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Sometimes it seemed to Valene that time had come to a stop,
suspended and frozen around an expectation he could not
define. The very idea of his projected tableau, whose exposed,
fragmented images had begun to haunt every second of his
life, furnishing his dreams and ordering his memories; the
very idea of this eviscerated building laying bare the cracks
of its past and the crumbling of its present; this haphazard
piling up of stories grandiose and trivial, frivolous and
pathetic, made him think of a grotesque mausoleum erected
in memory of companions petrified in terminal poses equally
insignificant in their solemnity and banality, as if he had
wanted to both prevent and delay these slow or quick deaths
that seemed to engulf the entire building, story by story:
Monsieur Marcia, Madame Moreau, Madame de Beaumont,
Bartlebooth, Rorschash, Mademoiselle Crespi, Madame
Albin, Smautf. And him, of course, Valene himself, the house’s
oldest inhabitant.

GEORGES PEREC, LIFE: A USER’S MANUAL

Mephisto:

There lies the bodys; if the soul would fly away,
I shall confront it with the blood-signed scroll.
Alas, they have so many means today

To rob the Devil of a soul.

JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE, FAUST,
TRANS. WALTER KAUFMANN
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FREFHLE

During the First Five-Year Plan (1928-32), the Soviet government built a
new socialist state and a fully nationalized economy. At the same time, it
built a house for itself. The House of Government was located in a low-
lying area called “the Swamp,” across the Moskva River from the Kremlin.
The largest residential building in Europe, it consisted of eleven units of
varying heights organized around three interconnected courtyards, each
one with its own fountain.

It was conceived as a historic compromise and a structure “of the tran-
sitional type.” Halfway between revolutionary avant-garde and socialist
realism, it combined clean, straight lines and a transparent design with
massive bulk and a solemn neoclassical facade. Halfway between bour-
geois individualism and communist collectivism, it combined 505 fully
furnished family apartments with public spaces, including a cafeteria,
grocery store, walk-in clinic, child-care center, hairdresser’s salon, post
office, telegraph, bank, gym, laundry, library, tennis court, and several
dozen rooms for various activities (from billiards and target shooting to
painting and orchestra rehearsals). Anchoring the ensemble were the
State New Theater for 1,300 spectators on the riverfront and the Shock
Worker movie theater for 1,500 spectators near the Drainage Canal.

Sharing these facilities, raising their families, employing maids and
governesses, and moving from apartment to apartment to keep up with
promotions were people’s commissars, deputy commissars, Red Army
commanders, Marxist scholars, Gulag officials, industrial managers, for-
eign communists, socialist-realist writers, record-breaking Stakhanovites
(including Aleksei Stakhanov himself) and assorted worthies, including
Lenin’s secretary and Stalin’s relatives. (Stalin himself remained across
the river in the Kremlin.)

In 1935, the House of Government had 2,655 registered tenants. About
700 of them were state and Party officials assigned to particular apart-
ments; most of the rest were their dependents, including 588 children.
Serving the residents and maintaining the building were between six hun-
dred and eight hundred waiters, painters, gardeners, plumbers, janitors,
laundresses, floor polishers, and other House of Government employees
(including fifty-seven administrators). It was the vanguard’s backyard; a
fortress protected by metal gates and armed guards; a dormitory where
state officials lived as husbands, wives, parents, and neighbors; a place
where revolutionaries came home and the revolution came to die.

In the 1930s and 1940s, about eight hundred House residents and an
unspecified number of employees were evicted from their apartments and
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accused of duplicity, degeneracy, counterrevolutionary activity, or general
unreliability. They were all found guilty, one way or another. Three hun-
dred forty-four residents are known to have been shot; the rest were sen-
tenced to various forms of imprisonment. In October 1941, as the Nazis
approached Moscow, the remaining residents were evacuated. When they
returned, they found many new neighbors, but not many top officials. The
House was still there, but it was no longer of Government.

It is still there today, repainted and repopulated. The theater, cinema,
and grocery store are in their original locations. One of the apartments is
now a museum; the rest are private residencies. Most private residencies
contain family archives. The square in front of the building is once again
called “Swamp Square.”

This book consists of three strains. The first is a family saga involving
numerous named and unnamed residents of the House of Government.
Readers are urged to think of them as characters in an epic or people in
their own lives: some we see and soon forget, some we may or may not
recognize (or care to look up), some we are able to identify but do not
know much about, and some we know fairly well and are pleased or an-
noyed to see again. Unlike characters in most epics or people in our own
lives, however, no family or individual is indispensable to the story. Only
the House of Government is.

The second strain is analytical. Early in the book, the Bolsheviks are
identified as millenarian sectarians preparing for the apocalypse. In sub-
sequent chapters, consecutive episodes in the Bolshevik family saga are
related to stages in the history of a failed prophecy, from an apparent
fulfillment to the great disappointment to a series of postponements to
the desperate offer of a last sacrifice. Compared to other sects with similar
commitments, the Bolsheviks were remarkable for both their success and
their failure. They managed to take over Rome long before their faith
could become an inherited habit, but they never figured out how to trans-
form their certainty into a habit that their children or subordinates could
inherit.

The third strain is literary. For the Old Bolsheviks, reading the “trea-
sures of world literature” was a crucial part of conversion experiences,
courtship rituals, prison “universities,” and House of Government domes-
ticity. For their children, it was the single most important leisure activity
and educational requirement. In the chapters that follow, each episode in
the Bolshevik family saga and each stage in the history of the Bolshevik
prophecy is accompanied by a discussion of the literary works that sought
to interpret and mythologize them. Some themes from those works—the
flood of revolution, the exodus from slavery, the terror of home life, the
rebuilding of the Tower of Babel—are reincorporated into the story of the
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House of Government. Some literary characters helped to build it, some
had apartments there, and one—Goethe’s Faust—was repeatedly invoked
as an ideal tenant.

The story of the House of Government consists of three parts. Book 1,
“En Route,” introduces the Old Bolsheviks as young men and women and
follows them from one temporary shelter to another as they convert to
radical socialism, survive in prison and exile, preach the coming revolu-
tion, prevail in the Civil War, build the dictatorship of the proletariat, de-
bate the postponement of socialism, and wonder what to do in the mean-
time (and whether the dictatorship is, indeed, of the proletariat).

Book 2, “At Home,” describes the return of the revolution as a five-year
plan; the building of the House of Government and the rest of the Soviet
Union; the division of labor, space, and affection within family apart-
ments; the pleasures and dangers of unsupervised domesticity; the prob-
lem of personal mortality before the coming of communism; and the mag-
ical world of “happy childhood.”

Book 3, “On Trial,” recounts the purge of the House of Government, the
last sacrifice of the Old Bolsheviks, the “mass operations” against hidden
heretics, the main differences between loyalty and betrayal, the home life
of professional executioners, the long old age of the enemies’ widows, the
redemption and apostasy of the Revolution’s children, and the end of Bol-
shevism as a millenarian faith.

The epilogue unites the book’s three strains by discussing the work of
the writer Yuri Trifonov, who grew up in the House of Government and
whose fiction transformed it into a setting for Bolshevik family history, a
monument to a lost faith, and a treasure of world literature.

In the House of Government, some residents were more important than
others because of their position within the Party and state bureaucracy,
length of service as Old Bolsheviks, or particular accomplishments on the
battlefield and the “labor front.” In this book, some characters are more
important than others because they made provisions for their own memo-
rialization or because someone else did it in their behalf.

One of the leaders of the Bolshevik takeover in Moscow and chairman
of the All-Union Society for Cultural Ties with Foreign Countries, Alek-
sandr Arosev (Apts. 103 and 104), kept a diary that his sister preserved and
one of his daughters published. One of the ideologues of Left Communism
and the first head of the Supreme Council of the National Economy, Vale-
rian Osinsky (Apts. 18, 389), maintained a twenty-year correspondence
with Anna Shaternikova, who kept his letters and handed them to his
daughter, who deposited them in a state archive before writing a book of
memoirs, which she posted on the Internet and her daughter later pub-
lished. The most influential Bolshevik literary critic and Party supervisor
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of Soviet literature in the 1920s, Aleksandr Voronsky (Apt. 357), wrote sev-
eral books of memoirs and had a great many essays written about him
(including several by his daughter). The director of the Lenin Mausoleum
Laboratory, Boris Zbarsky (Apt. 28), immortalized himself by embalming
Lenin’s body. His son and colleague, Ilya Zbarsky, took professional care
of Lenin’s body and wrote an autobiography memorializing himself and
his father. “The Party’s Conscience” and deputy prosecutor general, Aron
Solts (Apt. 393), wrote numerous articles about Communist ethics and
sheltered his recently divorced niece, who wrote a book about him (and
sent the manuscript to an archive). The prosecutor at the Filipp Mironov
treason trial in 1919, Ivar Smilga (Apt. 230), was the subject of several in-
terviews given by his daughter Tatiana, who had inherited his gift of elo-
quence and put a great deal of effort into preserving his memory. The
chairman of the Flour Milling Industry Directorate, Boris Ivanov, “the
Baker” (Apt. 372), was remembered by many of his House of Government
neighbors for his extraordinary generosity.

Lyova Fedotov, the son of the late Central Committee instructor, Fedor
Fedotov (Apt. 262), kept a diary and believed that “everything is important
for history.” Inna Gaister, the daughter of the deputy people’s commissar
of agriculture, Aron Gaister (Apt. 162), published a detailed “family chron-
icle” Anatoly Granovsky, the son of the director of the Berezniki Chemical
Plant, Mikhail Granovsky (Apt. 418), defected to the United States and
wrote a memoir about his work as a secret agent under the command of
Andrei Sverdlov, the son of the first head of the Soviet state and organizer
of the Red Terror, Yakov Sverdlov. As a young revolutionary, Yakov Sverd-
lovwrote several revealing letters to Andrei’s mother, Klavdia Novgorodt-
seva (Apt. 319), and to his young friend and disciple, Kira Egon-Besser.
Both women preserved his letters and wrote memoirs about him. Boris
Ivanov, the “Baker,” wrote memoirs about Yakov’s and Klavdia’s life in Si-
berian exile. Andrei Sverdlov (Apt. 319) helped edit his mother’s memoirs,
coauthored three detective stories based on his experience as a secret
police official, and was featured in the memoirs of Anna Larina-Bukharina
(Apt. 470) as one of her interrogators. After the arrest of the former head
of the secret police investigations department, Grigory Moroz (Apt. 39),
his wife, Fanni Kreindel, and eldest son, Samuil, were sent to labor camps,
and his two younger sons, Vladimir and Aleksandr, to an orphanage. Vlad-
imir kept a diary and wrote several defiant letters that were used as evi-
dence against him (and published by later historians); Samuil wrote his
memoirs and sent them to a museum. Eva Levina-Rozengolts, a profes-
sional artist and sister of the people’s commissar of foreign trade, Arkady
Rozengolts (Apt. 237), spent seven years in exile and produced several
graphic cycles dedicated to those who came back and those who did not.
The oldest of the Old Bolsheviks, Elena Stasova (Apts. 245, 291), devoted
the last ten years of her life to the “rehabilitation” of those who came back
and those who did not.
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Yulia Piatnitskaia, the wife of the secretary of the Comintern Executive
Committee, Osip Piatnitsky (Apt. 400), started a diary shortly before his
arrest and kept it until she, too, was arrested. Her diary was published by
her son, Vladimir, who also wrote a book about his father. Tatiana (“Tania”)
Miagkova, the wife of the chairman of the State Planning Committee of
Ukraine, Mikhail Poloz (Apt. 199), regularly wrote to her family from
prison, exile, and labor camps. Her letters were preserved and typed up by
her daughter, Rada Poloz. Natalia Sats, the wife of the people’s commissar
of internal trade, Izrail Veitser (Apt. 159), founded the world’s first chil-
dren’s theater and wrote two autobiographies, one of which dealt with her
time in prison, exile, and labor camps. Agnessa Argiropulo, the wife of the
secret police official who proposed the use of extrajudicial troikas during
the Great Terror, Sergei Mironov, told the story of their life together to a
Memorial Society researcher, who published it as a book. Maria Denisova,
the wife of the Red Cavalry commissar, Efim Shchadenko (Apts. 10, 505),
served as the prototype for Maria in Vladimir Mayakovsky’s poem A Cloud
in Pants. The director of the Moscow-Kazan Railway, Ivan Kuchmin (Apt.
226), served as the prototype for Aleksei Kurilov in Leonid Leonov’s novel,
The Road to Ocean. The Pravda correspondent, Mikhail Koltsov (Apt. 143),
served as the prototype for Karkov in Ernest Hemingway’s novel, For
Whom the Bell Tolls. “Doubting Makar,” from Andrei Platonov’s short story
by the same name, participated in the building of the House of Govern-
ment. All Saints Street, on which the House of Government was built, was
renamed in honor of Aleksandr Serafimovich, the author of The Iron Flood
(Apt. 82). Yuri Trifonov, the son of the Red Army commissar and chairman
of the Main Committee on Foreign Concessions, Valentin Trifonov (Apt.
137), wrote a novella, The House on the Embankment, that immortalized the
House of Government. His widow, Olga Trifonova, would become the di-
rector of the House on the Embankment Museum, which continues to col-
lect books, letters, diaries, stories, paintings, photographs, gramophones,
and other remnants of the House of Government.
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1
THE SWAMP

Moscow was founded on the high left bank of the river it was named after.
The wide-open and frequently invaded “Trans-Moskva” fields on the right
side gradually filled up with quarters of coopers, weavers, shearers, cart-
ers, soldiers, blacksmiths, interpreters, and tribute-collectors, but the
floodplain just opposite the Kremlin remained a chain of swamps and
marshy meadows. In 1495, Ivan III decreed that all buildings along the
right bank of the river be torn down and replaced by Royal Gardens. The
gardens were planted and, under Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich, neatly land-
scaped, but the mud kept creeping in. The Middle Garden was bounded on
the west by the Boloto (“swamp” in Russian); on the east by the Balchug
(“swamp” in Turkic); and on the south by nameless puddles and lakes. The
construction of the All Saints Stone Bridge in 1693 transformed the old
southern crossing into a causeway lined with shops, taverns, and ware-
houses (including the Royal Wool Yard and Royal Wine and Salt Yard).
After the fire of 1701, the gardens were abandoned, and one part of the
swamp began to be used as a market square and a place for recreational
fistfighting, fireworks displays, and public executions.!

After the spring flood of 1783, the Vodootvodnyi (or “Drainage”) Canal
was built along the southern edge of the Moskva floodplain. The embank-
ments were reinforced; the perpendicular ditches became alleys; and the
former Royal Gardens were transformed into a crescent-shaped, densely
populated island. The fire of 1812, which smoked Napoleon out of Moscow,
destroyed most of the buildings and drove away most of the residents. The
new structures—including inns, schools, factories, and merchant man-
sions—were largely built of stone. The Babyegorodskaia Dam at the west-
ern tip of the island made the canal navigable and floods less frequent.
Next to the dam, on the Kremlin side, arose the Cathedral of Christ the
Savior, consecrated in 1883 and dedicated “to the eternal memory of the
unrivaled diligence, loyalty, and love of Faith and Fatherland, with which,
in those difficult times, the Russian people acquitted themselves, and in
commemoration of Our gratitude to the Divine Providence that saved Rus-
sia from the calamity that threatened to befall it.”2

On the eve of World War I, the western section of the island (“the
Swamp”) was dominated and partially owned by the F. T. Einem Chocolate,
Candy, and Cookie Factory, famous for its Dutch cocoa, bridal baskets,
colorful marzipan figures, and “Fall in Love with Me” chocolate cakes.
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Founded in 1867 by two German entrepreneurs who made their fortune
selling syrups and jams to the Russian army, the factory had several steam
engines, brand new hydraulic presses, and the title of official supplier of
the Imperial Court. Its director, Oskar Heuss (the son of one of the co-
founders), lived nearby in a large, two-story house with bathrooms on
both floors, a greenhouse, and a big stable. On the opposite side of the
courtyard were apartments for the factory’s engineers (mostly Germans),
doctors’ assistants, married and unmarried employees, housekeepers, and
coachmen, as well as a library, laundry, and several dormitories and caf-
eterias for the workers. The factory was known for its high wages, good
working conditions, amateur theater, and active police-sponsored mutual
aid fund. Sunday lunches included a shot of vodka or half bottle of beer;
boarders under sixteen received free clothing, sang in a choir, worked in
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View of the Swamp from the Kremlin.
The Cathedral of Christ the Savior is on the far right.

View of the Einem Factory from the Cathedral of Christ the Savior

the store (for about eleven hours a day), and had an 8:00 p.m. curfew.
About half the workers had been there for more than fifteen years; the
hardest work was done by day laborers, mostly women.?

To the west of the chocolate factory were army barracks, a collection of
shops, and, on the island’s “Arrowhead,” the Moscow Sailing Club. To the
east was the seventeenth-century residence of the Duma clerk Averky
Kirillov, which contained the Moscow Archaeological Society, and the
Church of St. Nicholas the Miracle Worker, which contained the remains
of Averky Kirillov. The deacons, sextons, psalm-readers, holy bread bakers,
and priests (Father Orlov and Father Dmitriev) all lived in the churchyard,
alongside dozens of lodgers and the wards of St. Nicholas Almshouse.*

According to Nikolai Bukharin, who grew up a short walk away on Bol-
shaia Ordynka Street, the Trans-Moskva churches were usually full.



Sailing Club

Averky Kirillov Residence



THE SWAMP 9

In the front stood the merchants’ wives, rustling their silk skirts and
blouses and crossing themselves with plump, rosy fingers, while, be-
side them, their husbands prayed gravely and fervently. Farther
back one could see household dependents and poor relations: old
women in black, God-fearing gossips, matchmakers, keepers of the
family hearth, aunts with nieces still hoping for bridegrooms and
swooning from fat and longing, confidantes, and housemaids. The
government officials and their wives stood nearby looking fashion-
able. And at the back, pressing together as they stood or knelt, were
exhausted laborers, waiting for consolation and salvation from the
all-merciful God, our Savior. But the Savior remained silent as he
looked sadly down at the hunched bodies and bent backs. . . . Joking
and laughing a little nervously, young boys and girls spat on their
fingertips and tried to put each other’s candles out. As the candles
sputtered, they would snicker, then stifle their laughter under the
stern gaze of the grown-ups. Here and there, lovers could be seen
exchanging glances. The porch was full of wall-eyed beggars in piti-
ful rags, with turned-up eyelids and stumps instead of hands and
feet; the blind, lame, and holy fools for Christ’s sake.®

Most of them lived close by. Next to the church, along the Drainage
Canal (also known as the Ditch), and all around the chocolate factory were
courtyards filled with wooden or stone buildings with assorted annexes,
mezzanines, wings, porches, basements, and lofts. Inside were apart-
ments, rooms, “small chambers,” and “corners with cots” inhabited by a
motley mix of people who might or might not attend the Mass celebrated
by Father Orlov and Father Dmitriev. A sixteen-year-old factory appren-
tice, Semen Kanatchikov, who lived in the neighborhood in the second half
of the 1890s and went to Mass regularly before converting to socialism,
described his building as a “huge stone house with a courtyard that looked
like a large stone well. Wet linens dangled from taut clotheslines all along

Church of St. Nicholas the Miracle Worker
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View of Trans-Moskva from the Ditch

the upper stories. The courtyard had an acrid stench of carbolic acid.
Throughout the courtyard were dirty puddles of water and discarded veg-
etables. In the apartments and all around the courtyard people were
crowding, making noise, cursing” Kanatchikov lived in one of those apart-
ments with about fifteen other men from his native region, who shared the
rent. “Some were bachelors, others had wives who lived in the villages and
ran their households.”®

Next to the church of St. Nicholas was the Ivan Smirnov and Sons’
Vodka Factory, owned by Ivan’s grandson, Sergei Sergeevich Smirnov, and
famous for its brightly labeled bottles of cheap alcohol-made, as one gov-
ernment commission charged, from low-quality moonshine distilled by
Tula Province peasants. At the end of the block, between the Smirnov
Factory and All Saints Street, was the former Wine and Salt Yard, which



Entrance to the Wine and Salt Yard

The power station

House next to the power station



12 CHAPTER 1

housed the Moscow Assembly of Justices of the Peace, the office and resi-
dence of the city’s sewage administrator, a water-supply office, several
stone warehouses (including three for apples and one for eggs), and the
Main Electric Tram Power Station, crowned by two chimneys and a little
tower with a spire.”

The All Saints Bridge, commonly known as the Big Stone Bridge (even
though it had been mostly metal since 1858), was a gathering place for
pilgrims, vagrants, and beggars—except for the first week of Lent, when
the surrounding area became the city’s largest mushroom market. Ac-
cording to newspaper reports, mushrooms—dried and pickled—predomi-
nated, but there were also “mountains of bagels and white radishes,” “lots
of honey, preserves, cheap sweets, and sacks of dried fruit,” and “long
rows of stalls with crockery, cheap furniture, and all sorts of plain house-
hold utensils” One could hear “the shouting, laughter, whistling, and not-
so-Lenten joking of thousands of people, many of them still hungover
from the Shrovetide feast” “People wade through muddy slush, but no

Mushroom market by the Big Stone Bridge
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one seems to notice. Pranksters stomp on puddles, in order to splash
the women with dirt. There are quite a few pickpockets, who try to start
stampedes.”®

Across the road from the Wine and Salt Yard and next to the Birliukovs-
kaia Hermitage, stood the Chapel of St. Nicholas the Miracle Worker, with
two small wings that housed the monks’rooms, a drapery, and a vegetable
stall. Next to the chapel were several pubs, a cheap bathhouse doubling as
a brothel, and several former Wool Yard buildings filled with crowded
apartments and shops occupied by various tradesmen, including a dyer,
hairdresser, tinsmith, cobbler, seamstress, embroiderer, dressmaker, and
“phonographer.”®

Farther along the embankment, facing the Kremlin but partially hid-
den from view by tall trees in the front yard, was the three-story Maria
Women’s College, dedicated to “using the students’ talents not only for
the education of the mind, but also for the education of the heart and
character” Most of the heart’s education took place in the music rooms
on the first floor between the administration office and the dining hall.
From 1894 to 1906, one of the instructors at the college was Sergei Rach-
maninoff, who did not like teaching but needed the exemption from mili-
tary service that came with it. According to one of his students, upon
entering the classroom, Rachmaninoff, who was twenty-three at the time,
“would sit down at his desk, pull out his handkerchief, wipe his face with
it for along time, rest his head on his fingers, and, usually without looking
up, call on a pupil and ask her to recite her lesson.” One morning he
walked out of the class because his students had not done their home-
work. He wrote to the principal to apologize: “I am generally a bad teacher,
but today I was also unpardonably ill-tempered. If I had known that my
pupils would have to pay for my behavior, I would not have allowed myself
to act in such a way.” Perhaps as penance, Rachmaninoff composed his Six
Choruses for Women’s or Children’s Voices, op. 15, and also played at sev-
eral school performances.'°

Maria Women’s College Sergei Rachmaninoff in 1904
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Behind the school was the sprawling Gustav List Metal Works, which
employed more than a thousand workers and produced steam engines,
fire hydrants, and water pipes, among other things. Gustav List himself
lived above the factory office in a large apartment with a winter garden.
He had arrived from Germany in 1856, worked as a mechanic at the Vo-
ronezh Sugar Mill, started his Moscow factory in 1863, and turned it into
a joint-stock company in 1897."

The factory’s shops, warehouses, and dormitories took up the rest of
the block. Semen Kanatchikov worked in the “aristocratic” pattern work-
shop. “Most of the pattern-makers were urban types—they dressed neatly,
wore their trousers over their boots, wore their shirts ‘fantasia’ style,
tucked into their trousers, fastened their collars with a colored lace in-
stead of a necktie, and on holidays some of them even wore bowler hats. . . .
They used foul language only when they lost their tempers and in extreme
situations, or on paydays, when they got drunk, and not even all of them
at that'?

In the foundry, where the finished patterns ended up, “dirty, dark-
colored people, whose blackened, soot-covered faces revealed only the
whites of their eyes, rummaged like moles in the earth and dust of the
earthen floor” To the roar of the “enormous lifting cranes and turning
gears,” the “heavy fire-red stream of molten pig iron spewed forth large
blazing sparks and illuminated the dark faces of the smelters standing
by. ... The heat near the pots and the furnaces was unbearable and the
clothes of the smelters would repeatedly catch fire and have to be doused
with water'3

When Kanatchikov first arrived at the plant, the workday was eleven
and a half hours, not counting overtime night shifts during the busy fall
and winter seasons, but after the St. Petersburg weavers’ strike of 1896,
List introduced the ten-hour day. Most workers, both the “urban types”
and the “peasants” (who “wore high boots, traditional cotton-print blouses
girdled with a sash, had their hair cut ‘under a pot, and wore beards that

Gustav List Metal Works
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were rarely touched by a barber’s hand”), lived in and around the Swamp.
When they were not working, they drank Smirnov vodka; brawled at wed-
dings; told funny stories about priests; fished in the Moskva and the Ditch;
consorted with local prostitutes; courted stocking-knitters, milliners, and
cooks in the Alexander Garden next to the Kremlin; read crime chronicles,
serialized novels, and Christian and socialist tracts; attended church ser-
vices and various conspiratorial meetings; staged bloody fistfights on the
frozen river by the dam (usually with the Butikov textile workers from
across the river); and visited the nearby Tretyakov Gallery of Russian Art,
Imperial Museum of Russian History, and Rumiantsev Museum (of just
about everything). On Sundays, museum admission was free, but the most
popular “free spectacles,” according to Kanatchikov, were Moscow fires,
which, “no matter how tired,” the workers “would run at breakneck speed
to see™

Twice a month, on Saturday paydays, most of Kanatchikov’s house-
mates “indulged in wild carousing. Some, as soon as they had collected
their pay, would go directly from the factory to beer halls, taverns, or to
some grassy spot, whereas others—the somewhat more dandified types—
first went back to the apartment to change their clothes” On the following
Mondays, the “sufferers . . . with swollen red faces and glazed eyes” would
treat their hangovers with shots of alcohol-based varnish kept in a special
tin can. “After lunch half the shop would be drunk. Some would loaf on
other people’s workbenches; others would sit it out in the lavatory. Those
whose morning-after drinking had gone too far went to sleep in the drying
room or in the shop shed.’®

East of the Gustav List Metal Works was the “Renaissance” mansion of
the sugar millionaire, Kharitonenko, with Gothic interiors by Fedor
Schechtel and a large gallery of Russian art. Between Gustav List and the
Ditch was the Swamp proper: a large square filled with long sheds, filled
with small shops, filled with all kinds of things, mostly edible. In late sum-
mer and early fall, the space between the sheds became Moscow’s largest
farmers’ market. Every night, the dealers would gather in Afanasyev’s tea
room to agree on prices. At about two in the morning, they would come out
to greet the arriving peasants, and, according to one newspaper report,
each would “walk unhurriedly along the line of carts, glancing indifferently
at the mountains of berries. Having made a choice, he would name a price
and, if the peasant began to object, would shrug and walk away, lighting
up a cigarette.” In the ensuing haggling, “various numbers, promises,
oaths, and jokes would be jumbled together, passed on, and spread around
the square.” At sunrise, the peasants would leave, the selling of berries to
the public would begin, and, “as if by magic, everything would come alive
and turn bright and cheerful. . . . There was so much of everything that one
could not help wondering about the size and appetite of Moscow’s belly,
which, day after day, devoured these gifts of the Swamp quite casually—a
mere tasty morsel or idle amusement.”®
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Swamp Square, view from the Kremlin

Swamp market

Later in the day, the berries would be replaced by mushrooms, vegeta-
bles, and, on holidays, promenaders and tavern regulars. The inhabitants
of “the hovels where naked children crawled amidst soiled rags and which
smelled of untreated leather, sauerkraut, the outhouse, and dank mold”
would, in Nikolai Bukharin’s words, “spill out onto the streets or suffocate
in the fumes of taverns and bars with red and blue signs that read ‘Beer-
hall with Garden’ or, in fancy script, ‘The “Meeting of Friends” Inn. Waiters,
in jackets that were white in name only, would scurry around through the
smoke while in the background, a ‘music machine’ played, glasses clinked,
an accordion wailed, and a voice sang mournful, heart-rending songs. And
this motley, mixed-up world was full of moaning, brawling, drinking,
screaming, hugging, fighting, kissing, and crying”*’

The state, through a variety of offices and officials, did its best to regulate
and sanitize the life of the Swamp and the rest of the city. It inspected the
goods sold at the markets and the products manufactured at the Einem,
Smirnov, and List factories; repaired the streets, sidewalks, and embank-
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ments (the Bersenev and Sophia ones were among the best maintained in
the city); fished the bodies of drunks and suicides out of the Ditch; counted
every door, window, and tenant for taxation and surveillance purposes;
supplied running water, gas, and electricity, along with detailed sign-up
and use regulations; installed Gustav List fire hydrants every one hundred
meters and put out fires (increasingly using telephones rather than fire
towers for signaling the alarm); created a sewage system and, in 1914,
made its use compulsory for property owners (who were to collect reports
of any “foul odor emanating from water closets and pissoirs”); drained
water out of flooded areas and transported solid trash to special dumps;
carved, stored, and sorted meat at municipal slaughterhouses; issued
numbered badges for cab drivers and enforced parking and traffic regula-
tions; administered the growing streetcar network, powered by electricity
that was generated on the site of the former Wine and Salt Yard (using
Baku oil brought by rail and water to a special tank by the Simonov Mon-
astery and pumped to the Swamp through an underground pipeline); de-
livered letters, parcels, and telegrams; replaced kerosene street lamps
with gas burners and, in front of Christ the Savior Cathedral and along
tram lines, with electric lighting; obligated landlords to cart off their dirty
snow beyond the city limits and hire janitors and night guards (who dou-
bled as police agents); planted trees and kept up city parks complete with
gazebos, pavilions, and concert stages; built, funded, and staffed most of
the schools; paid for about one half of the city’s hospital beds; supervised
and censored performances and publications; ran foundling homes, alms-
houses, workhouses, and poor relief offices; and required that all duly
classified imperial subjects be registered at their place of residence and
that all births, deaths, and marriages be recorded by the appropriate re-
ligious authorities. (In order to be allowed to marry his cousin, Rach-
maninoff had to procure a written certificate confirming that he had been
to confession, find a priest who was willing to risk the displeasure of the
Holy Synod, and receive special permission from the tsar.)'®

The modern state, more or less by definition, does too much or not
enough; its many services are both intrusions and entitlements. Early-
twentieth-century Russia was not a modern state because its services
could not keep up with its industrializing efforts (Moscow was one of the
fastest-growing cities in the world, with new immigrants, mostly peasant
men like Kanatchikov, making up about 70 percent of the population) and
because most bureaucratic rules were seen as optional or negotiable by
both citizens and bureaucrats (Sergei Rachmaninoff took care of his incest
problem by obtaining his confession certificate without ever going to con-
fession, celebrating his wedding in the barracks chapel of the Sixth Grena-
dier Regiment, and receiving a note from the tsar that said: “whatever God
has bound together, may no man tear asunder”). But mostly, late imperial
Russia was not a modern state because it never quite recognized that its
services were fulfillments of inalienable rights or that its subjects were
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responsible citizens (that is, individuals actively complicit in their own
nationalization). It never tried to claim, with any degree of conviction, that
Russians had a part in building up their state, a stake in its continued
growth, and a self-generated desire, however ambivalent, to keep asking
for more institutional intrusions.'®

Instead, the imperial state continued to create more unacknowledged
rights while disciplining as many potential usurpers as possible. On the
eve of World War I, Moscow was the most policed city in Europe (with
about 278 residents per policeman compared with 325 in Berlin, 336 in
Paris, and 442 in Vienna). The Yakimanka Police Station, which included
the Swamp, kept records of all resident foreigners, Jews, students, cab-
men, workers, and unemployed, among others, as well as “commercial,
inn-keeping, factory, and artisanal establishments.” In addition to routine
reporting and recording, police agents were to describe the “mood” of par-
ticular groups of people (especially those likely to “have a bad effect on
their coworkers”); encourage residents to put out flags on public holidays;
and “keep a close watch” on all “persons placed under open or secret police
surveillance” Under “characteristic traits” in the police registration books,
some of these persons were described as “quick-tempered”; others, as
“talkative”; and still others—the majority—as “contemplative.” The harder
the police worked, the more quick-tempered, talkative, and contemplative
their wards became.?°

In September 1905, the Gustav List workers were among the first in
Moscow to go on strike and to demand civil liberties and “personal invio-
lability” along with improved working conditions. After a rally on the So-
phia Embankment, approximately three hundred of them walked over to
the Einem Chocolate Factory and forced it to shut down. In November
1905, the Einem mechanical shop was turned into a weapons stockpile as
workers made knives and daggers in the expectation of a “St. Barthol-
omew’s Night” (which, according to an early Soviet oral historian, they
understood as “a general slaughter”). There was sporadic shooting and
barricade building in December 19os5; more strikes in 1906 and 1913; a di-
sastrous flood in April 1908 that made most of the basements uninhabit-
able; and massive anti-German riots in 1915 that involved a pogrom at the
Einem factory and the destruction of six of its candy stores in the city. The
Swamp and the rest of Russia were becoming quick-tempered, talkative,
and contemplative to the exclusion of all other dispositions. The state’s
expectations and classifications (the “peasant” Kanatchikov, the “noble-
man” Rachmaninoff) had little to do with what most people actually did or
imagined; church truths (from the divinity of autocracy to the efficacy of
confession) were routinely questioned and ridiculed; the new institutions
that organized economic life (including the large foreign-owned factories
such as List and Einem) had trouble attaching themselves to any existing
representation of virtuous living; the new system of railway lines with its
center in northern Moscow (along with the new industrial and commercial
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districts gravitating toward it) clashed with the old street diagram radiat-
ing from the Kremlin; and high literature (increasingly remote from the
mass-produced kind) had mostly forsaken its job of providing meaningful
connections between “once upon a time” and “happily ever after” Russia
was not the only casualty of industrialization’s encounter with the fin-de-
siecle, but the ancien regime’s rigidity made its plight seem universal and
revelatory. The empire was crawling with prophets, soothsayers, and itin-
erant preachers. Everyone seemed to believe that the world was sick and
would not last much longer.?!

In addition to the orthodox Orthodox, who tended to read more devo-
tional literature, go on more pilgrimages, and report more miraculous
healings and apparitions than they had half a century earlier, there were
the newly literate proletarian writers, who wrote about the “chains of suf-
fering” and the coming deliverance; the Ioannites, who venerated Father
John of Kronstadt as the herald of the coming apocalypse; the Brethren,
who preached personal redemption through temperance, sobriety, and
charismatic spiritualism; the Tolstoyans, who foresaw a universal moral
transformation through vegetarianism and nonviolence; the Dukhobors,
who resisted the growing demands for conscription and civil registration
by emigrating to Canada with the help of the Tolstoyans (and their breth-
ren, the Quakers); the Baptists, who proselytized vigorously and success-
fully in behalf of the priesthood of all believers; the Socialist Revolutionar-
ies, who believed in the Russian peasant as both the instrument and
principal beneficiary of universal emancipation; the Social Democrats
(divided into the Bolsheviks, Mensheviks, and a variety of short-lived sub-
sects, including the God-builders), who believed in the redemptive mission
of the urban working class; the Anarchists, who expected free individuals
to create a world without coercion; the Decadents, who had “the sense,
both oppressive and exalting, of being the last of a series”; and the Sym-
bolists, who approached “every object and phenomenon,” including their
own lives, “from the point of view of its ultimate state, or in the light of the
future world” (as Vladimir Solovyov put it).??

In and around the Swamp, everyone was a Symbolist. Nikolai Bukha-
rin’s favorite book, as a ten-year-old, was the Book of Revelation—*its sol-
emn and obscure mood, cosmic cataclysms, the archangels’ trumpets, the
resurrection of the dead, the Beast, the last days, the Whore of Babylon,
the magic vials.” After reading Solovyov’s “The Tale of the Antichrist,” he
felt “shivers run down his spine” and rushed off to find his mother to ask
if she was a harlot. Aleksandr Voronsky, a Tambov priest’s son who lived
in an attic above a Trans-Moskva holy bread bakery and taught Marxism
to leather workers in a basement next to the church gate, “kept repeating”
the verses he had memorized as an adolescent—about the divine gift of an
“undivided heart” and the kind of “inspiring hatred” that engenders “the
powerful, ferocious, and monstrous hymns of vengeance and retribution”:
“They will plunder your wealth and loot your merchandise; they will break
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down your walls and demolish your fine houses and throw your stones,
timber and rubble into the sea. I will put an end to your noisy songs, and
the music of your harps will be heard no more”?3

Nikolai Fedorov, who worked as a librarian in the Rumiantsev Museum,
proposed a practical plan to resurrect the dead and institute the reign of
“complete and perfect kinship”; Semen Kanatchikov, who went to the
Rumiantsev Museum “to look at pictures,” discovered that soon “every-
thing would become the common property of the toilers”; Alexander
Scriabin (Rachmaninoff’s classmate at the Moscow Conservatory) set out
to write a work of art to end all life as well as all art; and Rachmaninoff
himself based his First Symphony (composed and performed when he was
a teacher at the Maria Women’s College) on “Dies irae,” a thirteenth-
century Latin hymn about the Last Judgment. César Cui probably did not
know how right he was when he began his review of the first performance
with the words: “If there were a conservatory in Hell, and if one of its gifted
students received the assignment to write a programmatic symphony on
‘the seven plagues of Egypt’. . %4

The conservatory (a short walk from the Sophia Embankment across
the Big Stone Bridge and past the Rumiantsev Museum) was not the only
doomed institution in Moscow, and the symphony about the coming
plagues was not Rachmaninoff’s only endeavor. While he was working on
the First Symphony about the last days (op. 13) and the Six Choruses for
his Maria College students (op. 15), he also wrote a song (op. 14, no. 11) that
soon became “a symbol of social awakening” and a popular anthem of hope
and redemption. The lyrics, originally written around 1829, were by Fedor
Tyutchev, one of the Symbolists’ favorite poets.?®

The fields are still white with snow,

But the streams are astir with the clamor of spring.
They flow and awaken the somnolent shores

They flow and sparkle and proclaim . . .

They proclaim to the four corners of the world:
“Spring is on its way, spring is on its way!

We are the young spring’s messengers,

She has sent us on ahead!

Spring is on its way, spring is on its way,
And, crowding merrily behind her,

Is the red-cheeked, bright dancing circle
Of the quiet, warm days of May.”

On May 12, 1904, the police intercepted a letter from a certain “Y” in
Nizhnii Novgorod to S. P. Mironycheva, a resident of the “Dormitory for
Female Students” on the Sophia Embankment. Referring as much to Rach-
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maninoff’s song as to Nikolai Dobroliubov’s 1860 essay, “When Will the
Real Day Finally Come?,” the author urges his correspondent not to give in
to despair: “Let this be a momentary concession to a time of uncertainty,
oppression, and doubt. Surely, even now, the coming renewal is capable
of lifting up the best people of our time toward energy and faith. The real
day is coming, after all. It is coming—noisy and tempestuous, sweeping
away everything weak, feeble, and old. . .. The dawn, which sheds its fan-
tastic, enchanting, and transparent light over everything and everyone,
is near”?6

It is not clear whether the police agent who read the letter knew that
“Y” was Yakov Sverdlov, a nineteen-year-old gymnasium dropout, phar-
macist’s apprentice, and “professional revolutionary.”

Spring flooding in the Swamp
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THE PREACHERS

Most prophets of the Real Day were either Christians or socialists. The
majority of Christians continued to think of “the Second Coming” as a
metaphor for endless postponement, but a growing minority, including a
few decadent intellectuals and the rapidly multiplying Evangelical Prot-
estants, expected the Last Judgment in their lifetimes. This belief was
shared by those who associated Babylon with capitalism and looked for-
ward to a violent revolution followed by a reign of social justice.

The two groups had a great deal in common. Some people believed that
revolutionary socialism was a form of Christianity; others believed that
Christianity was a form of revolutionary socialism. Sergei Bulgakov and
Nikolai Berdyaev proposed to incorporate political apocalypticism into
Christianity; Anatoly Lunacharsky and Maxim Gorky considered Marxism
a religion of earthly salvation; Vladimir Bonch-Bruevich referred to Bap-
tists and Flagellants as natural “transmission points” of Bolshevik propa-
ganda; and the Bolshevik propagandist (and priest’s son) Aleksandr Vo-
ronsky claimed to have met a revolutionary terrorist who was using the
Gospels as a guide to “the violent overthrow of the tsarist regime.”

But normally they saw each other as opposites. Christians tended to
think of socialists as atheists or Antichrists, and socialists tended to agree
(while considering Christians backward or hypocritical). In standard so-
cialist autobiographies, the loss of “religious” faith was a prerequisite for
spiritual awakening. One crucial difference was that most preachers of a
Christian apocalypse were workers and peasants, while most theorists of
workers’ and peasants’ revolutions were students and “eternal students.”
The students were usually the children of clerks, clergymen, teachers,
doctors, Jews, and other “proletarians of mental labor”: professional intel-
lectuals as metaphorical Jews (chosen, learned, and alienated) and Jews
as honorary intellectuals irrespective of what they did for a living. They all
grew up as perennial prodigies, as heirs to a lost sacred mission, as strang-
ers among people they called “the people” They were, for the most part,
hereditary members of the intelligentsia.

The Vilno Bolshevik Aron Solts believed that the source of his “opposi-
tion to the powers that be” was his Jewishness, which he associated with
legal inequality, “relative intellectualism,” and sympathy for revolutionary
terrorists. Nikolai Bukharin claimed that his father, a teacher and some-
time tax inspector, did not believe in God, “enjoyed saying something radi-
cal every once in a while,” and often asked Nikolai, who had learned to read
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Aron Solts Nikolai Bukharin Valerian Obolensky (Osinsky)
(Courtesy of Elena Simakova)

at the age of four, to recite poetry for family friends. Bukharin’s friend and
Swamp “agitator” Valerian Obolensky (whose job in the winter of 1907-8
was to write leaflets for the Gustav List workers) grew up in the family of
a veterinarian of “radical convictions and high culture” who taught his
children French and German and encouraged them to read Belinsky and
Dobroliubov (“not to mention the great fiction writers”). Another early
convert to Bolshevism, Aleksei Stankevich, attributed his awakening to
the feeling “that Mother and Father were much better educated, more in-
telligent, and more honest than their milieu” (His father, a teacher in
Kostroma and Kologriv, was “driven to drink” by the idiocy of provincial
life.) “All this led our youthful minds deeper and deeper into doubt and
confusion.”

To be a true intelligent meant being religious about being secular; ask-
ing “the accursed questions” over lunch and dinner; falling deeper and
deeper into doubt and confusion as a matter of principle; and feeling both
chosen and damned for being better educated, more intelligent, and more
honest than one’s milieu. Whether a member of the intelligentsia could
find the answers to the accursed questions and still be a member of the
intelligentsia was open to question. Lenin thought not (and did not con-
sider himself one). The authors of the antiradical manifesto Signposts be-
lieved there were no nondoctrinaire intelligentsia members left (and con-
sidered themselves an exception). Most people used the term to refer to
both the confused and the confident—as long as they remained self-
conscious about being better educated, more intelligent, and more honest
than their milieu. The proportion of those who had overcome doubt kept
growing. Most believed in the coming revolution; more and more knew
that it would be followed by socialism.

There were two kinds of socialists: Marxists and nationalists. Or rather,
there was a wide range of possible definitions of collective martyrdom—
from the Mensheviks’ reliance on the timely self-realization of the socio-
logically correct proletarians; to the Bolsheviks’ expectation that Russian
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workers and peasants might start a revolution
out of turn, by way of exception; to the Populists’
faith in the Russian peasant as a universal re-
deemer by virtue of his uniquely Russian com-
munalism; to the Bundists’ insistence on the
need for a Jewish specificity within Marxist cos-
mopolitanism; to the uncompromising tribal
millenarianism of the Armenian Dashnaks, so-
cialist Zionists, and Polish nationalists. Even at
the extremes, the distinction was not always
clear: the Marxists talked of “hereditary prole-
tarians” as a caste with its own culture and ge- Feliks Kon
nealogy; the most radical Russian nationalists

were known as Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs), not Russian nationalists;
and the most radical non-Russian nationalists represented their nations
as the world’s original proletarians. Everyone spoke the biblical language
of tribal chosenness and suffering for humanity.

One of the oldest Bolsheviks, Feliks Kon, grew up in Warsaw, in a Jewish
family of Polish nationalists. “Patriotism was a substitute for religion,” he
wrote in his memoirs. “Of the latter, only the formal, ritualistic side re-
mained.” Once, on Passover, as his grandfather “was presiding over the
table and leading the prayers,” an uncle returned from foreign exile, where
he had been hiding from “the Muscovites™: “The prayers were forgotten.
Everyone, from the little ones to my old grandfather, sat listening to his
stories with rapt attention. ‘Rather than talking about the flight of the
Jews from Egypt, said Uncle to Grandfather, ‘let’s talk about the martyr-
dom of Poland’ Grandfather readily agreed”

At seventeen, Kon learned of the heroism of the Muscovite revolution-
ary terrorists and stopped talking about the martyrdom of Poland. The
exodus came to represent universal liberation.

It was a change of faith, of cult. ... A dead, ossified faith had been
replaced by a living, vibrant one. . . . I was ready to do battle with the
whole world of lies, hypocrisy, humiliation, and falsehood, the world
of grief and servitude. . . . It was clear as day to me that I must go to
other seventeen- and eighteen-year-old ardent young men and
share with them my faith and my truth, for us to unite, come to-
gether, “do more studying”—I vaguely understood the necessity of
that—and then, all of us together, leave behind “the gloaters, idle
blabberers, and blood-stained executioners” for “the camp of the
dying,” to reveal to them the reasons for their grinding slavery, open
their eyes to the force living within them, awaken that force, and
then...then...then...the great deed would be done: the world of
slavery and untruth would sink into the abyss, and the bright sun of
liberty would shine over the earth.?
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Serial conversions involving a variety of na-
tional and cosmopolitan options were common
on the Russian Empire’s western periphery. An-
other ardent young man, Karl Sobelson, moved
from the cult of Heinrich Heine and Nathan the
Wise (which he described as typical of Galician
Jews), to Polish patriotism “complete with its
Catholic shell” (at which point he became
“Radek”), to socialism “understood as a quest
for Polish independence,” to radical Marxism
in a variety of national guises. Closer to the im-

Karl Radek perial center, spiritual awakening tended to

be represented as a generic revelation of the

misery of the surrounding world, with the finer distinctions regarding the

nature of the last days becoming apparent later, as a result of sober
reflection.?

Some well-off socialists remembered having been impressionable or
rebellious children sensitive to injustice and subject to “feelings of
discomfort and shame” on account of their unearned privilege. Elena
Stasova—the granddaughter of a prominent architect, daughter of an even
more prominent lawyer, and niece of a famous art critic—suffered from a
growing “feeling of indebtedness” to the people “who made it possible for
us, the intelligentsia, to live the way we did.”®

But most, like Feliks Kon, were changed forever by reading, and even
Stasova’s feelings of guilt “were partly derived from books.” The officer’s
son and cadet corps student, Sergei Mitskevich, lived in the dark until the
age of fourteen: “I read Turgenev’s The Virgin Soil, and my eyes were
opened: I understood that revolutionaries were not the evil men our offi-
cials said they were, but people struggling for freedom, for the people. This
realization led to a complete revolution in my thinking. I began to read a
lot” New reading led to new insights and the eventual “discovery of the key
to the understanding of reality,” but it was the first youthful epiphany that
separated life without “sense or meaning” from a purposeful quest for true
knowledge.®

Kon (born 1864), Stasova (1873), and Mitskevich (1869) were among the
oldest Bolsheviks. The vast majority—those born in the 188os and 18gos—
had their eyes opened in school, alongside their classmates. In Nikolai
Bukharin’s Moscow Gymnasium No. 1 (on Volkhonka across from the Ca-
thedral of Christ the Savior), some boys “went on living aimlessly—reading
whatever was assigned and horsing around in the hallways,” but “the class
elite” consisted of two groups of self-conscious apocalyptics: the deca-
dents and the revolutionaries. According to Bukharin’s partisan account,

the aristocratic group—the loners, the sons of the nobility and the
upper bourgeoisie (rich merchants, bankers, stock exchange specu-
lators, and Jewish moneybags, who were trying desperately to make
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their way into the most refined spheres)—aped their older brothers,
playing earnestly at beings snobs and dandies. They wore jodhpurs,
pointy English dress shoes, expensive narrow-waisted, light-colored
jackets made by well-known Moscow tailors, and wide, fancy leather
sashes. Their collars were starched and their hair neatly combed,
with impeccably straight parts and not a hair out of place. They
acted as if they were doing the gymnasium a great favor by attend-
ing classes. They kept to themselves and often brought French
books, from Baudelaire to Maeterlinck and Rodenbach, which they
read with melancholy miens, to make clear that they lived in a world
of altogether different dimensions. They were loose-limbed, point-
edly polite, fond of exchanging remarks in French or English and
conversing about art, and seemed to regard normal life as some-
thing to be held squeamishly between two fingers, pinkie extended.
They dropped the names of Nietzsche and Solovyov but did not read
them; carried around reproductions of the exquisitely depraved, el-
egant graphic masterpieces by Aubrey Beardsley and Félicien Rops;
and talked in church whispers of Oscar Wilde. Of the new Russian
poets, they only recognized the Symbolists, showing off by sharing
the latest news of their literary and personal lives, which bordered
on refined gossip.

The rival group consisted mainly of children from intelligentsia
families. They wore Tolstoy shirts under their jackets and kept their
hair deliberately shaggy and often uncombed; some older boys were
beginning to grow beards. In class they secretly read Pisarev, Dobro-
liubov, and Shchedrin. ... They worshiped Gorky, despised every-
thing official, scorned all kinds of “pomp and circumstance,” and
ridiculed “the white satin lining crowd,” their ideals, and the way
they walked, giving them cutting and rather accurate nicknames,
such as “the heavenly wagtail,” and occasionally entering into lively
arguments with them, often on literary subjects. They sensed
vaguely that the unstoppable stream of life would soon answer the
question “When will the real day finally come?” They were impressed
by every manifestation of open protest, every word of condemna-
tion, every act of heroic resistance to established order. Even rou-
tine pranks had a certain value in their eyes: they were instinctively
attracted to “undermining the foundations,” even in little things.
They were impertinent, sharp-tongued, and prone to mocking their
sheeplike neighbors.”

According to his classmate Ilya Ehrenburg, Bukharin was less morbidly
earnest than most of his fellow underminers (especially his best friend,
the unsmiling Grigory Brilliant), but he was just as cutting. He laughed a
lot and “constantly interrupted the conversation with jokes and made-up
or absurd words,” but “it was dangerous to argue with him: he tenderly

ridiculed his opponents.”®
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Yakov Sverdlov’s (Y’s) biographers describe
him as boisterously argumentative. One of six
children in the family of a Jewish engraver in
Nizhnii Novgorod, he excelled in elementary
school and was sent to a gymnasium, where he
fought with the children of noblemen and “baf-
fled” his teachers with unexpected questions.
“Bored in his classes, he figured out a way to
read regular books instead of textbooks while
sitting at his desk. Once, when he had been
caught in the act and heard the teacher’s threat-
ening ‘What are you doing?’, he answered calmly:
‘Reading an interesting book’ ‘What kind of
book?’ roared the teacher even more threateningly. ‘An ordinary, paper
one, answered the student even more calmly” True or not, this story is an
accurate representation of a young rebel’s ideal (“quick-tempered,” “talk-
ative,” and “contemplative”) disposition. After four years, Sverdlov left the
gymnasium to become a pharmacist’s apprentice and a “professional
revolutionary.” Sverdlov’s father cheered him on: all of Yakov’s five siblings
were, in one way or another, waiting for the coming of the real day.®

The road to belief began with friendship. Sverdlov had Vladimir
Lubotsky (later “Zagorsky,” the man after whom the town of Sergiev-Posad
would be renamed); Kon had Ludowik Sawicki (who committed suicide in
Paris in 1893); and Bukharin had Grigory Brilliant (the future people’s
commissar of finance, Grigory Sokolnikov). The son of a Kazan merchant,
Aleksandr Arosev, remembered finding a friend early on in his Realschule
career: “At one point I was told there was a strong boy named Skriabin in
Grade 3, Section B. I sought him out. One day he was in the hall washing
the blackboard sponge under a faucet. He looked rather gloomy (the way
he always did, as I found out later). I came up to him and proposed fight-
ing. Skriabin agreed. Having exchanged several preliminary punches, we
got into a stranglehold, to the delight of the whole hall. I don’t remember
who won, but we became acquainted.”°

Acquaintance led to conversations, conversations to confessions, and
confessions to intimacy. As Arosev wrote in one of his many memoirs,
“Friendship begins when one reveals to the other a mystery that has never
been revealed before. And when you are young, anything can become a
mystery: the way you notice a passing cloud, delight in a thunderstorm,
admire a girl, or dream of a faraway land.” For Skriabin, the mystery was
music (he was a violinist and played quartets with his three brothers); for
Aroseyv, it was novels. For both of them, it was the search for the true path
to revolution. Arosev continues:

Yakov Sverdlov

One night, . . . we were walking through the deserted streets, sprin-
kled with snow. The silence of the streets gave us a sense of inti-
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macy, and the cold forced us to move closer to one another. We were
walking arm in arm. It was well past midnight. From street corners,
roadside posts, and porch awnings, shapeless shadows slid over the
darkly glistening snow that looked like so many fish scales. Some-
times it seemed to us that those were the shadows of spies following
us wherever we went, but there were no spies anywhere. Those
shadows—the uncertain silvery flickerings in the night—were listen-
ing to our halting speeches, our words that sparkled with one thing
only: a desperate eagerness to find a truth that we could give all of
ourselves to in the name of struggle.

The truth, they knew, was to be found in larger groups of like-minded
believers. After more conversations and confessions, several clusters of
friends would come together as a secret reading circle:

Seven or eight fifth-grade Realschule students were sitting on the
chairs, bed, and couch of the low attic room lit up by a kerosene
lamp with a white glass lampshade. The portraits of Kautsky, Engels,
Marx, Mikhailovsky, Uspensky, Korolenko, and Tolstoy looked down
sternly and protectively. On the bookshelf in the corner, one could
see the names of the same heroes of the age. . ..

The air was filled with an energy that could only be sensed by the
nerves, which, like little cobwebs, connected everyone and made
them feel related and bound together forever, for many centuries to
come. The young men barely knew each other, but each looked at
the others with an almost ecstatic affection, proud to be there, next
to all those others, who were so mysterious and, just like him, full of
fire. Every face seemed to be saying: “Starting today, this very min-

ute, 1, so-and-so, have joined the ranks of fighters.”'?

They would then elect a chairman (on this occasion, Skriabin) and decide
on book lists, passwords, and nicknames. Skriabin became “Uncle,” and
later “Molotov”; Arosev became “Z”; and, in other rooms in other towns,
Sverdlov became “Comrade Andrei”; Brilliant became “Sokolnikov”; Obo-
lensky became “Osinsky”; and Voronsky—*“a pale, thin, curly-haired, blue-
eyed young man with full, bright red lips” —became “Valentin”

Voronsky’s circle of Tambov seminarians was born “within the damp,
musty walls steeped in the balm and incense of Orthodox Christianity,” but
its members—*“adolescent runts with prominent collarbones and awk-
wardly flailing arms”—read the same books as their Kazan and Moscow
contemporaries—and held similar meetings:

Imagine a tiny room somewhere on First Dolevaia Street, in the
house of a clerk’s widow: faded wallpaper, calico curtains on the
windows, three or four chairs with holes in the seats, a table, an iron
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bed, a bookshelf, a tin lamp with a paper lampshade (with a burnt
trace left by the light bulb), fresh faces with downy upper lips, and
open double-breasted gray jackets with faded white buttons. Two
gymnasium girls in brown dresses are hiding in a dark corner; their
hair is pulled back tightly in braids; one of them is so shy she almost
never lifts her eyes. We are arguing about the commune, the land
strips, and the relationship between the hero and the crowd. We are
overconfident and full of peremptory fervor. Someone is plucking
the strings of an old guitar or mandolin.*®

What bound them together were the books they read and the omnipresent
lampshades—white, brown, or green—which stood for both common read-
ing and shared spaces. Sometimes Arosev’s friends would just sit quietly
reading by lamplight, with “cups of hot tea steaming on a little round
table”

The open pages of [Plekhanov, Pisarev, and Belinsky] filled us up so
completely and blinded our eyes to such an extent that sometimes,
lifting our tired heads, we would be surprised to find ourselves in a
room cast into shadows by a green lampshade. The lampshade
would veil the sinful, messy world outside, while shedding its bright
light on white sheets and black lines—those streams of intricate
thought. I don’t know about the others, but I was in awe of the te-
nacity, durability, and terrible fearlessness of human thought, espe-
cially that thought within which—or rather, beneath which—there
loomed something larger than thought, something primeval and
incomprehensible, something that made it impossible for men not
to act in a certain way, not to experience the urge for action so pow-
erful that even death, were it to stand in the way of this urge, would
appear powerless.

Aleksandr Arosev Viacheslav Skriabin (Molotov)
(Courtesy of V. A. Nikonov)
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Joining “the camp of the dying” was a vital ingredient of the urge for
action nurtured by collective reading. As Kon put it, from a position of
nostalgic immortality, “we were all going to die, of course, this much was
clear. In fact, as I saw it at the time, it was even necessary,” especially since
death was “a wonderful, beautiful detail,” remote and perhaps fleeting. “My
state of mind at the time resembled the mood of a young knight who is
determined to wake up a sleeping princess even if he has to undergo se-
vere personal trials. ... Awakened by the miraculous touch of socialism,
the working people would wake up, rise, shed the terrible shackles of slav-
ery, and liberate themselves and everyone else. The capacity for friend-
ship and willingness to die is what separated “the sensitive and young at
heart” from those Feliks Kon and his friends called the “Zulus”—or, “in
the terminology of the time, the savages who only cared about their fu-
ture careers and present comforts and had no interest whatsoever in the
rest of humanity” The Zulus were divided into the “naked ones” and the
“hypocrites.” The sensitive and young at heart were divided into reading
circles.’

As students moved into higher grades, the circles became ranked and
specialized. The “lower circles” studied basic socialist literature; the “mid-
dle” ones organized presentations on particular topics or authors; and the
“higher” ones sponsored papers on freely chosen subjects and formal de-
bates with invited participants. Different circles, including those from dif-
ferent schools, formed interlocking networks of common reading, conver-
sation, and belief. In Arosev’s Realschule, all the reading groups were
united into a single “Non-Party Revolutionary Organization” with its own
statutes (“a kind of teaching plan for a short-term course designed to
produce revolutionaries of both kinds: SRs and Marxists.”)!¢

For most people, the choice between the SRs and Marxists happened
some time after their separation from the Zulus. Unlike the original elec-
tion, it is usually remembered as a rational act subject to testing, re-
consideration, and public scrutiny. At the age of sixteen, the veterans of
Osinsky’s (Obolensky’s) circle in Moscow Gymnasium No. 7 decided it was
time to make up their minds and “self-identify politically.” To that end,
they invited a Moscow University student, Platon Lebedev (the future
“Kerzhentsev”), and launched a series of presentations on the history of
the Russian revolutionary movement. Osinsky spent three months in the
Rumiantsev Library reading about the Decembrists.

I have always done my best to resist everything “fashionable,” every-
thing accepted by the intelligentsia in the manner of a psychological
contagion. At that time [1904], I considered Marxism, which was
spreading rapidly among the intelligentsia, just another fashionable
trend (for the intelligentsia, including some of my friends, it did
turn out to be only a fashion). So, I tried very hard to give the De-
cembrist movement a non-Marxist explanation. This explanation
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contradicted my own evidence and the paper kept sliding into a
meaningless liberal rut. It was not difficult for Lebedev-Kerzhentsev,
with the obvious support of my own comrades, to rout me utterly.
Having given my “defeat” a great deal of serious thought, I arrived at
the conclusion that I had chosen the wrong path and that old Marx
was right, after all. The revolution of 1905 provided plenty of fur-
ther—much more tangible—proof."”

In Kazan, Arosev (Z) and Skriabin (Molotov) chose their political affili-
ations without a great deal of serious thought. In the spring of 1907, at the
age of seventeen, they decided to test their convictions by reading the
relevant texts and holding a public debate at the Non-Party Revolutionary
Organization’s fall meeting. Arosev’s topic was “The Philosophical Foun-
dations of the Socialist Revolutionary Party”; Skriabin’s, “The Philosophi-
cal Foundations of the Social-Democratic Party.” According to Arosev,
“Skriabin and I stocked up on the literature, left behind the noise of the
city—he, for Viatka Province, I, for the village of Malye Derbyshki—and im-
mersed ourselves in Marx, Mikhailovsky, Engels, Lavrov, Plekhanov, De-
levsky [sic]. ... We had agreed to read the same books, so that, during the
debate, he would be familiar with my sources and I, with his”

For three months, they read, took notes, and wrote long letters to each
other. “Those were not letters, but theoretical position papers and
counter-papers, a sort of written exam on material covered.” At the end of
the summer, they reassembled in Skriabin’s room. “The soft August twi-
light came in through the large windows. Out in the courtyard we could
see chickens walking around and a cat stretching itself by the water pipe.
The room slowly grew dark. A copy of Aivazovsky’s ‘The Waves of the Surf;
painted by Nikolai Skriabin [Viacheslav’s brother], looked down at us from
the wall. On the table, the samovar was wheezing softly. Next to it were
cups of unfinished tea and a large tome, open and unread.” Suddenly
Arosev announced that his summer reading had convinced him of the su-
periority of Marxism over populism, and that he could not, in good con-
science, defend the SR position (which favored Russian peasants over
rootless workers as agents of revolutionary change). After a brief pause,
Skriabin said that, in that case, he was not going to speak, either. At the
general meeting, the two friends’ declarations “were met with loud ap-
plause from one side and a buzz of disapproval, from the other. . .. But no
one called Z a traitor. They knew that Z had taken a sharp ideological turn,
that he had stepped over the threshold separating a spontaneous study
of the world from its conscious understanding.”'®

Not all debates between the SRs and Marxists were this one-sided, even
in later retellings by eventual victors. The “decisive battle” Bukharin de-
scribes in his memoir involved two teams of earnest boys and girls (rein-
forced, in the case of the SRs, by one university student) and covered all
the usual points of disagreement: the “working class” versus “the people”;
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“sober calculation” versus “great deeds and self-sacrifice”; “objectivism”
versus “subjectivism”; and “universal laws of development” versus “Rus-
sia’s uniqueness.” The Marxist charge that the SRs put heroes above the
crowd met with the countercharge that Lenin’s What Is to Be Done?
amounted to the same thing; to which the Bolsheviks said that their lead-
ers objectively represented the interests of the workers; to which the SRs
responded that the Bolsheviks had “turned their party into a barracks,
enforced total unanimity, killed all freedom of criticism in their own midst,
and were now trying to spread the same thing everywhere”; to which the
Bolsheviks responded by quoting from Lenin’s What Is to Be Done?:

We are a tight group walking along a precipitous and difficult path,
holding each other firmly by the hand. We are surrounded on all
sides by enemies, and we have to advance almost constantly under
their fire. We have come together, as a result of a decision freely
taken, precisely for the purpose of fighting the enemy, and not of
stumbling into the nearby swamp, the inhabitants of which, from
the very outset, have reproached us with having separated our-
selves into an exclusive group and having chosen the path of strug-
gle instead of the path of conciliation. And now some among us are
beginning to shout: Let’s go into the swamp! And when we begin to
shame them, they retort: What backward people you are! Are you
not ashamed to deny us the freedom to urge you to take a better
road! Oh, yes, gentlemen! You are free not only to urge us, but to go
yourselves wherever you please, even into the swamp. In fact, we
believe that the swamp is just where you belong, and we are pre-
pared to do whatever we can to help you take up residence there.
But then let go of our hands, don’t clutch at us, and don’t soil the
noble word “freedom,” for we too are “free” to go where we please,
free to fight not only against the swamp, but also against those who
are turning toward the swamp!'®

At this point the Bolsheviks proclaimed themselves the winners and
ended the debate. Everyone got up and, one at a time (“young ladies ex-
cepted!”), walked out of the smoke-filled room with “heavy dark-red cur-
tains” into a back alley off the Arbat, a few blocks north of Bukharin’s
gymnasium and the Big Stone Bridge. “It was quiet in the street. ... The
sound of footsteps echoed through the alley. . . . Large flakes of snow were
falling silently, floating out of the darkness, whirling around streetlamps,
and covering, like a soft, fluffy eiderdown, the sidewalks, hitching posts,
sleds, and the back of a coachman on the corner, half asleep and not fully
sober.”20

As student circles and various “non-party revolutionary organiza-
tions” established links with each other and joined formal revolutionary
parties, they progressed from just reading to reading and writing essays
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(Osinsky’s first was about the utilitarian theory
of ethics); to reading and writing leaflets
(Voronsky’s first ran: “All we can hear are the
rattling of chains and the screeching of cell
locks, but the new day is dawning, and the sun
of social independence and equality, the sun of
labor and liberty will rise”); to reading and
transporting illegal literature, printing procla-
mations, holding rallies, making bombs, and, in
the case of the SR Maximalists, killing state of-
ficials. All over the empire, schoolchildren, sem-
inarians, college students, and eternal students
were in the grips of a “living, vibrant faith,”
eager to fight “not only against the swamp, but also against those who are
turning toward the swamp.”*!

In 1909, the twenty-one-year-old Valerian Kuibyshev—graduate of the
Siberian Cadet Corps, student of Tomsk University, and member of the
Bolshevik Party since the age of sixteen—was arrested for receiving a par-
cel with illegal books. His father, the military commander of Kainsk, in
the Siberian steppe, was promptly summoned to appear before his com-
manding officer, General Maslennikov. Valerian describes his father as a
simple man, honest soldier, and loving parent, in the manner of Pushkin’s
fort commander from The Captain’s Daughter. He was a “servitor who
never had any property, so we were raised very modestly; patched and
threadbare suits were handed down from older brothers and sisters to
the younger ones.” He was also, like Sverdlov’s father, understanding and
perhaps proud of his son’s rebellion. There were eight children in the
Kuibyshev family, and every one of them was listed by the police as politi-
cally unreliable. According to a story Valerian told several friends in Au-
gust 1931,

Valerian Kuibyshev

Father arrived in Omsk in low spirits and presented himself to Gen-
eral Maslennikov.

As soon as he entered, the general started yelling at him:

“You can’t even raise your own children properly, so how are you
going to train your soldiers? Your home address is being used for
receiving subversive literature. You should be shot”

General Maslennikov did not stop yelling for half an hour. Father
stood at attention, his arms at his sides, not allowed to respond
while his commander was speaking.

Having exhausted himself, General Maslennikov fell silent for a
while and then said: “I am having you transferred to Tiumen.”

Tiumen was, of course, a much bigger town than Kainsk. This
was a promotion. . ..
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Father was taken aback: “Excuse me, Your Excellency?”
“You are being transferred to Tiumen.” Then, after a short pause:
“I have two sons in prison in Kiev myself?>

The young revolutionaries’ main job was “propaganda and agitation.”
“Propaganda” consisted in extending school reading circles to “the
masses.” Aleksandr Voronsky’s circle used to meet underground.

The basement was dimly lit with a lamp. It smelled of kerosene and
cheap tobacco. The curtains were closely drawn. Casting somber,
monstrous shadows, the workers would silently sit down at the
table covered with dark oilcloth that was torn and stained with ink.
It was always cold in the room. Someone would move the iron stove
closer, and the smoke would make your throat itch and eyes burn.
They felt like meetings of mysterious conspirators, but the faces of
those present were always perfectly ordinary. Sternly and posses-
sively, Nikita would examine the members of the circle, as if testing
them, tap on the table with his knuckle or a pencil, and say sol-
emnly: “Listen to the Comrade Speaker.”

Nikita was an older worker who “loved ‘learning, put on ancient glasses to
read books and newspapers, did not tolerate teasing, and never joked him-
self, or indeed knew how.” The Comrade Speaker’s learning was partly off-
set by his awkwardness in front of those whose social and intellectual
inferiority was offset by their maturity and redemptive mission.**

“Agitation” (as opposed to “propaganda”) referred to making speeches
at factories or outdoor rallies. The speeches were to be short and more or
less to the point. The point, according to the the agitators’ instructions,
was to make sure that “the flame of hatred ... burned in the listeners’
hearts.” Voronsky delivered his “in one violent burst, without catching his
breath, gesticulating volubly.’?®

Once, I was rhapsodizing at an improvised open-air meeting from
the caboose of a freight train. Below me was a crowd of railway
workers. I ardently prophesied “the hour of vengeance and retribu-
tion” and was passionately urging them “not to give way to provoca-
tion” and “to fight to the end,” while piling on the appeals and not
sparing the slogans. Transported by my revolutionary fervor, I did
not notice the clanking and the jerking of the train as, before the
eyes of the amazed workers, I began to float away, first slowly, then
faster and faster, farther and farther away, still waving my arms and
shouting out fiery words.?®
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Words—written or spoken—are at the center of all missionary work.
Voronsky and his fellow agitators spent most of their time talking, whether
the train was moving or not. Reading (often out loud) was incorporated
into discussion; writing (Lenin’s, in particular) was like shouting out fiery
words; and some of the most important silences in socialist autobiogra-
phies are memories of being spellbound by someone else’s eloquence:
Lenin’s, Trotsky’s, Chernov’s. Everyone seemed quick-tempered, talkative,
and contemplative at the same time.

Socialist proselytizing was different from the Christian kind in two
fundamental ways. First, it was not universalist. The Christian message
was, in theory, for everyone; the socialist one was aimed exclusively at the
elect (Russian peasants for the SRs, industrial workers for the Marxists).
Even the Calvinists, who preached members-only salvation for the cho-
sen, did not claim to know who the chosen were. Socialists, by contrast,
assumed that a particular, objectively defined part of humanity was the
exclusive means of universal redemption and the indigenous population
of the kingdom of freedom. The original preachers could come from any-
where—indeed, they were all intellectuals (unapologetically so, in the case
of the Bolsheviks)—but the real meaning of their “agitation and propa-
ganda” and the only chance for the coming of the real day was to convert
the convertible. The prince was to wake up the sleeping beauty, not the
ugly step-sisters.

The Bolsheviks were particularly forceful on this score. By being the
most skeptical of “spontaneity” (“class political consciousness can be
brought to the workers only from without,” according to Lenin), they were
the most intent on proselytizing. And proselytizing demanded organiza-
tional rigor. As the agitator’s instructions put it, “explicating the role of
our party as the most advanced detachment of the working class, you
must not forget that our party is a fighting army, and not a debating soci-
ety” And as a member of Bukharin’s debating society put it, having fol-
lowed his instructions, “my opponent tried to frighten us with talk about
the barracks. I am not afraid of words. There are barracks and barracks,
just as there are soldiers and soldiers. We are building our party not as a,
I am sorry, motley collection of swans, crawfish, and pikes, but as a party
of the truly like-minded, and a military party at that. Yes, military.” And
the reason they could do that was that they were the only party led by an
uncontested charismatic leader. Lenin was both the creature and the
guarantee of the unity of the like-minded.?”

The second way in which socialist evangelism differed from its Chris-
tian counterpart was its intellectualism—the degree to which it was, in-
deed, a debating society. Most Russian Orthodox converts to Protestant
Christianity seemed to be after personal salvation and independent work
on the self, much of it through reading and conversation. Socialists were
after the same thing, but they went much further. A conversion to social-
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ism was a conversion to the intelligentsia, to a fusion of millenarian faith
and lifelong learning. It was an immediate step up socially and intellectu-
ally, as well as spiritually. The student preachers of Bolshevism were ask-
ing the workers to become students while remaining workers. The would-
be converts had a special role because of who they were, but they could
not perform that role without an altered “consciousness.”

This combination of proletarian chosenness with committed intellec-
tualism—self-affirmation through change and upward mobility without
betrayal—seemed to appeal to some workers. As one of Voronsky’s pupils
put it, “‘It’s really strange, all these people wearing glasses coming to serve
us, for God’s sake! And why are they serving us? They are serving us be-
cause they’re beginning to understand our untold strength, because, he
would start beating himself on the chest, ‘because proletarians of all coun-
tries unite! Simple as that.” In Kon’s version of a popular fairy-tale meta-
phor (also used in the title of Voronsky’s memoirs), “the work was going
well. Having been sprinkled with the magic water of life, the sleeping king-
dom was waking up and coming to life”?8

Karl Lander (Karlis Landers), the son of Latvian day laborers, was fifteen
years old when he saw a May Day demonstration and suddenly felt “drawn
by a new powerful force.” As he writes in his autobiography, “I knew the
everyday life of workers well because of my relatives and close friends, but,
suddenly, it appeared in a completely new light, as a carrier and keeper of
some great mystery.” His first mentor was a “Christian socialist in the best
sense of the word,” a man “who would have been at home during the peas-
ant wars of the Reformation.” Impressed by the message, Lander “dropped
everything” and set out in search of sectarians “who did not recognize
secular or religious authority and owned all things in common.” What he
found he did not like—because the “Dukhobor” sectarians who welcomed
him did not allow secular books, whereas he was convinced that “in order
to understand all these things, it was necessary to study, and study long
and hard.” The police did him the favor of sending him to prison, where he
“spent whole nights in animated conversations.”
Having “cleared up many unresolved questions,”
he joined a Social-Democrat reading circle
“united by common intellectual interests and
bonds of close friendship.”?®

Pavel Postyshev, a “calico printer” from
Ivanovo-Voznesensk, was sent to the Vladimir
Central Prison in 1908, when he was twenty-one.
His savior was a local doctor’s wife, Lubov Mat-
veevna Belokonskaia, who procured food, books,
money, clothing, and fictitious brides for the
prisoners. Four years later, he wrote to Belokon-
skaia from his place of “eternal exile” on Lake Pavel Postyshev
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Baikal: “Dear L.M., I am a working man and am proud to belong to that
class because it is destined to perform a great deed. Treasuring my title
or rank of proletarian, and determined to keep that title pure and unsul-
lied, especially as a conscious proletarian, I must not lie to you. You have
dedicated your life to the great cause of the workers, and how can we not
love you as children love a kind mother.”*°

The Donbass miner, Roman Terekhov, claims to have started wonder-

ing, at the age of fifteen,

why some people did nothing and lived in luxury, while others
worked day and night and lived in misery. This provoked in me a
feeling of great hatred for those who did not work but lived well,
especially the bosses. My goal was to do everything I could to find a
person who would untie the tightly fastened knot of life for me. I
found such a person in Danil Oguliaev, a tool maker in our mechani-
cal shop. He explained to me the reasons for our life. After this I
began to love him and always did all of his errands and assign-
ments, such as distributing proclamations, posting them where they
could be seen clearly, etc., and also stood guard at secret meetings.

Once, he was allowed to participate in one of those meetings. “The night
was dark and the steppe prickly as we walked toward the woods, where a
comrade, who had been waiting for us, showed us the spot. There were
about fifty people at the meeting. One young man made a presentation,
and then another young man spoke against him. I didn’t like their argu-
ment and felt very bad they hadn’t been able to make up. I got back home
with a bad taste in my mouth. The only valuable thing I took from that
meeting were the words of one of the comrades about needing to arm
ourselves” Terekhov began his armed struggle by trying to kill a mechanic
in his shop, but the attempt failed because he could not find an appropri-
ate weapon. Some time later, a student propagandist showed him an issue
of Pravda, and he organized a newspaper-reading circle.!

Orphaned at four, Vasily Orekhov worked as a shepherd in his native
village before running away to Moscow. At ten, he got a job at the Renom-
mée candy factory (one of Einem’s more serious competitors) but was soon
fired “for the non-allowance of an administration of a beating upon his
person.” At seventeen, while working as a cook at a homeopathic hospital,
he had some of his questions answered by a nurse named Aleksandrova.
As he wrote in the mid-1920s in his typed, but unedited autobiography,
“[She] prepared me for political literacy and the trade union movement
having prepared my consciousness and her knowledge of my understand-
ing and took into account my social status and everything I had lived
through my spirit and my inclinations and my thirst for knowledge and
work. Simply put, between July 1901 and March 1902 I was her probationer.
In March I was accepted into a circle of democrats.”
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After several more jobs and a few beatings,
and having joined a new Bolshevik circle and
made a speech at a rally on the significance of
May 1, Orekhov was hired at Kudelkin’s box-
making shop. He did not stay long. “In 1908 I was
exiled from Moscow for overturning a bowl of
cabbage soup onto Kudelkin’s head and boiling
his whole head, 'cause in those days the bosses
used to provide their own boss food for us work-
ers, and during Lent Kudelkin used to make this
disgusting watery soup from cabbage with
worms in it, and once he made this soup and I
suggested that he keep his maggoty cabbage
soup and give me something better, but Kudelkin said, ‘you’ll eat what
you’re given, and so I turned the bowl of soup over his head, for which
reason I spent two weeks in jail and was then exiled from Moscow.” Having
left for Podolsk, Orekhov joined a local Bolshevik circle and became a
propagandist.?

Semen Kanatchikov’s “beliefs, views of the surrounding world, [and] the
moral foundations with which [he] had lived and grown up” began to
crumble after he became an apprentice at the Gustav List plant in the
Swamp. A fellow worker told him that there was no hell other than the one
they were living in; that the relics of saints were no different from the
Egyptian mummies in the nearby Historical Museum; that the Dukhobors
were “wonderful human beings” because they considered all people broth-
ers; and that the nonexistence of God could be proven by watching worms
and maggots appear out of nothing (“and then other creatures will begin
to develop from the insects, and so on. ... And, in the course of four, five,
or maybe even ten thousand years, man himself will emerge”). But it was
a book (What Should Every Worker Know and Remember?) that brought
about the epiphany. “For an entire week I was in a state of virtual ecstasy,
as if I were standing up high on some tall stilts, from where all other peo-
ple appeared to me like some kind of bugs, like beetles rummaging in
dung, while I alone had grasped the mechanics and the meaning of exis-
tence. ... I now withdrew from my [cooperative] and settled in a separate
room with one of my comrades. I stopped going to the priest for “confes-
sion,” no longer attended church, and began to eat “forbidden” food during
Lenten fast days”3®

The workers’ conversions were similar to those of the students in that
they seemed to result from a combinaton of an innate moral sense with
eye-opening readings and conversations. But whereas the students
“stepped over the threshold” in the company of other students, the work-
ers, according to their own recollections, needed a guide “from without.”
As one of them put it, using a reading-circle commonplace, “it’s sad to
say, but it’s obvious that the working people will not awaken from their

Semen Kanatchikov
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slumber very soon”—unless a “comrade student” has sprinkled them with
the magic water of life.3*

One such student, according to his comrades, was Yakov Sverdlov. “With
his medium height, unruly brown hair, glasses continuously perched on
his nose, and Tolstoy shirt worn under his student jacket, Sverdlov looked
like a student, and for us, the young people as well as the workers, a ‘stu-
dent’ meant a ‘revolutionary’” In theory, anyone could become a revolu-
tionary by acquiring consciousness and engaging in propaganda and agi-
tation, and anybody could look like a student by wearing glasses and a
jacket over a Tolstoy shirt. Sverdlov, for one, left the gymnasium after four
years, never went to college, and only adopted the “student” uniform
(which also included high boots and a cap and amounted to a combination
of gymnasium and proletarian styles) when he was no longer a student.®®

In fact, however, Orekhov, Terekhov, Postyshev, Kanatchikov, and most
other workers would become revolutionaries without ever becoming stu-
dents, no matter how hard they studied, what positions they attained, or
whether they wore glasses and jackets over Tolstoy shirts (Kanatchikov
did). One reason for the difference was their speech, style, taste, gestures,
and other birthmarks that might or might not be compatible with an al-
tered consciousness. Another was the worker’s need for “the never-ending
pursuit of a miserable piece of bread.” As Postyshev wrote to his adopted
mother, Liubov Belokonskaia, “while my soul is yearning for light, scream-
ing and struggling to break out of the embrace of unrelieved darkness, my
body is drowning out my soul’s cry with its groaning for bread. Oh, how
hard it all is!”3®

The third reason had to do with the consciousness of those left behind.
The “students” were almost always abetted at home while still in school
and almost never damned when they became revolutionaries. As Kanat-
chikov put it, “Rare indeed were the occasions when a member of the intel-
ligentsia completely broke his ties with his bourgeois or petty-bourgeois
family. . . . What usually happened was that even after expelling the recal-
citrant child from the family hearth, the kind-hearted relatives would
soften, be filled with pity for the imprisoned martyr, and manifest more
and more concern for him. They would visit him in prison, provide him
with necessities, petition the authorities, request that his situation be
mollified, and so on.”?”

According to Sverdlov’s sisters Sarra and Sofia and his brother Venia-
min, their father, the owner of an engraving shop, was a short-tempered
but docile man who, after an initial struggle, grew to accept and eventually
support the transformation of his house into “a meeting place for Nizhny
Novgorod’s Social Democrats,” and his shop, into a place for manufactur-
ing revolutionary proclamations and stamps for false passports. Voron-
sky’s father, the priest, died when Voronsky was very young, but one of his
fictional doubles visits his son’s commune and, along with everyone else,
drinks to Marxism, terror, Russian literature, new engines, and, at his
son’s request, “to the unequal struggle, brave souls, and those who sacri-
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fice themselves without asking anything in return” (The toast “To the
Clergy!” is roundly rejected by the seminarians, so Father Khristofor has
to drink it alone.) In 1906, Kuibyshev’s father, a lieutenant colonel and, at
the time, military commander of Kuznetsk, received a telegram from his
daughter that Valerian was about to be court-martialed (“everyone knows
what a court-martial is: today they arrest you and within forty-eight hours
you get your sentence: acquittal or death”). According to Valerian’s ac-
count recorded in the early 1930s, “Father almost lost his mind: without
wasting a single moment, he jumped into a carriage and rushed to the
train station (in those days, there was no line connecting Kuznetsk to the
Trans-Siberian). He told me later that he had spent an enormous sum on
that trip because he demanded such speed that several horses died along
the way”

Having arrived at the prison, Kuibyshev senior discovered that his son
would be tried by a military district court, not a field court-martial. Vale-
rian knew nothing about the telegram.

When they told me that my father had come to see me, I felt very
bad. I was expecting all kinds of reproaches, tears, and remonstra-
tions (it was my first arrest). I would have no choice but to break
with my father, and break for good. . ..

Having prepared myself to rebuff any attempt to talk me into
straying from my chosen path in life, I entered the visitors’ cell. But
instead of finding my father angry, I found him crying like a child,
with tears in his eyes, rushing toward me to embrace me. He kept
kissing and hugging me, laughing happily, patting me all over, as-
suring himself I was alive. I was taken aback.

“Father, what’s the matter, why are you so happy?”

He told me about the telegram.

This is how my father found out about my first arrest. My sister’s
mistake helped reconcile my father to my chosen path.38

“The worker’s story is very different,” writes Kanatchikov. “He has no
bonds, he has no ‘hearth, and he has no connections in the camp of his
oppressors.” Not only was his family less likely to be reconciled with his
chosen path—he was less likely to be reconciled with his family (which he
sometimes called “the swamp”).3®

It usually happened that no sooner did a worker become conscious
than he ceased being satisfied with his social environment; he
would begin to feel burdened by it and would then try to socialize
only with persons like himself and to spend his free time in more
rational and cultured ways. At that moment his personal tragedy
would begin. If the worker was an older family man, conflicts would
immediately arise within his family, primarily with his wife, who was
usually backward and uncultured. She could not understand his



42 CHAPTER 2

spiritual needs, did not share his ideals, feared and hated his
friends, and grumbled and railed at him for spending money use-
lessly on books and for other cultural and revolutionary goals; most
of all, she feared losing her bread-winner. If the worker was a young
man, he inevitably came into conflict with his parents or other rela-
tives, who had various powers over him. It was on this basis that
conscious workers developed a negative attitude toward the family,
toward marriage, and even toward women.*°

In student circles, women were less numerous and less prominent than
men, but their roles as writers’ muses, debate audiences, prison liaisons,
model martyrs, and “technical workers” were crucially important in the
life of revolutionary communities. (Only among Jewish revolutionaries was
the number of women comparable to that of men, making Jewish women
even more “overrepresented” among revolutionaries than Jewish men.)
Among worker revolutionaries, there were almost no women. Workers
joining socialist circles and waiting to be fully “awakened” were the only
proletarians with nothing but their chains to lose. They had the advantage
of belonging to the chosen class, but they had no proper consciousness,
no “culture,” no families, and no female companionship other than the
awkward and often humiliating contact with Jewish and intelligentsia
women. They had to remake themselves through study in order to become
eligible for romance even as they were remaking themselves through
study in order to redeem humanity. In the meantime, they had only their
faith, each other, and the kind of existential freedom that seemed a mirror
image of what they were promised in the kingdom of freedom. When
Kanatchikov received a letter from his brother “enforming” him that the
soul of their father, Ivan Egorych, had been delivered to God, he threw
himself on his cot, buried his face in his pillow, and gave vent to a flood of
tears. “But in the depth of my soul,” he writes in his autobiography, “an-
other feeling was simmering and growing—a feeling of freedom and proud

independence”*!

One place where students and workers came together—to coalesce into a
“party” and be free from “the swamp”—was prison. Students tempered
their steel, workers acquired consciousness, and both learned to live side
by side in close intimacy and relative equality. Arosev was arrested for the
first time in 1909, when he was still in school in Kazan. “I liked the prison
right away: everything was efficient and serious, as if we were in the capi-
tal. As Iwas being taken to my cell and saw my slightly stooped shadow on
the wall of the prison corridor, I was filled with great respect for myself. . ..
We were put in a cell with eight other students. Two of them were SRs we
knew. It all looked more like a jolly student party than a prison. There were
books, more books, notebooks filled with notes, slices of sausage on the
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long wooden table, tin teapots, mugs, loud laughter, joking, discussions,
and chess games.”#?

The prisoners walked along prison corridors “as if in university halls,”
played leapfrog in the courtyard, and observed strict silence before bed-
time “in order to allow those who wished to read and write to do so.” Life
in the Ekaterinburg prison in 1907 was similar. According to one of Yakov
Sverdlov’s cellmates,

All day long the cells on our block were open, and the inmates could
walk freely from one cell to another, play games [“Sverdlov was one
of the ringleaders when it came to leapfrog”], sing songs, listen to
presentations, and conduct debates. All this was regulated by a
“constitution,” which established a strict order enforced by cell el-
ders who had been elected by the political prisoners. There were
certain hours reserved for silence and collective walks. ... Our cell
was always crowded. In those days most of the prisoners were
Social-Democrats, but there were also some SRs and anarchists.
People from other cells often came over to listen to Y. M. Sverdlov.*?

Sverdlov knew, and Arosev soon found out, that “such freedom in prison
was a direct reflection of the relative positions of the combatants outside.”
A great deal depended on the time, place, sentence, chief warden, and
prisoner’s social class. Orekhov, the worker who poured boiling cabbage
soup over his employer’s head, describes “having his arms twisted, being
tied up in a sack, and being force-fed finely ground glass,” as well as “lying
unconscious for eight hours as a result of a single blow delivered to the
head” The Don Cossack Valentin Trifonov remembers wearing a winter
coat in prison in order to soften the blows of the guards. According to his
son, Yuri, “the inmates were constantly protesting against something:
from the authorities’ use of the informal form of address, to the wardens’
demands that they greet them by shouting ‘Good day, Sir!” and taking off
their hats, to corporal punishment, forced haircuts, and petitioners who
asked for pardons and shorter sentences.”**

There were riots, escapes, suicides, and exe-
cutions. Even Arosev, in his comfortable prison,
might be playing leapfrog in the courtyard when,
“suddenly, they would bring in a comrade who
had been sentenced to death, and we knew that
tomorrow or the day after he would be led out
into this courtyard, not far from where we were
playing, and hanged, and this comrade would be
no more.”*

But most Bolshevik prison memoirs are about
the education of a true Bolshevik, and most of
them refer to prison as a “university” “Strange

Valentin Trifonov
as it may sound,” writes Kon, “the years I spent  (Courtesy of Olga Trifonova)
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in prison were the best years of my life. I did a lot of studying, tested my
strength in a long and bitter struggle, and, in constant interaction with
other prisoners, learned the difference between words and deeds, firm
convictions and fleeting fancies. It was in prison that I learned how to
judge my own life and the lives of others from the point of view of the good
of the cause” Osinsky and Bukharin cemented their friendship when they
lived “in perfect harmony” in the same prison cell, and Platon Kerzhentsev,
who had defeated Osinsky in the high school debate on the Decembrists,
“studied thoroughly . .. the literature of both Marxism and populism and
left prison—the best university of [his] life—as a Bolshevik.” Iosif Tarshis’s
(Osip Piatnitsky’s) time in prison was “a university” because he “studied
systematically under the guidance of a comrade who knew Marxist revo-
lutionary literature,” and Grigory Petrovsky’s time in prison was a univer-
sity because he “not only read the best Marxist literature, but also studied
arithmetic, geometry, and German*®

The education of a true Bolshevik consisted in learning how to judge
his own life and the lives of others from the point of view of the good of
the cause, but it also consisted in learning as much as possible about ev-
erything else. Once the faith in the coming of the real day was in place and
“the key to the understanding of reality,” in hand, the study of arithmetic,
geometry, and German helped enlist all things for the good of the cause.
The more one knew, the easier it was to perceive the “moving forces” be-
hind people and things and “the fantastic, enchanting, and transparent
light over everything and everyone.”

During his first stay in prison, and with nothing but the prison library
at his disposal, Kanatchikov read “Turgenev, Uspensky, Dostoevsky, Spiel-
hagen (Between the Hammer and the Anvil), Shchedrin, and others.” Shche-
drin was his particular favorite. “I laughed so hard that the guard repeat-
edly opened the transom and stared at my face, evidently wondering if I'd
lost my mind.” By the time he was arrested again, he had more experience,
a higher consciousness, and much better comrades. Faina Rykova (the
sister of the student revolutionary, Aleksei Rykov), brought him a year’s
worth of books. “The selection had not been made very systematically,
but that really didn’t matter; I wanted to know everything there was that
could aid the cause of the revolution, whether directly or indirectly. ... I
recall that my collection included Lippert’s History of Primitive Culture,
Kliuchevsky’s lectures on Russian history, Timiriazev’s Popular Exposition
of Darwin’s Theory, Zheleznov’s Political Economy, and V. Ilyin’s The Devel-
opment of Capitalism in Russia. At that time, I still didn’t know that Ilyin
was the pseudonym of Lenin*’

Voronsky began by reading Marx, Kropotkin, Balzac, Flaubert, and
Dostoevsky, but when he was put in a “semi-dungeon” with “damp cor-
ners crawling with woodlice,” he relaxed his schedule. “Morning and eve-
ning—calisthenics and a brisk towel rubdown; three hours of German;
and the remaining hours I reserved for Homer, Dickens, Ibsen, Tolstoy,
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Leskov, indolent and sluggish daydreaming, and unhurried reflections
and recollections*8

Yakov Sverdlov seems to have been incapable of anything indolent or
unhurried. He walked fast, talked loudly, followed the “Mueller system” of
calisthenics, slept no more than five hours a night, and kept his personal
“consumption statistics” (ten cigarettes, one prison lunch, one bottle of
milk, one pound of white bread, and three cups of tea a day, four to six
pounds of sugar amonth . . .). In the Ekaterinburg prison, when he was not
doing some combination of the above or playing leapfrog, he was reading
Lenin, Marx, Kautsky, Plekhanov, and Mehring, as well as Werner Sombart
on capitalism, Paul Louis on socialism, Sidney and Beatrice Webb on trade
unionism, Charles Gide on cooperation, and Victor S. Clark on the Austra-
lian labor movement. He read German books in the original, worked hard
on his French and mathematics, and picked up a teach-yourself-English
textbook. His constant rereading of Das Kapital, What Is to Be Done?, and
the Marx-Engels correspondence allowed him to profit from reading jour-
nal articles about women’s history (the author “is correct to relate the rise
of individualism to the capitalist mode of production, which has led to the
economic independence of women”), sports (“in different historical peri-
ods, sports have always served the interests of the ruling classes”), and a
great variety of poetry, from proletarian autodidacts to Shelley, Verhaeren,
Verlaine, Baudelaire, Poe, Kipling, and his particular favorite, Heinrich
Heine. “Literature and the arts interest me very much,” he wrote in a letter.
“They help me understand the development of mankind, which has al-
ready been explained theoretically.” According to Sverdlov’s common-law
wife and Bolshevik party comrade, Klavdia Novgorodtseva, his motto was:
“I put books to the test of life, and life to the test of books.*®

In March 1911, when Sverdlov was in the St. Petersburg House of Pretrial
Detention and Novgorodtseva was about to have their first child, his read-
ing turned to “various approaches to the sexual question and, in particu-
lar, the question of reproduction.” She was thirty-four; he was twenty-five
and had a seven-year-old daughter by another comrade (although he does
not seem to have stayed in close touch with them). Among the “questions”
he was considering were:

The special selection of partners for the production of offspring in
Plato’s ideal state; More’s Utopia, where, before marriage, the two
sides appeared before each other with nothing on; the most recent
theories, principally by the so-called men of science, at the head of
which one would have to put Auguste Forel [the author of the re-
cently published The Sexual Question], who recommends a prelimi-
nary medical examination of the whole organism in order to deter-
mine whether reproduction is desirable. I am also reminded of
various descriptions of the act of birth in different cultural ep-
ochs, contained in both histories of culture and works of literature.
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Yakov Sverdlov Klavdia Novgorodtseva

Everything leads me to believe that the “pangs of birth” are directly
related to the condition of the mother’s organism: the more normal
the organism, the less acute the pain, less frequent the accidents,
etc. I am also thinking of various political programs that rely on sci-
entific data to demand the termination of work for a certain period
of time before birth, etc. Thinking of all these things and weighing
them relative to each other, I am inclined to reach a favorable con-
clusion, although of course I am not a specialist and there is so
much I still don’t know.

He kept putting his reproductive life to the test of books until, on April
4, their son was born. Novgorodtseva named him Andrei, after Sverdlov’s
party nickname. When she wrote to Yakov that her body was much
changed, he reassured her that it would not last and said that when he had
written to her about literary depictions of childbirth, he had—*“of course”—
been thinking of Natasha Rostova from War and Peace.>®

If prison was a university, then exile was the ultimate test—a test of one’s
character and convictions by life when reduced to its essentials. There
were two kinds of exile. One was voluntary flight to the west, known as
“emigration” and mostly remembered as a time of homelessness, secret
conferences, frequent moves, fractious votes, work in libraries, meetings
with leaders, and loneliness in a variety of strange and mostly uninterest-
ing cities and countries—or not remembered at all as a time spent away
from both the beauty and the beast. The other kind was exile proper—an
“administrative” banishment to Siberia or Russia’s European north that
combined martyrdom and fulfillment, confinement and freedom to a much
more concentrated degree than prison—because it was both banishment
to an inferno and a full-fledged, self-administered community of true be-
lievers complete with courtship, marriage, and childbirth. In most retro-
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spective accounts and some contemporary ones,
exile was an epic, mythic experience—the most
important one in the lives of revolutionaries
short of the revolution itself.>*

After months of travel in a convoy, accompa-
nied by more or less drunk and more or less in-
dulgent soldiers, the exile would be delivered
to the end of the world (usually a village in the
tundra) and met by a local “political,” who would
ask him whether he was a “Bek” (a Bolshevik), a
“Mek” (Menshevik), or something else entirely.
Depending on the answer, the new arrival would
be taken to a particular cabin, given tea, asked
about life outside, and inducted into the local community, which, depend-
ing on its size, might or might not be divided along sectarian lines. The
most important line was the one separating the “politicals” from everyone
else. As Kanatchikov put it, “We jealously guarded the high calling of the
revolutionary and strictly punished anyone who sullied and abased it.. ..
We had to expend a great deal of energy in order to draw a sharp and
distinct line between ourselves—political people who were struggling for
an idea and suffering for our convictions—and the ordinary criminal
offenders.”®?

Most of the larger communities were run as communes—with mutual
aid accounts, communal dining rooms, conflict resolution committees,
libraries, choirs, and regularly scheduled meetings and debates. Govern-
ment stipends (higher for “students” than for workers) were supple-
mented with money sent by comrades and relatives, as well as with earn-
ings from teaching, publishing, and occasional work in the area. (Sverdlov
wrote about local life for a Tomsk newspaper; Novgorodtseva worked as
a meteorologist; Voronsky bound books; and Piatnitsky felled trees.)
Many of the exiles taught, treated, or studied the locals, but they could
find no place for them in the coming revolution. Piatnitsky, a ladies’ tailor
from a Lithuanian shtetl (described in one police report as “below average
height, thin, with a narrow chest),” marveled at how “dreadfully inept” the
Siberian peasants were at being peasants. He wondered why, after they
had listened to Marxist explanations with apparent interest, they would
go straight to the local policeman “to ask if what the political exiles were
saying was true.” There were exceptions, however. Sergei Mitskevich mar-
ried a local sixteen-year-old girl named Olympiada, who decided to “be
useful to the people” by becoming a nurse; Boris Ivanov, a baker from St.
Petersburg, came close to developing a “genuinely deep attachment” to
his landlord’s daughter Matrena; and Aleksandr Voronsky’s literary dou-
ble, “Valentin,” preached so eloquently to his landlady, an Old Believer
widow of about thirty-two, “broad-shouldered and stout,” that once, after
sitting and listening to one of his monologues she “got up, walked over to

Osip Piatnitsky
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the double bed with a mountain of down pillows and a gloriously puffy
eiderdown, slowly turned back the quilt, then turned to Valentin and said,
calmly and meekly: ‘T understand now. Come here and let me comfort you.
Having said this, she began, just as slowly and meekly, and with deep
sighs, to unbutton her bodice.”®?

But mostly, they courted each other, married each other (unofficially),
and lectured each other. Some exiles also exchanged lessons, but usually
the students were the teachers and the workers their students. Valentin
Trifonov, the orphaned Don Cossack who had worked in a railroad depot
before becoming a Bolshevik, claimed to have learned everything, includ-
ing “simply culture,” from his fellow exile, Aron Solts. Boris Ivanov, the
“barely literate and politically underdeveloped” baker (as he described
himself), had Sverdlov tutor him in Russian, algebra, geometry, and politi-
cal economy, as well as “basic literacy and political development.” The ex-
iles hiked, talked, celebrated revolutionary holidays, waited for new arriv-
als, and read (many publishers provided exiles with free copies). “Despite
the administrative constraints, we lived fairly freely,” wrote Voronsky
about his time on the White Sea coast. “We were surrounded on all sides
by snow, ice, the sea, the river, cliffs, and the rather primitive, but solid
and healthy life of the native Pomors. We received free newspapers, jour-
nals, and books. Our days were uneventful but not dreary, at least during
the first year of exile. We often got together, argued, and regularly received
illegal literature. The police bothered us, but not very persistently. . . . The
superintendent and the guards were a little scared of us.”>*

The exiles’ worst enemy was melancholy and depression. “How could
you not be melancholy and depressed,” wrote Piatnitsky, “if all around you
there was snow for eight months of the year, and it hurt your eyes to look
at it, and you could only walk on a road because otherwise you were in
danger of falling through the snow, which was almost five feet deep?” And
how could you not be melancholy and depressed, wrote Boris Ivanov,
“when, for several months in a row, the sun hides behind the horizon, and
the pale, sullen, overcast day appears for half an hour to an hour, and then
it’s night again, for months on end”?%®

Some would refuse to get out of bed; others would start drinking; yet
others would suffer from doubt or stop reading and writing altogether.
Local peasants would come uninvited, and, according to Sverdlov, “sit si-
lently for half an hour before getting up to say, ‘Well, I've got to get going,
good bye.” Visiting nomads would stop by “to marvel at how quickly the
pen moved across the page and how much got written, and stand there
looking over your shoulder until you couldn’t write anymore.” Postyshev
could not always keep his promise to write to Belokonskaia. “How many
times I have sat down at a moment of overwhelming sadness in order to
share my loneliness with you, but was never able to finish a single letter.
My dear, much respected Lubov Matveevna, if only you knew how much I

suffered, you would forgive my silence.”®
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Even the company of fellow exiles could become unbearable. In the
spring of 1914, Sverdlov was transferred to a tiny village beyond the Arctic
Circle, along with one other political, “a Georgian named Dzhugashvili.”
“He’s a good fellow,” wrote Sverdlov to a friend, “but too much of an indi-
vidualist in everyday life. I, on the other hand, require some minimal de-
gree of order, so it bothers me sometimes.” “The saddest thing of all,” he
wrote a month later, “is that, in the conditions of exile or prison, a person
is fully exposed and reveals himself in the smallest details. The worst part
is that all you see are the ‘small details of life’ There is no room for bigger
traits to manifest themselves. My comrade and I are in different houses
now, and we don’t see much of each other.” Having been allowed to move
to a different village, he wrote to Novgorodtseva: “You know, my dear, how
horrible the conditions in Kureika were. The comrade I was with turned
out to be such a person, socially, that we didn’t talk or see each other. It
was terrible. And it was all the more terrible because, for a variety of rea-
sons, I didn’t—couldn’t, really—study. I reached the point of total intel-
lectual torpor, a kind of anabiosis of the brain.” (Three days later,
Dzhugashvili wrote to Tatiana Slovatinskaia, in whose apartment in Petro-
grad he had lived before his arrest: “Dearest, my misery grows by the hour.
I am in desperate straits. On top of everything, I have come down with
something and have a suspicious cough. I need milk, but ... I dont have
any money. My dear, if you can scrape some money together, send it im-
mediately, by telegraph. I can’t bear it any longer.”)>”

Moving in with a close friend helped Sverdlov, but did not bring full
relief. The friend, Filipp Goloshchekin, born “Shaia Itskov” but known as
“Georges,” “contributed quite a bit” to Sverdlov’s reawakening. “He is a
lively person. He raises countless questions, which he tries to resolve
through dialog. . .. But don’t start thinking that it’s so great for the two of
us, that we have a vibrant comradely atmosphere here. After all, we are
only two.” And still worse: “Georges has become a certified neurotic and is
on his way to becoming a misanthrope. He has a good opinion of people in
general, of abstract people, but he is terribly quarrelsome with particular
human beings he comes into contact with. The result is that he is on the
outs with everyone—except for me, of course, because I know what a good
fellow he is, what a kind soul he has.” Finally, they parted—*“not because of
a quarrel, nothing of the kind,” but because “a separate apartment is bet-
ter, after all.” They had been going to bed at different times and studying
at different times, “and, moreover, I can’t write intimate letters when
there’s someone else around who is awake.”58

Sverdlov wrote many intimate letters, especially when there was no one
else around. “You know, my little one,” he wrote to Novgorodtseva from
Kureika, after he and Dzhugashvili had stopped talking to each other,
“I really do love you so—so very, very much. Are you asleep and cannot
hear? Sleep then, sleep, my darling, I won’t disturb you. Oh my, oh my!” A
year after the birth of Andrei, he still had not seen his son and wife (he
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called her his “wife” in his letters, although some Bolsheviks were wary of
the term).

I feel so strongly that my existence is inseparable from yours, and
talk to you in my soul so often that it seems strange somehow that
we haven’t seen each other for so long. Oh how I want to be near
you, to see you and our little one. But I'll confess that my greatest
desire is to be with you; you are in my thoughts much more, you and
you and you again, and then our little one. Don’t misunderstand me.
Yes, I do want your caress, sometimes I want it so much it hurts, and
I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that. I want to lay my head
in your lap and gaze endlessly at your dear, beloved, beautiful face,
peer into your eyes, turn into a tiny babe and feel the touch of your
hand on my hair. Yes, there is inexpressible joy in this, but even
stronger, much much greater is my desire to share with you all my
feelings, my thoughts, and in sharing them to gain new strength, to
ensure that you are carried along by my mood, that we become one
person within that mood. ... I want to caress you, take care of you,
fill your life with new energy and joy. ... I want to give you so, so
much. But what can I do?>®

Meanwhile, Sverdlov’s pupil, Boris Ivanov, was writing to a “dear, dis-
tant friend” Bliuma Faktorovich. “I am writing to you in the dusk. You are
standing before me in my cabin the way you did back then at the New
Year’s Eve party in our workers’ club. Your thick brown hair is like a crown,
and your dark, fiery eyes are sparkling in the glow of the lights.” The letter
ends with a poem that transforms his loneliness and longing into their
common—and tragic—devotion to the cause.

We’ll welcome the New Year with a kiss

This night of joy is not for you and me.

We'll kiss like brothers, as we struggle for the people
Who suffer from oppression and from want.

Please don’t be jealous of the feasting all around,
Let’s drink our cup of tears to the bottom.5°

Thousands of miles away, Voronsky was drinking from the same cup.

During those long, dull nights, I used to read until my head spun,
then stoke the stove, and turn down the lamp. The birch logs would
hiss, crackle drily, and pop, like roasting nuts, while ugly, furry
shadows wandered around the room. The coals covered in gray
ashes reminded me of things lost and extinguished. Life in the capi-
tals and big cities seemed far away and gone forever. . . . Enchanting
female images would come alive and disappear, those past passions
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turned into ghostly, elusive shadows. In a
rush I'would finish stoking up the stove, close
the stove doors and shutters with a bang,
get dressed, cast a last worried, melancholy
look around the dark room, and set off to see
Vadim, Jan, or Valentin. The dark heavenly
depths used to crush me with their frighten-
ing immensity.5*

Even Sverdlov, whose “cheerfulness and opti-
mism” were, according to Ivanov, the colony’s
main “support for the weak,” would occasionally
give way to despair. Once, when he had not re-
ceived any letters for several weeks, his lip was swollen, and he was “shiv-
ering from the cold (or a cold, he wasn’t sure),” he wrote to Novgorodtseva,
“Yesterday it got so bad that I felt like crying and moaning, and could not
sleep. I had to use all my strength not to let myself go. I managed to pull
myself together somewhat, but then got to the point of regretting that I
didn’t have any potassium bromide pills with me—and I'm not sure I
would’ve been able to keep from taking them, either.”

Those were rare moments, however, and they were always followed by
expressions of hope based on some combination of comradeship, love, and
faith in the truth of the prophecy. “The days of light will come; believe in
it firmly, be full of this faith,” was the main theme of Sverdlov’s letters to
his wife, sisters, and friends. Most of them, including Sverdlov himself,
followed this injunction. Voronsky’s visions and doubts are dispelled by
“conversations with comrades”; Piatnitsky’s passage about melancholy
and depression is followed by an account of mutual support among the
exiles; and Ivanov’s description of the long Arctic nights ends with an
image of the “heavenly depths” that is sublime, not crushing. “The sky is
covered with countless stars, which shine much more brightly here than
they do at home or in the south. The fantastic bands of the northern lights
dance around like searchlights, and, every once in a while, a white fiery
pillar rises from the earth all the way to the sky or a spray of blue, red, and
violet lights might shoot up.”®?

Postysheyv, too, found solace in nature (and in belles lettres):

Boris Ivanov

It is not easy for me to describe these mountains in all their glory—
when they are painted golden by the rising sun and, high above
them, the turquoise sky is glistening, and the fiery dawn clings so
closely to the earth that it seems that the earth might catch fire. At
sunset, I prefer to walk between the mountains, in the “gashes,” as
they are called here. Then the mountains are shrouded in a blue
haze; their tops seem to touch the clouds; and the rays of the set-
ting sun radiate through the pine trees. At such moments, your
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eyes can perceive magic; your soul becomes transcendent; and you
wish to live and to hug everyone in sight and to forgive and be
forgiven.5

Atrue Bolshevik could not indulge in such sentiments for too long, and
neither could the wilderness. In 1913, Postyshev and two of his friends
were celebrating “the great proletarian holiday, May First” in the taiga.
“The noise of the giant trees was like the triumphant hymn of a million-
strong army of the proletariat. That wild but majestic music penetrated to
the very bottom of our hearts. We stood and listened to that powerful vic-
tory song. The chords kept changing: first a piercing scream full of hatred
and thirst for vengeance, then the heavy moan of a huge, huge army”®°

For Sverdlov, the “victory” referred to two things: his reunion with
Novgorodtseva and the coming of the real day. The former came first. They
met briefly in 1912 on the Ob River in West Siberia, and then, in May 1915,
two years after the birth of their daughter Vera, Novgorodtseva came to
join Sverdlov permanently in the village of Monastyrskoe, on the Enisei
River. Boris Ivanov remembers first seeing their house:

The forest came right up to the house, in the form of numerous low
fir trees and bushes. The house had three rooms and four windows.
The furniture was of the simplest kind: wooden benches, a table
with a white tablecloth, a pile of books on a little stool. Among them,
I could see the first volume of Das Kapital, a book in German, and an
open issue of The Russian Wealth. On the windowsill, there was a
huge heap of newspapers.

A black-eyed boy of about six, dressed in a white linen suit, was
looking at me with curiosity.

“Adia, come on, stop staring! This comrade has just arrived from
Petersburg. Say hello to him!,” said Sverdlov, lightly pushing the boy
toward me.

“This is my little critter,” he said with a smile.®®

Andrei (Adia) Sverdlov was four, not six, but he had already traveled a
great deal: visiting his father in the Tomsk prison, spending time in his
mother’s cell in St. Petersburg, and living in two different places of exile.
Thanks to their extra earnings, the Sverdlovs had been able to buy a cow
for fresh milk for the children.

Sverdlov usually got up around 6:00 a.m. and skied to the river bank to
record meteorological data (Novgorodtseva’s official job).

Having come back from the Enisei [writes Novgorodtseval, Yakov
Mikhailovich would chop wood, feed the cow, clean out the manure,
start a fire in the stove, boil water, and make breakfast. Around eight
the children would wake up. Yakov Mikhailovich always washed and
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dressed them. The children were his responsibility: despite my pro-
tests, he never let me interfere.

We usually had breakfast at about half past eight, and after that
I would set off on my round of lessons. Yakov Mikhailovich received
his pupils ... at home. Around noon he would finish tutoring and
start making lunch.

The main staples in Monastyrskoe were fish and Siberian dumplings with
reindeer meat. Both Novgorodtseva and Ivanov claim that Sverdlov was
unsurpassed as a filling maker; Ivanov, a baker by trade, was the dough-
molding “artist” “We usually had lunch around 2:00 p.m. After that I
would do the dishes (having won this right after many a battle), and then
we would both do some sewing, mending, and, if need be, washing. By five
or six, Yakov Mikhailovich would be free from household chores, and by
seven, people would start coming over” About ten of Monastyrskoe’s
twenty or so exiles came regularly. Sverdlov would “officiate” at the stove,
while the others tried to follow Ivanov’s lead in molding the dumplings.
“There was no end to the jokes and laughter, but there was never any
alcohol. Yakov Mikhailovich never drank either vodka or wine.” This
was true of most Bolshevik circle members, both the “students” and the
workers.5?

Sometimes they held formal lectures, debates, or party meetings. Such
gatherings were illegal, but in the winter, according to Ivanov,

The windows [of Sverdlov’s house] would be covered with a thick
layer of ice, so you could not see anything from the outside. ... Only
the light of the kerosene lamp would show through the frozen glass
and cast a pale reflection on the snow drifts near the house. ... The
Bolshevik exiles usually gathered in a small room that did not look
like a setting for a lecture or a presentation. A pot of hot tea would
be standing on the table. Valentina Sergushova would pour it out
into mugs. Guests would be sitting in comfortable positions around
the table, although some might be lying on reindeer skins spread out
on the floor next to the iron stove with its burning cedar log. Their
faces would be just barely visible in the semidarkness of the room.58

After the lectures they would often go for walks. Their favorite activity
was singing, and their favorite songs were “the roaring battle hymns of
the revolutionary proletariat of that time.” Sometimes, during those
hikes, they would start playfully pushing each other around. “Occasion-
ally such rough-housing would turn into real battles, with people throw-
ing snowballs at each other and shoving each other into snow drifts. Sad
was the fate of those who could not react fast enough to an opponent’s
sudden move!” Sverdlov, who was “the initiator and ringleader” of most
such battles, made up in aggression what he lacked in size. According to
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Novgorodtseva, he particularly enjoyed “sitting astride his vanquished
playmates and stuffing handfuls of snow down their collars”

Finally, Yakov Mikhailovich would announce loudly, “Let’s go have
some tea!” and we would troop back to our place, exhausted, red-
cheeked, loud, and happy. Once inside, everyone would get right to
work: someone would start the samovar, others would get the
dishes, set the table, etc. Then the tea drinking would begin, and the
merry, free-flowing conversation would start up again. Andrei and
Verushka, long used to all kinds of noise, would be fast asleep in the
next room.

Around nine or ten, everyone would head for home, and Yakov
Mikhailovich would sit down to work. Night was the time for serious
concentration. For at least four or five hours, he would sit over his
books and manuscripts, reading, taking notes, copying out pas-
sages, and writing. He would not go to bed until one or two in the
morning, and then at six or seven he would be up again.®®

Exile stood for suffering, intimacy, and the sublime immensity of the
heavenly depths. It offered a perfect metaphor for both what was wrong
with the “world of lies” and what was central to the promise of socialism.
“The gap between reason and what is beyond reason is created by defor-
mations in social life,” thought Voronsky as he “roamed through glades
and climbed up slopes.” “Only under socialism will the fundamental con-
tradiction between the conscious and the unconscious be eliminated.
The leap from the kingdom of necessity to the kingdom of freedom will
be accomplished: there will be no tragic chasm between the conscious

S

Exiles in Monastyrskoe. Sverdlov is seated, in the white shirt.
Klavdia Novgorodtseva and Andrei Sverdlov are seated in front.
Between them, wearing a hat, is Grigory Petrovsky.

Stalin (Dzhugashvili) is in the back, in a black hat; on his left is
Lev Kamenev. Far right in a leather jacket is Filipp Goloshchekin.
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and the unconscious; reason will tame the elements while remaining
connected to their immense power.” In the meantime, the memory of
banishment would serve as a promise of liberation and a sacred bond
among “comrades-in-arms, fellows in freedom, and friends.” “They are
my family, my country, my cherished past and glorious future. They blos-
som in my soul like rare flowers on a mountain slope, right next to the
edge of the snow. Here’s to our free, loyal fellowship, firm handshakes,
sincere conversations on stormy nights, our laughter, jokes, bravery,
daring, restless wanderings, our willingness to help each other at the
cost of our lives, our certainty and faith in the bitterest of years, our
marvelous, unique, valiant band!”"°

The free fellowships preparing for the leap to the kingdom of freedom (by
means of agitation and propaganda and through the trials of prison and
exile) were organized into “parties,” each one with its own program and
statutes, but all of them sharing a fundamental rejection of the existing
order of things and a withdrawal into a secret community of the self-
chosen. The most important part of being a revolutionary was, in Voron-
sky’s words, the “habit of dividing people into two camps: us and them.”

“Us” was the underground: a secret, exclusive circle of people fas-
tened together by a voluntary, iron bond of mutual responsibility,
with our own understanding of honor, right, and justice. This circle
was invisible but always present, militant and unbending. It was like
a volcanic island rising up in the middle of the ocean. Everything
else—huge, ever multiplying, earthbound—was the world of the
enemy. Everything else needed to be remade and reshaped; it was
loathsome and deserved to die; it kept resisting, persecuting, expel-
ling, pursuing, and living its own life. And so I learned how to de-
spise everything that was outside our secret free fellowship.™

The first part of Voronsky’s autobiography
came out in Novyi mir in 1927; the full version ap-
peared as a book in 1929. Some critics did not like
its excessive “reflexivity,” but, as Voronsky’s wife
wrote at the time, its “content could not possibly
raise any objections.” Gorky called it “the voice of
a true revolutionary, who knows how to talk
about himself as a real, live human being.” The
book’s publication was approved by the censor-
ship office and formally endorsed by Viacheslav
Molotov (formerly Skriabin), on the recommen-
dation of Platon Kerzhentsev (formerly Lebedev),
under the “editorial responsibility” of Semen Aleksandr Voronsky
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Kanatchikov (formerly a Gustav List worker). Voronsky’s underground self
seemed no different from that of any other revolutionary.™

I used to walk down Nevsky. The sight of the glittering shop win-
dows, the carriages and trotting horses, the top hats and bowlers
filled me with a sense of superiority. I would think to myself: here is
a gentlemen with a bushy moustache wearing a shiny English suit,
and here is a stout lady with a pink face rustling her silks. ... They
can walk into a store, casually pick out something expensive, have it
delivered to their home by a delivery boy, walk into this or that res-
taurant, go to the opera in the evening and then sit down to dinner,
unfolding a crisp, well-starched napkin. And here am I, with a fifty-
kopeck coin in my pocket, wearing a ragged fall coat and rust-
colored, worn-out shoes, but I don’t mind: I am carrying out the will
of the anonymous people who are marching unwaveringly toward
their goal of destruction. I, too, am a member of their secret frater-
nity. In the shop window, precious stones sparkle with all the colors
of the rainbow: they are for you, the full-bellied, the well-groomed,
the satisfied. Inside my coat, piles of leaflets are stuffed under my
tight belt. They are for you, too. They are just as good as dynamite or
a Browning pistol. You walk by, shoving me aside, but you don’t
know what I know; you don’t suspect anything; you don’t realize the
danger you're in. I am stronger and more powerful than you, and I
enjoy walking among you, unnoticed.”™

The underground men had a variety of names for the loathsome “every-
thing else” that “kept living its own life” outside their secret free fellow-
ship. The most common was “philistines” (obyvateli), or people without
higher principles or interests, people absorbed in the pleasures and fail-
ures of everyday existence, people whose “opinions, thoughts, gossip, and
desires were petty and pitiful,” people who were not fully human because
they had no spark of “consciousness.” In Russia, according to Voronsky,
they were doubly damned, and possibly not human at all, because they
combined protocapitalist acquisitiveness with the “primeval and utter
swinishness” of provincial backwardness: “the driveling, hiccuping, and

lip-smacking gluttony, the unctuousness mixed with beastliness.”™

Have you ever been to the meat row at the market? Pig and cow car-
casses hang from the ceiling, and counters and carts are all covered
with chunks of fat, yellow grease, and coagulated blood. Pieces of
bone and brain fly everywhere, attracting packs of dogs. Aprons are
stiff with blood, and the sickly-sweet, nauseating stench of rotting
flesh is stifling. I always imagine these to be the embodied feelings,
hopes, and thoughts of the average inhabitant of our Okurovs,
Rasteriaevs, and Mirgorods. They are his life, his world. Observe his
excitement as he turns over and digs through the lumps of fat and
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lard! His eyes are oily; his lower lip droops; his filthy, foul-smelling
mouth fills with saliva; afraid that someone might snap up the cov-
eted piece before him, he snarls hungrily and sticks out his elbows.
Shove against him at this moment, touch him by accident, and he is
ready to kill you on the spot. I've seen people standing by the meat
counters with their eyes glassed over and their fingers trembling,
looking at the hunks of meat the way some men stare at naked
women. You think I'm exaggerating? Go see for yourself, but make
sure you look closely.”™

The “philistine” had long been the stock antipode of the “intelligent,”
and provincial Russia was his natural habitat. “The town of Okurov” was
Gorky’s version; “Rasteriaeva Street” was Gleb Uspensky’s; and Mirgorod
was Gogol’s pastoral prototype. What the socialists did was to turn the
philistine into a “bourgeois” and sentence him to death as a matter of
Marxist inevitability and personal gratification. What the socialists feared
was his ability to grow new heads and tempt new victims. The most com-
mon metaphor for “philistinism” was a “swamp” that posed as solid ground
while seeping into homes, souls, and Bolshevik reading circles. Voronsky’s
native town of Tambov reminded him of the swamp he used to go to when
he was a little boy. “Under its murky, dead film, the swamp bubbled, rum-
bled, rotted, and gurgled, exhaling foul odors and swarming with myriads
of midges, soft, plump tadpoles, water spiders, red beetles, and frogs; it
slurped and rustled with reeds and bulrushes. Farther in, if you made it
across the shaky hillocks of grass to its depths, the quagmire yawned. Any
calf, cow, or horse that lost its way would perish there”?®

Whereas the SRs believed that the revolution would prevent the swamp
from submerging the whole of the Russian countryside, the Marxists as-
sumed that the flood was a fait accompli, welcomed it as a necessary in-
terlude, and endorsed Engels’s warning to the driveling gluttons: “You
shall be allowed to rule for a short time. You shall be allowed to dictate
your laws, to bask in the rays of the majesty you have created, to spread
your banquets in the halls of kings, and to take the beautiful princess to
wife—but do not forget that ‘The hangman stands at the door!"” The
Bolshevik-Menshevik disagreement concerned the question of who the
hangman should be: the Mensheviks favored the proletariat; the Bolshe-
viks (some of whom recognized the original Heine in the prophet’s words)
demanded the leading role for themselves.”

Voronsky’s alter ego Valentin was a true Bolshevik.

Some day soon the third angel will sound his trumpet. And then we
will show all those who wish to enjoy life with some fat, a little ma-
nure, a bit of dirt, and a few legalized rapes what the end of the
world is about. We will show them the price of categorical impera-
tives and civic cloaks. We will remind them of their little albums of
those who have been hanged and the little amateur libraries they
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have collected about them. We won’t forget anything: the innocent
tears of the children, the wasted youth in the back alleys and base-
ments, the destroyed talents, the mothers’ grief, Sonechka Marme-
ladova and little Ilya, and all those hanged on the gallows as the sun
was sending out its first, sinless rays.”

Valentin was deliberately, defiantly Dostoevskian. Few Russian socialists
would have understood every one of his allusions or endorsed his combi-
nation of prophetic fire with self-doubting introspection, but most of them
shared his vision. The revolutionaries were going to prevail because of the
sheer power of their hatred. It cleansed the soul and swelled like the flood
of the real day. “It rushes along to the gates of a new kingdom, drenching
its path in human blood and leaving behind death, moaning, and cursing.
It rushes past the cowardly and the petty, sweeping along the brave, the
daring, and the strong” It was the main weapon of the weak and the guar-
antee of future salvation. “Man must return to his lost paradise, and he
will return there—no longer as nature’s slave or contemplator, but as its
free master, ruler, and creator.””®

Most of those who shared Valentin’s vision were organized into groups
located along the free will-predestination continuum. None was fully “ob-
jectivist” (the Mensheviks prepared for the inevitable by organizing trade
unions), and none was free from “historical inevitability.” They knew them-
selves to be closely related (as former members of the same reading circles
and fellow “politicals” in prison and exile) and routinely accused each
other of deliberate misrepresentation. They referred to themselves as
“parties” but rejected meaningful comparisons to other political organiza-
tions. Lenin called the Bolsheviks “a party of a new type.” Valentin aban-
doned the term altogether. “What sort of party are we?” he asked. “Parties
are what they have in the West and in America. None of them, including
the socialists, go beyond the legal struggle for reforms. We, on the other
hand, are an army, men of fire and sword, warriors and destroyers.”8°

Parties are usually described as associations that seek power within a
given society (or, in Max Weber’s definition, “secure power within an orga-
nization for its leaders in order to attain ideal or material advantages for
its active members”). None of the three main socialist groups in early-
twentieth-century Russia were interested in securing power within the
Russian state or society, however construed. Their purpose was to await
and, to a greater or lesser degree, bring about, that society’s replacement
by a “kingdom of freedom” understood as life without politics. They were
faith-based groups radically opposed to a corrupt world, dedicated to
“the abandoned and the persecuted,” and composed of voluntary members
who had undergone a personal conversion and shared a strong sense of
chosenness, exclusiveness, ethical austerity, and social egalitarianism.
They were, by most definitions, sects.®

“Sects” are usually defined in opposition to “churches” (described as
bureaucratic, specialized, world-accepting, all-inclusive, elite-friendly or-
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ganizations into which most members are born) or to societies that they
attempt to flee or undermine. Lists of attributes (voluntary, exclusive,
egalitarian) are sometimes replaced by a continuum representing degrees
of tension with the surrounding world, from a few hunted fugitives at one
end to well-integrated institutions at the other. All scholarly definitions
characterize sects as “religious” groups, but since the determination of
whether a group is religious concerns the nature of the faith, not the de-
gree of tension with the world, it is irrelevant to the sect/party distinction.
The main three socialist groups in early-twentieth-century Russia can
safely be called sects because no usable definition relies on doctrinal cri-
teria (unless one counts group members who classify heretics in relation
to a particular orthodoxy) and because all three decisively rejected the
world and possessed the main structural features associated with world-
rejection (and conventionally assumed to be sectarian).®?

Membership in such a group gave one a great sense of purpose, power,
and belonging (especially for the Bolsheviks, who stood out among the
socialists as the only sect rigidly organized around a charismatic leader).
But the radical abandonment of most conventional attachments, the con-
tinual sacrifice of the present for the sake of the future, and the violent
casting out of money changers came—as all heroic commitments do—at
the cost of recurring doubt. What if the discarded attachments were the
true ones? What if the future came too late for there ever to have been a
present? What if the “philistines” were only human? What if all the years
in prison and exile were in vain? “What is my strength, that I should wait,
and what is my end, that I should endure?” Job’s plight is inherent in all
forms of submission to a force presumed to be both all-powerful and be-
nevolent. (“If it is a matter of strength, he is mighty! And if it is a matter
of justice, who will summon him? Even if I were innocent, my mouth would
condemn me; if [ were blameless, it would pronounce me guilty”) It is
particularly acute, however, among those who emphasize self-study and
self-improvement as much as selflessness. A self that has been painstak-
ingly worked on is not easy to sacrifice—especially if the work relies on as
eclectic a reading list as Bukharin’s or Voronsky’s.%?

Bukharin’s autobiographical alter ego, Kolia, has his first “profound
spiritual crisis” when his little brother dies. “Is there anything that is
worth one of Andriusha’s little tears? What is the point of all the actions,
virtues, exploits, and expiations, if the past cannot be brought back?” The
answer comes from the same source as the question:

One day, Kolia was sitting quietly by himself reading Dostoevsky
when, suddenly, he hit upon a passage that shook him to the depths
of his being. It was the passage in The Adolescent that described how
the people of the future ... would live without the consolation of
their thousand-year faith. The great idea of immortality would dis-
appear, and would have to be replaced with something else, and all
of the great excess of love for Him who had embodied immortality
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would be transferred to nature, the world, the people in it, to every
little blade of grass. They would love life and the earth irrepressibly,
insofar as they would gradually become aware of their own tempo-
rality and finitude, and it would be a special, different kind of love.?

Voronsky’s autobiographical narrator has his first spiritual crisis when
his sister dies:

How could this happen, I kept thinking, how could this happen? I
yearn for universal happiness, I worry about the welfare and pros-
perity of others, and here I was, not noticing, not knowing anything
about the life and hopes of my own sister. . . . In this way, won’t I end
up establishing universal fraternity by squashing and trampling
over everything ruthlessly and coldly, not noticing not only clear
enemies, but human life in general: children, brothers, sisters? Or is
this a necessary stage, because you can’t win unless your teeth are
clenched, your heart steeled, and your head, clear and cold? Could it
be 50?8

This monologue leads up to the book’s central episode. The narrator goes
to see his uncle, Father Nikolai.

In the dusty courtyard, cluttered with a cart, traveling carriage, and
droshky, the guard dog Milka and a dirty pink piglet lay head-to-
head in front of the kennel. Both were sleeping. The piglet was
dreamily wagging the taut end of its little tail.

“Trough happiness,” I said.

Father Nikolai, a stout, calm, deliberate priest and a good farmer,
glanced at the piglet and Milka, smiled, adjusted the silver cross on
his chest, and continued on his way.

The narrator catches up with him, and they walk up a hill behind the
village.

The lukewarm, watery sun slid toward the amber edge of the sky. To
the right of the hill was a lush green meadow. Herds of cows and
sheep plodded slowly and distractedly toward the village, casting
long shadows behind them. We could hear the foolish bleating of the
sheep and the dry cracking of the shepherds’ whips. Two colts gal-
loped by, bucking and shaking their flowing manes. The light-
colored river lay tranquil, its gentle curves gleaming with copper
flashes. Beyond the river, the fields stretched into the distance. Lit-
tle hamlets dotted the hills. Behind them lay the silent, solemn pine
forest. The cadenced tones of distant church bells floated lazily
through the air.
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“What a blessing,” said Father Nikolai, stopping and leaning on
his long staff. “Back in the courtyard, you said something about
trough happiness. It may be the trough kind, but it’s real. ... Vege-
tation is at the root of all creation: the grass, the trees, the beasts of
all kinds, the huts, the peasants, the birds, youand I.. .. Everything
you see around you,” he gestured broadly and unhurriedly with his
hand, “has been created by vegetation, by trough happiness, as you
call it”

“But vegetation is mindless and elemental,” I objected.

Father Nikolai took off his wide-brimmed hat, ran his hand
across his hair, and said:

“Indeed it is. . .. ‘In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread. Be
fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth’”86

They go on to argue about whether life is a miracle or a play of “blind
and malicious forces,” and whether “the real miracle” is life as we know it
or the human desire and ability to subdue and transform it.

Father Nikolai gave it some thought, rolled up the sleeve of his cas-
sock, and said:

... “Man needs to plow, sow, breed cattle, tend gardens, and
raise children. That’s the most important thing. Everything else is
secondary. You, who are ‘looking for the city that is to come, do not
know and cannot understand the joy of a farmer when he sees a
brood of chickens, or the care with which he prunes and grafts an
apple tree. You believe he only thinks of profit, but he doesn’t al-
ways think of profit, and sometimes he doesn’t think of profit at all:
instead, he feels the joy of ‘vegetation, sees the fruit of his labor
and takes pleasure in life. . .. Life is huge. It’s like a mountain that
can’t be moved.”

“We’ll dig tunnels through it, Uncle.”

“You think life is different on the other side? It’s the same, the

same.”®”

This dialogue—internal, external, or both—runs through Voronsky’s
book and, in one way or another, through most Bolshevik memoirs, from
Kon’s story of his grandfather presiding over a transformed Passover
prayer to Kuibyshev’s story of his father crying like a child in his son’s
prison cell. Could it be that it was inherent in human life?

“Have you ever read Ibsen’s Peer Gynt and Brand?” I asked Valentin.
“I have. Why?”
“They represent two types, two psychological models. Peer Gynt
lacks integrity; he is scattered and disorganized. All he can be is raw
material for something else, but nothing human is alien to him. He
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lulls, comforts, and deceives his dying mother. ... He has no prin-
ciples, but his heart is open. Brand, on the other hand, is a fighter,
he is all of a piece. He desires with his whole being. His motto is “all
or nothing,” but his heart is closed to human joys and woes; he is
ruthless. He takes from his wife Agnes the little cap, her last mem-
ory of her dead child, and refuses to go to his mother’s deathbed to

offer a few words of consolation”8®

Every true Bolshevik has a purer, more consistently sectarian doppel-
ganger—an all-or-nothing Brand to his self-doubting underground man.
Ulianov has Lenin, Dzhugashvili has Stalin, Skriabin has Molotov, Arosev
has Z, and Voronsky has his Valentin.®

“There are millions of Peer Gynts. They are needed as manure, as
fertilizer. But don’t you think, Valentin, that the Brand principle is
becoming too dominant among us? We are becoming harder,
tougher; we are turning into the revolution’s promoters and appren-
tices; we are separating ourselves from everything ‘human all too
human.”

Fidgeting under his blanket, Valentin lit a match, drew on his
cigarette, and declared:

“That’s the way it should be in our era. We must become more ef-
ficient and more resolute, we must give all of ourselves to our ideal.
We cannot show weakness and float in the wake of divergent and
contradictory emotions. We are warriors.”?°

In Voronsky’s world, the real-life one as well as the fictional, there
is never an escape from dualism—even in his favorite refuge, a cottage in
a pine forest outside Tambov that belongs to Feoktista Yakovlevna
Miagkova, his older friend and socialist mentor. (She—also the child of a
priest—is the “mysterious revolutionary” who gave him his very first stack
of illegal leaflets when he was a seminarian.) Miagkova has three little
daughters. “This girls’world attracted me. Their pure, innocent eyes, the
braids tied with bright ribbons, the ink-stained notebooks, the stickers,
dolls, flowers, short colorful dresses, the carefree, inimitable, contagious
laughter, loud chatter, games, and all the running around helped me forget
my troubles and misfortunes.” Two of the sisters love to listen to the silly
stories he makes up, but the third one, “the olive-skinned Tania,” has a
“critical frame of mind” and refuses to play along. “You didn’t really buy a
parrot, and you didn’t really see a scary man, and he didn’t really run after
you—you just made it all up.” Voronsky may, in fact, have been chased by
a plainclothes policeman, but Tania isn’t having any of it—she needs proof.
“Valentin” is Voronsky’s fictional Brand-like alter ego. Tania was a real
all-or-nothing twelve-year-old. She would go on to join the Bolsheviks at
the age of twenty.”
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Voronsky and Arosev may have been more self-consciously literary and
programmatically self-reflexive than most Bolsheviks, and their memoirs
may have absorbed some of the doubts and discoveries of the 1920s and
early 1930s, but it seems clear—and was, for a while, universally accepted—
that they were faithful chroniclers, not odd exceptions. Yakov Sverdlov,
who never published anything other than articles on party politics and
reports on Siberian social conditions, faced the same dilemmas and dis-
cussed them endlessly in his letters. What is the relationship between the
coming general happiness and the present-day lives of individual believ-
ers? Which part of Father Nikolai’s “vegetation” should be renounced as
irredeemably philistine? What is to be done about the fact that—as Sverd-
lov writes apropos of the great mystery of his son’s future life—“we mortals
are not granted the ability to lift the veil of individual fate; all we can do is
foresee the future of mankind as a whole”?9?

The more terrible the trials, the greater the uncertainty and the temp-
tations. “You cannot imagine [wrote Sverdlov to Novgorodtseva in January
1914], how badly I want to see the children. Such a sharp, piercing pain.
Adka’s photograph is on the table in front of me. So is yours. I stare and
stare, for hours on end, and then I close my eyes and try to imagine little
Vera, but I can’t, really. I think until my head hurts. My eyes grow wet, and
I am ready to burst out sobbing. My dear, dear, sweet little children. ... Oh
Kadia, Kadia! My darling, my love. . . . What will our future bring?”%3

Sometimes it seems that their future life will bring nothing but trials:
“There’s much, much suffering ahead,” he wrote in August 1914. Voronsky,
the former seminarian, quotes the original passage from the confession
of the Old Belief martyr, Archpriest Avvakum, who jouneyed to Calvary
accompanied by his wife: “I came up, and the poor dear started in on me,
saying, ‘Will these sufferings go on for a long time, Archpriest?” And I said:
‘Markovna, right up to our very death’ And so she sighed and answered,
‘Good enough, Petrovich, then let’s be getting on.” (According to Voron-
sky’s daughter, “let’s be getting on” was his favorite saying.) But of course
neither Sverdlov nor Voronsky is an Archpriest Avvakum. Or rather, they
are, in the sense of being prepared to endure suffering for the sake of their
faith, but they do not relish martyrdom or asceticism as virtues in their
own right. As Sverdlov puts it in a letter to a young friend, “I also like
Ibsen, but Brand’s ‘all or nothing’ motto is not to my taste, for I consider it
rootless and anarchist”?*

Sverdlov’s and Voronsky’s faith, unlike Avvakum’s, is to be strength-
ened by reading as broadly as possible. In Sverdlov’s view, once a Marxist
“consciousness” has been acquired, everything, without exception, be-
comes proof of its truth. “The greater the knowledge and the more wide-
ranging it is, the vaster the space, the broader the horizons for creativity
and, most important, the more conscious that creativity is” In 1916, with



64 CHAPTER 2

“the light of the kerosene lamp shining through the frozen glass and cast-
ing a pale reflection on the snow drifts” outside his house in Monastyr-
skoe, Sverdlov wrote to a young friend:

For a better understanding of Ibsen, I would recommend reading
everything by him, in a particular order. The best edition is the Skir-
munt, reprinted by Znanie in eight volumes, in Hansen’s translation.
That is the best edition. It should be read in the order in which it
was published, although you don’t have to read the last volume: it’s
his correspondence, which, as I recall, is of little interest. But before
you get started, it would be a good idea to read something appropri-
ate about the history of Sweden and Norway over the last thirty or
forty years, in order to become familiarized with the development of
social relations there during this period. Such familiarity will help
you understand Ibsen. For the same purpose, it would be good to
read Lunacharsky’s article [“Ibsen and Philistinism”] in the 1907
issue of Obrazovanie, the brochure about him by Roland-Holst, and
Plekhanov’s article in, I think, Sovremennyi mir, also from 1907.%°

“Putting books to the test of life and putting life to the test of books” is
hard work and requires constant vigilance and self-examination. In this
sense, Sverdlov’s faith is similar to Archpriest Avvakum’s. “I watch myself
very closely sometimes. You know my habit of self-analysis. I see clearly
every fleeting movement of my soul. And right now I cannot detect any
dangerous symptoms. There is none of the intellectual laziness and men-
tal torpor that haunted me for a while. There is only a desire to study, to
learn”?®

But what if self-analysis revealed some dangerous signs of moral tor-
por? What happens when endless suffering breeds doubt, and doubt is
deepened by reading and self-analysis? Are the Bolsheviks in danger of
falling, one by one, into the chasm separating their ability to “foresee the
future of mankind as a whole” and their all-too-human inability to “lift
the veil of individual fate”? Sverdlov’s answer is a thoughtful but resolute
no. In 1913, he started writing to Kira Egon-Besser, the fourteen-year-old
daughter of his close friends from Ekaterinburg, Aleksandr and Lydia
Besser. Like many intelligentsia adolescents at the time, Kira suffered
from chronic “pessimism” and occasional thoughts of suicide. Sverdlov’s
advice to her is remarkably consistent. “We were born at a good time,” he
wrote in January 1914, “in the period of human history when the final act
of the human tragedy is at hand. . .. Today only the blind and those who
do not want to see fail to notice the growing force that is fated to play the
main part in this final act. And there is so much beauty in the rise of this
force, and it fills one with so much energy, that, truly, it is good to be
alive” Universal redemption is the key to personal fulfillment. “Allow me
to kiss you on both cheeks when we meet,” he wrote in May 1914, “for I
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have no doubt that I will see you and L. I. again. I'll kiss you in any case,
whether you like it or not.”®”

They continued to correspond, and Sverdlov continued to urge hope
and faith (hope as a function of faith). The first of his surviving letters was
the one sent to the Dormitory for Female Students on Sophia Embank-
ment in May 1904, when he was nineteen (“The real day is coming, after
all. ... The dawn, which sheds its fantastic, enchanting, and transparent
light over everything and everyone, is near”). The last one, to Kira Egon-
Besser in Petrograd, was written in Monastyrskoe on January 20, 1917,
when he was thirty-two and she was eighteen:

My worldview ensures that my certainty in the triumph of a life of
harmony, free from all manner of filth, cannot disappear. Just as
unshakeable is my certainty that future life will produce pure
human beings, beautiful in every respect. Yes, there is much evil in
the world today. But to understand and discover its causes is to un-
derstand its transient nature. That is why isolated, but sometimes
difficult, feelings of dejection are drowned out by the overall opti-
mism of my approach to life. That’s the whole secret. It has nothing
to do with a rejection of private life. On the contrary, it is precisely
this approach to life that makes a full private life possible, a life in
which people are fused into a single whole not only physically, but
also spiritually.®®

Around the time this letter would have arrived in Petrograd, the work-
ers of the Putilov Plant began the strike that would become the first phase
of the February Revolution—and possibly the last act of the human trag-
edy. Sverdlov heard the news in early March, and, accompanied by Filipp
(“Georges”) Goloshchekin, jumped into a sled and set out up the Enisei in
a mad rush to reach Krasnoiarsk before the ice began to break up. After
more than two weeks of ceaseless travel, they arrived, and by March 29
had made it all the way to Petrograd.

According to Novgorodtseva, they went straight to the apartment of
Sverdlov’s sister Sarra.

Later she talked about how Yakov Mikhailovich had appeared out of
nowhere and started peppering her with questions about what was
happening in Petrograd, with their comrades, and in the Central
Committee (at the time, Sarra was helping Elena Stasova in the Cen-
tral Committee secretariat).

Having answered barely a tenth of the questions, Sarra suddenly
remembered that her brother must be hungry after his long jour-
ney and started to fan the samovar when Yakov Mikhailovich sud-
denly grabbed his head and moaned:

“Oh no! Georges!”
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“Georges? Georges who?”

“Goloshchekin! I left him downstairs by the entrance, told him
I'd go see if you were in and be right back. It’s been half an hour.
Would you mind going to get him? He’ll kill me for sure if I go. He’s
easy to spot: tall, skinny, with a goatee, and wearing a black hat. In
other words, a regular Don Quixote.”

Sarra ran out and immediately spotted Goloshchekin, who was
shifting from one foot to the other, looking despondent. She brought
him in, served them both tea, and then took them to the Tauride
Palace, where, in a corridor, at the entrance to one of the rooms,
Elena Dmitrievna Stasova had placed a desk under a large, hand-
written sign that said: “RSDRP(b), Central Committee Secretariat.”®®

Kira Egon-Besser had to wait a day or two longer. “One evening in late
March [she writes in her memoir], the doorbell rang. When I heard the
sound of his familiar booming bass coming from the entryway, I came run-
ning and saw Yakov Mikhailovich. He kissed me on both cheeks.°°

Revolution was inseparable from love. It demanded sacrifices for the sake
of a future harmony, and it required harmony—in love, comradeship, and
book learning—as a condition for fulfillment. Most revolutionary leaders
were young men who identified the Revolution with womanhood; many of
them were men in love who identified particular women with the Revolu-
tion. Becoming a Bolshevik meant joining a band of brothers (and, pos-
sibly, sisters); living as a Bolshevik meant favoring some brothers over
others and loving some sisters as much as the Revolution. “Who do I
confess my weakness to, if not to you, my dear, my sweetheart?” wrote
Sverdlov to Novgorodtseva. “The more thorough the analysis to which
we subject our relationship, the more profound,
I would even say, thrillingly profound, it be-
comes.” Revolutionary introspection relied on “a
union of two kindred spirits filled with the same
emotion and faith” After 1914, Sverdlov’s hope
for the real day seemed fused with his wish to
kiss Kira Egon-Besser.!%!

Sverdlov’s last letter about the real day took
about a month to come true. Valerian Osinsky
wrote his in late February 1917, at the time of its
fulfillment. Born “Valerian Obolensky” in the
family of a veterinarian of noble birth, he had
debated Kerzhentsev in his Moscow gymnasium,

Valerian Osinsky : : )
(Courtesy of Elena Simakova) ~ shared a prison cell with Bukharin, and served
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as an “agitator” in the Swamp after the 1905 Revolution. He was famously
tall, studious, radical, and aloof. In February 1917, he was thirty years old
and married to a fellow revolutionary, Ekaterina Mikhailovna Smirnova.
They had a five-year-old son, Vadim, whom they called “Dima.” His corre-
spondent, Anna Mikhailovna Shaternikova, was in her mid-twenties, a
devoted Marxist, and a volunteer nurse. They had met a few months ear-
lier in a hospital in Yalta, where he was being treated for tuberculosis.
They were in love, but could not, for the time being, be together. They
knew that their individual fates depended on the future of mankind as a
whole. They were certain that that future was near, but did not know that
it had already reached Petrograd.'®® Osinsky’s letter contains his prose
translation of the last three stanzas of Emile Verhaeren’s “Blacksmith”
(“Le Forgeron”), with detailed line-by-line commentary:

The mob, whose sacred fury always rises above itself, is an im-
mensely inspired force, projected by the will of those to come,
that will erect, with its merciless hands, a new world of insatiable
utopia. . ..

The blacksmith, whose hope does not ever stray toward doubt or
fear, sees before him, as if they were already here, the days when
the simplest ethical commandments will become the foundation of
human existence, serene and harmonious. ...

Lit up by that luminous faith, the flames of which he has been
stoking for many a year in his forge, by the side of the road, next to
the tilled fields,

The blacksmith, huge and massive, is hammering with mighty,
full blows—as if he were tempering the steel of human souls—the
immense blades of patience and silence.

This poem, according to Osinsky, is a prophetic depiction of “the psy-
chology of revolution” The passage on the power of the mob confirms that
“one of life’s greatest pleasures”is to join collective humanity in its sacred
fury. The “insatiability” of utopia refers both to the boundlessness of
human aspiration and the “pitiless arms of the crowd.” And what is libera-
tion if not the embrace of “the simplest ethical commandments”? “For
thousands of years, different moral teachers (Socrates, Christ, Buddha,
etc.) have been preaching so-called good,” but their prescriptions have
been mutually contradictory and incomplete because they have been
based on life in “antagonistic” societies. It has been “savage morality,
slave morality, or beggars’ morality—not the morality of a rational, free,
and developed society, and thus not fully simple, not primary” True vir-
tue is contingent on revolution. “Only in the world of insatiable utopia
will the simplest ethical rules become real and free from exceptions and
contradictions”
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The same is true of love, the “moving force” of ethics in a society liber-
ated from social contradictions. At present, it is circumscribed by personal
interests, limited in forms of expression, and “mixed with hatred (albeit
the ‘sacred’ kind).” “Over there,” it will “reveal without shame all of its pro-
found tenderness and its charity without embellishment, without the tin-
kling bells of magnanimity and philanthropy.” This idea seems utopian
because it sounds “ethereal, ‘illuminated, and a bit banal,” but of course it
is not a utopia because all it means is that people will be able to “live and
work joyfully and intensely” It will be “the kind of ‘good time when any
grief is easy to bear, . . . a time of real social health, as opposed to having
one’s head up in the clouds” (The “easy to bear” quotation comes from
Knut Hamsun’s Victoria, a universal “student” favorite about the life-
sustaining power of ethereal love.)

This “luminous faith” (lucide croyance) is not only faith “but also certi-
tude and clairvoyance.” “It is with this luminous, radiant, burning certi-
tude in his eyes that the huge, massive (gourd), heavy, and lumbering
blacksmith . .. swings his hammer” At the end of his letter, Osinsky claims
that his “sometimes spare, inaccurate, and not always rhythmical” trans-
lation is much truer to the original than Valery Briusov’s smooth, rhymed
version. “You cannot parrot the blacksmith, you have to be him—him. ..
dont Uéspoir ne dévie vers les doutes ni les affres—jamais [him, whose hope
does not ever stray toward doubt or fear]” To stress the point, Osinsky
suddenly changes his tone and adds: “Tell me, A.M., does this blacksmith—
énorme et gourd—remind you of anyone by any chance?"1°3

But the tallest, biggest, bluntest, and loudest of Russia’s blacksmiths was
the poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. In January 1914, “handsome and twenty-
two,” he arrived in Odessa as part of a Futurist traveling show also featur-
ing David Burliuk and Vasily Kamensky. “All three,” according to a news-
paper report, “were wearing top hats, yellow blouses, and overcoats with
radishes in their lapels.” As they were walking along the embankment on
the first evening of their visit, Kamensky noticed “an absolutely extraor-
dinary girl: tall, shapely, with magnificent, shining eyes—in short, a real
beauty.” He pointed her out to Mayakovsky, who “turned around, looked
her slowly up and down, and then suddenly seemed to become extremely
agitated. ‘Listen, you two stay here, or do whatever you want, he said. ‘Tll
see you back at the hotel in . . . well, in a while.”*%4

The girl’s name was Maria Denisova, but Mayakovsky called her “La
Gioconda.” She was twenty years old. Originally from Kharkov, she had
moved to Odessa to attend a gymnasium but had later dropped out and
enrolled in sculpture classes at an art studio.'®® The next day, the three
Futurists were invited to dinner at her older sister’s house. According to
Kamensky,
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Vladimir Mayakovsky Maria Denisova

The dinner at La Gioconda’s turned into a triumph of poetry. We
spent most of the time reciting poems and saying very special, fes-
tive things. Volodia was inspired. . . . He talked a great deal and was
very smart and witty. . . . I will never forget the way he read his po-
etry that evening.

When we got back to our hotel, it took us a long time to get over
the tremendous impression Maria had made on us.

Burliuk was silent, but looked meaningfully at Volodia, who kept
pacing nervously back and forth, unsure about what to do or how to
deal with this sudden eruption of love. ... He kept asking quietly
over and over again:

“What should I do? What can I do? Should I write a letter? But
wouldn’t that look stupid? I love you. What more can I say?”°6

He did write a letter—not at all like the one from Tatiana to Onegin (“I am
writing to you, what more can I say”), but a love letter nonetheless. He
called it “The Thirteenth Apostle,” but then, when the censors objected,
renamed it A Cloud in Pants. Its addressee was God, among many others,
and its subject was the end of love—and everything else.

On the Futurists’last day in Odessa, Maria told Mayakovsky to wait for
her in his hotel room at 4:00 p.m. Two days later, on the train between
Nikolaev and Kishinev, Mayakovsky began to recite:'°”

You think it’s delirium? Malaria?
It happened.

Happened in Odessa,

“I'll see you at four,” said Maria.
Eight,

Nine,

Ten.

Past midnight, and many anguished stanzas later, she finally came.
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You entered,

brusque, matter-of-fact,
torturing the suede of your gloves,
and said:

“Guess what,

I'm getting married.”

Fine.

Go ahead.

I'll be all right.

Can’t you see I'm perfectly calm?
Like the pulse of a corpse.
Remember?

You used to say:

“Jack London,

money,

love,

passion,”

but all I could see

was you—La Gioconda

whom someone was bound to steal.
And did.

His revenge would be terrible. “Remember! Pompeii perished when they
mocked Vesuvius.” But of course Pompeii was doomed in any case. Like
Sverdlov and Osinsky, Mayakovsky had known all along that there would
be earthquakes and famines, and that brother would betray brother to
death, and children would rebel against their parents and have them put
to death, and the sun would be darkened, and the moon would not give its
light, and the stars would fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies would
be shaken. Like Sverdlov and Osinsky, Mayakovsky connected a doomed
love to a doomed world. Impossible loves were but reminders of impossi-
ble lives. The days of distress were but signs of the prophet’s election and
the world’s violent end.

L

mocked and cast aside,

like an endless

dirty joke,

can see through the mountains of time
him

whom no one else can see.

There,

beyond the scope of feeble vision,
at the head of the hungry hordes,
in its thorny crown of revolutions,
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strides the year

1916.

I am his John the Baptist;

I am where the pain is—
everywhere;

in each drop of the tear stream

I nailed myself to the cross.

It’s too late for forgiveness,

I've burned the souls that nurtured compassion.
And that is much harder than taking
a hundred million Bastilles!

And when,

with rebellion

his advent heralding,

you step forth to greet your savior,
I'll rip out

my soul,

stomp on it,

make it big,

and hand it to you—

all bloodied, for a banner.

But no, it is he, the “spat-upon Calvarian,” who is the Savior. His Maria is
Mary, the Mother of God, and he is, “maybe, the most beautiful of her sons”

In Heaven, he asks God his Father to build a merry-go-round on the
tree of knowledge of good and evil and offers to bring in the best-looking
Eves from the city’s back alleys.!?®

Not interested?

Shaking your shaggy head?

Giving me the big frown?

You don’t really think

that creep with the wings

standing behind you

knows the meaning of love?

You, the almighty,

came up with a pair of hands,

made sure everyone got a head,

so why couldn’t you come up with a way

for us to kiss and kiss and kiss

without this torture?

I thought you were really powerful, a god almighty
but you're just a drop-out, a puny little godlet.
Look, I'm bending down
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to pull out a cobbler’s knife

from inside my boot.

Winged scoundrels!

Cringe in your paradise

Ruffle your feathers as you tremble in fright!
And you, the one with the incense breath,
I'll split you open from here to Alaska!

Heaven would be exposed for the joke it is, but—as in the original Rev-
elation—the last and decisive slaughter would take place on earth. The
hungry would crawl out of the swamp, and the well-fed—Voronsky’s “driv-
eling, hiccuping, lip-smacking” meat-market butchers—would hang in
place of the bloody carcasses. The theft of La Gioconda would be avenged.

Come on, you

meek, sweaty little starvelings
festering in your flea-ridden muck!
Let’s turn Mondays and Tuesdays

into holidays

by dipping them in blood!

Let the Earth, at knifepoint, think again
about whom it has chosen to pick on!
The Earth,

grown fat,

like Rothschild’s lover,

used up and left to rot.

Let the flags flap in the heat of the gunfire
The way they do on any decent holiday—
And you, lampposts, hoist up

the shopkeepers’

bloody carcasses.

I outswore,

outbegged,

outstabbed myself,

sank my teeth into someone’s flesh.
The sunset, red as the Marseillaise,
Shuddered as it breathed its last.'®



K
THE FRITH

The most obvious question about Sverdlov’s, Osinsky’s and Mayakovsky’s
luminous faith is whether it is a religion. The most sensible answer is that
it does not matter.

There are two principal approaches to defining religion: the substantive
(what religion is) and the functional (what religion does). According to
Steve Bruce’s deliberately conventional version of the former, religion
“consists of beliefs, actions, and institutions which assume the existence
of supernatural entities with powers of action, or impersonal powers or
processes possessed of moral purpose. Such a formulation seems to en-
compass what ordinary people mean when they talk about religion.” The
question, then, is whether the Marxist drama of universal degradation and
salvation (preordained, independent of human will, and incapable of fal-
sifiable verification) is an impersonal process possessed of moral purpose
and whether communism as the end of recognizable human existence (all
conflicts resolved, all needs satisfied, all of history’s work done) is in some
sense “supernatural.” The usual answer is no: because the Marxist predic-
tion is meant to be rational and this-worldly; because the “supernatural”
is usually defined in opposition to reason; because “ordinary people” don’t
think of Marxism as a religion; and because the whole point of using the
conventional definition is to exclude Marxism and other beliefs that as-
sume the nonexistence of supernatural (science-defying) entities.!

The problem with this formulation is that it also excludes a lot of beliefs
that ordinary people and professional scholars routinely describe as “re-
ligions” As Durkheim argues in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life,
most human beings for most of human history had no basis for distin-
guishing between the “natural” and the “supernatural”; no way of ques-
tioning the legitimacy of their ancestors’ways; and no objection to sharing
the same world with a variety of gods, spirits, and more or less dead fore-
bears, not all of them human. Such beliefs may seem absurd in a world
with a different sense of the “ordinary,” but they are not about the super-
natural as opposed to something else. In Christian and post-Christian
societies, they have been seen to comprise “pagan religions,” “primitive
religions,”“traditional religions,” “primary religions,” or simply a lot of fool-
ishness. According to the definitions centered on the supernatural, such
beliefs are either uniformly religious or not religious at all.2
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One solution is to follow Auguste Comte and Karl Marx in associating
religion with beliefs and practices that are absurd from the point of view
of modern science. What matters is not what “they” believe, but what we
believe they believe. If they believe in things we (as rational observers)
know to be absurd, then they believe in the supernatural, whether they
know it or not. The problem with this solution is that it offends against
civility and possibly against the law without answering the question of
whether communism belongs in the same category. If “animism” is a reli-
gion whether it realizes it or not, then Marx’s claim that the coming of
communism is a matter of scientific prediction (and not a supernatural
prophecy) is irrelevant to whether rational observers judge it to be so. The
problem with rational observers is that they seem unable to make up their
minds and, according to their many detractors, may not be fully rational
(or they would not be using non sequiturs such as “secular religion” and
would not keep forgetting that “religion” as they define it is the bastard
child of Christian Reformation and European Enlightenment). Some newly
discovered “world religions” are named after their prophetic founders
(Buddhism, Mohammedanism, Christianity); others, after the people
whose beliefs they described (Hinduism, the Chukchi religion); and yet
others, by using vernacular terms such as Islam (“submission”), Sikh
(“disciple”), Jain (“conqueror”), or Tao (“path”). Most of the rest are usu-
ally grouped by region. Some regions (including China for much of its his-
tory and large sections of Europe in the “secular age”) may or may not have
religion, depending on what the compilers mean by the “supernatural ”

An attempt to stretch the definition (and accommodate Theravada
Buddhism, for example) by replacing “supernatural” with “transcendental,”
“supra-empirical,” or “other-worldly” provokes the same questions and
makes the inclusion of Marxism—something the advocates of substantive
definitions would like to avoid—more likely. Just how empirical or non-
transcendental are humanism, Hindutva, manifest destiny, and the king-
dom of freedom?

Durkheim suggests another approach. “Religion,” according to his defi-
nition, is “a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred
things.” Sacred things are things that “the profane must not and cannot
touch with impunity” The function of the sacred is to unite humans into
moral communities. Religion is a mirror in which human societies admire
themselves. Subsequent elaborations of functionalism describe religion
as a process by which humans create a sense of the self and an “‘objective’
and moral universe of meaning”; a “set of symbolic forms and acts that
relate man to the ultimate conditions of his existence”; and, in Clifford
Geertz’s much cited version, “a system of symbols which acts to establish
powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by
formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these
conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motiva-
tions seem uniquely realistic” Whatever one’s understanding of the “sa-
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cred,” “ultimate,” or “general” (Mircea Eliade describes the sacred as a
“fixed center” or “absolute reality” amidst “the never-ceasing relativity of
purely subjective experiences”), it seems impossible to avoid the conclu-
sion that every society is by definition religious, that any comprehensive
ideology (including secularism) creates and reflects a moral community,
and that Osinsky’s luminous faith provides a fixed center in the swamp of
subjective experiences and relates humans to the ultimate conditions of
their existence.*

In sum, most people who talk about religion do not know what it is,
while those who do are divided into those who include Marxism because
they feel they have no choice and those who exclude it according to crite-
ria they have trouble defining. Compromise terms such as “quasi-religion”
make no sense within the functionalist paradigm (a moral community is
a moral community whether its sacred center is the Quran or the US Con-
stitution) and raise awkward questions (Taoism, but not Maoism?) for the
champions of the “supernatural” By extension, states that are “separate
from the church” have no idea what they are separate from. The First
Amendment to the US Constitution fails to define its subject and violates
itself by creating a special constitutional status for “religion” while pro-
hibiting any such legislation. In 1984, a University of California-Berkeley
law professor, Phillip E. Johnson, surveyed the field and concluded that
“no definition of religion for constitutional purposes exists, and no satis-
factory definition is likely to be conceived.” Three years later, he read Rich-
ard Dawkins’s The Blind Watchmaker, had an epiphany, and founded the
“intelligent design” movement.?

One reason for the trouble with definitions is the desire to apply the same
name to two very different belief systems: one that did not know it was a
belief system and one that did—and felt very strongly about it. In the first
millennium BCE, much of urban Eurasia was afflicted with an epidemic of
reflexivity and self-doubt. The arrival of Zoroaster in Iran; the Buddha,
Jain dharma, and the Upanishads in India; Confucius, the Tao, and the
“hundred schools” in China; classical tragedy and philosophy in Greece;
and the prophetic era in ancient Israel had inaugurated what Karl Jaspers
has called the “Axial Age”—an age “of standing back and looking beyond.”
They were not all about the “supernatural” in the strict sense, but they all
posited an “absolute reality” radically distinct from a world inhabited by
humans and their gods and ancestors. They shipped off as much of the
sacred as they could to another plane or another time, allowing them-
selves occasional glimpses; posited an abyss separating humans from
their true nature (as expressed in concepts or commandments); and made
“alienation” the universal law of existence (leading a lot of people to be-
lieve that it had always been so). They proclaimed or implied, in other
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words, that humans were living incorrectly; that human life was, in some
fundamental sense, a mistake, and possibly a crime.®

Ever since, these “Axial civilizations” and their numerous descen-
dants—including Christianity (an offshoot of prophetic Judaism) and Islam
(their close relative)—have been preoccupied, above all else, with the tasks
of restoration, reformation, and “redemption” (as an escape from a human
existence newly revealed to be misguided or meaningless). This has led to
the emergence of “reason” independent of social ascription; the percep-
tion of the contingency—and, therefore, reformability—of the political
order; the appearance of moral communities bound neither ethnically nor
politically; the unification and codification of the sacred through written
compilations of original solutions; the rise of elites specializing in inter-
preting the scripture and monopolizing access to salvation; and the pos-
sibility of the rise of counter-elites proposing alternative interpretations
or entirely new solutions. Different traditions have different conceptual
repertoires and escape routes, but all have offered more or less consistent
and self-sufficient ways of “standing back and looking beyond.”

The fact of having lost one’s way suggests the possibility of being able
to find it again. All societies and the worlds they inhabit have had their
beginnings, but it is only when human life turned out to be a problem that
endings became solutions, and thus matters of serious concern. In ancient
Greece, they tended to be political, metaphysical, provisional, and unin-
tegrated. In southern Asia, the focus on individual reincarnation and es-
cape allowed the collective resolution to remain remote (or perhaps it was
the remoteness of the collective resolution that helped focus individual
minds). In eastern and southeastern Asia, Confucian world-improvement
and Buddhist and Taoist world-rejection came together to produce a tra-
dition of expecting both at once (occasionally in the shape of an immedi-
ate world improvement by means of a violent world rejection). But even as
they imagined an eventual return to wholeness and wondered about the
effect of human choices on the unfolding of the cosmic drama, most heirs
to the Axial predicament continued to expect a perennial cycle of corrup-
tion and rebirth. All final solutions were temporary. For the sun to rise,
spring to return, hunted prey to submit, and the earth to give up its fruits,
the hero had to keep killing the serpent and humans had to keep making
mistakes and sacrifices. Holding chaos and its many agents at bay was a
daily effort and the closest life could get to having a meaning. Everything
was forever.®

Until it was no more. Sometime around the turn of the first millennium
BCE, Zoroaster made history—literally, as well as figuratively—by proph-
esying the absolute end of the world. There was going to be one final battle
between the forces of light and darkness and one last judgment of all
human beings who had ever lived—and then there would be nothing but
an all-encompassing, everlasting perfection: no hunger, no thirst, no dis-
agreement, no childbirth, and no death. The hero would defeat the serpent
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one last time; chaos would be vanquished for good; only the good would
remain—forever. This meant, among many other things, that time had be-
come linear and irreversible (and thus, in a sense, properly historical). It
also meant that the cost of individual moral choices had become almost
impossibly high: not everyone was going to make it into timelessness, and
no one was going to get a second chance.?

Perhaps influenced by Zoroaster, the ancient Israelites also came to think
of time as a straight plot line. In some sense, Exodus is a conventional
migration narrative explaining the legitimacy of a group’s territorial
claim. Such stories (themselves versions of a questing hero’s return from
the netherworld) tend to describe a hazardous march from a wrong tem-
porary home to the right permanent one, indicated by the gods and dis-
covered by the anointed leader-founder. But Exodus does much more than
that. The story it tells is one of a final liberation from politics and a per-
manent solution to the “standing back and looking beyond” problem. Hav-
ing escaped the Pharaoh, the Israelites did not establish a new state: they
created a virtual one. Instead of a this-worldly king, they got themselves
an other-worldly one, as powerful as their imagination would allow. The
Israelites bridged the “Axial” chasm between the real and the ideal by sub-
mitting to a single ruler of unlimited power. They did not simply inherit
him from their ancestors: they handed themselves over to him as part of
a voluntary contract. They did not worship him through a polity that em-
bodied his will: they worshipped him directly, as individuals (the Ten Com-
mandments are in the second person singular) and as a community of the
elect. After Moses, political and spiritual representation—indeed, any me-
diation between the Hebrews and their true ruler—became problematic or
dispensable. They became “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” Obser-
vance of the law became a matter of personal devotion and inner disci-
pline. The Heavenly Father was to be loved, not simply served, and he was
always watching and always listening: “Now what I am commanding you
today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach. It is not up in
heaven, so that you have to ask, ‘Who will ascend into heaven to get it and
proclaim it to us so we may obey it?’ Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you
have to ask, ‘Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so we may
obey it?’ No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart
so you may obey it."*°

The key to the one-on-one relationship with the absolute was that it
be the only one (that is, truly absolute). “Do not worship any other god,
for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.” The Israelites es-
caped a rule that was transitory, contingent, and mostly tolerant of golden
calves and local cults by subjecting themselves to a rule that was eternal,
self-sufficient, and utterly inescapable. They fled a tyranny that was
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gratuitously arbitrary for a tyranny that was arbitrary out of principle—
and thus, one hoped, just. When Job insisted on his innocence, he was
questioning God’s goodness. When Job’s three friends defended God’s
goodness, they were questioning Job’s innocence (because punishment,
they reasoned, must be proof of sinfulness). But they were all wrong, as
God himself explained. The Almighty was simply too mighty, too powerful,
and too busy with matters of life and death to justify himself to anyone.
He did as he pleased for reasons only he understood. Job had to “repent
in dust and ashes” and do as he was told. He had no moral agency at all.
The price of political freedom was absolute moral slavery.*

Absolute moral slavery to the source of all morality may equal freedom
(although Job’s possession of an independent moral sense seems to sug-
gest otherwise), but even if it does not, the Hebrew god was remote and
inconsistent enough to allow for some uncertainty. Unlike earthly kings
and specialized gods, an all-powerful transcendental despot cannot be
cheated (“there is no dark place, no deep shadow, where evildoers can
hide”), but he just might be in a forgiving mood or otherwise engaged (he
has so much more to do, after all). And of course the God of Israel gave Job
and his friends plenty of reason to believe that the Covenant was well
within human understanding and that all that was required of them was
that they follow a few simple rules. “For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous
God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and
fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a thousand
generations of those who love me and keep my commandments.”*

Whatever the predicament of the individual subject, the fate of the cho-
sen people as a whole was clear. The logic of the Book of Job did not apply
to the Israelites as a group—or rather, the logic of the Book of Job seemed
to suggest that individual moral slavery was a fair price for the guarantee
of collective redemption. Some members of the tribe would be put to the
sword, devoured by wild animals, or die of a plague (for breaking the law
or for no reason at all), but the tribe as such would triumph no matter
what. Its “great rebellions” and “many backslidings” might postpone the
final deliverance, but they could do nothing to prevent it. The original
election and final outcome were beyond morality or understanding: “The
LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the
earth to be his people,” and that was the end of it. Or rather, that was the
beginning. The end was the restoration of the chosen people to the prom-
ised land, where “they will neither hunger nor thirst, nor will the desert
heat or the sun beat upon them” Everything in between was history.'®

The most obviously remarkable thing about the Hebrew God is that he
was the first transcendental ruler to successfully eliminate all customary
allegiances and proclaim himself an absolute monarch. But he did not stop
there. After banning all rival cults and exterminating their adherents
within the house of Israel, he denied the existence of all foreign gods, too.
From being the only god of the Israelites, he became the only God, period.
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A few vestiges of traditional tribal relativism persisted for a while (you
take “what your god Chemosh gives you,” and we’ll take “whatever the
LORD our God has given us”), but the tendency was clear enough. “I am
the LORD, and there is no other; apart from me there is no God. I will
strengthen you, though you have not acknowledged me, so that from the
rising of the sun to the place of its setting men may know there is none
besides me. I am the LORD, and there is no other”™

Some tribal gods are universal creators; the Hebrew God was the first
universal autocrat. A small tribe repeatedly conquered by its much larger
neighbors retaliated by conquering the world conceptually. Rather than
recognizing the demonstrable superiority of their masters’ spiritual spon-
sors, switching loyalties, and dissolving in the multitudes of fellow op-
portunists, the Israelites extended ad infinitum the powers and jurisdic-
tion of their own patron. Everything that ever happened anywhere was
part of a universal design centered on the drama of their wanderings and
eventual deliverance. All human beings, including the rulers of the great
empires, were pawns in the hands of Israel’s heavenly pharaoh. History as
the meaningful unfolding of time was the result of the Israelites’ collective
moral choices. Human life past and present was one continuous reason
for the postponement of the Day of the Lord."®

There was not much mystery or inscrutability on this score. The End
was predetermined; the Israelites kept making wrong choices; and the
Lord kept blaming them for his continued unwillingness or inability to
fulfill his promise. The world’s first heavenly autocrat was also, by virtue
of his chronic theodicy problem, the world’s first Underground Man (or
Adolescent). Constantly snubbed by his spiritual inferiors, he bragged
about his great accomplishments, promised even greater accomplish-
ments, nursed his many grudges, feigned humility, relished his ability to
cause pain and thwart expectations, and fantasized obsessively about a
spectacular public humiliation of the strong, the arrogant, and the well-
connected. According to Isaiah, among others, he was not going to simply
take his people to the assigned place and help them defeat the Hittites,
Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites who
lived there. “The LORD is angry with all nations; his wrath is upon all their
armies. He will totally destroy them, he will give them over to slaughter.
Their slain will be thrown out, their dead bodies will send up a stench; the
mountains will be soaked with their blood.”

As for those who will survive the slaughter (said the Sovereign Lord to
his people), “They will bow down before you with their faces to the
ground; they will lick the dust at your feet. Then you will know that I am
the LORD; those who hope in me will not be disappointed. . . . I will make
your oppressors eat their own flesh; they will be drunk on their own
blood, as with wine. Then all mankind will know that I, the LORD, am your
Savior, your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob.” All those who had ever
offended against the Israelites and their mighty redeemer would get their
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comeuppance and eat their words. “And those tall Sabeans—they will come
over to you and will be yours; they will trudge behind you, coming over to
you in chains. They will bow down before you and plead with you, saying,
‘Surely God is with you, and there is no other; there is no other god.’” And
in case they were still unconvinced, Gog, of the Land of Magog, would be
tricked into attacking the chosen people one last time: “I will summon a
sword against Gog on all my mountains, declares the Sovereign LORD.
Every man’s sword will be against his brother. I will execute judgment
upon him with plague and bloodshed; I will pour down torrents of rain,
hailstones and burning sulfur on him and on his troops and on the many
nations with him. And so I will show my greatness and my holiness, and I
will make myself known in the sight of many nations. Then they will know
that I am the LORD.”"

The happy ending was subject to the same inflation as the violent reso-
lution. The promise of a safe homecoming and peaceful life in the land of
milk and honey evolved into a prophecy of entirely “new heavens and a
new earth”:

Then will the eyes of the blind be opened and the ears of the deaf
unstopped.

Then will the lame leap like a deer, and the mute tongue shout
for joy. Water will gush forth in the wilderness and streams in the
desert.

The burning sand will become a pool, the thirsty ground bub-
bling springs. In the haunts where jackals once lay, grass and reeds
and papyrus will grow.

And a highway will be there; it will be called the Way of Holiness.
The unclean will not journey on it; it will be for those who walk in
that Way; wicked fools will not go about on it.

No lion will be there, nor will any ferocious beast get up on it;
they will not be found there. But only the redeemed will walk there,
and the ransomed of the LORD will return. They will enter Zion with
singing; everlasting joy will crown their heads. Gladness and joy will
overtake them, and sorrow and sighing will flee away.

Sorrow and sighing would not simply flee away—they would disappear for-
ever. The ferocious beasts would not simply walk off—they, too, would be
overtaken by gladness and start feeding on milk and honey. “The wolf will
live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the
lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them.”®
Meanwhile, the Israelites’ earthly lot had not improved very much. The
end of the Babylonian exile and the return of the ransomed was followed
by a succession of more or less egregious Gogs. The worse the offenses
against Zion and less likely the prospect that it would “no longer be plun-

dered by the nations,” the more cosmic and urgent the visions of the final
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retribution. The three centuries that were centered on the birth of a “new
era” and bounded by the Maccabean Wars of the 16os BCE and the Bar
Kochba revolt of the 130s CE were a time of a dramatic flourishing of Jew-
ish apocalyptic eschatology (“revelations” of the End). All such revelations,
beginning with the Book of Daniel, told the same story: the position of the
righteous is worse than ever before; the history of their oppression is en-
tering its highest and final stage; the corrupt ruling empire is about to fall;
the ensuing time of troubles will involve general lawlessness, fratricidal
wars, and natural disasters; God will finally intervene, directly or through
a special representative; his army will defeat the united forces of evil; and
the righteous will live happily ever after. “The sovereignty, power and
greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven will be handed over to
the saints, the people of the Most High. His kingdom will be an everlasting
kingdom, and all rulers will worship and obey him."*®

There were different ways of welcoming the inevitable. The members of
the Qumran sect withdrew to the shores of the Dead Sea, renounced prop-
erty and marriage, condemned Jewish appeasers along with Roman invad-
ers, and strove after absolute ritual purity in preparation for the ap-
proaching slaughter. Others, often collectively known as “zealots,” took up
arms on the assumption that, as Josephus put it, “the Deity does not co-
operate in restoring liberty otherwise than by influencing man’s decision,
and God will be much more ready to assist us if we do not shirk the toil
entailed by the great cause which we have at heart.”2°

First-century Jewish Palestine was teeming with teachers, preachers,
prophets, healers, exorcists, messiahs, and miracle workers inspired by
the expectation of the imminent End. “A certain impostor named Theu-
das,” writes Josephus, “persuaded the mass of the rabble to take their be-
longings with them and follow him to the river Jordan; for he said that he
was a prophet and would by a word of command divide the river and afford
them an easy passage; and by these words he deceived many.” A “charla-
tan” from Egypt “gained for himself the reputation of a prophet, ... col-
lected about thirty thousand of his dupes, entered the country and led his
force round from the desert to the mount called Olivet.” A “body of vil-
lains ... under the pretense of divine inspiration fostering revolutionary
changes ... persuaded the multitude to act like madmen and led them out
into the desert under the belief that God would there give them tokens of
deliverance.”?

According to Mark, a preacher named John “wore clothing made of
camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist,” ate “locusts and wild
honey,” and preached “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.”
And according to Celsus, a second-century Greek writer,

there are many, who, although of no name, with the greatest facility
and on the slightest occasion, whether within or without temples,
assume the motions and gestures of inspired persons; while others
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do it in cities or among armies, for the purpose of attracting atten-
tion and exciting surprise. These are accustomed to say, each for
himself, “I am God; I am the Son of God; or, I am the Divine Spirit; I
have come because the world is perishing, and you, O men, are per-
ishing for your iniquities. But I wish to save you, and you shall see
me returning again with heavenly power. Blessed is he who now
does me homage. On all the rest I will send down eternal fire, both
on cities and on countries. And those who know not the punish-
ments which await them shall repent and grieve in vain; while those
who are faithful to me I will preserve eternally.”. .. To these prom-
ises are added strange, fanatical, and quite unintelligible words, of
which no rational person can find the meaning: for so dark are they,
as to have no meaning at all; but they give occasion to every fool or
impostor to apply them to suit his own purposes.??

Jesus of Nazareth was a mostly traditional Jewish healer with a mostly
traditional eschatological prophecy. “Nation will rise against nation, and
kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places,
and famines. ... Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his
child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to
death. ... The sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light;
the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.”?
The “days of distress” will be followed by the kingdom of God, which is
described as a feast for those who have not feasted before. The only defi-
nite thing about the new order is that social roles will be reversed: “Blessed
are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who
hunger now, for you will be satisfied. . . . But woe to you who are rich, for
you have already received your comfort. Woe to you who are well fed now,
for you will go hungry”**

None of this is meant for another world, another time, or another gen-
eration. In Mark’s account, Jesus’s first words are: “The time has come.
The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” And the
good news—the news that suffuses the prophet’s message and his follow-
ers’ lives—is that “this generation will certainly not pass away until all
these things have happened.” “Some who are standing here will not taste
death before they see the kingdom of God.”?®

As in most prophecies, predestination and free will are finely balanced.
The End is ineluctable, but its nature and, possibly, its timing depend on
human actions. Jesus, human or not, is both the messenger and the agent,
and some of his listeners may still be able to affect the course of the divine
juggernaut. “If the Lord had not cut short those days, no one would sur-
vive. But for the sake of the elect, whom he has chosen, he has shortened
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them?” Nor is it too late now: “Make every effort to enter through the nar-
row door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to.”
Jesus’s closest disciples, in particular, will be rewarded for their loyalty
and sacrifice. Providence is, in part, the result of their efforts. “At the re-
newal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you
who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve
tribes of Israel. And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or
father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred
times as much and will inherit eternal life.”2®

What could one do in order to inherit eternal life? How was one to wel-
come, and perhaps help bring about, the days of distress and the kingdom
of the Lord? First, one had to leave one’s house and brothers and sisters and
father and mother and children and fields—the way Jesus himself had done.

Then Jesus’ mother and brothers arrived. Standing outside, they
sent someone in to call him. A crowd was sitting around him, and
they told him, “Your mother and brothers are outside looking for
you.”

“Who are my mother and my brothers?” he asked.

Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him and said,
“Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does God’s will is

my brother and sister and mother??

To ensure salvation, one had to renounce one’s family and join a new one.
“If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife
and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot
be my disciple” Membership in the sect promised the ultimate reward in
exchange for the ultimate sacrifice. It meant accepting a world in which all
strangers were “neighbors”; all neighbors were brothers; and all brothers
were the eternal children of one all-powerful Lord. According to Jesus, the
two main commandments were: “Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your
mind”; and, “Love your neighbor as yourself” The only people to be hated
(at least at first, during the trial period for new members) were one’s erst-
while father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters—and yes,
even oneself.?®

It was a universal message that allowed for multiple distinctions.
Some—the weak, the meek, and the humble—were more likely to join and
more deserving of membership (“I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and
earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned,
and revealed them to little children”). Those who did join were more de-
serving than those who did not. Ideally, all neighbors from among the cho-
sen people were to become brothers (Jesus was not talking to Gentiles). In
the meantime, the rich were trying to squeeze through the eye of the
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needle, while those who had abandoned their families were looking for-
ward to judging the twelve tribes of Israel.?

“Repenting” meant “changing and becoming like little children.” Chang-
ing and becoming like little children meant submitting fully and unreserv-
edly to God the Father. God the Father was to become more consistent in
his total claim on his people:*°

“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not mur-
der, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment’ But I tell
you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to
judgment...”

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery. But I
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already
committed adultery with her in his heart. .. ”

“Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do
not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord’
But I tell you, Do not swear at all. . . . Simply let your ‘Yes’be ‘Yes, and
your ‘No, ‘No.”3!

The Hebrew God tended to dilute his totalitarian claim—an absolute,
undivided, unmediated, and randomly capricious domination of individu-
als in exchange for a guarantee of collective triumph—by multiplying legal
regulations and occasionally emphasizing the contractual nature of his
relationship with his subjects (some of whom might be excused for con-
cluding that they were living in an ethical Rechtsstaat). Jesus would have
none of that. He was a radical fundamentalist and a consistent enemy of
the “Pharisees and the teachers of the law”: ““You hypocrites!’ [he railed at
them for insisting on the observance of kosher rules.] ‘For Isaiah was right
when he prophesied about you: “These people honor me with their lips,
but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings
are but rules taught by men.”’ Jesus called the crowd to him and said, ‘Lis-
ten and understand. What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him
“unclean,” but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him
“unclean.”’”3?

It is not what you eat—it is what you say. It is not what you say—it is
what you think (because your no is a no, and because “your Father knows
what you need before you ask him”). It is not about your lips—it is about
your heart. It is not about loving your “loved ones” (“are not even the tax
collectors doing that?”)—it is about loving the tax collectors. It is not about
forgiving someone you are angry with—it is about not being allowed to be
angry. It is not about not sleeping with your neighbor’s wife—it is about
not being allowed to have the desire. It is not between you and the law (as
interpreted by the Pharisees and other would-be mediators)—it is between
your Lord and your thoughts, all of them, all the time. “Do not be afraid of
those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the
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One who can destroy both” The Big Father is watching you, and the only
way to escape punishment is to be watching, too—and yes, even yourself.
“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”®?

The fact that Jesus died before he got the chance “to drink of the fruit
of the vine in the kingdom of God” was interpreted by his followers not as
a failure of the prophecy but as an episode in the drama of divine rebirth,
in the Osiris-Dionysus tradition—except that Jesus, in accordance with the
Jewish eschatological expectation, was to come back only once—when “the
time has come,” this time truly for the last time. His resurrection was a
preview of the coming resurrection for all.3*

The orphaned members of the sect expected Jesus’s return with the
same degree of urgency and intensity with which Jesus himself had ex-
pected the original kingdom of the Lord. The Second Coming was to be a
successful—and immediate—reenactment of the first one. As Paul wrote in
First Corinthians, “What I mean, brothers, is that the time is short. From
now on those who have wives should live as if they had none; those who
mourn, as if they did not; those who are happy, as if they were not; those
who buy something, as if it were not theirs to keep; those who use the
things of the world, as if not engrossed in them. For this world in its pres-
ent form is passing away.” So quickly was the world in its present form
passing away that Paul had to reassure his followers that their imminent
redemption would not separate them forever from their dead brothers and
sisters:

We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that
God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. Ac-
cording to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still
alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not pre-
cede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come
down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the arch-
angel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will
rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught
up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And
so we will be with the Lord forever.®®

In the meantime, they were to take ritual baths, have common meals
(any supper might be the last one), and be “alert and self-controlled” lest
the day of the Lord surprise them “like a thief in the night.” They should
also make haste to welcome non-Jewish converts—because faith is above
the law and because the failure of most Jews to recognize Jesus as the
Messiah could mean only one thing: that God wanted his adopted sons to
join the fold before his “natural” sons (the ones of Paul’s “own race”) could
complete the fulfillment of the prophecy on Judgment Day.3¢

The description of the end days that made it into the Christian canon
as the Book of Revelation uses images from the Jewish apocalyptic tradi-
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tion but limits the ranks of the chosen to the followers of Jesus; 144,000
of them (still identified by membership in one of the twelve tribes of Is-
rael) have seals put on their foreheads, so that the divine avengers do not
slaughter them by mistake. (The concept of labeling and classifying is
central to the Apocalypse: the minions of the beast are branded accord-
ingly, and everyone is registered in a special book as belonging to either
of the two categories. There are no abstentions, hesitations, or middle
ground. “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you
were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot
nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth.”)*”

Having returned to earth, Jesus “treads the winepress of the fury of the
wrath of God Almighty” by destroying Babylon (the Roman Empire) and
subjecting its agents to elaborate tortures. Their bodies are covered with
“ugly and painful sores”; their rivers and springs are turned to blood; and
their kingdom is plunged into darkness as they are “tormented with burn-
ing sulfur” and “gnaw their tongues in agony.” (In keeping with the vision
of two irreconcilable camps and the plot of violent retribution, none of the
victims repents, reconsiders, or begs for mercy.) After the battle of Arma-
geddon, Christ and those who have been martyred in his service rule the
nations “with an iron scepter” for a thousand years. At the end of the “mil-
lennium,” the dictatorship of virtue is attacked by the devil’s armies, which
are devoured by a fire from heaven. At the Last Judgment that follows, the
dead are resurrected and “judged according to what they have done as
recorded in the books.” Those not found in the book of life are thrown into
the lake of fire, to suffer for ever and ever; the rest are reunited with God,
who wipes every tear from their eyes. “There will be no more death or
mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.”
And the good news is the same as that proclaimed by Jesus at the begin-
ning of his ministry: “The time is near. ... I am coming soon.”®®

But time passed, and still he did not come. As Peter wrote to his flock,
“You must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and
following their own evil desires. They will say, ‘Where is this “coming” he
promised? Ever since our fathers died, everything goes on as it has since
the beginning of creation’” And so it did. Generation after generation
passed away, but the sun did not darken; the stars did not fall from the
sky; children did not rebel against their parents; and perhaps most re-
markably, scoffers did not come, scoffing and following their own evil de-
sires. An exclusive millenarian sect formed in the expectation of a violent
destruction of the world and a brutal humiliation of the proud and the
arrogant grew into a universal church at peace with the state, family, prop-
erty, priestly mediation, and a continued separation of humankind from
God. The immediate salvation of a saintly community on earth turned into
the eventual liberation of an individual soul in heaven. The thousand-year
reign of Christ over the nations became, thanks to Augustine, a metaphor
for the really-existing institution of the Christian Church.3®
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Jesus’s solution to the “Axial” split between the real and the ideal (earth
and heaven, the observable and the desirable) was a revolutionary trans-
formation of the world through the imminent coming of the Lord. His dis-
ciples’ solution to the Axial split was a revolutionary transformation of the
world through the imminent return of Jesus. Christianity as a set of doc-
trines and institutions was an elaborate response to the failure of its two
founding prophecies. Most scoffers seem to have been convinced by Pe-
ter’s explanation. “Do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord
a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The
Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He
is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come

to repentance.”°

Muhammad, like Jesus, was a radical renovator of the Hebrew scriptural
tradition. He insisted, above all, on the unlimited and undivided nature of
divine autocracy (“there is no god but God,” who knows “how ye move
about and how ye dwell in your homes”); accepted the legitimacy of Abra-
hamic succession; recognized Moses and Jesus as God’s messengers;
urged his followers to separate themselves from the nonmembers (“take
not into your intimacy those outside your ranks: they will not fail to cor-
rupt you”); and warned his audience of the approaching catastrophe, the
return of Jesus, the resurrection of the dead, and the final Day of Judg-
ment, when all humans would be divided into two clearly defined catego-
ries and dispatched accordingly. “Do they then only wait for the Hour—that
it should come on them of a sudden? But already have come some tokens
thereof, and when it (actually) is on them, how can they benefit then by
their admonition?” The answer was the familiar combination of faith and
works, action and intention, what goes into a man’s mouth and what
comes out of it.*!

Both Jesus and Muhammad were apocalyptic millenarian prophets (in
the broad sense of predicting an imminent and violent end of the world
followed by a permanent solution to the real-ideal problem understood as
a coming together of heaven and earth). The most important difference
between them—in addition to the obvious ones of time, place, and audi-
ence—is the fact that Muhammad, whose ministry was much longer (about
twenty-two years) and much more successful at attracting followers,
found himself in charge of a growing state and a conquering army. Jesus
never left the confines of a small egalitarian sect unencumbered by
women, children, and property; never became king of the Jews by either
popular acclaim or formal recognition; never got to rule the nations during
his first stay on earth; never outlived the poised-on-the-brink intensity of
the last days; never saw his disciples form a self-sufficient society; and
never had a chance to explain what a complex polity should look like.
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Muhammad, whatever his original intentions, had no choice but to do all
these things. God was no longer a virtual Big Father with a monopoly on
knowing “how ye move about and how ye dwell in your homes”: thanks to
Muhammad and his immediate successors, he became the uncontested
legislator of a large empire, with the power to enforce his rules on how
human beings should move and dwell, love and hate, live and die.*?

Islam inherited a sacred beginning that was well-developed legally, po-
litically, and militarily—and thus much more similar to the Jewish golden
age of King David’s reign than to the New Testament story of the ministry
and martyrdom of a mendicant preacher. It is also much better docu-
mented than its two predecessors, providing a would-be fundamentalist
renovator with a ready-made (if obviously contested) blueprint for a
proper Islamic state. All human societies periodically recover and relive
their sacred beginnings: the “traditional” ones do it through ritual; the
Axial ones imagine—each in its own way—a total or partial resacralization
of human existence. In Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, which represent
the institutionalized embodiments of unfulfilled millenarian prophecies,
such attempts at resacralization are associated with renewed expecta-
tions of imminent fulfillment. In post-Second Temple Judaism, episodes
of intense messianic hope were not uncommon, but, in the absence of a
Jewish polity to reform or liberate, were relatively muted. Indeed, the vi-
ability of the Mercurian (“middleman minority”) specialization of diaspora
Jews depended on their continued existence as strangers in Egypt/Baby-
lon/Rome. After the collapse of that specialization, radical Jewish funda-
mentalism reemerged with great force (or was redirected into communism
and other new dispensations). In Islam, renovation movements have been
both frequent and diverse, but the political ideal rooted in visions of the
Prophet’s reign has remained stable and within reach. Most latter-day
Islamic states are not fully legitimate because they do not live up to the
Prophet’s model; most restorations are political revolutions with explicit
agendas; and most Muslim political “utopianism” is scrupulously histori-
cist. The Abbasid and Safavid empires began as militant millenarian
movements seeking divine justice. The possibility of nonpolitical politics,
or of a perfectly just, this-worldly state composed of mortal men and
women, is one of Islam’s most fundamental assumptions.*3

The founding act of political Judaism was an escape from slavery, and
most of the Hebrew prophetic and apocalyptic tradition is about the im-
minent, violent destruction of “Babylon,” real or symbolic. In Islam, foreign
rule is worse than an abomination: it is not a part of the formative experi-
ence or the traditional conceptual repertoire (except when a bad Muslim
ruler is the functional equivalent of an infidel, as argued by the Wahhabis,
among others). Early Islam’s Babylon was “Rum” (Byzantium), an evil em-
pire to be conquered, not an evil conqueror to be destroyed. When, in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, most Muslims found themselves in
a world governed and defined by non-Muslims, the millenarian intensity



THE FAITH 89

of the response was reinforced by the sheer novelty of the experience. In
the words of Osama bin Laden, “the umma is asked to unite itself in the
face of this Crusaders’ campaign, the strongest, most powerful, and most
ferocious Crusaders’ campaign to fall on the Islamic umma since the dawn
of Islamic history.4*

Christianity’s sacred beginnings are limited to Jesus, his sect, and his
teachings (the Old Testament tradition serving as a prophecy to be real-
ized or prologue to be transcended). There is no guidance on how to run a
state, an army, or a justice system, no clear indication of what life outside
the sect should look like. The point, of course, is that there should be no
state, no army, no justice system, and no life outside the sect. Or rather,
the point is that there should be no state other than Jesus’s millennial
reign, no army other than the heavenly host of Armageddon, no justice
other than the Last Judgment (salvation or damnation), and no life other
than the eternal kind. All Christian societies are improvisations (conces-
sions, inventions, perversions) to a much greater degree than their Judaic
or Muslim—let alone Confucian—counterparts. Most earnest attempts at
returning to the source of Christianity have led to a radical denial of non-
sectarian (nontotalitarian) forms of human existence. At its sacred core,
Christianity is incompatible with politics, but, unlike Hinduism or Bud-
dhism, it foresees—and, in some sense, remembers—a redemption that is
collective, violent, and this-worldly. Imitation of Christ suggests a sectar-
ian or monastic existence (in the world but not of the world); faith in
Christ’s prophecy suggests the expectation of the imminent coming of the
kingdom of God.

This congenital condition has three principal consequences. The first
is the inbuilt tension—unique among Axial civilizations—between the City
of God and the City of Man (“the church” separable from the state and the
state separable from the church). The second is the variety and flexibility
of political institutions with a potential claim to divine legitimacy. The
third is the essential illegitimacy of all these institutions. The fact that
Jesus did not envisage a just society before the End meant that, in the
meantime, any society might qualify. Or none could. All avowedly Christian
states have to mount a more or less unconvincing defense of their Chris-
tian credentials; all have to contend with more or less convincing mille-
narian challenges.

During the Middle Ages, such challenges bubbled up repeatedly and often
violently, but the church managed to isolate and suppress them as here-
sies, incorporate and discipline them as monastic orders (that is, legalized
and institutionalized sects), or contain and channel them into more ac-
ceptable activities, such as the extermination of Jews and Muslims (most
prominently during the first two crusades).*
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The Reformation was a massive revolt against the rites, symbols, and
institutions that claimed to mediate between Jesus’s prophecy and life in
the world. Few were warranted and, ideally, none would remain. As Luther
wrote to the Duke of Saxony, “If all the world were true Christians, that is,
if everyone truly believed, there would be neither need nor use for princes,
kings, lords, the Sword, or law.” But all the world was not made up of true
Christians—indeed, “scarcely one human being in a thousand is a true
Christian.” Accordingly, and on a strictly temporary basis, “God has or-
dained the two governments: the spiritual [government], which fashions
true Christians and just persons through the Holy Spirit under Christ, and
the secular government, which holds the Unchristian and wicked in check
and forces them to keep the peace outwardly and be still, like it or not.”
Each had its own subjects, laws, and procedures. “Secular government has
laws that extend no farther than the body, goods and outward, earthly
matters. But where the soul is concerned, God neither can nor will allow
anyone but himself to rule.*¢

The doctrine of a clear line separating the inward and outward inclined
many of Luther’s followers toward pietism and provided political liberal-
ism with one of its most productive and enduring fictions. The separation
of church and state was possible only if one assumed that the state could
occupy itself with “the body, goods and outward, earthly matters” without
ruling over the soul—or rather, that “taxes, duties, honor, and fear” (among
many other things Luther mentions) had nothing to do with virtue.*”

Calvin and the Puritans accepted the need for the distinction but ar-
gued that “Christ’s spiritual rule establishes in us some beginnings of the
celestial kingdom.” Civil government could not yet be fully dissolved in the
spiritual life of a Christian community, but it could—and should—be as
godly as the saints’ pursuit of righteousness would allow. Members could
not be expected to abandon their “houses and brothers and sisters and
fathers and mothers and children,” but they could be asked to make their
families as open, transparent, rule-bound, churchlike, and church-
dependent as possible (ultimately constituting the primary unit of a godly
commonwealth). They could not be counted on not to be angry with their
brothers or commit adultery in their hearts, but they could be expected to
demonstrate ceaseless self-restraint indicative of inner discipline. They
could not be trusted not to let up occasionally in their efforts at self-
observation, but they could be urged to monitor each other by means of
formal surveillance and mutual admonition. Politics was a matter of public
piety, which was a matter of laborious self-improvement, which was a mat-
ter of active participation in moral-political self-government (by means of
attending endless meetings, sermons, votes, and debates, while also
“keeping diligent watch, both by day and by night, each in his own place,
of all comings and goings”). Official regulations reinforced self-generated
activism: under Calvin’s prodding, Geneva’s magistrate not only banned
gambling, dancing, begging, swearing, indecent singing, game-playing on
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Sundays, and the owning of unlicensed books and popish objects of any
kind, but also prescribed attendance at Sunday sermons, the religious
instruction of children and servants, the number of courses at public ban-
quets, the proper attire of artisans and their families, the number of rings
to be worn on various occasions, and the kinds of ornaments and hair-
styles compatible with Christian decorum (silver belts and buckles were
permitted, but silver chains, bracelets, collars, embroidery, necklaces, and
tiaras were not).*®

Those who could not be reformed through participation or even excom-
munication were to be turned over to the secular authorities for appropri-
ate punishment. Some might ask if magistrates could “be dutiful to God
and shed blood at the same time” Calvin thought that they could. “If we
understand that when magistrates inflict punishments, it is not any act of
their own, but only the execution of God’s [own] judgments, we will not be
inhibited by any scruple on this score.” Christians who steadfastly resisted
sanctification had no place in a Christian commonwealth. As Calvin’s
friend Guillaume de Trie wrote of the antitrinitarian Miguel Servetus,
Christendom should be “purged of such filth” (Servetus was burned at the
stake). And as the Oxford Puritan Francis Cheynell told the House of Com-
mons in May 1643, “these are purging times; let all the malignant humors
be purged out of the ecclesiastical and political body*°

For most Calvinists, purging was a last resort and a sign of defeat.
Their duty in an imperfect world was to do battle for the souls of the
unrighteous, to touch their hearts with persuasive speech, and to teach
self-discipline through godly discipline. But there were other reformers—
“reformers” in the original sense of “going back to the source”—who
stood for a universal purge, expected the Second Coming, and believed,
on very good evidence, that Jesus had preached a life of sectarian equal-
ity and prophesied a violent apocalypse on the eve of a great feast for the
hungry.

According to the radical German preacher Thomas Miintzer, the violent
apocalypse and the great feast for the hungry were one and the same
thing. Christ’s warriors were the plowmen; the Antichrist’s servants were
the lords; and the end of time was now. The only way to receive the Holy
Spirit was to follow Jesus along the path of poverty and suffering, and the
only ones who understood the meaning of poverty and suffering were
those who suffered on account of their poverty. “The stone, torn from the
mountain without hands, has become mighty. The poor laymen and
peasants see it more sharply than you do,” he told the Duke of Saxony
(the same one to whom Luther had addressed his letter on secular au-
thority). The kingdom of heaven was for those with nothing but their
chains to lose.®®

There was but one way to enter. According to Jesus, the kingdom of
heaven was prefigured in the story about a man who sowed good seed and
told his servants to begin the harvest by burning the weeds:
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“The one who sowed the good seed is the Son of Man. The field is the
world, and the good seed stands for the sons of the kingdom. The
weeds are the sons of the evil one, and the enemy who sows them is
the devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and the harvesters are
angels.”

“As the weeds are pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will be at
the end of the age. The Son of Man will send out his angels, and they
will weed out of his kingdom everything that causes sin and all who
do evil. They will throw them into the fiery furnace, where there will
be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine like
the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him

hear”!

Miintzer had ears, and he heard. “At the harvest-time one must pluck
the weeds out of God’s vineyard,” he wrote, “but the angels who are sharp-
ening their sickles for that work are no other than the earnest servants of
God.” The problem, as foretold in Jesus’s parable, was that most servants
of God had ears but did not hear. They were first by virtue of being last,
but, like all the biblical proletarians from Moses’s Israelites to Jesus’s
heavenly army, they needed to be awakened, instructed, and disciplined.
“In truth, many of them will have to be roused, so that with the greatest
possible zeal and with passionate earnestness they may sweep Christen-
dom clean of ungodly rulers” Miintzer’s role was to show the way. “The
Living God is sharpening his scythe in me, so that later I can cut down the
red poppies and the blue cornflowers.” In May 1525, a large army of poor
laymen and peasants followed him to Frankenhausen, where his promise
to catch the enemy’s cannonballs in the sleeves of his cloak seemed to be
confirmed by the sudden appearance of a rainbow. In the ensuing mas-
sacre, about five thousand rebels were killed. Miintzer was found hiding
in a cellar, forced to confess under torture, and beheaded in the camp of
the princes. Luther found his confession to be “a piece of devilish, hard-
ened, obduracy.” 52

Miintzer was the most articulate advocate of popular millenarianism
since Jesus and the first popular millenarian to turn the fantasy of brutal
retribution into an explicit and consistently argued program of class war-
fare. Like Jesus, however, he was not a successful proselytizer and never
got the chance to live in a field free of red poppies and blue cornflowers.
The first Christian millenarians to turn the City of Man into the City of God
were the Anabaptists of Miinster. Anabaptists (“re-baptizers”) were pro-
grammatically radical because of their rejection of infant baptism. For the
early Christians, baptism was a rite of induction into the sect—an act of
purification symbolizing repentance of sins, acceptance of Christ, and
entry into the community of believers. If the Protestants wanted to return
to the days of the early Christians (and they all claimed they did), and if
they believed, with Peter, that they were “a royal priesthood” (and there-
fore, according to Luther, “all equally priests”)—then they could no longer
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acquiesce in the baptism of those who were incapable of understanding
the Word. This sounded reasonable until one stopped to think of the im-
plications, as most Protestants did. The prohibition of infant baptism
meant that one could not be born into a community of faith—that there
could be, in effect, no such thing as a church coterminous with society.
Four hundred years later, Ernst Troeltsch would base his distinction be-
tween a church and a sect on this very point: a church is an institution one
is born into. The Anabaptists were determined, above all else, to remain a
sect—a group of believers radically opposed to the corrupt world, dedi-
cated to the dispossessed, and composed of voluntary members who had
undergone a personal conversion and shared a strong sense of chosen-
ness, exclusiveness, ethical austerity, and social egalitarianism.>?

In 1534-35, the Miinster Anabaptists expelled all Lutherans and Catho-
lics, burned all books except the Bible, destroyed altars and sculptures,
renamed streets and days of the week (and named their city the New Je-
rusalem), abolished money and feast days, banned monogamy and private
property, rationed food and clothing, enforced communal dining, decreed
that all doors be kept open, and demolished all church towers (“all that is
high shall be made low”). “Amongst us,” they wrote to Anabaptist congre-
gations in other towns, “God has restored community as it was in the be-
ginning and as befits the Saints of God.” Those unfit for saintliness were to
be “swept from the face of the earth” Offenses punishable by death in-
cluded envy, anger, avarice, lying, blasphemy, impurity, idle conversation,
and attempts to flee.>*

Monotheism had made the chosen people collectively guilty by attribut-
ing the perpetual postponement of salvation to their failure to obey the
heavenly autocrat. Christianity had made all human beings guilty by em-
phasizing thoughts over actions and inner submission over outward obedi-
ence. Protestantism had made everyone permanently and inescapably
guilty by instituting an austere god who could not be lobbied or bribed. The
saints of the New Jerusalem made everyone guilty before the law by de-
creeing that true Christians should be “perfect as their heavenly Father is
perfect” By the time government troops entered Miinster in June 1535, two-
hour court sessions followed by executions were being held twice daily.

In post-Civil War England, the saints came close to becoming the gov-
ernment. Inaugurating Barebone’s Parliament (the Parliament of Saints)
on July 4, 1653, Oliver Cromwell said: “Why should we be afraid to say or
think, That this may be the door to usher in the Things that God had prom-
ised; which have been prophesied of; which he has set the hearts of his
People to wait for and expect?. .. We are at the threshold;—and therefore
it becomes us to lift up our heads, and encourage ourselves in the Lord.
And we have thought, some of us, That it is our duties to endeavor this way;
not merely to look at that Prophecy in Daniel, ‘And the Kingdom shall not
be delivered to another people,; and passively wait.”>®

Cromwell would eventually decide to wait, but some of the “Fifth Mon-
archists” (named after Daniel’s last and everlasting kingdom) would not
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be deterred. As the “roaring” Puritan preacher John Rogers put it, “it is not
enough to change some of these Lawes, and so to reforme them”: the point
was “to provide for the Fifth by bringing in the Lawes of God.” Such work
could not be entrusted to parliamentary majorities, for “how can the king-
dom be the Saints’when the ungodly are electors, and elected to Govern?”
The Saints were to bear witness themselves—“preaching, praying, fighting”
(praedicando, praecando, praeliando), and, when necessary, bringing “ter-
rour to them that do evil” Evil was as obdurate on the eve of the Second
Coming as it had been during the First. “A Sword is as really the appoint-
ment of Christ as any other Ordinance in the Church, ... and a man may
as well go into the harvest without his Sickle, as to this work without. ..
his Sword.” Having failed in the Parliament of Saints, the Fifth Monar-
chists staged an armed rebellion, but were defeated by Babylon, perhaps
because they did not wait until the year 1666.%¢

In Orthodox Christianity, millenarian outbursts tended to be less frequent
because churches were either nationalized by local Christian kings or,
after the Islamic conquests, maintained as nation-bearing institutions in
more or less silent opposition to the mostly hands-off infidel rulers. The
greatest “schism” occurred in Russia in the mid-seventeenth century,
when the church and the rapidly expanding absolutist state launched a
far-reaching overhaul of ritual practice. What began as a top-down reform
in the interests of uniformity ended as a reformation in the sense of a
broad-based revolt against the established political and ideological order.
Both sides appealed to primeval purity but traced different genealogies:
the original Greek in the case of the official church and the original Mus-
covite (and thus the original Greek) in the case of the “Old Believers.” Both
were traditionalists and innovators: the Old Believers, like Western Prot-
estants, set out to correct abuses and impurities within the existing
church but became radicalized by the momentum of confrontation. The
rejection of the high priest led to the rejection of the whole priestly hier-
archy, and the rejection of the whole priestly hierarchy posed the problem
of how to consecrate a new clergy or what to do without any clergy at all.
The Russian schismatics covered the entire Protestant spectrum, from the
episcopalian “priestly” Old Believers, who built a new Orthodox Church
without the patriarch, to the endlessly subdividing sects that abandoned
all priestly mediation and kept debating the fate of the sacraments, espe-
cially marriage. The peculiarity of the Russian Reformation was the ab-
sence of alternative potentates to appeal to or foreign brethren to join; the
remaining options included flight “to the desert,” armed resistance, and
mass suicide. The schismatics who believed that the last days had arrived
saw all government officials as servants of the Antichrist and battled them
accordingly. Salvation by way of martyrdom in the fire of Armageddon
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came in two varieties: at the hand of the Beast or through self-immolation.
In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, more than eight
thousand people burned themselves to death.>”

The surviving Old Believers (about 10 percent of the empire’s popula-
tion at the turn of the twentieth century) continued to wait for the apoca-
lypse in remote settlements around the edges of the empire or reached an
accommodation with the state and applied themselves to money-making.
Russia’s most successful capitalists who were not Germans or Jews were
0Old Believers.>®

The “spirit of capitalism” tends to thrive in communities of the chosen
that separate themselves from the unclean world. There are two types of
such communities: the Mercurians, or middleman minorities such as the
Jews and Overseas Chinese, who cultivate inner cohesion and outward
strangeness in the exercise of their mediating function; and the sectar-
ians, who do it in the interest of exclusive salvation. The first are based
on tribal unity, enhanced by the need for protection from polluting sur-
roundings; the second, on the rejection of kin in favor of a community of
faith. In the first, internal trust is based on blood ties renewed through
ritual and endogamy; in the second, on constant self-discipline, mutual
surveillance, and a suspicion of procreation as the nemesis of sectarian
purity. Both value ceaseless toil: the first, because Mercurian occupa-
tions depend not on natural cycles but on the perpetual pursuit of gain
through symbolic manipulation in a hostile human environment; the
second, because sectarian commitments require constant struggle
against worldly temptations. Mercurian tribes are protocapitalists by
definition; “saints” have to beat plows into shares and earn salvation
through accumulation. The point of connection is the prohibition of idle-
ness and devotion to work as duty and virtue. Everything a sectarian
(and his domesticated cousin, a monk) does—eating, drinking, mating,
talking, reading, writing, listening, gardening, farming—is godly work for
a heavenly wage. When the intensity of the expectation wanes, and the
sectarian warily reenters the world, work as prayer may displace prayer
as work, but aversion to leisure and the habit of vigilance and self-
discipline remain constant—and turn lucrative. Meanwhile, ongoing pro-
creation and the kinship bond it engenders continue to undermine the
sectarian principle of a voluntary circle of the righteous, transforming
metaphorical brothers into blood relatives, love of neighbors into nepo-
tism, and saints into money changers. The chosen people of the second
type join the chosen people of the first type. The Old Believers who con-
tinue to live “in the desert” and separate themselves from the world are
among the first peasants to turn into farmers; the Old Believers who
move to Moscow and engage in industry and philanthropy are among the
first merchants to turn into capitalists. Those who abandon tribal and
confessional exclusivity but retain a commitment to ceaseless work and
vigilant self-discipline become “modern.”
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Having been defeated, tamed, or marginalized in Europe, Christian mil-
lenarianism moved to America, where it became a permanent feature of
national life—as the raison d’étre of the Puritan colonies, the wellspring of
state messianism, a ready response to political and economic distress, and
one of the ways to structure a national existence unprotected by a com-
mon folk or ecclesiastical tradition. In the absence of an ancien regime, an
established church, or a claim to tribal cohesion, much of American com-
munal life was built around Christian “denominations”; most outbursts of
social and political creativity were accompanied by Christian revivals; and
most Christian revivals (“awakenings”) had to do with the expectation of
the last days.>®

The “First Great Awakening” of the 1740s saw the launching of “postmil-
lenialism,” or millenarianism without Armageddon (first proposed in En-
gland more than half a century earlier). Babylon was so far away, the army
of Antichrist so small, and the “showers of grace” so plentiful that the new
kingdom “must needs be approaching” (as Jonathan Edwards put it). There
was no need for Jesus to bring perfection amidst trumpet calls and rivers
of blood: it would be “gradually brought to pass” as the result of a natural
spread of the Holy Spirit. The Methodist-influenced Second Great Awak-
ening, from 1800 into the 1840s, effectively destroyed the Calvinist doc-
trine of predestination by making saving grace available to anyone deter-
mined to obtain it. As the prophet of new revivalism, Charles Finney, put
it, “sin and holiness are voluntary acts of mind.” And since sin equaled
selfishness, and selfishness could be overcome by an act of conversion, it
would be “a sad, dreadful mistake” to expect God to deliver redemption
“chiefly without human agency.”°

One consequence of salvation optimism was political millennialism and
the reform activism associated with it. “I believe,” said Andrew Jackson in
1828, “that man can be elevated; man can become more and more endowed
with divinity; and as he does he becomes more God-like in his character
and capable of governing himself. Let us go on elevating our people, per-
fecting our institutions, until democracy shall reach such a point of per-
fection that we can acclaim with truth that the voice of the people is the
voice of God”®*

Another was a series of attempts to hasten the return of Jesus by imi-
tating the life of his sect. The key to saintliness was selflessness, and the
key to selflessness was isolation from the world, regimentation of behav-
ior, mutual surveillance, and strict control over reproduction. In the end,
everything came down to control of reproduction, because nothing
threatened selflessness as much as romantic love, exclusive sexual
unions, parental and filial attachments, and inherited (private) property.
The Harmonists and the Shakers enforced celibacy; the Oneida “Bible
Communists” instituted “complex marriage,” whereby all males were mar-
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ried to all females, all births were planned, and all children were raised
communally.®?

The largest, most original, and, in some sense, most successful Ameri-
can attempt to realize a Christ-inspired kingdom of God on earth was
launched in the 1820s by Joseph Smith, a farmer’s son from upstate New
York. His original message was a conventional Christian apocalyptic rev-
elation of an angel “glorious beyond description” informing him “of great
judgments which were coming upon the earth, with great desolations by
famine, sword, and pestilence; and that these grievous judgments would
come on the earth in this generation.”®3

Smith went much further than other Christian prophets, however. He
did to Christianity what Jesus had done to Judaism, but much more thor-
oughly and self-consciously. Indeed, he did to Judaism and Christianity
what Muhammad had done to both of them, but even more thoroughly and
self-consciously. Muhammad had accepted the Hebrew God and the sa-
crality of both testaments (including the prophecy of Jesus’s imminent
return and the ensuing slaughter) and added to them his own actions,
instructions, and revelations. Smith accepted the Hebrew God and the
sacrality of both testaments; added to them his own actions, instructions,
and revelations; and discovered a new old testament containing a com-
plete sacred history of his promised land. His scripture (the Book of Mor-
mon, published in 1830) includes the original exodus, two new ones, and
the promise of a third one, which he and his successors went on to fulfill.
It also includes Jesus’s preliminary Second Coming to America (“the prints
of the nails in his hands and his feet”) in preparation for his final Second
Coming to America, and a limited continental holocaust as a prefigure-
ment of the final universal one, which Smith was going to witness and
perhaps help bring about.®*

Americans had ears, and they heard. Within a few years, a small mil-
lenarian sect had become a complex society involving thousands of men,
women, and children. For the first time since Miinster, a Christian dooms-
day prophet faced the task of preserving apostolic communalism beyond
a small band of brothers. In the absence of any guidance from Jesus, the
only appropriate model was Moses. Moving around the Midwest, Smith
founded two temples, attempted property redistribution, introduced “plu-
ral marriage” and the baptism of the dead, and created a complex hierar-
chy of lay priests. His successor, Brigham Young, led the “latter-day saints”
across the desert to the New Jerusalem, where they established a state
“under the immediate, constant, and direct superintendency of the Al-
mighty” Within several decades, the expectation of an imminent collective
redemption had been replaced by a belief in eventual individual perfec-
tion, and Utah territory had become a state under the indirect but steady
superindentency of Washington, DC.%°

Another farmer, William Miller in Massachusetts, was a much more
conventional prophet of the last days and a consistent critic of “that
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doctrine which gives all power to man” He was also a rationalist who relied
on demonstrable mathematical proof rather than divine revelation. Ac-
cording to his calculations, the world was going to end sometime in 1843.
When it did not, he admitted his mistake, revised his timeline, and re-
scheduled doomsday for October 22, 1844. Thousands of sermons, lectures,
and newspaper articles were dedicated to the event; thousands of Second
Adventists (or “Millerites”) sold their property, forgave their debts, aban-
doned their fields, and, on the appointed day, came out to be saved. What
happened next is known as “the Great Disappointment.” According to
Hiram Edson,

We confidently expected to see Jesus Christ and all the holy angels
with him; and that his voice would call up Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, and all the ancient worthies, and near and dear friends which
had been torn from us by death, and that our trials and suffferings
with our earthly pilgrimage would close, and we should be caught up
to meet our coming Lord to be forever with him to inhabit the bright
golden mansions in the golden home city, prepared for the re-
deemed. Our expectations were raised high, and thus we looked for
our coming Lord until the clock tolled 12 at midnight. The day had
then passed and our disappointment became a certainty. Our fond-
est hopes and expectations were blasted, and such a spirit of weep-
ing came over us as I never experienced before. It seemed that the
loss of all earthly friends could have been no comparison. We wept,
and wept, until the day dawn.®®

“The Great Disappointment” produced a variety of responses. Some
returned to a life of permanent expectation, others accepted “the agency
of man” and joined the Mormons or the Shakers. Yet others followed the
example of the early Christians by claiming that the prophecy had, in fact,
come true, but not quite as expected. The Seventh-Day Adventists,
founded by the disappointed Hiram Edson, believed that Miller’s calcula-
tions were accurate but that Jesus had not been able to return because of
the practice of Sunday worship; instead, he had entered a special place in
the heavenly sanctuary in order to go over the books and decide who de-
served to be saved. The Jehovah’s Witnesses moved the date to 1874 and
then to 1914, arguing that Jesus did return as prophesied but remained
invisible while he—along with some members of his “anointed class”—
cleansed the temple in preparation for the coming bloodbath. The early
Pentecostals returned to the idea of the imminent Second Coming but
connected the event to the direct personal experience of God’s presence.
In April 1906, hundreds of people danced, screamed, moaned, prophesied,
rolled on the floor, and sang in unknown languages on Azusa Street in Los
Angeles. Among them were several Molokans, who had arrived from Rus-
sia a few months earlier. According to a report in the Los Angeles Herald,
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“there were all ages, sexes, colors, nationalities and previous conditions
of servitude”®”

They knew those were the last days because it had all happened before.
After Jesus was taken up into heaven, his disciples gathered together in
one room. “Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from
heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what
seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of
them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in
other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.” A large crowd assembled, and
in that crowd were Jews out of every nation under heaven, and every one
of them heard the sound of his own language, and some of them asked if
the apostles were drunk. Then Peter stood up and said that they were not
drunk, and quoted the prophet Joel: “In the last days, God says, I will pour
out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your
young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams”¢®
Every disappointment was followed by an awakening. The greater the

disappointment, the greater the awakening.

Millenarianism is the vengeful fantasy of the dispossessed, the hope for a
great awakening in the midst of a great disappointment. Nowhere was
Christianity-inspired apocalyptic millenarianism more common or more
desperate than in the non-Christian societies that Christians had dam-
aged or destroyed. As livelihoods were ruined, gods and ancestors humili-
ated, and symbolic worlds overturned or shattered, some of the explana-
tions and solutions were provided by the people who had ushered in the
calamity (and proved the power of their gods). Combined with local beliefs
in the return of a Promethean hero or the journey to a land without evil,
the biblical idea of cosmic retribution produced powerful social move-
ments, many of them violent and self-sacrificial.®®

The collapse of the Inca Empire was followed by an epidemic of “danc-
ing sickness” (Taqui Onqoy), in the course of which the temporarily de-
feated local spirits moved from the rocks and trees into the bodies of the
dancing humans in preparation for a flood that would obliterate the Span-
iards and all memory of their existence. In North America, several Plains
Indian groups (some of them familiar with Mormon and Shaker teachings)
performed a special ghost dance in the expectation that the world of in-
justice would collapse, death and the whites would disappear, and the
eternally young ancestors would return, driving before them thick herds
of buffalo. The Lakota (Sioux), the last big group to have been defeated
and confined to a reservation, danced the last dance before being mas-
sacred by the US Army at Wounded Knee on December 29, 1890. In north-
eastern Brazil, amidst the massive migrations and dislocations triggered
by the abolition of slavery, the fall of the monarchy, and a series of severe
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droughts, several followers of an itinerant preacher known as “the Coun-
selor” settled in the village of Canudos, renamed it “Belo Monte” (Beautiful
Hill), renounced the republic, refused to pay taxes, rejected civil marriage,
collectivized their animals, divided most of their possessions, and set
about waiting for the End. Four years later, on the eve of being burned to
the ground by the Brazilian army in October 1897, Belo Monte had thirty
thousand inhabitants and 5,200 dwellings.™

In Latin America, most European settlers and their descendants be-
came involved in various nation-building efforts. In Africa, where they
almost never did, millenarianism became a permanent feature of political
life. In southern Africa, the Xhosa were defeated in eight “Kaffir wars,”
driven from much of their land, and plagued by persistent droughts and
cattle epidemics. In 1856, a teenage girl, whose uncle had been the first
Xhosa to be confirmed as an Anglican, had a vision, in which the Xhosa
ancestors ordered their people to destroy any remaining cattle, corn,
tools, and other unclean possessions. In return, they were going to bring
limitless supplies of everything, including health and youth, and drive the
British beyond the seas. Helping them would be the “new people” known
as “Russians.” The Xhosa had recently heard that the much-hated former
Cape governor, George Cathcart, had been killed in the Crimean War, and
concluded that the people who had killed him were strong, black, and—
since they were fighting the British—Xhosa ancestors, too. After two dates
set for the resurrection passed without consequence, the believers blamed
those who had refused to slaughter their cattle and embarked on a mas-
sive campaign of killing and destruction. About four hundred thousand
cattle were slaughtered and about forty thousand Xhosa starved to death.
The British authorities provided famine relief in exchange for contract
labor in the colony with no right of return. Xhosaland ceased to exist.”

More than half a century later, after more alienation of land and a great
deal of missionary activity in what had become the eastern Cape, a former
Methodist preacher by the name of Enoch Mgijima began prophesying an
imminent Armageddon that would result in the annihilation of white peo-
ple. His followers called themselves “Israelites,” kept the Sabbath, cele-
brated the Passover, believed that the New Testament was a forgery writ-
ten by whites, and considered the exodus an allegorical foretelling of their
own deliverance. In 1920, Mgijima’s annual Passover celebration attracted
more than a thousand converts who sold their possessions, built a com-
munal settlement, and refused to pay taxes or register births or deaths.
They founded their own Bible school and nursing station, maintained a
security force, disciplined those who lapsed in their faith, and did a lot of
praying and military drilling in the expectation of the apocalypse. “The
whole world is going to sink in blood,” wrote Mgijima to a local official, “the
time of Jehovah has now arrived.” On May 24, 1921, when a large police force
surrounded the compound, the Israelites, armed with clubs and spears and
protected by magic white robes, hurled themselves at machine guns. One
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hundred eighty-three of them were killed and about a hundred wounded.
The tombstone erected by the survivors bears the inscription: “Because
they chose the plan of God, the world did not have a place for them"

Amuch larger and more successful millenarian sect that identified Af-
ricans with the biblical Israelites were the Jamaican Rastafarians, who
believed that they were the true Hebrews exiled for their sins (long since
forgiven), and that the coronation of Ras Tafari as Haile Selassie I, the
emperor of Ethiopia, had ushered in the era of final liberation and the
gathering of Israel. The Bible, originally written about the Africans, had
been falsified by the whites in order to trick and enslave the chosen peo-
ple. Haile Selassie was “the Ancient of Days” from Daniel and the “Lion of
the tribe of Judah” from the Book of Revelation. His mission was to remake
the world, punish the whites, and deliver his people from Babylon to the
promised land of Zion in Ethiopia. “One bright morning when my work is
over, Man will fly away home.” In the meantime, “Rasta Man” was to with-
draw from society, organize for immediate repatriation, or “get up, stand
up, and fight” As the intensity of the expectation waned, “liberation before
repatriation” became an increasingly common option.”™

One of the starkest expressions of millenarian yearning were the so-
called cargo cults, which arose in Melanesia after the arrival of the Euro-
pean missionaries and spread widely after the massive invasions and dis-
locations of World War II. In a society apparently overcome with self-doubt
and a sense of the world’s injustice, there appeared many men who, in
Celsus’s formula, “with the greatest facility and on the slightest occasion,
assumed the motions and gestures of inspired persons.” They disagreed
on the particulars but agreed on the main claim—that the Europeans’
wealth, known as “cargo” (after the term used by the newcomers to refer
to the manufactured goods that kept arriving by sea or air) had been
meant for the local communities but hijacked en route, and that very soon,
and certainly in this generation, the ancestors were going to come back
amid thunder and lightning and deliver the cargo—chocolates, radios,
watches, mirrors, flashlights, bicycles, and countless other things, includ-
ing eternal idleness and youth—to its rightful owners. The Book of Revela-
tion brought by the newcomers revealed the source of their excessive
luxuries: “cargoes of gold, silver, precious stones and pearls; fine linen,
purple, silk and scarlet cloth; every sort of citron wood, and articles of
every kind made of ivory, costly wood, bronze, iron and marble; cargoes of
cinnamon and spice, of incense, myrrh and frankincense, of wine and olive
oil, of fine flour and wheat; cattle and sheep; horses and carriages; and
bodies and souls of men”™

All millenarianisms are cargo cults at heart. What the Melanesians
lacked in metaphoric complexity they gained in the clarity of exposition.
“We have nothing,” said one group of believers to their prophet, “no air-
craft, no ships, no jeeps, nothing at all. The Europeans steal our cargo. You

will be sorry for us and see that we get something.”"
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There were many ways of getting something. Different sects—and some-
times the same sect at different times—tried out different approaches:
going back to the old ways or adopting new ones; mandating sexual pro-
miscuity or abstaining from sex altogether; destroying property (to realize
the metaphor of having “nothing at all”) or stockpiling provisions (to wel-
come the returning ancestors); organizing elaborate dancing rituals or
asking for cargo directly (praying); speaking in tongues and foaming at the
mouth or goose-stepping with wooden rifles and straw insignia; learning
from the rich so as to discover their secrets or trying to take the cargo by
getting up, standing up, and fighting. Some prophets claimed that the
goods had already arrived; others blamed the failure of the prophecy on
sinful individuals and staged public confessions and exemplary punish-
ments. One of the doomsday prophecies in New Guinea came true when
the Japanese bombed the area on the day of the predicted Second Coming
(in 1942).7®

The most successful doomsday movement inspired by Christianity took
place in an area where biblical eschatology merged with the only powerful
millenarian tradition born outside of Mediterranean monotheism. Chi-
nese millenarianism had been mostly Taoist and Buddhist in inspiration.
New challenges brought new prophets. Effective prophets are men or
women whose personal madness resonates with the social turmoil around
them and whose spiritual rebirth is equally convincing to the prophets
themselves and those who believe they have “nothing at all.” In 1837, a man
by the name of Hong Xiuquan failed in his second attempt to pass the
second-level Confucian examination, collapsed, went into a delirium, and
had a vision about establishing the heavenly kingdom on earth. Another
look at the Christian missionary tract that may or may not have inspired
the vision in the first place convinced Hong that he was God’s Chinese son
and Jesus’s younger brother. Having failed two more examinations, he fol-
lowed his older brother’s example by telling his parents that they were not
his real parents and becoming an itinerant preacher of repentance and
deliverance. Unlike his brother, however, he succeeded in attracting hun-
dreds, later thousands, and eventually hundreds of thousands of converts
and proceeded to battle Babylon on his own terms. His followers were the
beleaguered Hakkas of southern China, and his ideologues were failed
examination candidates, hired-out examination candidates, pharmacists’
apprentices, and other marginal intellectuals. In March 1853, Hong’s army
of more than a million heavenly warriors captured Nanjing and declared
it the heavenly capital of the heavenly kingdom (Taiping). As Hong, the
heavenly king, wrote in a commentary on the Book of Revelation, “God’s
Heaven now exists among men. It is fulfilled. Respect this.””

Hong’s solution to the sectarian problem—of having a complex society
imitate thirteen or so unencumbered men—was to admit women but to
keep the sexes strictly segregated and ban all “exchanges of personal af-
fection,” including “the casting of amorous glances and the harboring of
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lustful thoughts about others” Another way of maintaining equality
among “brothers and sisters” was to abolish trade and private property.
Taiping officials at various levels were to determine optimal subsistence
levels and requisition the rest for communal needs. The same officials
were to stage regular public recitations of Hong’s commandments, enforce
bans on selfishness and lustful thoughts, preside over a mutual surveil-
lance network, lead troops into battle, burn false books (especially those
by Confucius), and promote the reading of true ones. “The stupid, by read-
ing these books, become intelligent; the disobedient, by reading these
books, become good.”"®

Because those who would not become good and intelligent were “like
men contaminated by sickness,” Taiping’s task was to cure them by all
means necessary. “Wherever we pass we will concentrate on killing all civil
and military officials, and soldiers and militiamen. People will not be
harmed..., but if you assist the devils in the defense of a city and engage
in fighting, you will definitely be completely annihilated.” Within the heav-
enly kingdom, the same logic applied: “If we want you to perish, you will
die, for no one’s punishment will be postponed more than three days.
Every one of you should sincerely follow the path of truth, and train your-
selves in goodness, which will lead to happiness”™

In 1864, after about twenty million people had died in the war, the heav-
enly capital was besieged by government forces. When its residents began
to starve, Hong ordered them to “eat manna,” then picked some weeds in
the palace courtyard, chewed on them by way of example, and died shortly
thereafter. After the fall of the city, Hong’s sixteen-year-old son told the
interrogators that he had managed to read “thirty or more volumes” of
ancient books forbidden by his father and that his only wish was to pass
the Confucian examination that his father had failed. The government
officials were not amused by the irony and had the “Young Monarch”
executed.8°

Jesus’s Chinese brother was not destined for a Second Coming. But was
Jesus? Back in the Christian world, Christianity was steadily losing its hold
on human life. The retreat was slow and mostly dignified, with solid rear-
guard action on the American front, but the overall trend, especially
among the elite, appeared irreversible. Fewer and fewer people referred to
biblical precedents, interpreted life’s events in terms of the Christian doc-
trine, or believed in the literal veracity of the scriptural accounts of cre-
ation, resurrection, and original sin, among many other things. The Chris-
tian solution to the Axial predicament was showing signs of age.®!

But the predicament itself—the sense of standing back and looking be-
yond—was not going anywhere. God was not dead. Most lax, lapsed, and
iconoclastic Christians seemed to assume that the hope for salvation
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would outlive the failure of the prophecy. The Second Temple Jews had
rejected their would-be Messiahs (Theudas, John, and Jesus, among many
others) and continued to wait—and wait, and wait. Those few who had ac-
cepted Jesus as the son of God did not lose hope even after he died without
any of his predictions coming to pass. Millions of their followers, unmoved
by the repeated postponement of the prophecy, had continued to wait for
his return and the millennium of his rule. In the seventeenth, and espe-
cially in the eighteenth century, some of them had concluded that the
millennium would happen by itself and that Jesus would not need to come
except at the very end, to sum things up. In the late eighteenth, and espe-
cially in the nineteenth century, a new breed of prophets and lawgivers
left Jesus out altogether without feeling compelled to change the plot.
Providence had become history, progress, evolution, revolution, transcen-
dence, laws of nature, or positive change, but the outcome remained the
same. As the speculative geologist and William III's chaplain Thomas Bur-
net wrote in 1681, “If we would have a fair view and right apprehensions of
Natural Providence, we must not cut the chains of it too short, by having
recourse, without necessity, either to the First Cause, in explaining the
origins of things, or to Miracles, in explaining particular effects.” Through
their own efforts, humans would find “the Scheme of all humane affairs
lying before them: from the Chaos to the last period. ... And this being the
last Act and close of all humane affairs, it ought to be the more exquisite
and elaborate: that it may crown the work, satisfie the Spectators, and end
in a general applause.”®?

The Enlightenment (descended, like Burnet, from the marriage of the
Protestant Reformation and the Scientific Revolution), produced several
exquisite and elaborate drafts of the last act. Turgot proved the inevitabil-
ity of human progress toward total perfection by demonstrating the his-
torical consistency of technological and moral improvement, its obvious
acceleration in recent years, its steady spread outside Europe, and its
codification in the unimpeachable language of mathematics. The Christian
theodicy problem was solved not so much by God’s retirement from active
duty as through the discovery of history’s invisible hand: “The ambitious
ones themselves in forming the great nations have contributed to the de-
sign of Providence, the progress of enlightenment, and consequently to
the increase of the happiness of the human species, a thing which did not
at all interest them. Their passions, their very rages, have led them with-
out their knowing where they were going”83

Providence, like the wealth of nations, was the wondrous sum total of
countless blind egoisms. Just as the apocalypse required the presence of
the Antichrist and his demonic army, the “progress of enlightenment” re-
quired the passions and rages of ambitious humans. Once reason had tri-
umphed, however, the passions and rages would become not only unnec-
essary but, by definition, impossible. Reason would reign supreme as the
self-perpetuating cycle of self-understanding and self-improvement. Con-
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dorcet, Turgot’s pupil and biographer, developed the scheme further by
equating Providence with history, calling history a science, converting a
godless theodicy into a historical dialectic (according to which every ret-
rograde undertaking objectively produces its opposite), and arguing that
the scientific inevitability of perfection did nothing to diminish the plea-
sure and duty of accelerating its approach.?*

The Jacobins, who arrested Condorcet as he tried to flee Paris in 1794,
believed that they could accelerate its approach all by themselves and that
the present generation would not pass away until all these things had
happened. The much abbreviated road to perfection lay through virtue,
which, in Robespierre’s formulation, stood for “the love of the fatherland
and the high-minded devotion that resolves all private interests into the
general interest” To attain virtue was “to tread underfoot vanity, envy,
ambition, and all the weaknesses of petty souls,” so that the only passions
left would be “the horror of tyranny and the love of humanity” (fatherland
and humanity being, in the final analysis, one and the same thing). “We
wish, in a word, to fulfill the intentions of nature and the destiny of man,
realize the promises of philosophy, and acquit providence of a long reign
of crime and tyranny.”%®

It turned out, however, that most men were “dastardly egoists” with
petty souls, and that the only way for morality to triumph over egoism was
for the forces of morality to wage war on the forces of egoism. Virtue was
to be “combined with terror”: “virtue, without which terror is destructive;
terror, without which virtue is impotent.” In the Law of 22 Prairial (June 10,
1794), crimes punishable by death included most weaknesses of petty
souls. In the forty-seven days that elapsed between the publication of this
law and the execution of its chief sponsor, 1,376 people were guillotined in
Paris. Condorcet had been found dead in his cell in March. “We know how
to die, and we will all die,” said Robespierre. And so they did.2¢

The Jacobins’ self-immolation disillusioned some believers and in-
spired countless alternative visions, but it did little to discredit the faith
itself. The Romantic “blue flower” was to Condorcet’s redemption by prog-
ress what Christian mysticism had been to Thomas Aquinas’s Summa theo-
logica; in between lay most of nineteenth-century thought. Wordsworth,
who lived to the age of eighty, moved his earthly paradise from the Jacobin
“management of Nations” to “the discerning intellect of Man.” The second
version promised a consummation as noble as the first one; both dispelled
“the sleep of Death”; and neither, according to Wordsworth, was any less
heavenly than its Christian predecessor. Both were transcendental but not
supernatural.®”

The same was true of Faust’s victory over Mephistopheles (who, as
“part of that power which would the evil ever do, and ever does the good,”
represents Condorcet’s self-defeating anti-Progress), of Hegel’s Univer-
sal Spirit (which needs the Mephistophelean dialectic to reach full self-
realization), and of the sundry “utopian” sectarians who fused the social
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and contemplative paradises in perfect communities of imperfect human
beings (by combining needs, wants, and abilities in a harmonious bal-
ance). Robert Owen inherited the Harmonists’ settlement of New Har-
mony; Charles Fourier provided the mold and the foil for the Oneida Bible
Communists; and Claude de Saint-Simon proclaimed himself the new
Messiah and told his disciples from his deathbed: “The pear is ripe, you
must pick it. ... The only thing that the attack on the religious system of
the Middle Ages proved is that it was no longer in harmony with the prog-
ress of positive sciences. But it was wrong to conclude that religion was
going to disappear; in fact, it simply needs to conform to the progress of
the sciences. I repeat to you, the pear is ripe, you must pick it’#®

They were all priests and prophets tending to whatever lay “beyond.” In
Christian societies, the tightly unified sacred realm was defined by priestly
professionals, who manned the official paths to salvation, and self-
appointed prophets, who policed priestly performance or proposed en-
tirely new paths. In the post-Christian world, the universal church devel-
oped ever-widening cracks, and the sacred trickled out, attaching itself to
human souls, bodies, products, and institutions. Access became more
democratic but remained unequal, and most of the work of spiritual
guardianship was taken up by the new entrepreneurs of the sacred, the
“intellectuals” Some of them served as priests, creating legitimizing myths
and rituals for newly reconstituted communities and imaginations; others
offered themselves as prophets, ridiculing the “Pharisees and the teachers
of the law” and discerning new heavens and a new earth. Human life was
still felt to be inadequate; “salvation,” in a variety of forms, was still the
desired (expected) outcome; and prophets, as freelance guides to the sa-
cred, were still in demand when full-time guides appeared lost.?°

Depending on the nature and language of the message, nineteenth-
century prophets could be divided into artists (of many different kinds,
but mostly bards), scientists (of both the falsifiable and nonfalsifiable va-
riety, but mostly the latter), and artists who drew on science as part of
their creative repertoire. Depending on how ripe they thought the pear
was, these prophets spanned the range between Jesus-style urgent mil-
lenarianism and various mystical and allegorical compromises. There
were no two distinct liberal and totalitarian political traditions any more
than there were two distinct Christian traditions of Augustinian liberalism
and Anabaptist totalitarianism. Once the intensity of expectation sub-
sided, the Anabaptists evolved into the meekly quiescent Mennonites.
Everyone expected redemption; the question was how quickly and by what
means; the answers were spread over a broad continuum.®®

In other words, Christianity is inherently “totalitarian” in the sense of
demanding unconditional moral submission (the coincidence of God’s will
and human desires) and emphasizing thought crimes over formal legality;
the rest concerns the nature and intensity of enforcement and the degree
of eschatological impatience. For most of Christian history, enforcement
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has been slack and the last days a metaphor. The modern state of more or
less equal, interchangeable, and self-governing citizens has no founding
injunctions to go back to, but its two main sources were uncompromis-
ingly total in both practice and aspiration. The Puritan Revolution was a
Christian revival that sought to eradicate impure thoughts by means of
mutual surveillance (“brotherly admonition”) and ostentatious self-
control (“godliness”). The French Revolution was an Age of Reason revival
that sought to eradicate impure thoughts by means of mutual surveillance
(“vigilance”) and ostentatious self-control (“virtue”). Both required uni-
versal participation and ceaseless activism while dividing the world into
saints and reprobates (and the saints, into true and false ones). Both were
defeated by the non-arrival of a New Jerusalem (“liberty”) and the return
of old regimes (“tyranny”), but both won in the long run by producing
liberalism, the routinized version of godliness and virtue. The inquisitorial
zeal and millenarian excitement were gone, but mutual surveillance, os-
tentatious self-control, universal participation, and ceaseless activism
remained as virtues in their own right and essential prerequisites for
democratic rule (the reduction of individual wills to a manageable unifor-
mity of opinion). Novus ordo seclorum was overshadowed by e pluribus
unum, and the expectation of imminent happiness was replaced by its
endless pursuit.

The history of the new order, like that of the old one, is a story of rou-
tinization and compromise punctuated by sectarian attempts to restore
the original promise. One can—with Augustine—rejoice in the permanence
of the temporary and claim that compromise is all there is (and that the
really existing nation is really indivisible, with liberty and justice for all),
but faith in progress is just as basic to modernity as the Second Coming
was to Christianity (“progressive” means “virtuous” and “change” means
“hope”). “Totalitarianism” is not a mysterious mutation: it is a memory and
a promise; an attempt to keep hope alive.

The relative ripeness of the pear is a matter of judgment. Millenarians
are usually divided into quietists, who wait for the End in catacombs, real
or symbolic, and activists, who believe that “the Deity does not cooperate
in restoring liberty otherwise than by influencing man’s decision.” In fact,
no one—not even a Calvinist—believes that man’s decision is of no conse-
quence whatever, and no millenarian does nothing at all in the face of the
approaching End. Jesus had to say what he said and do what he did in
order for the time to be fulfilled, and his disciples had to repent, become
humble like children, and, if they really wanted to rule the nations, leave
behind their houses and brothers and sisters and fathers and mothers
and children and fields. The quietest of prayers is a mighty weapon in the
hands of true believers, and all forms of salvation are both inevitable and
dependent on man’s decision. All millenarians—indeed, most human be-
ings—believe in some combination of faith and works, fate and hope, pre-
destination and free will, the inexorable tide of Providence and purposeful
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human action, the locomotive of history and the “party of a new type.” As
the end nears, some people pray, some sing, some starve, some make fur-
niture, some study genealogy, some dance the ghost dance, some don’t
dance at all, some kill their cattle, some kill themselves, and some kill the
forces of darkness variously defined as priests, lawyers, money-lenders,
“lords and princes,” and any number of Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites,
Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites.

Post-Christian perfection, like the Christian kind, can manifest itself
within particular human beings or in chosen communities. Individuals can
be saved by therapies; communities can become indivisible through a
combination of “national” and “social” emancipation. The Old Testament’s
chosen people were proletarians among nations, who were promised a
tribal victory that was also a revolutionary transformation of slaves into
masters. The New Testament equated the social revolution with the na-
tional one. Babylon (or Egypt, or Rome, or whatever imperial “whore” was
oppressing the chosen people) was going to fall and receive “as much tor-
ture and grief as the glory and luxury she gave herself,” but the same thing
was going to happen to the Israelites who were too fat to squeeze through
the eye of the needle. “Woe to you who are well fed now, for you will go
hungry. Woe to you who laugh now, for you will mourn and weep.” Jesus
was not casting his pearls before the Gentiles, but he was not talking to all
the Jews either.®

Depending on the nature of their “distress,” both Christian and post-
Christian millenarians could represent themselves as tribes facing other
tribes (like Enoch Mgijima’s “Israelites”) or as the hungry facing the well-
fed (like Thomas Miintzer’s “League of the Elect”), but they were always a
bit of both and usually represented themselves as such. The English Pu-
ritans’ Holy Commonwealth was England (and later America), and Robes-
pierre’s universal happiness of free and equal men was equal to the hope
“that France, once illustrious among enslaved nations, might, by eclipsing
the glory of all free countries that ever existed, become a model to nations,
a terror to oppressors, a consolation to the oppressed, an ornament of the
universe.” The liberal descendants of the two revolutions preserved the
remnants of both the priesthood of all believers (the rights of man) and
the holy commonwealth (the republic of virtue). Rights were guaranteed
and enabled by nationalism, and the greater the insistence on the sacred
immediacy of these rights (as in the self-admiring, Augustinian America),
the more messianic the nationalism.®?

The societies in which successful reformations had coincided with the
defeat of old regimes (Britain, Holland, the United States, and, in a more
muted form, Lutheran Scandinavia) could continue to enjoy the fruits of
routinization by absorbing most forms of radical creativity into Protestant
sectarianism, official nationalism, and franchise extension. The societies
in which an unreformed church was subordinated to an infidel foreign
state (Poland, Ireland, Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece) could continue to accom-
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modate modern radicalism within biblical nationalism and its updated
Romantic version (for as long as Babylon continued its depredations).
Elsewhere, the ruins of Christendom were teeming with post-Christian
prophets who, “although of no name, with the greatest facility and on the
slightest occasion, whether within or without temples, assumed the mo-
tions and gestures of inspired persons.” Germany, whose new and ambi-
tious state could never quite discipline a society split by the Reformation
or a Europe divided by old borders, produced a particularly large number
of such prophets. So did France, Italy, Spain, Russia, and other societies
in which relatively unreformed churches linked to old regimes, dead or
alive, were confronted by new urban coalitions increasingly open to post-
Christian millenarianism. Russia, whose unreformed church was most
closely linked to the old regime and whose old regime was both politically
alive and economically ambitious, gave birth to a particularly vibrant tra-
dition of millenarian sectarianism, “the intelligentsia.” Many of the new
prophets, especially in Germany and Russia, were Jews, whose traditional
legitimizing faith had collapsed along with their traditional economic
role, and whose entry into nonmillenarian communities was often not
welcome.®3

As the French Revolution retreated into a recoverable past, apocalyptic
prophecies tended to cluster at the poles of the national-to-socialist con-
tinuum. At the peak of millenarian hope and despair, the distance between
tribal and social deliverance could grow as wide as the difference between
Moses and Jesus. The chosen people constituted as tribes spoke the Old
Testament language of escaping from Egypt and getting to the promised
land by exterminating the internal enemies who threatened the indivisi-
bility of the nation and the external Perizzites who threatened the purity
of milk and honey. The chosen people constituted as those who wept and
hungered spoke the New Testament language of toppling those who were
cheerful and well-fed. Both were about a particular struggle leading to
universal happiness, but the scale of the universal depended on the na-
ture of the particular. Mazzini’s prophecy that Italy was destined to hold
“the high office of solemnly proclaiming European emancipation” primar-
ily concerned the Italians, and Mickiewicz’s prophecy that “a resurrected
Poland would weld and fuse the nations in freedom” primarily concerned
the Poles. Marx’s prophecy of socialist revolution spoke to all those who
had nothing to lose.?*

Marx began in the same way as Mazzini and Mickiewicz. “The emancipa-
tion of the German,” he wrote when he was twenty-five years old, “is the
emancipation of man.” Or rather, as he had written a month or two earlier,
“emancipation from Judaism is the self-emancipation of our time.” The
emancipation of man was to proceed in stages.
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The root of all evil was private property and money. “The view of nature
attained under the domination of private property and money is a real
contempt for, and practical debasement of, nature.... It is in this sense
that Thomas Miintzer declares it intolerable ‘that all creatures have been
turned into property, the fishes in the water, the birds in the air, the plants
on the earth; the creatures, too, must become free’” To become free was
to abolish private property and money. “Money degrades all the gods of
man—and turns them into commodities.” No one worships it more than the
Jews, who are the living embodiment of egoism. “The god of the Jews has

become secularized and has become the god of the world.”

What is the secular basis of Judaism? Practical need, self-interest.
What is the worldly religion of the Jew? Huckstering.

What is his worldly God? Money.

Very well then! Emancipation from huckstering and money, conse-
quently from practical, real Judaism, would be the self-emancipation
of our time.*®

Whether Marx wanted to abolish money by abolishing the Jews or abol-
ish the Jews by abolishing money, the real question was how it would be
done. Or, as it turned out, where it could be done. The answer was that the
emancipation of man was the emancipation of Germany because Germany
was “an anachronism, a flagrant contradiction of generally recognized axi-
oms, the nothingness of the ancien régime exhibited to the world.” And
what was a modern ancien régime? “The comedian of a world order whose
true heroes are dead”; “nothing but wretchedness in office”

Fortunately for Germany, this was not all. “If . . . the whole German de-
velopment did not exceed the German political development, a German
could at the most have the share in the problems-of-the-present that a
Russian has” But Germans were not Russians: their philosophical devel-
opment did exceed their political development, as well as the philosophi-
cal development of the more advanced nations. “In politics, the Germans
thought what other nations did. Germany was their theoretical conscience.
The abstraction and presumption of its thought was always in step with
the one-sidedness and lowliness of its reality.”

The more profound the wretchedness, the better for the final outcome.
Marx’s History was Faust’s Mephistopheles—“part of that power which
would the evil ever do, and ever does the good.” The lowliness of German
reality had sharpened its thought, and the sharpness of Germany’s
thought would help bring about the revolution, which would usher in the
emancipation of man. The proliferation of people who, with the greatest
facility and on the slightest occasion, assumed the motions and gestures
of inspired persons and prophesied the approaching end, signified that
the end was, indeed, approaching. The greatest achievement of German
philosophy would be to dethrone religion (by which Marx meant Christi-
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anity): “The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is
the demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give up their illu-
sions about their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that
requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, therefore, in embryo, the criti-
cism of that vale of tears of which religion is the halo”

The performance of this task had begun—like most things in history—
with an attempt to accomplish the opposite. It had begun in “Germany’s
revolutionary past,” the Reformation:

Luther, we grant, overcame bondage out of devotion by replacing it
by bondage out of conviction. He shattered faith in authority be-
cause he restored the authority of faith. He turned priests into lay-
men because he turned laymen into priests. ... But, if Protestant-
ism was not the true solution of the problem, it was at least the true
setting of it. . . . And if the Protestant transformation of the German
layman into priests emancipated the lay popes, the princes, with the
whole of their priestly clique, the privileged and philistines, the
philosophical transformation of priestly Germans into men will
emancipate the people.

Just “as the revolution then began in the brain of the monk, so now it
begins in the brain of the philosopher” Much of the work had been done by
Hegel; it was up to the twenty-five-year-old Marx to complete the task by
bringing history and politics together. One of the two 1843 essays that
launched Germany’s—and the world’s—ultimate philosopher was the in-
troduction to A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.

The fundamental questions were clear:

Can Germany attain a practice a la hauteur des principes—i.e., a revo-
lution which will raise it not only to the official level of modern na-
tions, but to the height of humanity which will be the near future of
those nations? Will the monstrous discrepancy between the de-
mands of German thought and the answers of German reality find a
corresponding discrepancy between civil society and the state, and
between civil society and itself? Will the theoretical needs be im-
mediate practical needs? ... Can [Germany] do a somersault, not
only over its own limitations, but at the same time over the limita-
tions of the modern nations?

The answer was, by now, familiar: it was precisely the monstrosity of the
discrepancy that would allow Germany to rise to the height of humanity.
“Germany, as the deficiency of the political present constituted a world of its
own, will not be able to throw down the specific German limitations with-
out throwing down the general limitation of the political present”—its own
and everyone else’s.
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But how could it be done politically? “Where, then, is the positive pos-
sibility of a German emancipation?”

Answer: In the formulation of a class with radical chains, a class of
civil society which is not a class of civil society, an estate which is
the dissolution of all estates, a sphere which has a universal charac-
ter by its universal suffering and claims no particular right because
no particular wrong, but wrong generally, is perpetuated against it;
which can invoke no historical, but only human, title; which does not
stand in any one-sided antithesis to the consequences but in all-
round antithesis to the premises of German statehood; a sphere,
finally, which cannot emancipate itself without emancipating itself
from all other spheres of society and thereby emancipating all other
spheres of society, which, in a word, is the complete loss of man and
hence can win itself only through the complete re-winning of man.
This dissolution of society as a particular estate is the proletariat.

Just as the Jewish spirit was embodied in capitalism, the spirit of Ger-
many was embodied in the proletariat. Just as the Jews stood for unbridled
acquisitiveness and self-interest, the Germans stood for the creativity of
absence and innocence. “As philosophy finds its material weapon in the
proletariat, so the proletariat finds its spiritual weapon in philosophy.
Once the lightning of thought has squarely struck this ingenuous soil of
the people, the emancipation of the Germans into men will be accom-
plished” And once the emancipation of Germans into men was accom-
plished, the emancipation of man would be assured:

Let us sum up the result. The only liberation of Germany which is
practically possible is liberation from the point of view of that the-
ory which declares man to be the supreme being for man. Germany
can emancipate itself from the Middle Ages only if it emancipates
itself at the same time from the partial victories over the Middle
Ages. In Germany, no form of bondage can be broken without break-
ing all forms of bondage. Germany, which is renowned for its thor-
oughness, cannot make a revolution unless it is a thorough one. The
emancipation of the German is the emancipation of man. The head of
this emancipation is philosophy, its heart the proletariat. Philosophy
cannot realize itself without the transcendence of the proletariat,
and the proletariat cannot transcend itself without the realization
of philosophy.

When all the inner conditions are met, the day of the German res-
urrection will be heralded by the crowing of the cock of Gaul.%®

The solution to the German question followed from the solution to the
Jewish question: “Once society has succeeded in abolishing the empirical
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essence of Judaism—huckstering and its preconditions—the Jew will have
become impossible, because his consciousness no longer has an object,
because the subjective basis of Judaism, practical need, has been human-
ized, and because the conflict between man’s individual-sensuous exis-
tence and his species-existence has been abolished.” On the one hand, “the
social emancipation of the Jew is the emancipation of society from Judaism,”
and the emancipation of society from Judaism is the emancipation of
mankind from oppression. On the other, the emancipation of the German
from all forms of bondage is the alliance of German philosophy with the
universal proletariat in the name of the emancipation of man. The eman-
cipation of man ultimately depends on the reformation of the Jews and
the resurrection of Germany.®’

The entire edifice of Marxist theory—complete with its Mephistophe-
lian frame and rich rhetorical ornamentation—was built on these foun-
dations. Hegel’s Preface to his Philosophy of Right ends with the owl of
Minerva spreading its wings at the approach of dusk. Marx’s introduction
to his critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right ends with the cock of Gaul (the
gallus from Gallus) crowing at the dawn of a new day—the same one, pre-
sumably, that awoke the god of day and chased off the ghost of Hamlet’s
father. As Marx himself would explain, the philosophers had only inter-
preted the world in various ways; the point was to change it—through
revolution and resurrection. Marx’s discovery of the proletariat had ac-
complished this task.

The question of why Marx, of all the cocks heralding the German resur-
rection, ended up conquering much of the world is just as impossible and
irresistible as the question of why Jesus, of all the Jewish prophets who
assumed the motions and gestures of inspired persons, ended up found-
ing one of the world’s most owl-resistant civilizations. One possible an-
swer is that they were, in fact, quite similar. Marx, like Jesus and unlike
Mazzini or Mickiewicz, succeeded in translating a tribal prophecy into a
language of universalism. He was his own Paul (in case Engels proved inef-
fective): the emancipation from Judaism and the resurrection of Germany
were buried under the weight of the emancipation from capitalism and the
resurrection of humankind.

Perhaps most remarkably, he succeeded in translating a prophecy of
salvation into the language of science. As Celsus wrote about Jesus and
other would-be messiahs and their visions, “To these promises are added
strange, fanatical, and quite unintelligible words, of which no rational per-
son can find the meaning: for so dark are they, as to have no meaning at
all; but they give occasion to every fool or impostor to apply them to suit
his own purposes.” Marx, too, combined an extremely straightforward
promise of deliverance with obscure oracular formulas that defied the
comprehension of his future followers—much to their satisfaction, appar-
ently. But Marx did not just alternate simplicity with complexity, clarity
with obfuscation, striking metaphors with commodity-money-commodity
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equations; he expressed his eschatology in the form of a scientific forecast
based on falsifiable claims and, most important, involving sociologically
defined protagonists.

One of the greatest challenges for Christian millenarians trying to
enact the New Testament apocalyptic scenario had been to distinguish
between the saints and the reprobates and to understand the secret of
Babylon’s power and whoredom. Marx solved this problem by using cat-
egories—the “bourgeoisie” and the “proletariat,” above all—that firmly
bound the moral to the scientific, the subjective to the objective, and the
individual to the collective. If society consisted of “classes” of people; if
class belonging could be determined by a minimally trained believer; if
conviction (inner righteousness) was directly related to membership; and
if the new, non-illusory Armageddon was a class war, then the Anabaptist
problem of lashing out at the Antichrist’s self-regenerating “cunning
army” (not to mention the Jacobin problem of trying to keep up with the
hydra of counterrevolution) would be solved once and for all-by means of
science. Jesus’s “rich” and “poor” would be neatly classified, and Miintzer’s
descendants could “cut down the red poppies and the blue cornflowers”
in the absolute certainty that, as originally predicted, all the participants
would be color-coded and registered in special books. “Do not harm the
land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the
servants of our God.” Marx, like Jesus, died a failed prophet, with few dis-
ciples and fewer signs of an imminent German resurrection. Like Jesus, he
was rediscovered posthumously by barbarians who found his prophecy
congenial (owing, at least in part, to “the problems-of-the-present that a
Russian has.”)%®

The prophecy itself was utterly familiar. There was the prelapsarian
fraternity of the innocent, the original sin of discovering distinctions, the
division of the world into the hungry and the well-fed, the martyrdom and
resurrection of a universal redeemer, the final battle between the forces
of good and evil, the violent triumph of last over first; and the eventual
overcoming of the futility, unpredictability, and contingency of human ex-
istence. The emotional center of the story was the contrast between the
suffering of those with nothing but their chains to lose and the “wonders
far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathe-
drals” The new Babylon, like the old, had reduced everything to the naked
pursuit of cargoes of gold and “compelled all nations, on pain of extinction,
to adopt the bourgeois mode of production”—by, among other things, forc-
ing all women into “prostitution both public and private” and “stripping of
its halo every occupation hitherto honoured and looked up to with rever-
ent awe.” Once again, “the kings of the earth committed adultery with her,
and the merchants of the earth grew rich from her excessive luxuries.”®®

But the end was near. “In one day her plagues will overtake her,” and
“the great city of Babylon will be thrown down, never to be found again.”
The great conflagration was going to happen both because it was inevi-
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table and because Marx’s disciples—the Communists—“have over the great
mass of the proletariat the advantage of clearly understanding the line of
march, the conditions, and the ultimate general results of the proletarian
movement.” Like all millenarians, they would work hard to bring about the
ineluctable. Free will and predestination were one and the same thing.
“The theoretical conclusions of the Communists are in no way based on
ideas or principles that have been invented, or discovered, by this or that
would-be universal reformer. They merely express, in general terms, ac-
tual relations springing from an existing class struggle.” Jesus had been
both the messenger and the subject of the message; his disciples had had
to both believe the message and help fulfill it by joining the messenger.
The Communists merely expressed, in general terms, actual relations
springing from an existing class struggle, but “they never ceased, for a
single instant, to instill into the working class the clearest possible recog-
nition of the hostile antagonism between bourgeoisie and proletariat” and
never forgot that their practical mission consisted in the “formation of the
proletariat into a class.”'°°

The original mission was an internal German affair. The Communists,
according to their Manifesto (written when Marx was thirty and Engels,
twenty-eight), needed to spread the good news “in order that the German
workers may straightway use, as so many weapons against the bourgeoi-
sie, the social and political conditions that the bourgeoisie must neces-
sarily introduce along with its supremacy, and in order that, after the fall
of the reactionary classes in Germany, the fight against the bourgeoisie
itself may immediately begin” But the German victory was everyone’s vic-
tory, and the Communist Manifesto was—ultimately—addressed to the
Gentiles, as well as the Germans: “The Communists turn their attention
chiefly to Germany, because that country is on the eve of a bourgeois revo-
lution that is bound to be carried out under more advanced conditions of
European civilisation and with a much more developed proletariat than
that of England was in the seventeenth, and France in the eighteenth cen-
tury, and because the bourgeois revolution in Germany will be but the
prelude to an immediately following proletarian revolution.”**

The scheme was strictly trinitarian: the “childlike simplicity” of primi-
tive communism was to be followed by the age of class struggle, which was
to be followed by the kingdom of freedom. Likewise, the English Revolu-
tion of the seventeenth century had been followed by the French Revolu-
tion of the eighteenth century, which was to be followed by the German
revolution of the last century of the world as we know it. Marxism itself,
according to Lenin, had three sources and three main components: En-
glish political economy, French socialism, and German philosophy.'°2

Like most millenarian prophets, Marx and Engels acknowledged their
predecessors as inspired but blinkered forerunners. They had all-from
Thomas Miintzer to Robert Owen—represented “independent outbursts”
of proletarian insight and realized the need for the abolition of private
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property and the family. Indeed, “the theory of the Communists,” accord-
ing to the Manifesto, “may be summed up in the single sentence: Abolition
of private property.” As for the family, it “will vanish as a matter of course
when its complement [prostitution] vanishes, and both will vanish with
the vanishing of capital” In the meantime, “all children, from the moment
they can leave their mother’s care,” must be educated “in national estab-
lishments” that will combine instruction with production. Like most mil-
lenarian prophets (as well as millenarian sectarians and their institution-
alized heirs, monks and nuns), Marx and Engels focused on the elimination
of private property and the family as the most powerful and mutually re-
inforcing sources of inequality. Like most millenarian prophets, they
wanted to turn the transitional, premillennial world into a sect—which is
to say, to transform a complex, unequal society organized around property
and procreation into a simple, fraternal society organized around com-
mon beliefs, possessions, and sexual partners (or sexual abstinence).!®

Like most millenarian prophets, but unlike their acknowledged “uto-
pian” predecessors (and many unacknowledged ones, including the Mar-
quis de Sade and Restif de la Bretonne), Marx and Engels were extremely
vague about what the kingdom of freedom would look like, with regard to
either possessions or sex. As Engels wrote in Anti-Diihring,

To the crude conditions of capitalist production and the crude class
conditions corresponded crude theories. The solution of the social
problems, which as yet lay hidden in undeveloped economic condi-
tions, the utopians attempted to evolve out of the human brain. So-
ciety presented nothing but wrongs; to remove these was the task of
reason. It was necessary, then, to discover a new and more perfect
system of social order and to impose this upon society from without
by propaganda, and, wherever it was possible, by the example of
model experiments. These new social systems were foredoomed as
utopian; the more completely they were worked out in detail, the
more they could not avoid drifting off into pure fantasies.!®*

This is true. It makes perfect sense to apply the term “utopian” to those
who discover a new and more perfect system of social order and try to
impose it upon society from without by propaganda, and, wherever pos-
sible, by the example of model experiments. Marx and Engels were not
utopians—they were prophets. They did not talk about what a perfect sys-
tem of social order should be and how and why it should be adopted or
tested; they knew with absolute certainty that it was coming—right now,
all by itself, and thanks to their words and deeds. Unlike Saint-Simon,
Fourier, and Owen, and like Jesus and his many descendants, they had a
lot less to say about future perfection than about how it would arrive—and
how soon. And, of course, it would arrive very soon and very violently, and
it would be followed by the rule of the saints over the nations with an iron
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scepter, and then those who had overcome would inherit all, and the old
order of things would pass away, and there would be a new earth, and the
glory and honor of the nations would be brought into it, and nothing im-
pure would ever enter it, nor would anyone who did what was shameful or
deceitful.1°®

In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subor-
dination of the individual to the division of labor, and therewith also
the antithesis between mental and physical labor, has vanished;
after labor has become not only a means of life but life’s prime want;
after the productive forces have also increased with the all-around
development of the individual, and all the springs of co-operative
wealth flow more abundantly—only then can the narrow horizon of
bourgeois right be crossed in its entirety and society inscribe on its
banners: From each according to his ability, to each according to his
needs!'¢

Unlike Fourier and Saint-Simon, Marx never explained how abilities
were to be measured and what, besides unforced and undivided labor,
constituted legitimate human needs. Marx’s own sample list included the
freedom “to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the
evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becom-
ing hunter, fisherman, herdsman or critic” Ultimately, it seems, needs
were to coincide with desires, and desires were to reflect “natural neces-
sity.” The transition to Communism was “humanity’s leap from the king-
dom of necessity to the kingdom of freedom,” and freedom, as Hegel had
discovered, was “the insight into necessity.” In Engels’s formulation, “Free-
dom does not consist in any dreamt-of independence from natural laws,
but in the knowledge of these laws, and in the possibility this gives of
systematically making them work towards definite ends. ... Freedom
therefore consists in the control over ourselves and over external nature,
a control founded on knowledge of natural necessity.°

Allowing for the customary substitution of “natural laws” for “God,” this
is a traditional Christian understanding of freedom as the coincidence of
human will with the will of God. When Dante entered the lowest sphere of
Paradise and met the spirits of inconstant nuns, he asked one of them if
she longed for a higher place:

Together with her fellow shades she smiled

at first; then she replied to me with such

gladness, like one who burns with love’s first flame:
Brother, the power of love appeases our

will so we only long for what we have;

we do not thirst for greater blessedness.

Should we desire a higher sphere than ours,
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then our desires would be discordant with
the will of Him who has assigned us here,
but you’ll see no such discord in these spheres;
to live in love is here necessity,
if you think on love’s nature carefully.
The essence of this blessed life consists
in keeping to the boundaries of God’s will,
through which our wills become one single will;
so that, as we are ranged from step to step
throughout this kingdom, all this kingdom wills
that which will please the King whose will is rule.'%8

To quote from another divine comedy, “It was all right, everything was
all right, the struggle was finished. He had won the victory over himself.
He loved Big Brother'%®



PART 11

FULFILLMENT






u
THE RERL DRY

Few apocalyptic millenarians live to see the promised apocalypse, let
alone the millennium. Isaiah, Jesus, Muhammad, Karl Marx, and most of
their followers did not.

But some did. Indeed, most definitions of “revolution”—at least “real” or
“great” revolutions, such as the Puritan, French, Russian, Chinese, and
Iranian ones—refer to regime changes in which apocalyptic millenarians
come to power or contribute substantially to the destruction of the old
order. “Revolutions,” in most contexts, are political and social transforma-
tions that affect the nature of the sacred and attempt to bridge the Axial
gap separating the real from the ideal. As Edmund Burke wrote in 1791,

There have been many internal revolutions in the government of
countries. . .. The present revolution in France seems to me to be
quite of another character and description; and to bear little resem-
blance or analogy to any of those which have been brought about in
Europe, upon principles merely political. It is a revolution of doc-
trine and theoretic dogma. It has a much greater resemblance to
those changes which have been made upon religious grounds in
which a spirit of proselytism makes an essential part.

The last revolution of doctrine and theory which has happened in
Europe is the Reformation. . . . The principle of the Reformation was
such as, by its essence, could not be local or confined to the country
in which it had its origin.!

According to Crane Brinton, revolution is the assumption of power by
the “delirious” idealists who expect the realization of “heavenly perfec-
tion.” According to Martin Malia, it is a political transformation “perceived
as the passage from a corrupt old world to a virtuous new one.” And ac-
cording to S. N. Eisenstadt, it is “the combination of change of regime with
the crystallization of new cosmologies.” Great revolutions (as opposed to
Burke’s internal ones) are “very similar to the institutionalization of the
Great Religions and of the great Axial Civilizations.” They are the best of
times, they are the worst of times; everyone goes direct to heaven, every-
one goes direct the other way.?

Revolution, in other words, is a mirror image of Reformation—or per-
haps Revolution and Reformation are reflections of the same thing in
different mirrors. The first refers to political reform that affects the
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cosmology; the second refers to cosmological reform that affects politics.
The view that revolutions aspire to the creation of an entirely new world
while reformations attempt to return to the purity of the original source
is difficult to hold on to: Thomas Miintzer and the Miinster Anabaptists
were trying to bring about the fulfillment of a prophecy that had not yet
been fulfilled. They believed that the way to perfection lay through the
restoration of the Jesus sect, but they had no doubt that what they were
building was “a new heaven and a new earth,” not the old Garden of Eden.
The new Jerusalem was to prelapsarian innocence what the kingdom of
freedom was to “primitive communism.” All reformations (as opposed to
theological or ritual reforms) are revolutions insofar as they assume that
“it is not enough to change some of these Lawes, and so to reforme them.”
All revolutions are “revolutions of the saints” insofar as they are serious
about “insatiable utopias.” As Thomas Case told the House of Commons in
1641, “Reformation must be Universall. All the wives, with such as are born
of them, there must not be a wife or a child dispensed withall, in this pub-
like Reformation. . . . Reform all places, all persons, all callings. Reform the
Benches of Judgments, the inferior Magistrates. . . . Reform the Church, go
into the Temple. . ., overthrow the tables of these Money-changers, whip out
them that buy and sell. .. . Reform the Universities, . . . reform the Cities,
reform the Countries, reform inferior Schools of Learning, reform the Sab-
bath, reform the Ordinances, the worship of God, etc.”®

There was more to reform; there was nothing that did not need reform-
ing. They had everything before them; they had nothing before them. They
were all going direct to heaven, they were all going direct the other way.
The key to salvation was firmness:

You have more work to do than I can speak. ... Give leave onely to
present to you the Epitome and compendium of your great work,
summ’d up by our Saviour, Matthew 15:13. Every plant which my heav-
enly Father hath not planted, shall be rooted up. Behold here a double
Universality of number and extent.

Every plant, be it what it will, though it be never so like a flower,
though it seems as beautifull as the Lilly, which Solomon in all his
robes could not outshine. Every plant, whether it be thing, or person,
order or ornament, whether in Church, or in Commonwealth, where
ever, what ever, if not planted of God, you must look to it, not to
prune it onely, or slip it, or cut it. . ., but pull'd up. ... Not broken off,
then it may grow, and sprout again; but pull’d up by the very roots. If
it be not a plant of Gods planting, what do’s it in the Garden: out
with it, root and branch, every plant, and every whit of every plant.*

And just as Jesus explained the meaning of his Parable of the Weeds
(“the weeds are the sons of the evil one,” who will be thrown “into the fiery
furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth”), so did
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Thomas Case, to the same effect. The Puritan Reformation, like the one
Jesus launched, had little to do with forgiveness:

“I know men will crie out, Mercie, Mercie, but oh no mercie against
poor souls; such mercie will be but foul murder. ... Shew no mercie
therefore, to pull guilt and bloud upon your own heads; now the
guilt is theirs, if you let them goe, you will translate their guilt upon
your own souls. You remember what the prophet told Ahab, I Kings
20:42. Because thou hast let go out of thy hand, a man whom I ap-
pointed to utter destruction, therefore thy life shall go for his life, and
25

thy people for his people:

Two days after the tsarist state collapsed and the Provisional Committee
of the State Duma found itself in charge of what used to be the Russian
Empire, nineteen-year-old Mikhail Fridliand went to the Duma headquar-
ters in Tauride Palace, to bear witness to the revolution. The son of a Jew-
ish cobbler from Kiev and later Bialystok, Fridliand was a student at the
Institute of Psychiatry and Neurology and a regular contributor to the
Student Path newspaper.® Three years later, he recorded his impressions
in an essay titled “March in February,” one of the first to be signed with the
pen name “Mikhail Koltsov”:

I made my way to the palace through the menacing darkness, ac-
companied by the sound of random gunfire—now close at hand, then
far away, then suddenly right next to my ear. The moon shone down
in place of the streetlamps, which had long since been extinguished;
the soft, warm snow fluttered down and tinted the streets a light
blue. Trucks full of people kept rushing by every few minutes and
then disappearing around the corner like
screaming, rattling apparitions. The area in
front of the palace, on Shpalernaia, was al-
most unbearably bright and noisy. Tauride
had always been a quiet, old, cozy place, with
silent doors and waxed floors, deputies stroll-
ing about arm in arm, and Duma marshals
bobbing and gliding by. Now it was completely
unrecognizable, with feverishly moving bright
spots and a thousand sparkling lamps light-
ing up the darkness, exciting the city’s muti-
nous blood and sucking it in with its pale ten-
tacles. Directly in front of the main entrance,

. . . Mikhail Fridliand (Koltsov)
in the middle of the white, fluffy garden, a as a student

large, magnificent automobile lay on its side,  (Courtesy of M. B. Efimov)
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like a wounded animal, its bruised nose and headlights buried in the
snow. One of the doors was open, and large snowy footprints were
visible on the stylish rug and tender leather of the seats. The entire
courtyard around it was filled with motorcycles, carts, sacks, and
people—a whole sea of people and movement breaking against the
entrance in waves.

An old house invaded by the outside world was a familiar image. What
was new was the claim that this was the very last old house (or, to an or-
thodox Marxist, the penultimate, feudal one). The “Nest of Gentryfolk” had
become the House of Revolution:

The sudden chaos of new creation had lifted up the ancient house,
widened it, enlarged it, and made it enormous, capable of encom-
passing the revolution and all of Russia. Catherine Hall had become
a barracks, parade ground, lecture hall, hospital, bedroom, theater,
a cradle for the new country. Flooding in, all around me, were count-
less streams of soldiers, officers, students, schoolgirls, and janitors,
but the hall never seemed to grow too full; it was enchanted; it could
accommodate all the people who kept coming and coming. Chunks
of alabaster from the walls crunched underfoot, amidst machine-
gun belts, scraps of paper, and soiled rags. Thousands of feet tram-
pled over this trash as they moved about in a state of confused, joy-
ous, incomprehensible bustle.

The swamp had turned into a sea. Some chroniclers and eyewitnesses,
including Koltsov himself, occasionally resorted to other elements (fire,
blizzards, volcanic lava), but the dominant image was the sea and the riv-
ers that fed it—because they were readily associated with the chaos of new
creation; because they were alive, as well as deadly; because they could be
peaceful, as well as stormy; and because they could be turned back into a
swamp—and then into a sea again. “In this elemental, volcanic explosion,
there were no leaders. They bobbed along, like wooden chips, in the flood-
ing stream, trying to rule, to direct, or at least to understand and partici-
pate. The waterfall flowed on dragging them with it, twirling them around,
lifting them up, and then casting them down again, into the void.”

The first to surface was Mikhail Rodzianko, the Speaker of the Duma,
who stood up to welcome “the brave men of the Preobrazhensky Regi-
ment” and left “in tired majesty, blowing his nose into a large handker-
chief” Next, “the waves threw up Miliukov,” the head of the liberal Kadet
Party. He, too, wanted to speak to the sea, to rule over it:

“Citizens, I greet you in this hall!”
The sea listened to him and seemed to calm, while continuing to
seethe and rumble below the surface with a deep, inextinguishable
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roar. The diplomat’s neatly packaged words dropped like pebbles
into the water, leaving ripples on the turbulent surface before
sinking without a trace. Another splash, and a new chip appeared
on the crest of a wave. The Duma deputy, Kerensky, held up by
strong arms, extended his lean torso upward and, straining his
tired throat and screwing up his insomniac’s face, cried out to the
elements:

“Comrades!”

This word was warmer and more to the point than “brave men” or
“citizens.” The elements smiled on the responsive speaker, show-
ered him with a waterfall of applause, enveloped him in the brass
din of the Marseillaise.

Some speakers were more responsive than others. Tauride Palace had
become the House of Revolution. The House of Revolution could encom-
pass the world, but it could not—as Koltsov saw it after the fact—keep it
whole. “Nearby, in a long, narrow room separated by a curtain, the Soviet
of Workers’ Deputies was holding a meeting. They, too, had been swept up
and flung here by the spring flood waters coming from the factories, the
army units, and the navy crews. This incredible meeting had been going
on, with constant interruptions, for two days now. The excitement and the
packed bodies made it hard to breathe. What were they saying, all these
Mensheviks, SRs, and populists? They were not saying what they meant to
say or needed to say because no one knew what was needed in this hour
of deluge and fire”

And then there were the full-time prophets—those who had predicted
the coming of the real day and could not believe it was here, at last:

Squeezed into a tiny room, labeled “Press Bureau,” was the Russian
intelligentsia. . . . They were just as bewildered and confused as ev-
eryone else. Free to say whatever they wanted, freed at last from
censorship and prohibitions, and drunk with boundless rapture,
they had not yet been able to find their voices, which were trapped
deep within each man’s breast.

German Lopatin pressed each passerby to his gray beard, mum-
bling tearfully: “Now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace”

“Yes, it’s over! We’ve lived to see the end...”

Leonid Andreev frowned, fiddling with his belt:

“The end? You think so? I think it’s just the beginning.”

And twirling a lock of hair around a finger on his left hand, he
pointed with his right toward the window:

“Or rather, the beginning of the end.”

Through the window, they could see the pale snow awakened by
the early dawn.”
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German Lopatin was a former member of the General Council of the
First International, a legendary terrorist mastermind, the first translator
of Das Kapital into Russian, and the survivor of several prison terms and
one commuted death sentence. Leonid Andreev was the author of a cele-
brated short story about the last days of seven convicted terrorists and
the curse of knowing the hour of one’s end. Both wings of Russian post-
Christian apocalypticism and both halves of Bukharin’s Gymnasium No. 1
class were represented in the House of Revolution. “Now lettest thou thy
servant depart in peace” (nunc dimittis) was not only the most recogniz-
able Christian formula of fulfilled prophecy (uttered by Simeon after he
had seen the baby Jesus); it was also the title of the best-known part of
Rachmaninoff’s All-Night Vigil, op. 37, written a year and a half earlier.
Rachmaninoff himself was in town during those days, performing his most
recent composition, the Etudes-Tableaux, op. 39. Immersed in the Dies
irae theme, it opens with an image of a deluge drowning out all calls of
distress, continues with a mournful scene of doomed expectation
(“seagulls and the sea”), and culminates in a blood-curdling Last Judg-
ment (no. 6). This was the flood from Pushkin’s The Bronze Horseman—as

seen by its victim, “poor Evgeny.”®

Meanwhile, the Bolsheviks were returning from prison and exile. Sverdlov
spent several days with Kira Egon-Besser and her parents before leaving
for Ekaterinburg to run the Urals Party organization. His difficult house-
mate from his Kureika days, now called “Stalin,” stayed on as one of the
top Bolsheviks in Petrograd (as did Arosev’s friend Skriabin, now com-
monly known as “Molotov”). Piatnitsky arrived in Moscow straight from
Siberia and was put in charge of Party cells in the Railroad District. Bukha-
rin traveled from his New York exile to San Francisco, then by ship to
Japan, suffering greatly from seasickness on the way, and finally to Mos-
cow, where he joined Osinsky (who had recently defected from the South-
western Front) in the regional Party bureau. Trotsky took the less circu-
itous Atlantic route from New York to Petrograd’s Finland Station, where
he was greeted with solemn speeches. “Straight from the station,” he wrote
in his memoirs, “I plunged into the vortex, with people and episodes whirl-
ing by like wooden chips in a stream.” Arosev interrupted his enforced
journey to a penal battalion, reenrolled in the Moscow Warrant Officer
School No. 4, from which he had been expelled, and went on to help found
the Military Bureau of the Moscow City Party Committee. As he wrote five
years later, “no sooner had the joyous spring sun of 1917 melted the winter
snow with its golden rays than the whole expanse of Russia was touched
by the purple wing of a rebellious angel. . . . From all of Moscow’s squares,
the soldiers, flushed with happy intoxication from the almost bloodless

revolution, sent skyward a thousand ‘hurrahs’”®
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Skobelev Square

One of those squares, named after General Skobelev and dominated
by his huge equestrian statue, was, according to Arosev, the city’s heart.
“From this square, the red beams extended their rays along the streets
and alleyways to the farthest ends of Moscow. At the base of Skobelev’s
mount, huge crowds would gather.” Across Tverskaia from the Skobelev
monument was Moscow’s own House of Revolution: the former residence
of the governor general and now home to the Provisional Government’s
Provincial Commissar and the Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies.
It was in front of its main entrance that “rallies lasted from early morn-
ing until late at night, with one speaker after another,” and it was the
soviets (councils), spreading steadily both inside and outside the build-
ing, that were, in Arosev’s words, “a lighthouse in the midst of the stormy
popular sea.”*°

In Arosev’s account, the “Governor General’s Building” was not only a
metaphor for revolutionary politics—it was the main stage and perhaps
the main point of the revolution. The “stormy popular sea” that had
flooded the city needed a master; the equestrian General Skobelev had
proven to be a false idol; the new, legitimate power (the true Bronze Horse-
man) had moved inside, whether he knew it or not: “The house on Tver-
skaia was not only the address of the social forces supported by the
masses of workers and soldiers, but also the address of the institution
that was preparing to take over power. When, at rallies and meetings, the
workers proclaimed ‘All power to the Soviets, they knew perfectly well that
it meant the power of the organization whose executive offices were lo-
cated on Tverskaia Street™*

One Bolshevik who did not yet know the right address of the revolution
was Voronsky, who, as a Zemstvo Union inspector and Bolshevik propa-
gandist at the Western Front, found himself at the very source of the flood.
His memoir of those days is called The Eye of the Storm:
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Governor General’s Building

Everywhere—at railway stations, in front of barracks and hospitals,
in fields and on lawns, in courtyards and back alleys—soldiers were
gathered together in tight groups, their irrepressible, boisterous
speech, colorful and polyphonic, rising up and stirring the air. It was
like a spring flood, when the river ice breaks up in the foggy haze of
the night and predawn calm. The river begins to move, making mys-
terious rustling and gurgling noises, the ice floes crash into each
other, their edges breaking off, and one huge ice block climbs on top
of another, while somewhere far away the ice crumbles and dis-
solves into a deluge that spreads on and on, irrigating the flood
plains and sweeping away winter debris.'?

The main question was: “Will we be able to enter the main stream and
direct its course, or will we drown in this new flood?” Voronsky’s literary
alter ego Valentin is overcome with doubt. “Visions of the northern forests
under the spell of ancient dreams, the long and gloomy halls of the semi-
nary, the summer nights on the Tsna, the attics of Trans-Moskva, and the
straight avenues of Petrograd kept appearing and disappearing before his
mind’s eye.... What a strange feeling. ... I spent the last ten years of my
life as a wanderer, in prisons and exile, doing secret work, waiting for
searches and arrests, losing friends. I used to be followed by traitors and
spies. None of that exists anymore.... What will become of us all?” The
answer was to enter the stream and take charge of its course by saying the
“warmer words”—words that would not sink without a trace, words that
would connect the Bolshevik truth to the happy intoxication of the crowd.
The reward was omnipotence and, possibly, immortality.’®

Arosev never slept. “The daily speeches in the streets and the barracks
in front of the workers and soldiers, the heated arguments with those who
were trying to betray our revolution, the feverish reading of leaflets and
newspapers, of everything that screamed ‘revolution’ or smelled of revolu-
tion never seemed to tire me out, amazingly enough, but, instead, inspired
me to work even harder.” Voronsky’s Valentin never slept, either: “He was
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warmed by the crowd, by its body, breath, movement, and murmur. These
people ... were now listening to him eagerly, their eyes glowing with the
light of hope. They kept shaking Valentin’s hand, watching out for him,
warning those who accidentally jostled him, hurrying to offer him matches,
asking if it was too cold or windy. This shared, solicitous human warmth
absorbed him, subdued him, made him a part of itself, and he, as never
before, found himself thinking its thoughts and feeling its feelings. ... It
was the highest happiness that one could have on earth.”*4

The most tireless and, by most accounts, most inspiring Bolshevik
speaker was Trotsky, who seemed to talk continuously as he whirled
around in the vortex of people and events:

I would make my way to the podium through a narrow trench of
human bodies, occasionally being lifted above them and carried
along. ... Surrounded on all sides by tightly squeezed elbows,
chests, and heads, I seemed to be speaking out of a warm cave of
human bodies. Each time I made a broad gesture, I would brush
against someone, and a grateful movement in response would inti-
mate that I should not get upset or distracted, but should continue
speaking. No exhaustion, no matter how great, could withstand the
electric tension of that impassioned human throng. It wanted to
know, to understand, to find its path. At certain moments it almost
seemed I could feel on my lips the eager intensity of the crowd that
had melded together to become one. At such moments, all the words
and arguments prepared beforehand would wither and recede
under the irresistible pressure of that sympathy, and other words
and other arguments, new to the speaker but necessary to the
masses, would emerge ready to do battle. It often felt as if I were
standing a little to one side, listening to that speaker, unable to
keep up with him and worried that he might fall off the edge of the
roof, like a sleepwalker distracted by my promptings.'®

Trotsky’s self-consciousness was a version of Sverdlov’s “habit of self-
analysis” and Arosev’s and Voronsky’s attempts to reconcile their private
selves with their Party-nicknamed doppelgéngers. This could be a good
thing—a form of “putting books to the test of life and putting life to the test
of books”—but it could also be “intelligentsia weakness” leading to inac-
tion. More pressing, in the spring of 1917, was another form of sectarian
dialectic: free will versus predestination and the consciousness of histori-
cal necessity versus popular spontaneity. The Bolsheviks were the most
exclusive and imminentist of the Russian millenarians, most suspicious
of the swamp of daily routine and “appeasement,” and most willing “to
fight not only against the swamp, but also against those who are turning
toward the swamp.” The question now for all socialists, but especially for
the Bolsheviks, was how much of the swamp had flowed into the sea. How
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close was life to the books? Was the stream clear enough, and was it flow-
ing in the proper direction? Who was right—Trotsky the speaker, who
threw away the script under the irresistible pressure of popular sympathy
or Trotsky the prompter, who stuck to prepared arguments taken from
books that put life to the test?

On the day Voronsky’s Valentin experiences the highest human happi-
ness of being absorbed by a shared human warmth, he is asked to talk to
a crowd of soldiers who have surrounded the local police station with the
intention of lynching everyone inside. On the way over, Valentin looks up
at the stars and thinks: “We are walking toward our children’s country,
toward the faraway promised land. We are walking in the dark, without
miraculous portents or burning bushes, with faith in ourselves only. Will
we get there?” He does rescue the policemen (by arresting them “in the
name of the revolution”), but is not happy with the speech he makes on
the occasion.'®

This is not how he had imagined his first address to the people after
their liberation from the autocracy. He had been dreaming endlessly
about this incomparable moment in prisons, exile, and attics. This
hour had appeared to him again and again in a wondrous revelation.
He was going to find words that would burn with the flame of the true
dawn. He would say all the things he had been forced to conceal. The
powerful “hosanna” escaping his breast would merge with the shouts
of victory. And now the hour had come, and he stood before the ex-
hausted, disease-ravaged people who only yesterday had been sitting
in the trenches, with death behind their backs. What better, more
noble audience could a revolutionary hope for during the days of the
first victories? And yet something was missing. What could it be?*

The answer came on Easter Monday, when Lenin entered Petrograd on
a train and declared that the time had come; the prophecy had been ful-
filled; and the present generation would not pass away until all these
things had happened. Life had passed the test of books, and books had
passed the test of life. As for those “appeasers” (soglashateli) who had ears
but did not hear, Lenin knew that they were neither cold nor hot, and so,
because they were lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—he was about to spit
them out of his mouth. Any non-Bolshevik, anyone who compromised with
Babylon, was an appeaser.

The challenge of organizing a welcoming reception in the midst of Eas-
ter celebrations fell to the head of the Bolshevik Military Organization,
Nikolai Podvoisky, the son of a priest and a former seminarian. Podvoisky,
who saw the event as “the end of the agonizing search for the right course
of the revolution,” managed to assemble a large crowd and procure an
armored car. After being delivered to the Bolshevik headquarters in Krzes-
inska Palace, Lenin gave the good news to his bewildered followers. “It was
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so new to us,” wrote one of Lenin’s most loyal disciples and the secretary
of the Central Committee, Elena Stasova, “that, at first, we simply could
not get our minds around it” Some Bolsheviks, according to Podvoisky,
“were frightened by Lenin’s intolerance of the appeasers and the perspec-
tive of an immediate and complete split with them. Especially new and
incomprehensible was his demand for the transfer of power to the soviets.
There were those who were in total shock from Lenin’s words.”*®

By the next morning, when Lenin unveiled his message to a packed joint
meeting of all the Social Democrats in Tauride Palace, most Bolsheviks,
according to Stasova, “perceived it as something absolutely sacrosanct and
truly their own,” the source of “a firm conviction that from now on [they]
were walking down an unerring path.” According to Podvoisky, “Vladimir
Ilich began his speech by unmasking the appeasers as the lackeys of the
bourgeoisie and its secret agents in the ranks of the working class. ...
Lenin’s words drove the Mensheviks into a frenzy, provoking jeers, furious
swearing, and threats. With each new comment by Lenin, the hostility
grew. Lenin’s statement that there could be no union between the Bolshe-
viks and Menshevik appeasers was met with rabid howling and roaring”

Finally, Lenin got to his main point, the immediate takeover of power.
“The appeasers leapt out of their seats. They began to whistle, scream,
bang madly on their desks, and stamp their feet. The noise rose to a de-
feaning pitch. The Menshevik leaders—Chkheidze, Tsereteli, and other
presidium members—became deathly frightened. In vain did they try to
restore order, addressing their desperate pleas to the right, where their
supporters were, and to the left, where the Bolsheviks sat. This continued
for about ten minutes. Then the storm died down. It flared up again.” And
so it continued, in response to every one of Lenin’s April Theses, until the
end of the speech. “Amid all the raging elements, Lenin remained unper-
turbable. One had to see the incredible strength and serenity in his face,
his whole figure, in order to understand Lenin’s true role and significance
at that crucial moment. ... He stood there like the helmsman of a ship
during a terrible storm—full of inner peace, clarity, simplicity, and majesty
because he knew where to steer*®

Podvoisky’s and Stasova’s memoirs follow the Soviet hagiographic tra-
dition, but there is no doubt that Lenin was the only socialist who knew
where to steer. He was a true prophet who could both lead his people
through the parting waves and attend, one way or another, to their every
petulant complaint. “The agonizing search for the right course” was fi-
nally over.

“The peculiarity of the current situation in Russia,” wrote Lenin in his
April Theses, “consists in the transition from the first stage of the revolu-
tion, which has given power to the bourgeoisie owing to the insufficient
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consciousness and cohesion of the proletariat, to its second stage, which
must give power to the proletariat and the poorest strata of the peas-
antry” The power, in other words, was to be handed to those who lacked
sufficient consciousness or cohesion to recognize their inheritance. “I
have seen these people,” the Lord said to Moses, “and they are a stiff-
necked people.” “If only they were wise and would understand this and
discern what their end will be!”2°

The solution was to find the words that would align the people’s wishes
with the prophecy’s fulfillment. According to Podvoisky,

Vladimir Ilich explained to us the surest and fastest way to convince
the soldiers who did not have much consciousness, found them-
selves under the influence of the agents of the bourgeoisie, or had a
poor understanding of their complex environment.

“They don’t need long speeches,” Lenin told us. “A long speech
touches on too many things, and the soldier’s attention dissipates.
He can’t absorb it all. You won’t satisfy him, and he will be unhappy
with you. You should talk to him about peace and about land, and
there’s not much you need to say about that: the soldier will know
what you are talking about right away”. ..

And who did Vladimir Ilich recommend as the best agitators
among the soldiers? He said that during the February Revolution
the sailors (along with the workers) had played one of the most
prominent roles. And this meant that they should be the ones sent
to the soldiers!®

The strategy seemed to work. “Revolution” was universally understood
to mean the end of the old world and the beginning of a new, just one. The
longer the delay in the coming of the new world and the more acute the
sense that the “provisional” government was becoming, in some sense,
permanent, the greater the attraction of the Bolshevik message. And the
message was, indeed, simple: the desirable and the inevitable were one
and the same; all that was needed was for the exhausted and disease-
ravaged to make one final push.

Later that same spring, Voronsky’s Valentin went to a rally on the West-
ern Front. The first speaker was Comrade Veretyev from the Socialist
Revolutionary Party, who had spent the previous ten years in Siberian
prisons. A pale man with a goatee, flaxen hair, a “high clear forehead,” and
“intelligent eyes,” Veretyev talked about the sanctity of democratic free-
doms, the special duty of the soldiers at the front, and the unrealistic
promises made by irresponsible people. “He would sometimes pause and
make a motion with his right hand; his nervous fingers fluttered, impart-
ing a peculiar expressive mobility to his words and whole figure. The wind
from the meadow ruffled his hair. One lock kept falling over his right eye,
and Veretyev would throw it back with a quick, impatient movement.”
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The next to speak was a sailor from the Baltic Fleet, who said that sol-
diers covered in “piss, shit, dirt, and lice” do not care about rights and
freedoms and that all they wanted was peace and bread and land, right
away, as the Bolsheviks kept saying. He got some of his Bolshevik lines
wrong, but he was saved by the “power of a newly converted zealot” and
the “wild, passionate force” of his words. Veretyev stood next to the sailor,
looking down at his feet and fumbling with his hat. “He looked like a man
sentenced to death”

What was happening was a tragedy for him. An old populist, he had
worshipped the people and suffered for them. And now he was
standing before the freed people, and they did not accept him and
did not understand him. ... And the person who reminded the sol-
diers of that was not an old political prisoner but a semi-literate
sailor who had barely mastered the ABCs of revolutionary struggle.
Verily, “you have hidden these things from the wise and learned,
and revealed them to little children”!...

According to the biblical legend, God showed Moses the Promised
Land from a remote mountain in the Land of Moab. Moses was luck-
ier than Veretyev. History brought him to Canaan, the Land of Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob, but Veretyev did not recognize it.??

Moses was luckier, but not by much: he was shown the promised land from
a distance, but not allowed to cross the Jordan because he had broken
faith with God in the presence of the Israelites at the waters of Meribah
Kadesh in the Desert of Zin. After his death, the people he had led out of
captivity were able to enter the land of their inheritance but did not find
it flowing with milk and honey and “prostituted themselves to the foreign
gods”?3

The power of Lenin’s conviction persuaded most Bolsheviks, and at the
April Party conference his views prevailed. Some doubters continued to
waver, but, as Podvoisky put it, “the party ship, guided firmly and confi-
dently by its helmsman, set out on a new course.” The person who did more
than anyone to help Lenin with the practicalities of translating convic-
tions into votes was Sverdlov, who returned to Petrograd as head of the
Urals delegation and stayed on as Lenin’s executive plenipotentiary. At the
conference, (according to Stasova) “he called meetings if agreement was
needed on a controversial issue, organized and put together commissions
on various questions, and drew up lists of Central Committee members to
be discussed, among other things. Whatever needed to be done, Yakov
Mikhailovich was tireless in making sure it was taken care of. It was amaz-
ing how he managed to be everywhere at once and still chair all the count-
less meetings and conferences.” One of the things he did was to remove
Stasova’s name from the Central Committee list and replace her as head
of the Central Committee Secretariat, which she had been running with
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the help of Tatiana Slovatinskaia, Stalin’s former friend and correspon-
dent and Valentin Trifonov’s wife.?*

As the Party prepared for the coming revolution, it had two central
tasks. One was administrative and organizational: objectives had to be
defined, personnel assigned, weapons stockpiled, followers trained, con-
tacts maintained, accounts kept, funds distributed, conferences orga-
nized, and meetings chaired (and manipulated). Sverdlov presided over
most of these things, with the help of several women, including Polina
Vinogradskaia, who remembered his notebook “filled with hieroglyphs
that only he could understand. It was a magic notebook! With a quick
glance, Sverdlov could tell you everything you needed to know about a
comrade: where he was working, what kind of person he was, what he was
good at, and what job he should be assigned to in the interests of the
cause and for his benefit. Moreover, Sverdlov had a very precise impres-
sion of all the comrades: they were so firmly stamped in his memory that
he could tell you all about the company each one kept. It is hard to believe,
but true”?®

Sverdlov continued to live with the Egon-Bessers. He got Kira a job in
the editorial offices of the Soldiers’ Truth newspaper, next to his secretariat
in Smolny Palace (the new House of Revolution, as far as the Petrograd
Bolsheviks were concerned). After a few weeks, however, Kira’s parents
insisted on moving her to the countryside for health reasons (her “pro-
tests notwithstanding”), and in early July, Sverdlov’s wife and children
arrived from Siberia. Novgorodtseva joined the Central Committee Secre-
tariat, and the children were sent to their grandfather in Nizhny Novgorod.
Some sections of the Secretariat and the Bolshevik publishing house, The
Surf, were moved into the building of an Orthodox confraternity, with
crosses over the main entrance and a back door leading into the church.
It became known as “the place under the crosses.”?®

The Bolsheviks had always been good at administrative and “technical”
work. The party’s raison d’étre was “fighting the enemy, not stumbling into
the nearby swamp”; its self-description was “a fighting army, not a debat-
ing society”; and its organizational principle was “democratic centralism,”
not the other way around. Now, on the eve of the real day and under Sverd-
lov’s supervision, they redoubled their efforts. “As the frequency and in-
tensity of rallying subsided,” wrote Arosev, “the center of gravity of the
work of the soviets moved to their executive committees, and along with
them, naturally enough, to record keeping.” And when it came to record
keeping, it was, naturally enough, the Bolsheviks who, “even during the
most romantic revolutionary days, . . . distinguished themselves as ‘ap-
paratchiks.” The Moscow Soviet of Workers’ Deputies was run by its Bol-
shevik secretary, Arkady Rozengolts, and the only room assigned to the
Soldiers’ Soviet, which was dominated by the SRs, was occupied by its
Bolshevik faction. “In those days, people acquired positions of power by
being active and presenting the world with a fait accompli. The Bolsheviks,



THE REAL DAY 135

as the most active element, found themselves in almost all the adminis-
trative jobs.”?”

The Party’s second task was “agitation,” which consisted of making
speeches at large rallies and writing articles in Party newspapers. The
speeches revolved around concise slogans; the articles provided specific
links between the changing slogans and the general prophecy. One of the
most skillful and prolific Bolshevik “dialecticians” was Bukharin, who
could offer instant sociological analysis in the light of both the founda-
tional texts and immediate tactical objectives. “Because the proletarian
masses proved insufficiently conscious and well-organized,” he wrote in
May 1917, echoing Lenin’s April Theses, “they did not proceed immediately
to the establishment of state power by the revolutionary lower classes.”
But, as they became more conscious and better organized, and as the
true interests of the proletariat prevailed over those of its peasant allies,
the soviets would take over power and clash openly with the imperialist
bourgeoisie. The efforts of the enemy were both doomed and dangerous:
“consequently, what was needed was feverish work everywhere without
exception.”?8

As Cromwell had put it, “we are at the threshold;—and therefore it be-
comes us to lift up our heads, and . . . endeavor this way; not merely to look
at that Prophecy . .. and passively wait.” What was needed was the con-
stant reading of the signs and feverish work everywhere without excep-
tion. “In the depths of the popular masses,” wrote Bukharin on June 6,
“there is a permanent process of fermentation, which, sooner or later, will
manifest itself” The surest sign of the approaching end was the emergence
of two clearly branded armies. “The bourgeoisie is emerging as a force
bringing death and putrefaction; the proletariat, as the carrier of life-
creating energy, is marching ahead.” On July 30, at the Sixth Party Con-
gress, Bukharin suggested that the peasant as property owner had en-
tered into a temporary alliance with the bourgeoisie; his friend Osinsky
(who, during the congress, was camped out next to him on the floor of a
friend’s apartment) responded by saying that the Communist Manifesto
had predicted otherwise; but Stalin explained that there were different
kinds of peasants and that the poor ones were “following the bourgeoisie
because of their lack of consciousness.” On October 17, one week after the
Bolshevik Central Committee, chaired by Sverdlov, made the decision to
stage an armed uprising, Bukharin wrote: “Society is inexorably splitting
into two hostile camps. All intermediary groups are rapidly melting away.”
All that was needed was one last burst of feverish activity.?®

“In the days of the last coalition,” wrote the Menshevik N. N. Sukhanov,
“the Bolsheviks demonstrated colossal energy and engaged in feverish
activity throughout the country” (including his own apartment, where,
secretly from him, his Bolshevik wife hosted the “uprising meeting” of the
Central Committee). On October 21, Sukhanov listened to Trotsky speak
about peace, land, and bread.®°
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The mood around me bordered on ecstasy. It seemed that, without
any command or prior agreement, the crowd might suddenly burst
into some kind of religious hymn. . .. At one point, Trotsky formu-
lated a short general resolution or proclaimed a general formula to
the effect that “we will defend the cause of the workers and peas-
ants to the last drop of blood”

“Who’s in favor?”

The crowd of thousands raised its hands as one man. I could see
the raised hands and burning eyes of all the men, women, adoles-
cents, workers, soldiers, peasants, and petit bourgeois. Were they in
a state of spiritual fervor? Could they see, through the slightly raised
curtain, a corner of that “holy land” they had been longing for?3!

Two days earlier, after a different Trotsky speech, Sukhanov and his
wife missed their streetcar. It was late at night, and the rain was pouring
down; Sukhanov was in a bad mood because of the streetcar and the rain—
and because Trotsky had said that the rumors of an imminent uprising
were inaccurate insofar as they were not accurate. At last, they were able
to catch a streetcar that would take them part of the way home.

I was extremely angry and sullen as I stood in the back of the street-
car. Next to us was a small, modest-looking man in glasses, with a
black goatee and radiant Jewish eyes. Seeing my anger and sullen-
ness, he seemed to want to try to cheer me up, comfort me, or dis-
tract me with some kind of advice about which route to take, but I
responded curtly and monosyllabically.

“Who was that?” I asked my wife when we got off the streetcar.

“That was Sverdlov, one of our old Party men and a Duma member”

Despite my bad mood, I am sure I would have cheered up and
had a good laugh if I had been told that within two weeks this man
would become the official head of the Russian Republic.??

Most accounts of the October takeover in Petrograd center around Smolny
Palace, former home to the Institute of Noble Maidens, which, since
August, had housed the Petrograd Soviet and Bolshevik military head-
quarters. “The whole of the revolution was taking place in Smolny” (as well
as, possibly, in the workers’ suburbs), wrote Sukhanov. “Everywhere,
armed groups of sailors, soldiers, and workers could be seen scurrying
around. There was always a line of peasant emissaries and army unit del-
egates winding its way up the stairs to the third floor, where the Military-
Revolutionary Committee was located.”3?

“The whole of Smolny was brightly lit up,” wrote Lunacharsky, an old
friend of Sukhanov’s. “Excited crowds scurried up and down the halls. All
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the rooms bubbled over with life, but the highest human tide, a truly pas-
sionate blizzard, was raging in the corner of the upstairs hall, where, in
the back room, the Military-Revolutionary Committee held its meet-
ings. ... Several completely exhausted girls were coping heroically with
the indescribable upsurge of people with requests, complaints, and de-
mands. If you got caught up in that whirlpool, you could see all the excited
faces and the many hands reaching out for a directive or a written order.”®*
Mikhail Koltsov’s “October” offers a faithful restaging of his “March in

February”:

In the evening twilight, the heavy shape of Smolny, with its three
rows of lit-up windows, could be seen from far away.

Hurrying along the wide, hard, frost-covered road and dipping
occasionally into potholes, soldiers and sailors, civilians with raised
collars and squeaky galoshes, rattling automobiles and motorcycles
all streamed toward the stone cavern of the main entrance.

... Pressing forward in a nervous, jostling throng, they could not
be contained within the walls of the building; they kept streaming
in and then seething ponderously and eerily, before finally spilling
over.

It used to be quiet inside with schooldames walking solemnly by
in soft kid shoes, quick-footed daughters of doomed rulers running
up and down stairs, and, every so often, gold-embroidered old men
with empty eyes floating by in clouds of reverent whispers.

But now it was full of noise. Orders rang out and the hundred
feet of a changing guard tramped by under the black arches. Pa-
trols, crews, and pickets flowed out in thick gray streams.

... Comrades! To the Winter Palace!3®

The canonical memory of the October Revolution, like that of its Feb-
ruary precursor and French model, was about moving from one building
to another—until such time as “the city of pure gold, like transparent
glass,” could be built. This time the flood swept
into Smolny, surged up to the third floor, whirled
around the entrance to the Military-Revolutionary
Committee office, and then flowed, in orderly
streams, toward the Winter Palace, where old men
with empty eyes sat waiting. A member of the bu-
reau of the Military-Revolutionary Committee,
Nikolai Podvoisky, remembered guiding “the
stormy stream” toward the palace and watching it
“flood the porch, entrances, and stairways.” Hav-
ing sent the arrested government ministers to the
Peter and Paul Fortress, he returned to headquar-
ters and found Lenin writing a decree on land. “No Nikolai Podvoisky
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sooner had the reign of the bourgeoisie been toppled by armed people in the
Winter Palace than Lenin began turning the first page of the emerging new
world in Smolny.”3®

In Trotsky’s account, around that time or perhaps a little later, Lenin
looked at him “in a soft, friendly way and with an awkward shyness that
suggested a desire for intimacy. ‘You know; he said hesitantly, ‘after all the
persecutions and a life underground, to come to power .. '—he was search-
ing for the right word, and suddenly switched to German, making a circu-
lar motion around his head: ‘es schwindelt’ [it makes one’s head spin].”*"

According to Lunacharsky, who was also in Smolny in those days, some
people were afraid that “the peasant sea was going to open up and swallow
us,” but “Lenin faced the enormous challenges with astonishing equanim-
ity and took hold of them the way an experienced pilot would take hold of
the helm of a giant ocean liner” Lunacharsky wrote this in 1918, on the first
anniversary of what had already become “the October Revolution” and in
the certainty that Smolny would be turned into “the temple of our spirit”
But even in the midst of the revolution, on October 25, 1917, when he still
had no idea what was happening around the Winter Palace, preferred a
“democratic coalition” to a Bolshevik takeover, and thought the chances
of victory were “dim and bleak,” he had written to his wife, “These are
frightening, frightening days on a knife-edge. They are full of suffering and
worries and the threat of a premature death. And yet still it is wonderful
to live in a time of great events, when history does not trot along lazily and
sleepily, but flies like a bird into unknown territory. I wish you were here
with me, but thank god you are not.”%®

In the event, nothing frightening actually happened. (“The ease with
which the coup was carried out came as a surprise to me,” wrote Luna-
charsky two days later.) It was in Moscow, where the government forces
put up some resistance, that the fate of the revolution was decided. Ac-
cording to Arosev, who, as one of the very few Bolsheviks with formal
military training, had been put in charge of military headquarters, “that
great uprising of the human mass in the name of humanity began simply
and without hesitation—exactly the way the old
books describe the creation of the world.” It
began in a small room on the third floor of the
Governor General’s (Soviet) Building. “One
might have thought that it was not a room but a
stage represention of a room, in which a fierce
battle of the cigarette butts had taken place the
previous night” The secretary of the Military-
Revolutionary Committee, Arkady Rozengolts,
who could “make revolution with the same ease
and inspiration with which a poet writes po-
etry,” ordered Arosev to occupy the telegraph,
Arkady Rozengolts telephone exchange, and post office, and then
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quietly disappeared. “It was as if he had inhabited those rooms for hun-
dreds of years, like an eternal ghost, for he knew where everything was
and seemed to move from one room to another through the walls”3°

Arosev found the commander of the Moscow Red Guards, A. S. Veder-

nikov, and the two of them set off to carry out the order:

Comrade Vedernikov and I emerged from the Soviet Building onto
Skobelev Square. It felt strange: all the people in the square were
scurrying about as usual, all rushing someplace and worried about
something, just like the day before, or the day before that. Two news-
paper boys were loitering near the Skobelev Monument, and a young
lady was haggling with a cabby. Everything was just as it always was.

“Do you have a revolver?” Vedernikov asked me.

“No.”

“Me neither. We've got to find one. Let’s go to the Dresden and
see if one of the comrades can give us something.”

Everything all around was so peaceful, and we weren't being at-
tacked by anyone. The uprising in Petrograd had already taken
place, and half the ministers were in prison, so why did we need a
revolver? Comrade Vedernikov’s going off in search of a gun re-
minded me of a silly comedy in which the characters think they are

more important than they actually are.”°

Vedernikov found a gun, and the two of them went to the Pokrovsky Bar-
racks, where Arosev made a short speech, and one company agreed to join
them. Within two hours the telegraph, telephone exchange, and post office
had all been occupied. The great uprising of the human mass in the name
of humanity had begun.

In Moscow, the enemy were the students of Moscow’s military schools,
who had professional officers and a strong sense of duty, but no organized
support, no single command, and—most important for Arosev—no address
they could call their own. “While the Bolsheviks had one organization that
was preparing to seize power—the Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Depu-
ties with its executive offices in the right wing of the Soviet Building—the
government, which was fighting for its existence, had several command
centers . .. that vied with each other for supremacy.” After the Bolsheviks
formed the Military-Revolutionary Committee and demanded full power,
the non-Bolshevik members of the Soviet moved out of the building and
“found themselves without a territorial center.” The great uprising of the
human mass had acquired a home. “Its address had to be known to people
in the districts, to regional commanders, scouts, and others.”*

The military headquarters, headed by Arosev, moved into a small
ground-floor room facing a side street (the Chernyshev/Voznesensky
Alley); the Military-Revolutionary Committee moved in next door; and
the adjoining room became the secretariat, where young women issued
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permits and screened visitors, and where, according to one of the women,
there were always “thick throngs of people pushing and shoving.” The rest
of the building was “one long barracks.” Or rather, “it was a soldiers’ ant-
hill,” with detachments “in constant circulation: from the soviet to their
positions at the battle sites and then back to the soviet to rest.”

The soviet building was Moscow’s Smolny, but there was no Moscow
Winter Palace. The Kremlin changed hands twice, but there was no one
there to topple. There were no “White forces,” either: groups of cadets at-
tacked or defended various buildings looking for a tactical advantage but
without any overall plan. There were times, wrote Arosev, when “it seemed
as if the earth were shaking beneath our feet, our arms and feelings grow-
ing numb, and we, along with our soldiers, sliding along a knife’s edge,
frightful and fateful, with victory on one side and death, on the other.”
Most of the fighting, however, took place far from the soviet building,
closer to the river and especially around the bridges connecting the city
center to Trans-Moskva.*?

The Swamp was solidly pro-Bolshevik. The soldiers guarding the Main
Electric Tram Power Station had handed their weapons over to the local
Red Guards, who posted their detachments on the station towers, in the
Salt Yard, and at the entrance to the Big Stone Bridge. The soldiers quar-
tered at the Einem candy factory and Ivan Smirnov vodka distillery had
given them a machine gun, which they placed on top of the bellfry of St.
Nicholas. A field phone connected the station to the Gustav List plant,
which provided the largest Red Guard detachment in the area (between
forty and one hundred men). Some of the armed Gustav List workers were
sent to guard the bridges; others converted the riverside bathhouse into
a fortified bunker. “We used to shoot at the Kremlin through holes we had
made in the stone wall, either from a standing or lying position, and some-
times we had to take turns because there weren’t enough guns to go
around,” remembered one of them. “It was even easier at night because we
could aim at the different colored lantern flashes that must have been
some kind of signals from the cadets who were running along the top of
the wall to their lines below”*4

After aweek of fighting, the last loyalist bastion, the Alexander Military
College, just up the street from the Big Stone Bridge, laid down its arms.
In the small room occupied by the Military-Revolutionary Committee,
Rozengoltz asked Arosev, who was sitting on the couch next to him, to
write an order appointing Nikolai Muralov commissar of the Moscow Mili-
tary District.

“Commissar or Commander?” I asked.
“District Commissar—but it’s the same as commander.”
“Commander,” “Commissar,” [ thought, not really comprehending
how such an important thing could be done so simply. All I needed
to do was scribble down “hand over” and “appointed,” put it to a
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vote, and, lo and behold, you have a new government. It was hard to
believe. ...

But that is just what I did. I scribbled it down. A girl typed up the
order. It was put to a vote, and Comrade Muralov became not sim-
ply Muralov, but District Commander. . ..

This is how the new military government was created—simply
and naturally. Or rather, it was not created, but born, and, as with
any natural birth, washed in blood.*®

Arosev spent much of the rest of his life remembering that day. In the 1932
version of his memoir, he wrote:

During those nights when no one slept and each thought we might
come out victorious or might all be slaughtered, it occurred to me
that no matter what was written in literature or what was created by
an author’s imagination, nothing could be as powerful as this sim-
ple and austere reality. People were actually fighting for socialism.
The socialism we used to dream and argue about was finally mani-
festing itself—in the flashing bayonets of the soldiers and raised col-
lars of the workers swarming down Tverskaia, Arbat, and Lubianka
Streets, gripping their Mausers and Parabellums and continuously
advancing, tramping down harder and harder on the chest of the
decaying, stinking bourgeoisie, that was infecting the weak ever so
slightly with the smell of its decomposition. I have read almost ev-
erything lofty and solemn that we have in our old and new litera-
ture, looking in vain for something akin to the feeling we had on
that cloudy morning when, in our trench coats smelling of rain and
gunpowder, we climbed into an old, beat-up military car to be driven
to headquarters as the new power.*8

Meanwhile, Rachmaninoff was sitting in his apartment on Strastnoy
(Christ’s Passion) Boulevard, a short walk from Skobelev Square. Accord-
ing to his wife, “he was busy revising his First Piano Concerto and was
concentrating on his work. Because it was dangerous to turn the light on,
the curtains in his study, which faced the courtyard, were drawn, and he
was working by the light of a single candle” As he told his biographer in
1933, “I sat at the writing-table or the piano all day without troubling about
the rattle of machine-guns and rifle-shots. I would have greeted any in-
truder with the answer that Archimedes gave the conquerors of Syracuse.”
Many people around him “were hoping that each new day would, at last,
bring them the promised heaven on earth,” but he was not one of them. “I
saw with terrible clearness that here was the beginning of the end—an end
full of horrors the occurrence of which was merely a matter of time.” Three
weeks later, he and his family left for Petrograd. On December 20, he went
to Smolny to request exit visas. On December 23, he and his wife and two



142 CHAPTER 4

daughters arrived at the Finland Station and boarded the Stockholm train
(probably the same one that had brought Lenin to Russia). He died in Bev-
erly Hills, California, on March 28, 1943. His wish to have Nunc dimittis
(“Now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace,” op. 37, no. 5) sung at his
funeral could not be fulfilled. According to Rachmaninoff’s biographer,
who cites a letter from the composer’s sister-in-law, “the choir was
thought unable to cope and in any case the sheet music was not available

at the time.”*"

Afew days after Rachmaninoff’s departure, the newly elected delegates of
the All-Russian Constituent Assembly were gathered in Tauride Palace in
Petrograd. According to Trotsky, Lenin had argued for postponing the
elections indefinitely, but “Sverdlov, more closely connected to the prov-
inces than the rest of us, protested vehemently against the postpone-
ment.” Too much had been invested in the idea of a national legislative
body, and too many promises had been made on its behalf (by the Bolshe-
viks, among others). The elections had been held; the SR’s had won the
majority of the seats, and Lenin had responded by saying that formal par-
liamentarism was a betrayal of the revolution. The leaders of the largest
nonsocialist party had been arrested; martial law (to be enforced by Pod-
voisky) had been introduced, and a demonstration in support of the Con-
stituent Assembly had been dispersed by gunfire. Late in the afternoon,
the delegates were allowed to open the proceedings:*2

Constituent Assembly member Lordkipanidze (SR) states from his
seat: “Comrades, it is 4 p.m., and we propose that the oldest member
of the Constituent Assembly open the session. The oldest member
of the SR faction is Sergei Petrovich Shvetsov... (loud noise on the
left, applause in the center and on the right, booing on the left . . . noth-
ing can be heard; loud noise and booing on the left; applause in the
center). The oldest member of the Constituent Assembly, S. P. Shvet-
sov, mounts the platform.

SHVETSOV (rings the bell). I declare the meeting of the Constituent
Assembly open. (Noise on the left. Voices: Down with the usurper!
Prolonged noise and booing on the left; applause on the right.) I de-
clare an intermission. (Sverdlov, the Bolshevik faction representa-
tive and chairman of the Central Executive Committee, mounts the
platform.)

SVERDLOV. The Executive Committee of the Soviet of Workers’ and
Peasants’ Deputies has directed me to open the meeting of the
Constituent Assembly. (Voices on the right and in the center: Your
hands are covered with blood! We’ve had enough blood! Tumultu-
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ous applause on the left.) The Central Executive Committee of the
Soviet of Workers’ and Peasants’ Deputies . .. (Voice on the right:
It was rigged!) hopes that the Constituent Assembly will fully rec-
ognize all the decrees and resolutions of the Council of People’s
Commissars. The October Revolution has kindled the fire of the
socialist revolution not only in Russia, but in all countries. ..
(laughter on the right and noise). ... We have no doubt that the
sparks from our fire will spread all over the world . .. (noise). ..
and that the day is near when the working classes of all countries
will rise up against their exploiters as the Russian working class
rose up in October, followed by the Russian peasantry . . . (tumul-
tuous applause on the left).*?

This episode would enter the Soviet canon as the moment when the
Bolsheviks made their final break with the Pharisees and the teachers of
the law. According to Lunacharsky, all great revolutionaries were charac-
terized by “[their] calm and absolute serenity at times when nerves should
be overstrained and it seems impossible not to lose one’s composure.” No
one could compare, however, to the “endlessly self-confident” Sverdlov,
whose calm and serenity were “monumental and, at the same time, ex-
traordinarily natural” On that occasion, the “tension had reached its high-
est point” when “Sverdlov suddenly appeared out of nowhere. In his usual
unhurried, measured gait, he approached the platform and, as if not notic-
ing the venerable SR elder, pushed him aside, rang the bell, and, in an icily
calm voice that showed no sign of tension, declared the first meeting of
the Constituent Assembly now open.” According to Sverdlov’s assistant,
Elizaveta Drabkina, a sixteen-year-old Bolshevik who was sitting in the
balcony booing the appeasers, “he walked up the stairs with steady, calm
steps, as if there were no thousand-strong rabid mob raging behind his
back, ready to tear him apart.” And according to Sverdlov’s own account,
as reported by another young assistant,

I came up behind the old man and snatched the bell from his trem-
bling hand. Ringing the bell sharply, I called for silence and order in
my lowest bass voice. Shvetsov was taken aback. He froze, with his
hand suspended in midair and his mouth open in astonishment. His
whole feeble body was like a question mark. Finally, he crawled
down from the stage. Immediately, silence and order were restored.
Many of those present were so dumbfounded that they were unable
to speak. And I was able to read out the Declaration of the Rights of
the Working and Exploited People that had been proposed by our
Bolshevik faction.?°

The Declaration proclaimed the Constituent Assembly illegitimate. In
the exchange that followed, the main Bolshevik speech was delivered by
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Bukharin, who said that no revolutionary change was possible for as long
as the government included fainthearted appeasers, who were “the faithful
lackeys and guard dogs of our oppressors and the exploiters of the working
masses.” The time was fulfilled, the real day had come, and this generation

would certainly not pass away until all those things had happened:

We are, indeed, facing a truly great moment. The watershed that di-
vides this assembly into two irreconcilable—let’s not kid ourselves
and paste over the obvious with too many words—two irreconcilable
camps—this watershed is about who is for socialism and who is
against socialism. Citizen Chernov [the head of the SRs] has said that
we need to manifest a will for socialism. But what kind of socialism
does Citizen Chernov have in mind? The kind of socialism that will
arrive in two hundred years, the kind that our grandchildren will be
building—that kind? We, on the other hand, are talking about a liv-
ing, active, creative socialism, the kind of socialism we want not only
to talk about, but to implement . . . (applause on the left). . ..

We are saying, comrades, right now, when the revolutionary fire
is about to set the whole world aflame—we are declaring, from this
podium, a war to the death against the bourgeois parliamentary re-
public. .. (loud applause on the left, turning into an ovation). ... We
Communists, we the Workers’ Party, are striving to create, starting
in Russia, a great Soviet workers’ republic. We are proclaiming the
slogan put forth by Marx half a century ago: let the ruling classes
and their toadies tremble before the Communist revolution. The
proletarians have nothing but their chains to lose, and a whole
world to gain. Proletarians of all countries, unite! (Ovation on the
left. Voices: Long live Soviet power!)>!

Having declared civil war, the Bolsheviks left the hall. At 4:40 a.m., the
remaining deputies were driven out of the building. When they came back
the next day, the door was locked.>?

Nikolai Bukharin

Trotsky claims that, after the takeover, Lenin
once asked him: “If the White Guards kill you
and me, do you think Sverdlov and Bukharin will
be able to manage?” At the meeting of the Con-
stituent Assembly, with Lenin among the spec-
tators and Trotsky in Brest-Litovsk, they seemed
to manage quite well. Bukharin was one of the
most eloquent prophets of the coming confla-
gration; Sverdlov was, in Lunacharsky’s account,
a perfect “underground Bolshevik”: “he had a lot
of inner fire, of course, but outwardly, that man
was made entirely of ice” Since November 1917,
Sverdlov had been both the secretary of the Cen-
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tral Committee of the Party and the chairman of the Central Executive
Committee of the Soviets.>?

Two days after the Constituent Assembly was evicted, Sverdlov and
Novgorodtseva moved into Tauride Palace. They shared a suite with Var-
lam Avanesov (Suren Martirosian), a former member of the Armenian
Dashnak Party and now Sverdlov’s second in command at the Central Ex-
ecutive Committee, and Vladimir Volodarsky (Moisei Goldstein), a former
member of the Jewish Bund and now commissar of print, propaganda, and
agitation. They lived as a commune, the way they had in exile. “All the resi-
dents of the apartment,” wrote Novgorodtseva, “would get up at eight,
gather around the table for breakfast, and leave by nine. The regime was
very strict: no one could be late for breakfast, and no one was allowed to
eat separately from the others. Breakfast did not last long: we would ex-
change a few jokes and run off, leaving any long conversations until later.”
Volodarsky would get back around midnight, Sverdlov and Avanesov, at
1:00 or 2:00 a.m., often accompanied by other people. Novgorodtseva, as
the only woman, poured the tea. “Sitting around the table, we would dis-
cuss the events of the day, recount any amusing incidents, and exchange
plans for the next day.” The guests would usually stay for the night.>*

While the house of failed parliamentarism was being downgraded and
partially domesticated, the “temple of the Bolshevik spirit” was being
transformed into a proper House of Revolution. In the words of Smolny’s
commandant, “though not right away and not without difficulty, we finally
managed to rid Smolny of outsiders: all those schooldames, housemis-
tresses, boarding school girls, servants, and others.” Sverdlov’s Central
Executive Committee, Lenin’s Council of Peoples’ Commissars, and the
Bolsheviks’ Party Headquarters had all acquired their own rooms, secre-
taries, guards, and passes. There was a cafeteria (with mostly millet por-
ridge on the menu), a basement jail, a commandant who answered directly
to Podvoisky (now the commissar for military affairs), and about five hun-
dred Latvian riflemen, who were thought to combine military discipline
with a “proletarian spirit.” (Latvia, along with the Caucasus and the Jewish
Pale of Settlement, was one of the most radicalized parts of the Russian
Empire; Latvian military units were a mainstay of Bolshevik power.)%®

The transformation was never completed, however. In March 1918, as
the German troops were approaching Petrograd, the new government
moved its headquarters to Moscow (leaving behind Volodarsky, who was
twenty-seven, single, and, according to Novgorodtseva, disconsolate).
Most top offices and officials were housed in the Kremlin; those who did
not fit were put up in several downtown hotels, renamed “Houses of Sovi-
ets” (the National became the First House of Soviets, the Metropol, the
Second House of Soviets, and so on). Once again, “people whose presence
was deemed unnecessary” had to be evicted (mostly monks and nuns, in
the case of the Kremlin), a cafeteria set up, rooms assigned, icons and
royal statues taken down, and Latvian riflemen armed and quartered.
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Once again, Sverdlov took care of all these things by appointing officials
who were capable of appointing other officials. “He seemed to have learned
absolutely everything about the tens of thousands of people who made up
our party,” wrote Lunacharsky. “He kept in his memory a kind of biographi-
cal dictionary of Communists.” In the words of Elizaveta Drabkina, who
worked for him in the Kremlin, “for each more or less important Party of-
ficial, he could say something like: ‘This one is a good organizer; in 1905,
he worked in Tula and after that, in Moscow; he spent time in the Orel
central prison and was in exile in Yakutia. That one is not a great organizer
but is an excellent public speaker.”

Almost every more or less important party official owed his or her job to
Sverdlov or one of his appointees—from Trotsky, the commissar of foreign
affairs; to Bukharin, the chief editorial writer; to the sixteen-year-old
Drabkina, who typed up the questionnaires he put together. Boris Ivanov,
the “barely literate and politically underdeveloped baker” whom Sverdlov
had tutored in Siberian exile, was made the head of the Main Directorate
of the Flour Industry. Ivanov tried to refuse, saying that he was a baker, not
a miller, and certainly not a manager, but Sverdlov allegedly responded:
“You're a baker, and I'm a pharmacist, and an inexperienced one, at that.
And here I am, sent by the party to do a job I never dreamed of” According
to another memoirist, Sverdlov “viewed every matter, big and small,
through the prism of particular people,” and viewed particular people as
both fallible and perfectible. ““The sun also has spots, said Sverdlov [in
March 1919]. ‘People—even the best of them, the Bolsheviks—are made up
of the old material, having grown up under the conditions of the old filth.
Only the next generations will be free of the birthmarks of capitalism. What
is important is to be able to pull a person up by playing on his strengths’”%6

Three years earlier, in a letter to Kira Egon-Besser from Siberia, he had
written that, under capitalism, there could be no ideal individuals. “But
already today you can see in some people certain traits that will outlive
this life of antagonisms. The future harmonious person, as a type, can be
discerned in these traits. The study of the history of human development
leads to the certainty in the coming kingdom of such a person.” Now that
he was in charge of building that kingdom, he was following his own ad-
vice. All Bolsheviks assumed that present-day nonharmonious people
could contribute to the destruction of the old economic “base,” and that
the new economic base would ensure the creation of future harmonious
people. They also assumed, unlike the doubters and appeasers, that this
could be done in their lifetimes. Their socialism, as Bukharin had ex-
plained, was not the kind that their grandchildren would still be building.
According to Drabkina, Sverdlov’s favorite stanza by his favorite poet,
Heinrich Heine, was

A different song, a better song,
will get the subject straighter:
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let’s make heaven on earth, my friends,
instead of waiting till later.”

Meanwhile, they were settling into their new apartments and setting
up house in familiar ways: sharing hallways, kitchens, and bathrooms;
leaving doors unlocked and children unattended; and talking late into the
night over tea that women poured. Osinsky left his wife and son and
moved in with Anna Shaternikova, the recipient of his “Blacksmith” letter.
The Sverdlovs brought their son, Andrei, and daughter, Vera, back from
Nizhny Novgorod and moved to a larger apartment in the Kremlin. Their
most frequent guest was Sverdlov’s closest friend and Siberian housemate
Filipp (Georges) Goloshchekin, the “regular Don Quixote.” Most of the other
visitors were also former coconspirators and fellow prisoners, too. When
they got together, they would reenact their days of innocence by singing
revolutionary songs and wrestling on the carpet.®®

The only exception were various family members. Sverdlov’s father vis-
ited regularly, accompanied by his two sons from a second marriage and
once, by Yakov’s eldest daughter, who lived with her mother in Ekaterin-
burg. Sverdlov’s sisters had both become doctors. Sofia was married to a
former entrepreneur, Leonid Averbakh, and had two children, Leopold and
Ida. Sarra had briefly worked with Novgorodtseva in the Central Commit-
tee secretariat. Sverdlov’s brother Veniamin had emigrated to America
and become a banker but had recently returned at his brother’s invitation
to become the commissar of transportation—and the husband of Yakov’s
former lover, Vera Dilevskaia. The family, in Novgorodtseva’s words, was
“large, merry, and close-knit.” Only Sverdlov’s older brother, Zinovy, had
left the fold for good. As the godson of Maxim Gorky, he had converted to
Christianity; adopted Gorky’s last name (Peshkov); studied at the Moscow
Art Theater school; worked as a laborer in the United States, Canada, and
New Zealand; interpreted for Gorky during his tour of the United States in
1906 (including the conversations he had with Mark Twain and John
Dewey); lived with him on Capri (where he met Lenin, Bunin, and Luna-
charsky, among others); joined the French Foreign Legion; lost his right
arm during the fighting in France; returned to Russia in 1917 as a member
of the French military mission; and left again after the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion, having failed in his efforts to keep Russia in the war. Zinovy and the
rest of the Sverdlovs did not recognize each other’s existence.®

The most important Sverdlovs of all were the children. The parents
might have to sacrifice themselves to socialism; their grandchildren would
be born too late to take part in the toil of creation. It was the children,
“reared under the new, free social conditions,” who would walk into the
kingdom of freedom and “discard the entire lumber of the state” (as Lenin,
quoting Engels, had written in State and Revolution). According to
Novgorodtseva, when eight-year-old Andrei heard about the murder of
Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, he asked:
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“Daddy, wasn’t Liebknecht a revolutionary and a Bolshevik?”

“Yes,” answered Yakov Mikhailovich, “a real revolutionary.”

“Was he killed by the bourgeoisie?”

“Yes, of course by the bourgeoisie.”

“But Daddy, you are also a revolutionary. Does that mean they
might kill you, too?”

Yakov Mikhailovich looked the boy in the eye, gently ruffled his
hair, and said very seriously and very calmly:

“Of course they might, son. But you shouldn’t be afraid of that.
When I die, I will leave you an inheritance that is better than any-
thing else in the world. I will leave you my name and my unblem-

ished honor as a revolutionary.”6°

To be a revolutionary meant being both a herald and agent of the coming
transfiguration. Voronsky, having been transferred from the Western
Front to the Romanian Front before becoming a top Bolshevik propagan-
dist in Odessa, prophesied the imminent consummation of the promise
two weeks before the event. “The new and final wave of the revolution is
coming. We are on the brink of a new revolutionary era, when, for the
first time, the social element will pour into the revolution like a huge
wave.” The aquatic imagery, tempered by repeated references to “the
revolution,” accommodated both Christian and Marxist formulas (some
of them identical). “The Russian Proletarian Revolution,” he wrote when
the hour finally struck, “will triumph as a world revolution no matter
what trials await her because, for capitalist society, ‘the time and all
the prophecies are fulfilled.” The apocalypse was the ultimate mixed
metaphor:

The Russian workers’ and peasants’ government represents the first
buds that have appeared as a result of the coming proletarian so-
cialist spring. The Russian Revolution has many enemies. Her paths
are hazardous and thorny. . . . The frosts may damage the first buds,
but they will never stop the triumphant march of spring. . ..

Shrivelling, decaying bourgeois society is entering the New Year
with, in one of the world’s largest countries, a socialist workers’ gov-
ernment allied with the poorest peasantry, a government whose
every word is like a thunderous tocsin spreading the news of a
worldwide revolutionary fire.5!

The enemies were preparing for one last battle and weaving their “inter-
national cobweb,” but “before an army ablaze with the enthusiasm of world
liberation, the cannons would fall silent.” The Third Congress of Soviets,
which had legitimated the Bolshevik takeover and the dissolution of the
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Assembly, was the focus of “that bubbling, seething, genuinely revolution-
ary ferment of existence, which was capable of igniting worlds and work-
ing miracles.”®?

Once in power, the Bolsheviks did what all millenarians do: waited for
the inevitable while working to bring it about. The Marxist blueprint was
no more specific than any other, but the basic goal of turning society into
a sect was accepted by all true Bolsheviks (as Sverdlov understood the
term). As usual, this included attacks on private property, trade, money,
the family (especially inheritance, but ultimately all forms of kin loyalty),
and “the rich” (determined according to an oft-revised table of social ele-
ments). The main principles were inherent in the Bolshevik version of
Marxism; the disagreements over scale, timing, and sequence came down
to the central question of any apocalyptic prophecy: they who have ears,
will they hear?

As Voronsky wrote on the day the news of the uprising in Petrograd
reached Odessa, “the achievement of the sacred goals of the revolution . . .
is only possible with the cooperation and assistance of the masses them-
selves and their independent creativity” The Revolution was not the em-
bodied creativity of the masses—it was a transcendental event that re-
quired their cooperation and assistance. “In this terrible hour of judgment,
when the fate of the country is being decided, let us all, as one man, take
the solemn oath of loyalty to the new revolutionary government.” The gov-
ernment equaled the Revolution in the same way that Moses equaled the
exodus. Loyalty to the prophet was the key to the fulfillment of the proph-
ecy. Bolshevik eschatology was based on the assumption that the masses
would stream toward the appropriate room in the appropriate building. In
October 1917, the masses had acquitted themselves gloriously. The ques-
tion was whether they would continue to do s0.%3

The answer was not always or perhaps not at all. When, during the Ger-
man offensive of spring 1918, the time came to create an army ablaze with
the enthusiasm of world liberation, the cannons did not fall silent. And
when the government needed to “organize the whole economy on the lines
of the postal service” (as Lenin had outlined in The State and Revolution),
the sea turned back into a swamp. At the Einem Candy Factory, according
to its early Soviet historian, “The attitude of the underdeveloped work-
ers—and they were in the majority—toward the factory committee was so
distrustful that some workers would come to the committee office during
work hours to argue and curse over irrelevant things and insult the fac-
tory committee and its members. ... During the most important and in-
tense working hours, the members of the factory committee had to waste
their time on explanations, arguments, and debates—all the more so be-
cause everyone felt that they had the right to abuse the committee, citing
‘equal rights, ‘freedom of speech, etc.”4

Throughout 1918, the new state-sponsored factory committee strug-
gled with the owner, the shareholders’ board, and the workers as raw
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materials continued to disappear, production to drop, and other factories
and shops around the Swamp to close down. “Against the background of
the difficult economic situation, the discontent of the underdeveloped
workers with low consciousness kept growing while work discipline kept
falling; some workers would only show up in the morning and then again
in the evening in order to punch their time cards. At the same time,
drunkenness and the theft of both raw materials and finished products
became rampant.”®®

With the introduction of rationing, what little sugar remained in circu-
lation ended up in the hands of private traders and confectioners, and
most mechanized candy factories went out of business. The state’s war on
private entrepreneurs drove them (and their sugar) farther underground
or out of existence altogether; much of Einem’s equipment broke down;
and most of the sober workers left for their native villages. On December
4, 1918, the candy industry was nationalized. Einem became “State Candy
Factory No. 1,” run by the Main Candy Trust; the former owner, Vladimir
Heuss, became a salaried “bourgeois specialist”; and the chairman of the
board, Adolf Otto, left for Finland. Boris Ivanov, who had been appointed
by Sverdlov to preside over the nationalization of the flour industry, was
sent to the Astrakhan fisheries to work as an “agitator.”®®

All the debates and “oppositions” among the Bolsheviks were ultimately
about whether the bubbling and seething ferment around them was a sea
or a swamp. The most consistent optimists and imminentists among the
Bolsheviks were the leaders of the Moscow distict party organization (and
graduates of Moscow University): Bukharin, Osinsky, Osinsky’s brother-
in-law, Vladimir Smirnov, and a few of their friends and followers. Having
defined themselves as “Left Communists,” they lost to Lenin’s appeasers
on the question of the Brest-Litovsk Treaty, but won briefly on the factory-
committee front. (Osinsky was the first chairman of the Supreme Council
of the National Economy, with Bukharin and Smirnov on the board.) In
1919, as the “independent creativity of the masses” and the Bolshevik pur-
suit of the “goals of the revolution” continued to diverge, Osinsky and
Smirnov led the “Democratic-Centralist” opposition to the “one-man rule
principle.” Since Communism was about spontaneously desiring the inevi-
table, trust in the independent creativity of the masses equaled confi-
dence in the imminence of the millennium. As Osinsky wrote to Shater-
nikova on the day of the February Revolution, the shortest path to the
“insatiable utopia” of natural morality lay through immersion in the “sa-
cred fury” of the masses. At the time of the revolution, all Bolsheviks (of-
ficially renamed “Communists” in March 1918) believed that Communism
would arrive very soon. The Left Communists believed that it would arrive
even sooner.

On January 7, 1918, Lenin wrote that the triumph of the socialist revolu-
tion—beginning with a “period of ruin and chaos” and ending with a deci-
sive victory over all forms of bourgeois resistance, was a matter of “several
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months” In early spring 1919, he wrote that “the first generation of fully
trained Communists without blemish or reproach” would take over in
about twenty years (and that, in the meantime, bourgeois specialists
would have to keep working, whether Osinsky liked it or not). And in fall
1919, Bukharin argued that it might take “two to three generations formed
under completely new conditions” for Communism to become fully devel-
oped, the state to wither away, and “all law and all punishments to disap-
pear completely” There was, of course, room for argument about what
constituted a complete victory of the socialist revolution, a Communist
without blemish or reproach, or a fully developed Communist society, but,
in the meantime, “very soon” had to keep moving, and the “Left” had to
keep losing. Time, if nothing else, had to be appeased.®”

One very large section of “the masses”—the peasantry—made too close
an identification with popular creativity doctrinally suspect at the outset
and practically impossible as the revolution unfolded. Osinsky’s Left Com-
munism collapsed over the peasants’ unwillingness to give up their pro-
duce (as class solidarity would have dictated). In agriculture, he wrote in
1920, “the most important aspect of socialist construction is massive state
coercion.” Peasants were to be told when to sow, what to sow, and where
to sow. They were to be forced to work wherever their work was needed.
“The militarization of the economy and the implementation of universal
labor conscription should begin in agriculture.” Any attempts to shirk
compulsory labor were to be met with “repressive measures” ranging from
penal detachments to revolutionary tribunals. As Bukharin explained,
violence against the peasants made good theoretical sense insofar as it
represented a “struggle between proletarian state planning, which em-
bodies socialized labor, and the peasant commodity anarchy and unbri-
dled profiteering, which stands for fragmented property and market
irrationality.”®8

Violence generally made good theoretical sense. All the Bolsheviks ex-
pected it as part of the revolution, and no one could possibly object to it
in principle. Marxism was an apocalyptic movement that looked forward
to the times of woe on the eve of the millennium, and the Bolsheviks, of all
Marxists, defined themselves in opposition to appeasement. As Marx had
written, in a passage made famous by Bukharin, “We say to the workers:
‘You will have to go through 15, 20, 50 years of civil wars and national
struggles not only to bring about a change in society but also to change
yourselves.” And as Bukharin wrote two and a half years into the age of
civil wars and national struggles, “only such a class as the proletariat, the
Promethean class, will be able to bear the terrible torments of the transi-
tion period in order, at the end, to light the torch of Communist society.”
Lenin had called for civil war long before October; warned of the “ruin
and chaos associated with civil war” right after October; and, in June
1918, urged the workers to launch “that special war that has always ac-
companied not only great revolutions but every more or less significant
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revolution in history, a war that is uniquely legitimate and just, a holy war
from the point of view of the interests of the toiling, oppressed, and ex-
ploited masses.” In a July 1918 article titled “Prophetic Words,” he cited
Engels’s prediction of a “world war of an extent and violence hitherto un-
dreamt of. Eight to ten millions of soldiers will massacre one another and
in doing so devour the whole of Europe until they have stripped it barer
than any swarm of locusts has ever done.”®®

The Marxist version of the “iron scepter” rule of the saints was known
as the “dictatorship of the proletariat.” According to Lenin, Marx’s formula
was a summary of the “historic experience of all revolutions” in the matter
of a “complete suppression of all the exploiters as well as all the agents of
corruption.” Every Bolshevik knew that the road to Communism must pass
through dictatorship, “but,” wrote Lenin in April 1918, “dictatorship is a big
word, and big words should not be thrown about carelessly. Dictatorship
means an iron rule, a rule that is revolutionarily bold, swift and ruthless
in suppressing both exploiters and hooligans. But our rule is excessively
mild, frequently resembling jelly more than iron.””°

The opposition of hard iron to something resembling jelly was central
to Bolshevism. The swamp could take many forms and seep into many
spaces. The new rulers had to overcome “all manner of weakness, hesita-
tion, and sentimentality” within themselves in order to win the war of an
extent and violence hitherto undreamt of. Arosev’s friend Skriabin had
become “Molotov” (from “hammer”), Sverdlov’s housemate Dzhugashvili
had become “Stalin” (from “steel”), and Sverdlov himself, in Lunacharsky’s
words, “had found—probably instinctively—a costume that fit his appear-
ance and inner character: he started going around clad from head to foot
in leather” According to Trotsky, “from him, as the central organizing
force, that costume, so befitting the temper of the age, spread very widely.
The comrades who knew Sverdlov in the underground remember him dif-
ferently, but in my memory, the figure of Sverdlov will always be covered
in black armor.”™

One comrade who remembered Sverdlov differently was Kira Egon-
Besser, who wrote of his “mild humor,” his “faith in people,” and their em-
brace when he came back from exile. Ayear had passed since then.

Once, in the winter, on a gloomy, foggy St. Petersburg day, Yakov
Mikhailovich came over to say goodbye before moving to Moscow.
My mother and I were at home alone. Yakov Mikhailovich looked
tired and thin. I noticed a change in his face. Later, when I looked at
the last photographs of him (all photographs distorted his inimita-
ble face, often lit up by a lovely smile), I understood: it was his lips
that had changed. They had tightened somehow, and his expression
had become stern and preoccupied. The leather jacket he was wear-
ing imparted an unwonted hardness to his appearance. That was
our last meeting.”
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One of Sverdlov’s housemates from those
days, Varlam Avanesov, had accompanied Sverd-
lov to Moscow and become a top official of the
secret police (among other things). The other,
the young Vladimir Volodarsky, had become, ac-
cording to Lunacharsky, the most hated Bolshe-
vik in Petrograd—not because he was the new
regime’s chief censor but because he was ruth-
less. “He was suffused not only with the thunder
of October, but also with the thunderous salvoes
of the red terror that followed. We should not try
to hide this fact: Volodarsky was a terrorist. He Sverdlov in 1918
was absolutely convinced that if we hesitated to
strike our steel blows to the head of the counterrevolutionary hydra, it
would devour not only us but the hopes of the world awakened by October.
He exulted in struggle and was ready to face any danger, but he was also
ruthless. He had something of Marat in him”"

Volodarsky was assassinated on June 20, 1918. Sverdlov had arrived in
Moscow the previous March, soon after saying goodbye to Kira. On one of
his first evenings in the new capital, he appeared in the Moscow Soviet,
which still thought of itself as the city’s House of Revolution.

The meeting of the presidium had ended, many of the members had
left, and the Soviet had settled into its usual nighttime routine—
with telephones ringing, typewriters clattering, executive commit-
tee members on duty sitting at their desks, and soldiers from the
guard scurrying to and fro.

Suddenly, a man clad from head to foot in a kind of black leather
shell arrived on the scene. There was something efficient and vigor-
ous in Sverdlov’s trim figure. Small and slender, he looked very
young. His gestures and movements were full of energy and vitality,
and he had an impressive bass voice.

It was not a very friendly meeting, however. With barely a hello,
Yakov Mikhailovich began scolding everyone he found in the Soviet
for not taking care of the new arrivals and for their poor choice of
buildings and insufficient preparation. The comrades Sverdlov was
dressing down were people he had known in exile and had contin-
ued to be friends with after October, but that was the kind of person
Sverdlov was: business always came first.”

“That man,” wrote Lunacharsky, “was like a diamond that had to be
exceptionally hard because it was the pivot around which an intricate
mechanism constantly rotated.” That mechanism was the dictatorship of
the proletariat, and dictatorship meant “iron rule, a rule that is revo-
lutionarily bold, swift, and ruthless in suppressing both exploiters and
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hooligans.” The exploiters and hooligans, by contrast, were always soft: the
fat moneybags, the shuffling old men, the wavering appeasers, and the
intellectuals who could not tell ends from beginnings. As Lenin wrote two
months after the October takeover, “this sloppiness, carelessness, messi-
ness, untidiness, fidgetiness, the tendency to substitute discussion for
action and talk for work, and the tendency to take on everything and ac-
complish nothing are characteristics of ‘the educated,” most of whom are
the “intelligentsia lackeys of yesterday’s slaveowners.” All these people—
non-people, anti-people, enemies of the people—were creatures from
under the “murky, dead film” of Voronsky’s swamp. Lenin was at his most
biblical and “Barebonian” when he talked about “those dregs of humanity,
those hopelessly rotten and dead limbs, that contagion, that plague, those
ulcers that socialism has inherited from capitalism.” The revolution’s “sin-
gle common goal” was “to pur