year. It seems that Alexander Blank had been fond of her for some time: it was no coincidence that he had named his daughter, born in 1833, Yekaterina. They grew closer after his wife’s death and in April 1841 Alexander Blank made arrangements for them to enter into a legal union. However, marrying the godmother of one’s daughter, or the sister of one’s deceased spouse, was not permitted by law. Instead, Yekaterina von Essen became his common-law wife.17

      That same month they left the capital and the whole family moved to Perm, where Alexander Blank had been appointed inspector of the Perm medical board and doctor to Perm Gymnasium. In March 1843, Alexander Blank took charge of the clinic at the Yugovsky State Factory and from September 1845 was appointed inspector of hospitals in Zlatoust, where he finished his career.18

      Alexander Blank went down in Russian medical history as one of the pioneers of balneology, treatment by mineral springs. He retired in 1847 with the rank of Court Councillor, which placed him among the minor nobility, and he left the Urals for Kazan Province. With his savings he bought land in Laishevsky District, though much of the funds came from Yekaterina von Essen. They purchased an estate at Kokushkino which consisted of 462 desyatiny of land (503.6 hectares), a water mill, and 39 serfs.19 On 4th August 1859, the Senate confirmed Alexander Blank and his children’s status as hereditary nobles, and they were included in the Kazan Assembly of the Nobility.

      Thus Maria Alexandrovna Blank came to be in Kazan, and then Penza, where she met Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov.

      Their wedding, like those of the other Blank sisters earlier, took place in Kokushkino on 25th August 1863. However, the honeymoon was cut short: on 7th September, Maria’s godmother and surrogate mother, Yekaterina von Essen, died at Kokushkino. Only after her burial did the young couple depart for Nizhny Novgorod, where Ilya had been appointed senior teacher of mathematics and physics at the gymnasium.
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      It is a thankless task, trying to gather the offshoots of the family tree. It satisfies a legitimate curiosity, but explains little.

      In practice, drawing out the threads of kinship through the centuries, picking apart one generation from another, it pulls the fate of each from the context of their time, and shifts the focus to factors verging on the genetic. The circumstances and events of each era did influence actions, did determine the destiny of lives, and did define modes of living just as profoundly as familial heritage.

      On 19th July 1831, Archpriest Nikolai Livanov baptised Ilya – the second son of Nikolai Ulyanov and his wife Anna – in the Church of Nikola Gostiny in Astrakhan. That same year, Emperor Nicholas I ordered that “under no circumstances are the children of serfs to be sent to schools in which they receive an education that may improve their station.”

      When Ilya Ulyanov nonetheless graduated from the gymnasium and its director A. P. Aristov appealed to the trustee of the Kazan School District to award a university scholarship to the “gifted boy”, he was informed that “coming from a soul-tax paying background” [trans: proiskhodyashchii iz podatnogo sostoyaniya] and “belonging to the petty bourgeoisie” [trans: meshchanskoye sosloviye] were “insufficient grounds” to qualify for a scholarship. Only assistance from his brother would allow Ilya to complete university.1

      On 18th February 1855, Nicholas I died. As he wended his way through the lanes of the Arbat, Moscow State University professor and historian S. Solovyov brooded: “I was not saddened by Nicholas I’s death, but at the same time felt ill at ease, anxious, apprehensive: what if worse lies ahead? A man released from prison breathes easily in the the fresh air, but where will he be taken next? Perhaps to another, even worse prison.”

      This bleak inner monologue was interrupted by a passing colleague, Professor T. Granovsky. Solovyov’s opening words in place of a greeting were “He’s dead.” Granovsky’s response: “It’s no surprise he’s dead. The remarkable thing is that you and I are alive.”2

      Alexander II was crowned. N. A. Dobrolyubov wrote in his “Ode on the Death of Nicholas I”:

      

      Natural law has deigned it so,

      That the times be bound to accustomed fate,

      A new tyrant crowned, as the last one goes,

      Still a nation strains ‘neath a tyrant’s weight.

      

      Suddenly, in 1856, like a bolt from the blue, Alexander II announced to the Moscow Governor-General: “It has come to my attention, Sirs, that rumours circulate of my intention to eliminate serfdom. To repudiate such unfounded talk surrounding such a serious subject, I consider it necessary to inform you that I have no such intentions at this time. Of course, Sirs, as you will recognise, the current arrangement for owning souls cannot remain as it presently stands. It is better to abolish serfdom from above than to wait for such time as it begins to abolish itself from below.”3

      Six years after he ascended the throne, after long discussions in the committees of the nobility, in the offices of the bureaucracy, and in the State Council, Alexander II signed the Emancipation Decree to abolish serfdom on 19th February 1861. “Everything that could have been done to protect landowners’ interests has been done,” he declared with satisfaction. On 5th March, the Decree was published, and all around Russia the church bells rang, with prayers echoing from every pulpit for “Alexander the Liberator”.

      Few remained sceptical. Recognising Alexander II’s achievements, Alexander Herzen recalled the biblical words: “Thou hast conquered, Galilean!” Even the radical Nikolai Chernyshevsky wrote, “The destruction of serfdom blesses Alexander’s reign with the highest glory on Earth.” However, time was required to truly understand and evaluate what was taking place.

      The reforms indirectly affected the Ulyanovs as well. Alexander Blank’s estate, which his daughters and sisters visited every summer, also possessed serfs. However, according to Anna Ulyanova, local peasants bore their landlords no ill will. On the contrary, as a doctor who took in the sick of all the surrounding villages, Alexander Blank enjoyed universal respect. As Anna Uyanova stated, “Kokushkino was an acquired estate and, as such, there could be no such relations between owner and serfs as those which were formed by aristocratic owners who had acquired their serfs as inheritance.”4

      After 1861, reforms were introduced in quick succession. A new impetus for development was felt within industry and agriculture. Unprecedented institutions – trial by jury, rural councils known as zemstvos – were introduced. Education allowed society to be more upwardly mobile. Provincial and district school boards were established. Projects for the large-scale creation of public schools were formulated, while great minds such as that of the ‘father of Russian pedagogy’ K. D. Ushinsky were already dreaming of the elimination of illiteracy in Russia.

      “..All Russia,” recalled that great rebel Prince Peter Kropotkin, “was talking of education. In the press, in enlightened circles, even in the drawing rooms of the highest society, the ignorance of the people, the obstacles that still stood in the way of those wishing to learn, the lack of schools in rural areas, the antiquated methods of teaching, and what to do to alleviate it all, became the favourite subjects of discussion. A major push for the establishment of Sunday schools began.”5 It was the poet Fyodor Tyutchev who most succinctly encapsulated the spirit of the time: “A thaw!”

      If one was to isolate one overarching idea that defined the mindset of the Sixtiers, it would be the recognition of the concept of “public good” as a harmonisation of personal and public interests. It was most fully articulated at the end of the 1860s in the “Historical Letters” of Pyotr Lavrov.

      He wrote, “The interests of the individual, when clearly understood, should be put to the realisation of common interests. Genuine social theory requires not the subjugation of the social element to the personal, nor the absorption of the individual by the collective, but the fusion of public and individual interests.”6

      Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov became swept up in the tide of this ‘Great Hope’. In Penza, where he had worked since 1855, a Sunday school had been opened in November 1860, only the 59th in Russia. It had been established “to promote literacy among the artisan and working classes”, and in addition to Russian and arithmetic, offered history, geography and the natural sciences. Supplementary to his work at both the boys’ and girls’ gymnasiums, Ilya Ulyanov began to teach and administrate at the Sunday school as well.7

      However, times of great frustration followed in the wake of that tide of hope. History had once more confirmed that in conditions of strict governance, where even faint hopes of concession are crushed, dislike towards a regime generally takes on a hidden, latent character. But when concessions are eventually made, such reform cannot alleviate the sheer weight of expectation allowed to accumulate over so long, and discontent spills over. In short, if under “Nicholas of the Stick”, no-one had dared utter a breath, then their patience had been exhausted by the time “Alexander the Liberator” took the throne.

      The first negative response to the ‘Great Reforms’ came from the peasants themselves: they felt betrayed, and a wave of riots swept through Russia.

      Anna Ulyanova observed, “Upon the liberation of the serfs, my grandfather had advised them to buy out the land, but they did not heed his advice, preferring deeded land instead.”8-9

      Kokushkino avoided any trouble, but in April 1861 in the village of Bezdna, also in Kazan Province, riots broke out and Count Apraksin had around 100 peasants shot in pacifying them. More were killed and wounded in the villages of Chernogai and Kandeyevka in Penza Province, where troops fired on peasants shouting the slogan, “All the land is

      ours!”

      In response, unrest broke out among students at the university and Theological Academy in Kazan. At a service for those killed, organised as an act of defiance by the students, professor of history Afanasy Shchapov, who would later die in exile in Siberia, said that the achievement of the Bezdna peasants was to put paid to the preconception that the Russian people were “incapable of initiating political movements.”10
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