“...He used to live on Nikitsky Boulevard in those days...”
L. I. Arnoldi, 1849
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A history of the growth
of the neighbourhood

A

mong a myriad other old mansions this one is distinguished
by the name of Gogol. Yet it is not the only one associated
with him. Other houses have survived which he frequented
when visiting his friends and acquaintances. But they do not
preserve the mystery, or perhaps even several silent mysteries, that
lie hidden here alongside the noisy traffic on Nikitsky Boulevard
and Arbat Gates, in this house where the great writer spent the last
two years of his life.
Two of its rooms were silent witness to events that have baffled
and are still the focus of keen interest to biographers of Gogol.
Many of these puzzles are, and will probably remain, unsolved.
His relationships with Count Tolstoy, Anna Vielgorskaya and
Father Matfey, his deathbed anguish, his burning of the Dead
Souls manuscript, the actual illness and death of the writer, all of
this is still surrounded by an aura of mystery. The downcast spirit
of Andreyev’s statue of Gogol,
which has very appropriately
ended up in the front courtyard,
only magnifies this aura.
Although it is difficult to
escape the shadow of this sad
massive figure, so full of secrets,
let us first go back to the times
long before Gogol, before the
house connected with him
existed, or even the quarter
where it stands, to a time when
the whole of this Zaneglimenye
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7a Nikitsky Boulevard.
‘House of N.V. Gogol’. Moscow

area was just beginning to be settled. How did this come about and
whom might one have met there? What were these places like in
the 14th and 15th centuries, say? Or, indeed, from which centuries
should our story begin?
One might take as a starting point the age of the “unification
of the Russian land” and the struggle against the Mongol Yoke. It
was at that time that the city could no longer be contained between
the Moscow River and the Neglinnaya, when it spilled across the
latter. Thus began the dense settlement of the Zaneglimenye.
Historian M. N. Tikhomirov even supposes that the name Zagorodye
which first occurs in 1365, refers precisely to this district.1*
We know that trade and roads are possibly the most influential
factors in the emergence and growth of populated settlements.
Zaneglimenye was crossed by routes leading to several large
Russian towns, so providing names of roads known since
time immemorial, such as Dmitrovskaya, Tverskaya, Volotskaya
(Volokolamskaya) and Smolenskaya (Mozhaiskaya). Following
their absorption into the city’s outline, the innermost stretches
of these roads took on street names — Dmitrovka, Tverskaya,
Nikitskaya and the Arbat.
Along the roads, gradually filling up the space between them,
log houses were put up, courtyards laid out and sprawling slobodas
formed. Initially the natural, though insignificant boundary, which
gave some protection from the west, was the Chertory (Chertoroi),
a stream, which flowed along a deep gully. Judging by its name
(probably from the expression: “the devil dug it”), the banks of
the stream were quite steep. Nikitsky and Prechistensky (now
Gogolevsky) Boulevards owe their location to this stream, which
now flows beneath them in a culvert. The sequence was as follows:
along the Chertory, which served as a natural water-filled moat,
the Muscovites constructed an earth rampart, which extended to
the north along the circumference of the modern Boulevard Ring,
which thus determined its radius. Then in the 16th century the
rampart was reinforced to serve as the foundation for the fortress
T.N. — translator’s note
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T.N. —
the name
‘Zagorodye’
comes from ‘za
gorodom’ in
Russian, which
means ‘outside
the town’.
* The name
‘Zagorodye’
is also
understood
to mean the
settlement to
the east of the
Kremlin, that
is, mainly the
territory of the
future Kitaigorod (China
Town).
T.N. —
‘sloboda’ is a
particular type
of settlement
in historical
Russia.
Although in
some contexts
it could
mean a type
of a colony
settlement
in sparsely
populated
regions, in a
context such
as this it would
mean a small
suburb, built
outside the
main city
fortifications.

T.N. —
‘Chertoroi’
combines the
Russian words
for ‘devil’
and ‘dig’.

* The first —
along the line
of Vozdvizhenka
and the Arbat,
the second —
along the line
of Znamenka (in
the documents
from the end
of the 15th
century —
Bolshaya Street)
and Povarskaya.
** Initially it
was made of
timber; at the
end of 1527 it
was rebuilt in
stone; in the
middle of 1760s
it was rebuilt
once again
by architect
K.I. Blank with
funds from
Chancellor
Count
A.P. BestuzhevRyumin; it was
demolished in
1930.

wall of the White City. Following the wall’s demolition in the 18th
century, one was left with peaceful boulevards.2
The existence of an earth rampart with a moat which follows
the line of the current circle of boulevards running from the mouth
of the Chertory as far as the Sretensky Gates has been documented
since the 15th century. However, archaeological discoveries made
during the construction of the underground network led the wellknown historian of the development of Moscow, P. V. Sytin, to
postulate that these fortifications had already been put in place by
the end of the 14th century. In his opinion this is also supported
by the fact that in 1395 the Vladimir icon of the Mother of God
was officially welcomed at the Sretensky city gates.
Where the rampart and the Chertory cross the road to Smolensk
and the more ancient one to Novgorod3*, the Chronicle records the
church of St Boris and St Gleb ‘on the Moat’4** as a point on the
city’s border at the end of the 15th century. The borders of the
settlements of the time were defined by the limits of the spread of
fires. “Wooden buildings huddled together easily fell victim to the
flames, but when they reached empty, unbuilt land the fires would
naturally die out. <…> During the fire of 1493, when the ‘the
settlement beyond Neglinnaya burned down’, the fire destroyed
all the buildings up to the Boris and Gleb Church near the Arbat
Gates.”5
As already indicated, the ‘Gogol’ mansion is located on the
external side of Nikitsky Boulevard, that is beyond the Chertory
and the Arbat Gates, and slightly to the north of the gates on the
territory of the ‘Earthen Town’, to use the ancient term. What
knowledge is there about these places and from what date?
Historians have very scant information on the appearance and
growth of the Moscow slobodas in the course of the 15th and first
decades of the 16th century. From the second half of the 16th
century onwards the development of settlement and construction
can be established with considerably better certainty. The extent of
the outward spread of slobodas and homesteads from the Kremlin
8

and Kitai-gorod could be seen by their being enclosed within the
city by two belts of new fortified walls — those of the White City
and the Earthen Town (Skorodom).
As far back as Ivan the Terrible the reinforced boundary of
the settlements, which followed the line of the modern Boulevard
Ring, was repaired several times: after the raid in 1571 by the
Crimean Khan Devlet-Giray the rampart was constructed three
sazhens wide with log gates, secured in place by soil and turf.
Lastly, in 1585—93, on the orders of Tsar Feodor Ivanovich and
under the direction of the Moscow architect Feodor Kon, a very
strong fortress was constructed of white stone and bricks along
the lines of these fortifications. Its walls were also whitewashed,
which with time gained it the name of ‘White City’, while its
other name ‘Tsar’s City’ was almost forgotten. On the basis of
the Chronicle stating that the foundations of the stone city were
laid “beside the rampart”, it has been concluded that the former
earthen ramparts had most likely ended up inside the walls being
constructed. This was because it would have been expedient to
use the moat in front of them to lay the major foundations of the
fortress.6 However, the gully through which the Chertory flowed
was unlikely to have been suitable for this, so the stone walls and
the towers along the stream were constructed, as P. V. Sytin and
Yu. A. Fedosyuk put it, on the “high eastern ridge”7 of the gully, “on
the edge of the already existing earthen rampart”.8 The Chertory
continued to function as fortress moat with flowing water and by
the ‘gated’ Arbat and Chertolskaya towers wooden bridges were
thrown across it, as had been done previously.
Nevertheless for the moment all this only gives us
a vague impression of the changes to the landscape in front of
the future ‘Gogol’ mansion. The manner of the medieval building
development of the Earthen Town, that is the territory between the
present-day Boulevard Ring and Garden Ring, is evidenced by the
construction of a timber protective wall around the settled ground
not included within the boundary of the White City. It shows that
9

T.N. —
sazhens:
ancient Russian
measurement
unit equal to
just over two
meters.

* It is thought
that the original
names for
this external
city wall were
‘Timber Town’
and ‘Skorodom’
[‘Fasthouse’]
(due to how
quickly it was
built), and the
name ‘Earthen
Town’ emerged
later, when
this belt of
fortifications,
which were
destroyed by
fire during
the Polish
intervention
in 1611, was
rebuilt in the
form of a
raised earthen
rampart with
bastions in
front of it and a
stockade along
the top of it.

the density of the buildings
and the number of slobodas
beyond this boundary, as
well as their significance for
the Tsar’s household and the
city’s economy, was quite
considerable. When these
unfortified districts found
themselves in danger during
the raid by the Crimean Khan
Kaza-Giray in 1591, Boris
Godunov, who was governing
the country under Tsar
Feodor, reacted immediately.
After the enemy forces
had departed, a decision
was taken to construct “a
timber city wall around all
the outlying settlements”9,
and as early as the following
year the construction of the
‘Skorodom’ was completed
along the line of the modern
Garden Ring. This was an
oak wall up to five meters in
height along the ridge of the
earthen rampart. It had over
fifty towers.10*
Fairly detailed records,
dating from the 17th century,
on the location of the Moscow city slobodas and the life of
their inhabitants, provide an indirect insight into these Moscow
settlements of an earlier period, including the time of Ivan the
Terrible. The majority of the court and governmental slobodas
10

‘Sigismund’s
plan’ of
Moscow.
1610.

were located beyond the limits of
grouped with the greatest density
Earthen Town, outside the Arbat
slobodas were located quite close

the White City, and were
in the western part of the
Gates. These westernmost
to the Kremlin and their
11

T.N. —
‘Oprichnina’
was the name
of the secret
police force
that served Tsar
Ivan the Terrible
between 1565
and 1572.

direct purpose was the servicing of the Tsar’s enormous court
household. They were linked via Znamenka to the Borovitsky
Gates, which between the 16th and 17th centuries served as the
entrance to the utilities and administration areas of the royal
residence, and via Smolenskaya (the present-day Vozdvizhenka)
to the Troitsky Gates and the Oprichny palace (the residence
of Ivan the Terrible, which used to be roughly on the corner of
the present-day Vozdvizhenka and Mokhovaya Street).
According to I. E. Zabelin’s evaluation, despite its quick
growth, the capital city of the Moscow kingdom in the 16th
century “remained a large country estate of the ancestral lord
and master, so that its expansion was dependent on the expansion
of the requirements and needs of this estate. Whole slobodas and
streets existed as sources of household court services and solely
for meeting those particular needs. Almost the whole of the
western part of the city was made up of such slobodas and streets,
being that part of the city allotted by Tsar Ivan Vasilievich for
his oprichnina, namely all the streets from the Moscow River to
Nikitskaya.”11
Moreover, documents from the 17th century give a clear
picture of these provisioning slobodas serving the royal kitchens
and whose names remain to this day in the titles of the lanes
west of the present-day Merzlyakovsky Street. This whole
‘small district’ of ‘food sector’ state workers — the modern
Khlebny (Baker), Skatertny (Tablecloth), Stolovy (Table),
Nozhovy (Knife) Lanes — emerged as a group of slobodas with
such designations, probably as far back as the time of Ivan the
Terrible’s oprichnina.
What does this mean? Does this mean that the quarter
containing the ‘Gogol’ house formed part of this city of cooks? No,
but at last we are close to the truth of the story of its appearance in
the area between the provisioning slobodas and the wall of the
White City. This quarter, stretching from the Arbat to the
Nikitsky Gates between Nikitsky Boulevard and Merzlyakovsky
12

Lane (original name Mamstryukov), appeared, like the lane in
question itself, a little later, approximately in the middle of
the 17th century, and under the following circumstances.
Outside the wall of the White City there was a wide and open
strip of land (place of arms), required for fire safety and defence.
This band of unoccupied ground is marked on all 17th century
maps and plans of Moscow. In the opinion of P. V. Sytin, it
was much wider than the distance between the inner and outer
carriageways of the Boulevard Ring. Only Pushkin Square and
the square on Strastnoy (formerly Naryshkinsky) Boulevard have
retained the width of this open ground, which from the west side
of the fortress reached the line of the present-day 2nd Obydensky,
Nashchokinsky, Filippovsky and Merzlyakovsky Lanes and
Bolshaya Bronnaya Street. The radial streets of the provisioning
slobodas, Khlebnaya and Skatertnaya, led directly to this
unoccupied space along the city wall and through it pedestrians
and riders would reach the Arbat and the Nikitsky Gates.
In the course of the 17th century the military
situation improved, and there was less fear of enemy
incursions into the capital. On the other hand, probably due to
population growth, a lack of land was increasingly felt in the
centre of Moscow. The territory of the Earthen Town became
more and more densely packed with housing, so that finally in
the second half of the 17th century, they also gradually invaded
the place of arms around the White City.
Among the first buildings put up were the stone churches such
as the Church of St Theodore the Studite by the Nikitsky Gates
(1626) and the Strastnoy Monastery beside the Tversky Gates
(1640—50s). These were followed by private households and shops,
gradually forming whole built-up quarters between the wall and the
existing settlements of the Earthen Town, from which they became
separated by constantly emerging lanes.
The decree of 1639 “On the prohibition of the sale of
taxable households in the slobodas to non-taxpayers” speaks,
13

‘Peter’s
drawing.’
Plan of
Moscow.
1597

among other things, of “households and household places
beyond the Arbat Gates in Povarskaya, Trubnichya, Stolovaya,
Storozhevaya and Khlebnaya Streets”, but it makes no mention
yet of any Mamstryukov (nowadays Merzlyakovsky) Lane.
14

Nor can we find such a place
name in the census book of
1638. Nevertheless, it lists
eleven small households “by
Orbat Gates on the common
open ground”, that is,
in the interpretation of
P. V. Sytin, on the place of
arms by the city wall. These
were the households of
priests and deacons, of “the
master of the gold craft”, the
jester, the gusli player, “the
patriarch’s boyar son”, “a
dwarf” and one nobleman.12
Although these houseowners clearly were not
of great social distinction,
P. V. Sytin, apparently relying
on other sources, regards it
as interesting that the majority
of the households filling up the
place of arms surrounding
the White City, “belonged
either to the highest offices of
the Tsar’s court or to palace
servants”. 13 The original name,
Mamstryukov Lane, given to
the newly-built quarter on
Merzlyakovsky Lane took its
root from the name, or rather the patronymic, of Prince Dmitry
Mamstryukovich Cherkassky, who was an exceptionally eminent
and influential state figure during the Time of Troubles and the time
of the first Romanovs. The history of their origin and transformation
15

of this place-name was explained by A. A. Martynov in a detailed
and convincing manner back in the 19th century:
“It might seem that the current name originates with the
surname Merzlyakov, but it can be seen from the records than noone of that name ever owned a house in this area. Consequently,
this is a completely distorted name. The lane was called: Mastryukin
Street (1670), Mastrukovka Street (1744), Mastryukovskaya
Street (1776), Mestrikov Street and Mestrikov Lane (1802),
Merlyukovsky and, finally, Merzlyakovsky Lane (1817 and
1821). Not a single one of these names is correct. Its real name is
Mamstryukov Lane; it contained the house of Prince Dmitry
Mamstryukovich Cherkassky, and it is from him that the earliest
name of this lane originates.” 14
In his book on the names of Moscow streets and lanes Martynov
refers to the official files, which point to the existence of property
owned by Prince D. M. Cherkassky in this place. If this is the
case, this descendant of the Kabardian rulers was one of the first
developers of the wasteland in front of the city wall and, thus, one
of the creators of the new quarter. In actual fact, it is unlikely that
his property could have been squeezed into one of the slobodas,
provisioning the palace. By that time they already formed a densely
built up area. At the same time, this was a property of considerable
size. There is mention of a whole “mini-sloboda”, belonging to the
Prince between the Arbat and the Nikitsky Gates. 15 On the basis
of this it could be supposed that even if he did not control all the
households between the lane bearing his name and the White City
wall, a significant section of this quarter was his.
So who was this remarkable boyar, who probably owned the
land on which stands the mansion where Gogol’s life would come
to an end?
The Cherkassky princes appeared in Russia in the middle of
the 16th century. In 1557 Prince Temryuk of Lesser (and then
of Greater) Kabardia, declared high allegiance to the Moscow
Tsar. The ruler of Kabardia received military assistance from
16

his powerful northern neighbour and Tsar Ivan IV Vasilievich
added another handsome name to his title. Soon one of Temryuk’s
sons, Saltankul, arrived in Moscow. He accepted baptism under
the name Mikhail Temryukovich and received in Russia the title
and surname of Prince Cherkassky (in Russia the ‘cherkasy’ or
‘cherkesy’ was the name given to the inhabitants of the Caucasus).
Prince M. T. Cherkassky married a girl from one of the Moscow
boyar families and thus entered into the milieu of the capital’s
aristocracy. The death of Tsaritsa Anastasia Romanovna and
the marriage of Ivan IV to Mikhail Temryukovich’s sister,
Maria, led to an even greater increase in this family’s standing.
The Tsar married the young Kabardin girl on 21 July 1561, but
this was a short marriage — in 1569 the Tsaritsa died. Her only
son Vasily died in infancy. Mikhail Temryukovich was executed in
1571 during the years of oprichnina. However, the Cherkassky
family put down deep roots in Russia, and its next generation
preserved and strengthened its connection to the throne.
Prince D. M. Cherkassky, the direct nephew of Mikhail
Temryukovich and Tsaritsa Maria Temryukovna, was a prominent
figure during the Time of Troubles. His father, Prince Mamstryuk,
visited Moscow many times, but lived in Kabardia, where he
conducted intense campaigns against the Turks. In popular memory
Prince Dmitry’s reputation became ascribed to his brother Mikhail,
who headed the oprichnina-controlled Boyar Duma. This is the
origin of the tradition about the oprichnina fighter MamstryukKostryuk, which received poetic treatment in Lermontov’s The
Song of the Merchant Kalashnikov. Mamstryuk’s son, Kanshov, who
took the name of Dmitry on baptism, arrived in Russia around 1591,
when still a very young man. In 1608 he held the position of Court
Steward and in the same year switched allegiance from Tsar Vasily
Shuisky to False Dmitry II, by whom he was received with honour.
In the Tushino camp he was granted the title of boyar and one
of the top places of honour. The ‘Pretender’ had few such highranking defectors. Prince D. M. Cherkassky remained faithful to
17

the impostor right up to the latter’s death in 1610 and led regiments
under his banners, subsequently joining the First and then the
Second Volunteer Army.
In Prince D. M. Pozharsky’s army Cherkassky was one of
the most successful and active commanders. Together with
Prince I. F. Troyekurov, he crushed “thieving Cossacks” near the
Antonov monastery and at Uglich. After his return to Yaroslavl,
which was the base for the Second Volunteer Army, he received
“great honour from the leaders and the whole populace”. After
Moscow was freed from the Poles, at the Electoral Council
of 1613 Prince D. M. Cherkassky and his cousin, Prince Ivan
Borisovich, were named among the candidates to become tsar,
but Mikhail Feodorovich Romanov, a close relative of the
Cherkasskys, was elected sovereign. Under him the cousins
took top positions in the government of the country. Holding
Prince Dmitry’s military talents in high regard, the Tsar sent
him to Smolensk in 1613 to win back this town from the Poles.
Cherkassky was close to taking the town, but was hindered by
mutiny among the troops. In June the Tsar called the prince back
to Moscow, where he generously rewarded him. Following this the
Poles themselves went on the offensive, and Prince Cherkassky
conducted a staunch defence of Mozhaisk against the superior
forces of the Polish Crown Prince Vladislav. On 27 July 1618 the
prince was seriously wounded by a cannon shot and was close to
death. He was taken out of the city and transported to Moscow,
which successfully repelled the attack of the Crown Prince.
After the Truce of Deulino and the departure of the invaders
Russia was granted a respite, and Prince D. M. Cherkassky was
awarded the title of boyar (1619). He was in charge of government
appointments and was ‘best man’ at the Tsar’s wedding. As soon
as clouds began again to gather in the west, the Tsar once more
decided to make use of this experienced military commander.
In 1631 Russia made an attempt to win back Smolensk, with
command of the army given to Prince Cherkassky with another
18

boyar, Prince B. M. Lykov. Prince Boris
Mikhailovich was older than Cherkassky
and was an uncle of the Tsar himself. He
could not accept such a slight and refused to
be ranked below Cherkassky, saying that he
himself had for thirty years “been carrying
his general’s baton” (i. e. commanding
troops) and that he did not want to be
subordinate to Prince Dmitry, because
the latter had a “difficult temperament”.
The Tsar did not accept this petition and
ordered the enormous sum of two thousand
roubles to be exacted from his uncle to give
to Cherkassky. However both commanders
eventually had to be dismissed and boyar
Shein appointed commander of the army,
who then laid siege to Smolensk, but
became tied down and surrounded by the Polish army. The Tsar
sent the Princes Cherksassky and Pozharsky to relieve him, but
there was little they could do. Shein capitulated and retreated
from Smolensk.
The subsequent service of Prince Dmitry Mamstryukovich was
peaceful. He took part in court ceremonies, ran his department, and
was a member of boyar commissions, which ‘ran’ Moscow when the
Tsar was absent. He spent 1639—1640 in Tula as an inspector of
people in government service, and as a talent-spotter for the Tsar.
This boyar was respected by tsars Mikhail Feodorovich and Aleksei
Mikhailovich and was popular “in the opinion of the people”.
Prince D. M. Cherkassky lived a long life, outliving most of his
contemporaries, including Tsar Mikhail, whom he had, as a young
man, elected to the throne. His funeral was conducted by Patriarch
Joseph II on 2 June 1651 and he was buried in the Novospassky
Monastery.

19

A Russian
boyar of
the 17th
century.
19thcentury
engraving

Prince Dmitry Mamstryukovich had a very large fortune. His
emoluments as a boyar amounted to 600 roubles and that was
one of the highest at the time. In 1646 he owned 1542 peasant
households, the majority located in the large village of Panino in
Nizhegorodsky Uyezd (711 households and 2 413 male peasants). 16
He also owned several households in Moscow. Prince Dmitry
Mamstryukovich’s main house was located at the top of Bolshaya
Nikitskaya Street. It is mentioned in 1629 that after the boyar’s
death it was inherited by his nephew Prince G. S. Cherkassky.
Another house was on Tverskaya Street, on the corner of Gazetny
Lane. 17 The prince’s other properties were acquired, probably in the
1630s, outside the walls of the White City. Proof of their existence
can be found in Cherkassky’s Will, which states: “… those lying
beyond the Nikitsky Gates and between the Arbat Gates and the
Nikitsky Gates, those households acquired outside the city to be
sold and the money used as offerings for the repose of my soul…”. 18
The Will does not say how many households were owned by the
Prince. It is quite possible that they comprised a whole small
sloboda. It is only clear that these properties, located beyond the
wall of the White City between the Arbat and the Nikitsky Gates
(Cherkassky referred to these households as lying “outside the
city”), were the point of origin for the name Mamstryukov Lane,
which is first mentioned in census records in 1668. From that
time on, a direct line could be traced in the ownership of the town
mansion, which became Gogol’s last refuge.
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the mAnsion – first owners
And stAges of deVeloPment

A

s far back as the first decades of the 20th century the
famous historian and archivist, Nikolai Petrovich
Chulkov, was probably the first to gather information on the
changes in ownership of ‘Gogol’ house and of many other Moscow
houses. According to his sources, before the mansion was bought
by the Tolstoys in the middle of 19th century, the owners of the
household from the end of the 17th century in chronological order
were as follows: the Steward Ivan, the Plokhovo noble family, which
incorporated several smaller households, including the Butyrlin
household, the wife of Chamberlain Peter Vasilievich Saltykov,
Maria Feodorovna, Collegiate Assessor Dmitry Sergeyevich Boltin,
Major-General Alexander Ivanovich Talyzin, and finally, following
his death in 1847, his relative, the Titular Councillor Talyzina.19
The 1668 census of other households in Mamstryukov Lane
mentions the household of Steward Samson Emelyanovich
Buturlin.20 Of course, one could suppose the presence of the
Buturlins here, even back in the time of Dmitry Mamstryukovich
Cherkassky, and near the latter’s properties. Another reasonable
hypothesis could be that Samson Emelyanovich bought the house
for himself from Prince Yakov Kudentovich Cherkassky, who as the
closest relative had inherited the patrimonial estate of the childless
Dmitry Mamstryukovich. But the much more probable version is
that Yakov Kudentovich sold to the Treasury all the properties
of his deceased second cousin in order, as the latter had willed it,
“to repose his soul” with the money realised, probably by donating
it to monasteries wherever prayers were said for him. In turn, the
households were assigned by the Treasury to various people in the
service of the state: in total, together with Butyrlin’s household,
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the census records for Mamstryukov Lane show fifteen households
belonging to stewards, clerks, court officers, guards, a keeper of
the keys and a falconer (all of them state functionaries or court
servants).
In 1684 (“year 7193 on the fifteenth day of December,
being the day of Eleutherius, Saint and Martyr”21) Samson
Emelyanovich was buried in the Monastery of St Simon. His son
Ivan Samsonovich was steward of the widowed Tsaritsa Marfa
Matfeyevna in the 1680s, and in the 1690s was personal steward
to Tsar Ivan Alekseyevich. Ivan Samsonovich, together with
his brother Feodor, made a rich bequest to the Monastery of St
Simon in the same year 7193, without doubt for prayers to be
said for the repose of the soul of their father; special note of this
contribution was made in the monastery’s Book of Donations.
The bequest was “A Gospel, printed in Moscow…”, with golden
edging and velvet binding, “the top cover of solid silver, plated
with gold, in the middle an image of the Saviour enthroned and
the Evangelists embossed in gold plate”; to cap it all, the binding
was decorated with coloured stones and pearls.22
That is virtually all that is known about Samson Buturlin and
his son Ivan. Nevertheless, what is important, clear and practically
beyond doubt is the following: one was the son of the other, the
son inherited from the father, and it was that same Ivan Buturlin,
who was the first owner of the mansion, or to be precise, of just
one quarter of it, as Chulkov points out. Thus, in the 1660s the
property was indeed owned by Samson Emelyanovich Buturlin,
as mentioned in the census book for Mamstryukov Lane, and this
household of his, which was most probably granted to him as an
estate from the Treasury, was in all probability one of the former
properties of Prince Dmitry Mamstryukovich Cherkassky, whose
patronymic had given this lane its original name. So there you have
it, “the house that Jack built”.
However, there is no very clear record of the construction
of the house. Were there already some stone buildings in the
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Buturlins’ time? Or, which is more likely, did these appear under
the next owners, the Plokhovs (Plokhovo)23*, who joined three
small properties to Buturlin’s former household? It should be noted
that the house in question is the main mansion house where the
Tolstoys and Gogol lived, and which has been preserved to this day.
Apparently drawing on a 1752 source, and on the basis, perhaps, of a
plan on which the house was already marked, an article dedicated to
the mansion published in ‘On architectural monuments in Moscow’,
sets the time of its construction, as well as its initial appearance,
according to available archive material and to the typical layout of
the period, as follows:
“The two-storey stone house on the north side of the courtyard
was built before 1752 (at that time the mansion was owned by
V.A. Plokhov). Its orientation — facing the south, inside its own
courtyard — is typical of the houses of the first half of the 18th
century. At the time the main body of the house was shorter and did
not reach as far as the carriageway along the wall of the White City;
around the courtyard were wooden service buildings.”24
Let us try to paint a more complete picture by marshalling some
facts about the family of the new owners of the mansion.
Bogdan Stepanovich Plokhovo was known in the 17th century
as a military commander on the Byeleozero and had a son named
Leonty. Leonty Bogdanovich’s service as an official in the capital
is recorded quite well in available sources. We shall see that
everything will point towards the fact that he was the person
who acquired Buturlin’s household in Merzlyakovsky, previously
Mamstryukov, Lane and later also expanded the property at the
expense of neighbouring households.
Leonty Bogdanovich was first mentioned in documents on
account of a rather dangerous adventure he had, when on an
assignment to the Volga in 1669. The most junior official rank
at the time was simply that of resident. Thus Plokhovo, being
at the time a Moscow resident, was sent to accompany Cossacks
from Astrakhan to Tsaritsyno and to keep an eye on them “so
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that they did not cause any trouble as they travelled along the
Volga”.25 It was easy to say “accompany” when this was in fact
Stenka Razin’s bold rabble, which just prior to this had conducted
its famous Caspian campaign, looting all the coastal settlements
from Derbent to Baku and destroying the Persian fleet in bloody
battle. Already at that time Razin would get rid of “official
people” at every convenient opportunity. Several months later his
Cossacks would kill the tsar’s messenger, also a resident, Gerasim
Evdokimov. One didn’t mess with them. Only his losses during
the campaign, resulting in the Cossacks being outnumbered,
forced Razin to come to terms with the Astrakhan commanders
and to seek a pardon from the Sovereign. He handed over part of
the loot and weapons, softening up the military commanders with
generous gifts. They then sent the pardoned Cossacks back to the
Don, escorted by Plokhovo and streltsy...
They began their journey along the Volga. On the way the
Cossacks were being troublesome, picking quarrels with town and
country dwellers and trying to get the escorting streltsy to join up
with them. Plokhovo was unable to restrain their wilfulness and
reported it to Astrakhan. In reply the commanders sent the order:
“Give Stenka and his gang a strong reprimand for their stupidity”26 —
in effect an order to commit suicide. But it would seem that Leonty
Bogdanovich, realising whom he was dealing with, conducted
himself with some care, which permitted him in the end to return to
Moscow unharmed, having completed his mission.
In 1678 Plokhovo already held the rank of court officer, and
in 1680 and 1686 there are mentions of him as steward. In 1689
we find him at the head of the Royal Mint with the rank of
‘court officer with key’. Remaining on the same level of service
hierarchy, in the 1690s he joined the court staff of Tsar Ivan
Alekseyevich. In 1706, on 18 September, on the twenty-sixth
day since the death of the aged Tsarevna, Tatiana Mikhailovna,
Plokhovo “stayed day and night” at her tomb, together with
boyar I.F. Volynsky. This shows that at the time he was still
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alive.27 But most important, he presumably lived in his own house
beyond the Smolensky (or Arbat) Gates, and that was where in
1700 he used to receive ‘report slips’, these being invitations to
the meetings of the Boyar Duma.28
In 1715 the burial of Tatiana Feodorovna Plokhovo took place
by the Church of St Simeon the Stylites on Povarskaya Street. She
was the wife of steward Vasily Bogdanovich Plokhovo29, in whom
one would not be mistaken to see the actual brother of our Leonty
Bogdanovich. This church, a miraculously preserved architectural
monument at the junction of Novy Arbat and Povarskaya, is famous
for being the place of the wedding of Count N.P. Sheremetev to
P.I. Kovaleva-Zhemchugova and S.T. Aksakov to O.S. Zaplatina,
but most of all it is famous for Pushkin’s lines:
“What, Grandison? …ah, Grandison!
I remember now. Where has he gone?”
“He lives in Moscow with Semyon.
He called on me last Christmas Eve;
And lately married off his son.”
The present building of the church was constructed in the
second half of 1670s, but this place of worship is believed to have
first appeared during the times of Godunov. The residents on the
south side of Mamstryukov (Merzlyakovsky) Lane, including the
owners and inhabitants of the mansion in question, as soon as this
lane formed, became parishioners of the Church of St Simeon the
Stylites, as delineated in the 17th century, “on Dekhtyarev’s kitchen
garden”. (It would seem that the parish church for the households
on the north side of the lane was the Church of St Theodore the
Studite by the Nikitsky Gates.)
In the census of 1716 in the parish roll of the Church of
St Simeon the Stylites there is mention of the household of widow
Feodosia Stepanovna Plokhova30, and we have every reason to
suppose, that this refers to the widow of Leonty Bogdanovich.
Thus we have a number of indications to show that between 1700
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and 1716 the Plokhovo family lived by the Arbat Gates being part
of the St Simeon the Stylites parish. Moreover, this information
already presents quite weighty, though indirect, confirmation of
the hypothesis that all the family lived together, in the mansion
of Leonty Boganovich Plokhovo, which was later inherited by his
widow and subsequent heirs.
Finally, this is directly proved by the documents whose
contents were reflected in N.P. Chulkov’s material31 and
included the history of the property of Sergeant-Major of the
Voronezh Squadron, Andrei Leontievich Plokhovo (that is, the
son of Leonty Bogdanovich), who, as it follows from the notes of
the archivist, owned his household in the Merzlyakovsky Lane
according to a deed of purchase from the steward Ivan Buturlin
(1693), secondly the bill of sale from steward Ivan Velyaminov
(1694), and also according to deeds of purchase from steward
Afanasy Rogozin and a nobleman’s widow Telepneva32 (both
dated May 1703, two weeks apart).
Despite the fact that Andrei Leontievich owned the mansion
on the basis of the above-mentioned title-deeds, neighbouring
households were undoubtedly also bought up by his father, because
in the 1690s and at least until 1706 Leonty Bogdanovich was not
only alive and known as the most senior member of the family,
but was also very far from being a retired disabled pensioner. On
the contrary, he was in active service as a fairly high-ranking
courtier. The transfer of Ivan Buturlin’s property, and then of other
households adjoining it, to Leonty Plokhovo is also substantiated
by the fact that at the start of the 1690s both Ivan Samsonovich (a
personal steward) and Leonty Bogdanovich (a steward of the keys)
were in the retinue of Tsar Ivan Alekseyevich. Buturlin did not
have to search far for a buyer. He sold his household to a colleague.
Chulkov’s records also help to provide important detail as to
the type of land ownership, which applied to households in the area
between Merzlyakovsky (Mamstryukov) Lane and the driveway
along the White City wall. By the end of the 17th — start of the
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18th century, still before Peter’s decree on undivided inheritance
(1714), these householders were not held under life-time leases, but
were patrimonial, property that could be sold, bought and inherited.
The date remains unclear as to the year on the document studied
by Chulkov and specifying that the mansion was owned by Andrei
Leontievich. According to the information of that expert on Moscow,
in 1743 it was already owned by his widow Avdotya Ivanovna, and
also by his sons, Vasily and Aleksei. The eldest of them, who was
more active and successful in service, Colonel Aleksei Andreyevich
Plokhovo (circa 1719–1786), ‘wed and fled’, as they say. In 1749,
when still an aide-de-camp, for a thousand roubles he bought from
Prince and Princess Volkonsky (the grandparents of the Decembrist
S.G. Volkonsky) a large household not far from his parental home
“in the Earthen Town between Tverskaya and Nikitskaya streets
in the parish of the Church of St John the Theologian, which is in
Bronnaya sloboda…”.33 According to parish records for 1755 Aleksei
Andreyevich was by that time already an adjutant-general and his
wife Anastasia Ivanovna had given birth to three children — Andrei,
Maria and Natalia.34 The main house of their mansion — the one
with ancient stone chambers — was subsequently rebuilt beyond
recognition, but survives to this day as 17 Tverskoy Boulevard (in
the inner courtyard building 4). Plokhovo heirs owned it until 1828,
when they sold the property to Major K. Ostashevsky.35* Aleksei
Andreyevich also had other estates in various provinces, including
the Smolensk Guberniya, where, in his manor Potapovo, he built in
stone the Church of St Nicholas the Wonderworker (1750).
His younger brother remained in this ‘family nest’. Vasily
Andreyevich Plokhovo (circa 1724 until 1759) was a lieutenant
in the Life Guards of the Semyonovsky Regiment. He had been
responsible possibly for constructing the stone chambers forming
the bulk of the surviving main mansion house on the north side of
its courtyard. Unfortunately he did not live a long life. The dates
of birth, calculated from the records department of the Church
of Simeon the Stylites for 1754, cite Vasily Andreyevich as being
27

* Until recently

this house was
considered
to be
Ostashevsky’s
rebuilt mansion
and was dated
from the end of
the 18th to the
first half of the
19th century.
Following an
on-site survey
carried out
in 2006 at
the initiative
of the local
community
(specifically, by
historian B.N.
Morozov, who
also undertook
archival
research), it
was discovered
that the main
building
consisted of
chambers
dating to the
end of the 17th
century; the site
was declared
a monument
of cultural
heritage.

thirty years of age.36 Then in February 1759 his widow, Sofya
Mikhailovna, probably due to the loss of her husband the breadwinner (referred to as lieutenant-commander at the time of his
death), had to sell the Plokhovo family mansion to the Lady-inWaiting Maria Feodorovna Saltykova (for 3 280 roubles).37
Together with the new lady owner, several colourful 18th century
characters will take the stage — her husband, her brother-in-law, and
also Empresses Elizabeth (Elizaveta) and Catherine II, then finally,
Emperor Paul. Princess Maria Feodorovna Solntseva-Zasekina,
a descendant of the Pushkin family on her mother’s side (thus a
distant relative of the great poet), married in the first half of the
1750s the Gentleman-in-Waiting Peter Vasilievich Saltykov (circa
1724 — after 1796). A man of turbulent character, he is described in
the memoirs of Empress Catherine: “This Peter Saltykov… thanks
to his stupidity, despite his position as a gentleman-in-waiting, was
a source of entertainment for the whole court”; and then an even
harsher portrait: “… this was a fool in the full sense of the word, he
had the most stupid face I’ve seen in my life. Large fixed staring eyes,
turned-up nose and constantly half-open mouth; at the same time a
first class gossip…”.38 But the description of the face immediately
puts one in mind of someone painfully familiar — her own son. Those
who are of the opinion that Paul, born of Catherine, at that time still
the Grand Princess, was fathered by her first favourite, Gentlemanin-Waiting Sergey Vasilievich Saltykov (1726–1790s), support
this theory by pointing out the resemblance of Paul’s features —
upturned nose and large eyes — with the said favourite himself and
especially with his supposed brother, Peter Vasilievich.
Maria Feodorovna’s marriage was not a happy one. This was
not on account of her husband’s looks or the stupidity ascribed to
him (Saltykov’s full possession of his faculties is confirmed by his
extensive correspondence on the affairs of his estate, his control
over numerous villages and instructions to the administrators). To
the misfortune of Princess Maria Feodorovna he simply had no need
of a wife. “The secret of the discord between the Saltykov couple
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lay in the sinful passion that Peter Saltykov had (even prior to his
marriage) towards his serf, Vasily Kolovsky.”39 For this reason, as
Saltykov himself later admitted, from 1754 he looked for a way
to “do away with my wife” and do the same with his bothersome
mother-in-law. However, to the good fortune of both women, Peter
Vasilievich was not the calculating villain, who coldly and discretely
adds poison, but an incorrigible and superstitious eccentric, who set
his hope in magic and sorcery and resorting to the aid of fortunetellers and witches.
He went even further with his sorcerous plots, deciding with
magic potions to win the disposition of the Empress Elizaveta
herself, so that “‘her all-merciful majesty would show him her
mercy’, grant him a posting to Moscow and pay his numerous
debts”.40 Saltykov dusted a magic powder in the way of Elizaveta
Petrovna in the Winter Palace, brought all kinds of roots, herbs
and wax to the palace with him. However, too engrossed in his
doings, he failed to notice how he had frightened one of his servants
with his magic preparations and the latter informed on him.
Elizaveta Petrovna was very much afraid of all kinds of magic.
Peter Vasilyevich was taken to the Secret Chancellery — this took
place in March 1758 — and after interrogation, on orders from the
highest authority was sent to the Solovetsky Monastery, after being
stripped of all his titles and estates. Later Peter III pitied the unlucky
sorcerer and permitted him to return to one of his distant villages, but
knowing the “wild character” of the former gentleman-in-waiting, he
ordered soldiers to guard him and that he should not travel anywhere
outside the village. Saltykov really did not settle down. During the
reign of Catherine II there were reports of his conducting a nocturnal
magic ritual in the middle of his courtyard involving a naked witch,
Agrafena, from the neighbouring village.41
But let us return to Nikitsky Boulevard. Nina Mikhailovna
Moleva, a well-known writer and historical expert on Moscow
culture, perhaps not aware of our information on the Buturlin and
Plokhovo families, believes that our ‘Gogol’ mansion belonged to
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the Saltykovs from the 17th
century and that it was Peter
Vasilievich who inherited it
from his father, General-inChief Vasily Feodorovich
Saltykov (1675–1755), a
St Petersburg general and
chief of police during the
reign of Anna Ivanovna and
participant in the moves to
put Elizaveta Petrovna on
the throne.42 Despite his
service in St Petersburg,
General Saltykov was a
Muscovite, owned a house on
Tverskaya and had a family
estate near Moscow — a
large village called Ershovo
near Zvenigorod. The theory
that he also had a hereditary
mansion in the Merzlyakovsky
Lane would have been
credible if supported by any
documentary evidence and were it not contradicted by information
from Chulkov’s records and in Architectural Monuments in Moscow
and also the information cited here from primary sources.
In actual fact, it is quite clear that when Peter Vasilievich was
exiled in 1758, Maria Feodorovna, escaping his malign witchery, left
St Petersburg for Moscow, the place people went to in the 18th and
19th centuries if they were disgraced, dismissed or simply wanted
to get away from everyone. Then she bought the Plokhovo house,
in the same or the following year, went to live there and, finally, to
have a break from her husband’s ill-will and madness, as well as from
all the gossip circulating at that time about the matter...
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Living in Merzlyakovsky Lane, Maria Feodorovna could
observe the gradual, but rather radical changes taking place in
the surrounding area on the White City side. First, it was the
disappearance of the city wall itself. No, it was not stolen, although
the locals had been quietly pilfering the bricks from the dilapidated
structure. The fortress, once virtually impregnable to enemies, was
destroyed by the long-term absence of such enemies. Already by the
middle of the 18th century the neglected fortifications fell into ruin
and the wall started to get taken down: at first in places where it
was threatening to collapse and then from the 1760s onwards in a
planned manner, to provide for the building needs of the day. The
bricks and white stone obtained in this fashion were used in the
construction of the Moscow Foundling Hospital and later for the
house of Moscow’s military commander-in-chief.
The entire disappearance of the White City wall is usually
dated between 1750 and 1780. Judging by drawings of separate
districts and households in the vicinity of the Arbat Gates,
the wall north of the gate tower, along the line of Nikitsky
Boulevard, was dismantled between 1770 and 1777, and to
the south of that tower, a little later — around 1780.43* By the
1790s the tower itself remained ‘the last of the Mohicans’ of the
White City. It had long ceased to play the role of a gate by that
time. Before the demolition of the stretch of wall from the Arbat
and Pokrovskaya, access to Vozdvizhenka and Znamenka was
through the openings near the tower. And thus this tower was
spared: it was used as a chapel of the Davydovo Hermitage. As a
chapel this fragment of the mighty fortress survived until 1792.
During that year to the south of the Church of Saints Boris and
Gleb a special chapel building was erected and the Arbat Tower
was torn down. So when did the green of the boulevard appear
in front of the ‘Gogol’ mansion and when did Arbat Square open
up? Did Maria Feodorovna Saltykova survive to see them?
Perhaps she did in the case of the square, but probably not in the
case of the boulevard.
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The idea “to level out and plant trees” for the adornment of
the city in the space left by the removal of the aged fortress was
first voiced in the directive to the Moscow Stoneworks Prikaz
(Kamennyi prikaz) at the time of its founding in 1774. Possibly it
was formulated by one of the distinguished architects of that time.
The “projected” plan (that is drafted by the Stoneworks Prikaz) and
the “confirmed” 1775 plan (that is confirmed by the Empress) for
the rebuilding of Moscow shows alleys with two rows of trees in
place of the White City wall, and squares in place of the towers.
During some despotic times, like those of Peter the Great or
Stalin, a project decided upon would be implemented irrespective of
anyone else’s interests, whereas during Catherine’s mild reign such
interests were taken into account. Moreover, the households on the
site of the place of arms and the demolished wall were constructed
with official approval and many were owned by famous courtiers.
Open space was probably taken over immediately after it was
cleared — nature abhors a vacuum. By the time the “projected” plan
was given the go-ahead, the “distances” set aside for the boulevards
were already largely built upon, and contained, among other things,
houses of the nobility, some of which were stone-built. Moreover, a
number of government buildings could also be found here.
The Empress was happy to accept the explanations of the loss
to the Treasury and of the financial ruin for those of her subjects
affected, should so many buildings be demolished. At the same
time the Moscow authorities continued to permit construction in
the spaces freed by the former fortifications — under the virtuous
pretext of compensating people with land for household plots lost
due to the widening of streets in other locations.
From the report made to Catherine by the Moscow Commanderin-chief P.D. Eropkin, we can see that, instead of the leafy treetops
of the long-planned avenue, in 1790 the windows of our Saltykova
looked out onto a multitude of ramshackle buildings of “lowly
appearance: the stone alms-house of the Church of Theodore the
Studite, three homes belonging to its priest, deacon and the baker,
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display booths for the market stalls, a burned down merchant’s
house where Engineer-Major Blankennagel had put up a temporary
wooden building” (he was the builder of the Neglinnaya Canal),
“three houses of the clergy of the Boris and Gleb Church, eight
shops belonging to officials and merchants, two barbers, one of
these with an eatery and another with Prince Tsitsianov’s tobacco
shop, plus one small and lowly public building”.44
On the one hand, many ideas of the “projected” plan of 1775,
including the boulevard idea, having stumbled on some local
obstacles, were realised either very sluggishly or were altogether
postponed for years or decades. On the other hand, no-one ever
cancelled the decree for the implementation of this plan, so it
was followed if an opportunity arose. During his time as Moscow
commander-in-chief, Count Z.G. Chernyshev had almost achieved
the laying out of Tverskoy and Strastnoy Boulevards, but the
birch trees failed to take and his undertaking ground to a halt. His
successors General P.D. Eropkin and Prince A.A. Prozorovsky
continued to plant trees in the freed-up space around the White
City in places not taken up by buildings. In 1796, under the
commander-in-chief M.M. Izmailov, Tverskoy Boulevard was
finally opened. Plans for Arbat Square from the turn of the 18th –
19th centuries specifying “planting trees” in place of the demolished
wall, including the north part of the square and along the length of
Nikitsky Boulevard, were carried out in the spring of 1797.
However, leaving aside Tverskoy Boulevard, which was
immediately popular with the residents of Moscow, Yu.A. Fedosyuk
writes that the other “pitiful strips, with the two rows of struggling
saplings stuck into them bore little resemblance to today’s shady and
flowering boulevards. Nor did they became popular for walks with
the Moscow public and they left virtually no trace in literature.”45
“Order” was brought by the despotism of war and the power of the
elements. The fire of 1812 destroyed around two thirds of Moscow,
including the wooden buildings that took the place of the former
wall of the White City. It cleared particularly thoroughly the space
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around the Arbat and Prechistenka. As a result, Prechistensky
(Gogolevsky) Boulevard already existed by 1818, and the 1820s
saw the completion of the renovation of Tverskoy Boulevard and
the establishing of the other boulevards, among which we naturally
find our Nikitsky Boulevard.
With the squares there was a similar story which had dragged
on over years, even decades in some cases, although their creation
had already been outlined in the 1775 plan and again projected
in 1786 through the report of the Moscow Commander-in-chief
Count Ya.A. Bruce, a report receiving approval at the very highest
level. For example, funds were either not allocated or could not be
found for paving. Arbat Square was impossible either to walk or
drive through in rainy weather until on its southern side the famous
architect Carl Rossi built the well-known wooden Arbat Theatre
(which burned down in 1812). For its opening in April 1808 the
square was levelled out and paved.
About that time, between 1805 and 1808, Arbat Square was
bordered on its north side by a two-storey stone hotel, which was
built together with similar hotels near the demolished gates of
the White City in accordance with the decree of Paul I (1797).
They stretched along the line of the former wall and the future
boulevard at the level of the buildings of the Davydovo hermitage
and the Boris and Gleb Church, lying to the west of them. That
two-storey building, which happens to be a noteworthy element in
the townscape in front of the mansion of Plokhovo and Saltykova,
managed to survive with the addition of a third floor, until February
1963, when it was demolished during the construction of Kalinin
Avenue, to provide for today’s straight route from Vozdvizhenka to
Novy Arbat.
The Church of St Boris and St Gleb and the Davydovo
Hermitage house were destroyed between the end of the 1920s
and start of the 1930s. In the middle of the 1760s the church was
transformed, having been rebuilt by the architect K.I. Blank. This
masterpiece in the style of Baroque of the time of Empress Elizabeth
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with its graceful octagon was reminiscent of another surviving
church by the same designer — the Church of St Nicholas the
Wonderworker (Chudotvorets) in Zvonari. In 1804–06 the Boris
and Gleb Church had western side-chapels added in the classical
style. Plans of the locality show that Gogol would have easily seen
the church from his house, in the gap between the Pavlovskaya
Hotel and the corner house on Nikitsky Boulevard. 46*
Finally, there was another essential element in the mid-19th
century scene that the great writer would have beheld around him,
when walking along Nikitsky Boulevard. This was the Chertory,
a stream which would remain there until 1870s, flowing openly
alongside the outer roadway of the boulevard.47** In 1785 the
bridges by the Arbat and Prechistinsky Gates, which span the ditch
that served as its bed, were still made of wood. Count Y.A. Bruce
reported to Count A.A. Bezborodko on their dilapidated state.
In 1793–94 people going from Volkhonka Street to Ostozhenka
and Prechistenka already crossed the stream on stone bridges, and
around 1806 we find the Chertory flowing under the Prechistensky
Gates, that is below the square in an underground canal. It is
likely that similar changes also took place with the crossing by the
Arbat Gates. Moreover, it can be supposed that this happened in
parallel during the same years.
Whether it acted as a moat under the wall of the White City
or, after the dismantling of the fortress, as a simple ditch, the
Chertory was always polluted. Until the district finally acquired
its aristocratic sheen, thus at least until the middle of the 18th
century, the Arbat and the space next to the Arbat Gates was
the site of a vigorous market with rows of stalls and tables. The
waste from the Butchers’ Row (Myasnoy ryad) (its abattoirs were
transferred outside the Earthen Town only in 1685) and dung
from the large peasant firewood market (removed towards the
Earthen Town in 1742), constantly clogged up the ‘canal’, as the
Chertory gully was respectfully called before the demolition of the
White City fortifications. The stream was not any cleaner when
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* This corner

house (6 Nikitsky
Boulevard/20
Vozdvizhenka)
was in fact the
rebuilt mansion
of Prince
Y.P. Shakhovsky
(second half of
the 18th century)
and during
Griboyedov’s
time it was
owned by the
director of
Moscow theatres
F.F. Kokoshkin.
The house was
exceptionally
famous for
its occupants
and visitors.
For instance,
it acquired the
nickname of
‘Solovyiny Dom’
[‘Nightingale
House’] thanks
to composer
A.E. Varlamov
who lived there
and wrote
within its walls
75 romances.
In 1997–2003
the building
was demolished
in stages and
the site is still a
wasteland.

** In the 1870s
the Chertory
would be
channelled in
an underground
culvert.

acting as a drainage ditch. In the spring and during heavy rains it
flooded, carrying along with it “empty bottles, student notebooks
and all kinds of rubbish”, according to the recollections of the
anarchist, Count P.A. Kropotkin,48 and formed a large lake beside
the boulevards. Needless to say, the Chertory was the main cause
of the damp that “let its presence be known during all times of the
year” in Gogol’s home.49
In describing this area we have moved ahead into the 19th
century, but now we must go back to the mansion itself and acquaint
ourselves with its various owners and with the developments they
undertook on their property, starting with the time of the reign of
Alexander I (1777–1825).
In the 1790s50, most probably immediately after Maria
Feodorovna Saltykova, since no information exists about any
other interim owners, the mansion fell into the hands of Collegiate
Assessor Dmitry Sergeyevich Boltin (1757–1824). And in his
hands, as we shall see, the mansion would undergo many changes.
Dmitry Sergeyevich came from a family of well-to-do Nizhny
Novgorod nobles and was a distant relative of the famous historian
Ivan Nikitich Boltin. Through his father-in-law, G.S. Kushnikov,
he was also related to N.M. Karamzin and I.I. Dmitriev. These
blood ties, though noteworthy in themselves, were nevertheless
quite characteristic among the nobility, but are not the only
reason for speaking of Boltin as a well-known figure, if not
excessively so. He was an unusual man in many ways all at the
same time.
First, he was someone who from his youth did not shy away
from service and who subsequently became involved in public
activity. From the age of 18 he served in the guards, for four years
as a musketeer with the Preobrazhensky Regiment, then two years
as a sergeant with the Izmailovsky Regiment. He then retired with
the rank of ensign. There are also records of his civilian service. In
1787-90 he was a prosecutor at the Tambov Gubernia Magistrates’
Court. Finally, over the course of almost thirty years from 1794
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to 1822 Boltin was repeatedly elected to the honourable and
responsible position of the district marshal of the nobility — in the
Nizhny Novgorod and Ryazan provinces, where his estates were
located.
The second remarkable trait that distinguished Dmitry
Sergeyevich, and which made his name known for posterity, drawing
him close to his historian and writer relations, was his creative
activity in the field of literature, mainly as a translator from French.
Of course, no-one knows about him now except for specialists,
but those same specialists have not overlooked him, giving him an
entry in the ‘Dictionary of Russian Writers of the 18th Century’51,
because in fact the very first Russian translation of J.J. Rousseau’s
Confessions, published in 1797, was by none other than Boltin.
The idyllic poem by Solomon Gessner The First Seafarer…, which
Boltin translated in prose (1784), was printed at I.V. Lopukhin’s
publishing house. On this basis it can be supposed that Boltin
would have been close to the Moscow freemasonry. Large works
also ascribed to him include the translation of Mémoires inédites
of Madame Genlis (1808), a collection of literary-polemical notes,
in which the translator clearly took the side of the lady-writer in
her attacks on radical thinkers of the French Enlightenment. It is
possible that this was the book which K.N. Batyushkov had in mind
when writing about the foreign book-stalls in Moscow in 1811—
1812. He noted that they “have catechisms by two young ladies —
Madame Genlis and Madame Sévigné”.52
The third area of Boltin’s activity and creative work, not to
be found in any dictionary of writers, is of crucial importance
for the future shaping of the mansion on Nikitsky Boulevard. A
special sphere of interest and effort for our country landowner and
translator was his own house. It seems that Dmitry Sergeyevich
was a good manager, who looked after his estate and his properties.
He took a particular interest in the appearance and comforts of
his Moscow city mansion, undertaking quite extensive work
on reconstruction of all its buildings. Under Boltin the wooden
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service buildings around the
courtyard “were replaced by
a two-storey block with a
porch and loft, opposite the
house on the south side of the
court, lending the ensemble
a harmonious layout. Also
at that time the house itself
was enlarged by an extension
reaching as far as the line of
the pavement”53. This was
the part that overlooked
the boulevard and which
Moscow expert
B.S. Zemenkov
subsequently housed Gogol’s
bedroom on the ground floor.
In the 1950s the dating of these works was a task undertaken by
the famous Moscow expert and artist Boris Sergeyevich Zemenkov
(1903–1963), probably the first researcher to do so. Setting out the
history of the structural changes carried out on the main building
of the mansion in his book Gogol in Moscow, he puts an emphasis
on a later addition, “the side part of the house which overlooks the
boulevard and extends deep into the courtyard, including the second
window of the façade”. For that part of the house constituting
Boltin’s extension he offers the following findings:
“It is not shown on the plans of the property dating to 1802 and
1806, which we found in the City Historical Research and Technical
Archive. The exact date of the appearance of the extension cannot
be determined, because on the first plan where it appears the two
last numbers of the year are absent. The next plan is dated 1822.”54
Thus, there was insufficient information. But, apparently,
historians of Moscow architecture in due course unearthed
fresh data. In the previously mentioned book Architectural
Monuments…, dedicated to the Earthen Town, an article about
our mansion points out that all the changes implemented in it by
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Boltin were carried out between 1804 and 1808.55 Presumably
these dates are based on information from two sources. These
were most probably architectural plans: the plan of 1804 records
no changes, whereas the 1808 plan shows the new buildings
erected by Boltin.
One way or another, when Zemenkov’s archive information and
the dating in Architectural Monuments… are combined, the period
of time during which the construction work on Boltin’s mansion
was carried out can be narrowed down to 1806–08. Nevertheless,
N.M. Moleva’s dates 1807–181256 could have some truth in them.
Anyone who has ever engaged in dacha or mansion building works,
would know that refurbishment and improvement can seem endless
once one really gets into it. This is why, even if the buildings and
extensions were put up by Boltin by 1808, Dmitry Sergeyevich
could have continued with their decoration, finishing and all kinds
of embellishment right up until the coming of Napoleon. Moreover,
a new gated wall needed to be put up on the Arbat Square side,
where the theatre had recently opened, and by the roadway along
the former city wall, which was being more and more improved.
Perhaps Boltin would have kept doing things to his mansion and
making more extensions, but, as we all know, Moscow was soon to
be shaken by the French occupation and the fire.
The Fire of 1812 reduced to ashes almost the whole of the
Tverskaya police precinct, including all the buildings to the east
of Nikitsky Boulevard, towards the town centre. Outside the
boulevard the flames destroyed around three quarters of the Arbat
area, together with Boltin’s mansion, located on its eastern border.
Just the stone walls remained of the house, surviving as charred
ruins. It is an acknowledged fact that the devastation caused by the
fire dealt a serious blow to the Moscow nobility, and was one of
the reasons for its impoverishment. Boltin was no exception in this.
He did not try to rebuild the mansion, but according to Chulkov
sold the property to Major-General Alexander Ivanovich Talyzin
(1777–1847) in 1818 or 1819.57
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In the 1820s, using the surviving
stone walls, Talyzin rebuilt both mansion
structures, decorating them and refurbishing
them. He then, with evident pleasure, moved
into his renovated mansion on Nikitsky
Boulevard, which by that time had assumed
its final form and layout. What kind of a
person was this Alexander Talyzin?
First, he came from an ancient noble
family that could trace its origins to a Tatar
prince, who joined the service of Vasily II
in the 15th century. Secondly, his closest
relatives were mainly famous for their
involvement in palace coups. Alexander
Ivanovich himself, when he held captain’s
rank, and from 3 March 1801 as colonel of
the Izmailovsky Regiment of the Imperial
George Dawe.
Portrait of A.I. Talyzin
Guard, was supposedly involved in the
plot to overthrow Paul I, together with
his uncle, the more famous participant in that coup, namely Peter
Alexandrovich Talyzin, who commanded the Preobrazhensky
Regiment. The previous generation of the family had also shone in
this field. In the course of the struggle for the throne in June 1762
between the most august royal spouses, Admiral Ivan Lukyanovich
Talyzin made the Kronstadt Garnison swear allegiance to
Catherine, thus preventing Peter III from ruling.
Nevertheless, such ‘family traditions’ are not centre-stage in
the story of this owner of the mansion on Nikitsky Boulevard.
The significance of the activity (military activity, to be precise),
of Alexander Ivanovich Talyzin and also of his brother Feodor
Ivanovich (1773-1844) are best defined as “Russian commanders
in the time of the Napoleonic wars”.58
Both brothers, as was the tradition among the nobility of the
time, were registered in infancy with the Preobrazhensky Regiment
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and from the age of sixteen (with four years’ difference between
them) began their service in fact in the Izmailovsky Regiment. Each
of them fought bravely and was wounded: Feodor in the battle with
a Persian detachment (1804) and Alexander at Austerlitz (1805).
The wounds they received were so serious that both brothers were
forced to retire from active military service, although Alexander
Ivanovich managed to continue a few more years until 1812,
serving under Field-Marshal Count I.V. Gudovich, the Moscow
Commander-in-Chief. By the time of Napoleon’s invasion both
Feodor and Alexander had long since held the rank of major-general
(the former from 1799, the latter from 1806).
In August of 1812, during the formation of the Moscow Militia,
the brothers were put in command of the 2nd (Alexander) and
3rd (Feodor) of the Infantry Regiments, and a little later Feodor
headed the 3rd division of the Militia. Both took part in the
Battle of Borodino where Feodor fought with exceptional bravery.
Afterwards on 31 August he was accepted into the regular army
and appointed commander of the 2nd brigade of the 7th infantry
division. The brothers were again together during the fighting near
Tarutin and Maloyaroslavets, at Lützen and Bautzen. On the eve of
the Battle of Bautzen Alexander replaced Feodor as the commander
of the 2nd brigade of the 7th infantry division, and Feodor, after
the Pleiswitz Armistice which concluded this battle, was assigned
the command of the whole of the 7th infantry division. Aside from
the medals of various Orders (of Anna, George, and Vladimir), both
fighting generals could boast among their honours golden rapiers
with diamonds “for bravery”.
The biography of Feodor Ivanovich is enhanced by a large
number of personal heroic deeds. In the course of the battle at
Dresden he took the Neustadt suburb and fought back the French
attacks until the allied forces began to withdraw. In December
1813, under heavy fire he crossed the Rhine and took the Fort
Rheinschanze. In January 1814 the elder Talyzin successfully
stormed the town of Ligny, then outfought the enemy near Brienne.
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Finally, at La Rotière, capturing a ten-gun
battery, he tore through the French line of
defence. At Montmirail, though surrounded
by the enemy cavalry and troops, he broke
through with a bayonet counter-attack,
extricating his division with all its weapons.
In a battle at the town of Méry he crossed
the Seine, captured the enemy bridge and
secured the advance of the Silesian army.
After the war Feodor Ivanovich
commanded various infantry brigades and
divisions, took part in the reconstruction
of Moscow after the fire and in 1820 was
granted the rank of lieutenant-general.
Nevertheless, in 1828, he was accused of
misuse of state funds and was relieved of his
post. A little later, following a court ruling,
George Dawe.
Portrait of F.I. Talyzin
he was dismissed from the service “stripped
of his uniform, with a ban on further
service”. Only in 1839, during the review of the troops on the field
of Borodino did Nicholas I forgive Talyzin and allowed him to retire
“with uniform and an annual pension of 3 000 roubles”.59
The service of the younger brother, Alexander Ivanovich, does
not look as illustrious in terms of individual achievements, although
he also took part in many important battles in 1813–1814, and at
La Ferté-sous-Jouarre he also distinguished himself personally,
taking the French position and capturing two cannon. The second
campaign in France marked a milestone in his biography with the
‘Hundred Days’ of Napoleon (1815). Nevertheless, no more than
two years later, in October 1817, Talyzin-the-Younger retired from
the army and the following year (at least before April 1819) bought
Boltin’s burnt-down mansion on Nikitsky Boulevard.
The last years of Alexander Ivanovich’s life were peaceful and
not marred by scandal, as had been the case with his brother. It can
42

be presumed that they both died in Moscow, as both their remains
are at rest in the Donskoy Monastery cemetery. Their gravestones
are still there.60 Their portraits, painted by George Dawe, hang in
the Military Gallery of the Winter Palace.
According to the Directory of Dwellings and Buildings in
Moscow… (1826) the house of Major-General Alexander Ivanovich
Talyzin was recorded under No. 298, on the 3rd block of the
Arbat section, “in the Merzlyakovsky Lane”.61 Virtually the same
information, but with a note of the house on Nikitsky Boulevard
can be found in K. Nistrem’s Address-Calendar for 1846.62 In
1847, on the death of its owner, the mansion was inherited by his
relative. According to Chulkov this was titular Lady Councillor
Talyzina63. Sytin names her as O.N. Talyzina, the wife of a privy
councillor, who then came to own our ‘Gogol’ house in 1849–54.64
Gogol moved into the house in December 1848 during the time
when it is known that Count and Countess Tolstoy were renting
the house, which they subsequently bought from Talyzina. On the
basis of Sytin’s information, 1854 should be considered as the date
of this purchase. Nevertheless, Chulkov clearly cites 1849 as the
year in which the house was owned by Talyzina and after her by
Count A.P. Tolstoy.
The Tolstoys and Gogol moved into the mansion, a ‘Talyzin’
place in every sense of the word. Virtually only a year had elapsed
since its owner, made famous during the Napoleonic wars, had
died. After coming to Moscow the Tolstoys “had neither time nor
opportunity to deal with the furnishing and arrangement of the
house”.65 It would be many years before they would think about
engaging in serious refurbishment and construction work, which
we shall touch upon later. With them and with Gogol and right up
until 1870s the mansion continued to retain the appearance given to
it after the reconstruction undertaken by General Talyzin following
the fire.
So what did the mansion look like from the 1820s to the 1870s?
Externally it had the same look that it retains to this day (naturally,
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we mean its main building,
because the south wing was
built anew in 1911). Looking
at the structure as a whole,
the main architectural design
feature is the pediment
accentuating the central part
of the courtyard façade, this
pediment having the same
width as the balcony over
the arcade.66 A pediment also
completed the end façade
overlooking the boulevard.
This is noted in particular
by B.S. Zemenkov in the
course of examining the 1857
plans of the property and an
accompanying drawing of the
side part of the house. This
The south-east corner of Count
Moscow expert depicts a rusticated ground
A.P. Tolstoy’s mansion with windows
floor with decorative lintels above the
of Gogol’s bedroom (two windows each
windows and ionic pilasters embellishing
side of the corner on the ground floor).
the wall spaces between the tall windows
Photographed in 2011
of the upper floor. According to the
explanatory notes attached to the plan, at this time the first storey
was built of wood, while the ground floor below, where Gogol lived
and died, was, as it is now, built of stone.67
So it might seem that externally everything has been preserved
intact from the time of Talyzin and Gogol. However, in 1954
Zemenkov writes about the pediment above the end wall for some
reason as “no longer existing”.68 It turns out that the former ‘Talyzin’
look was returned to the building only recently, in 1971. Prior
to this the part that looked onto the boulevard (the one that was
initially added under Boltin) had retained the appearance it had
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received following re-building work done in the 1870s–1880s, as
captured on photographs made before 1971 without the pediment,
but with semi-circular tops to the window-embrasures of the upper
floor, some of which had been blocked up.
N.M. Moleva ascribes the emergence of renewed plans to
renovate and rebuild the house to the time when the mansion was
owned by the Tolstoys, but believes that those plans were carried
out under the next owners:
“The first four years after Gogol’s death, the Tolstoy couple
make no changes in the house and only the unexpected return of
Count Alexander Petrovich to active service gives rise to the plans
for the mansions’ renovation. In 1856 the Count was appointed as
the chief prosecutor of the Synod.
“But plans remained just plans. At first the move to St
Petersburg and then life abroad make their implementation
impossible. In 1873 A.E. Tolstaya returns to Moscow, in order
to bury her husband, who had died in Geneva, and dispose of
Talyzin’s house without delay. The mansion passes into the
ownership of the widow of
M.Yu. Lermontov’s
great
uncle,
A.A. Stolypin,
the
former marshal of nobility
in the Saratov Guberniya.
Madame
M.A. Stolypina
bequeaths
the
property
to one of her daughters —
Lermontov’s distant cousin,
N.A. Sheremeteva.69 Then in
1888 it is she that carries out
part of the building changes
planned by the Tolstoys.”70
This story of the changes of
ownership is also confirmed by
The pediment and pilasters of the end
the progress of the alterations
façade. Photographed in 2011
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to the house that can be traced
through archive documents
(the only difference being
that Zemenkov dates the first
building works to 1876 and
their second phase to the end
of 1880s):
“In 1870 the owner was
granted permission for the
second wooden storey ‘to
be replaced by a stone one,
without changing the façade’.
Clearly it was not acted upon,
because in 1876 the next owner obtained renewed
The mansion at 7a
Nikitsky Boulevard.
permission. A drawing of the newly altered façade
Photographed in the 1970s
was attached to the permission document. Its
appearance corresponds to what is there today71,
*
Despite this the only change being that none of the second storey windows have
information, been blocked up. The greatest alterations were made to this part of
an opinion has
the building in 1889, when permission was granted to re-arrange the
been voiced
that the “wide room divisions, ‘to re-alter the wooden internal staircase between
three-flight the ground and first floors,72* and on the first floor to brick up three
wooden stair
windows… and install Dutch ovens on both floors’ ”.73
in the main
Let us compare the information given. The plans and drawings
entrance hall”
of the house dated 1857 to 1879, studied by Zemenkov, were clearly created
has survived during the preparations for the alterations planned, but not carried
from the time
of its post-fire out, by the Tolstoys. The reconstruction of the house under the
reconstruction. next owners, the Stolypins-Sheremetevs, is reflected in documents
dated 1876 and 1889. H.M. Moleva makes an interesting comment
on these changes, on both the external and on the internal ones
particularly:
“The additional storey of the Gogol half is built in stone
(previously it was a wooden construction). The partitions in the
former rooms occupied by the writer are replaced with solid walls,
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forming four rooms for the doorman and the servants. The vaulted
ceilings over the cellar are replaced by asphalted concrete with
outlet ducts. Most importantly, however, on both floors the Dutch
ovens and stove-pipes are reworked, those on the upper floor being
provided with ventilated fireplaces. In other words, the fireplaces
preserved to this day have nothing in common with those at the
time of Gogol and shed little light on the fireplace where the second
part of his Dead Souls and many other manuscripts perished.”74
It might seem that in our enthusiasm for telling the story of the
house we have skipped the years during which it was inhabited by
Gogol, that we have run far ahead and forgotten about the great
writer. Not at all! On the contrary, we first started our examination
from all the angles, back, front and sides, settling questions as to
décor. We finally, figuratively speaking, cleared the stage for the
appearance of the main protagonist of our drama, Nikolai Vasilievich
Gogol, along with his supporting characters, the Tolstoys with
whom he lived, and all his Moscow acquaintances, many of whom,
of course, visited his flat on Nikitsky Boulevard.
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Under the shelter of Count
Alexander Tolstoy

C

ount A.P. Tolstoy had taken a lease on the house on
Nikitsky Boulevard in 1848. His unusual personality and
significance in Gogol’s life prompt us to take a closer look at
Tolstoy. In literature about Gogol the figure of Tolstoy was for
a long time painted in dark shades. In addition, reference was
often made to S.T. Aksakov’s words that acquaintance with him
“was decidedly disastrous for Gogol”.75 To please the ideological
climate of the 1950s, Zemenkov called Tolstoy a “bigot and a
hypocrite”.76 Theories were even put forward that Tolstoy took
possession of the manuscripts of the second volume of Dead Souls,
claiming that they had been burned, or in fact burning them in
order to demonstrate that Gogol regretted his creative work. The
significance of A.P. Tolstoy’s character and his role in the life of
Gogol should now be re-evaluated.
Count Alexander Petrovich Tolstoy (1801–1873) was a
descendant of Peter the First’s close supporter, state official and
diplomat, Peter Andreyevich Tolstoy. Peter Andreyevich’s sons,
Ivan and Peter were the ancestors of two family branches. Ivan
Petrovich’s great-great-grandson was the writer Lev Nikolayevich
Tolstoy, while Count Alexander Petrovich was Peter Petrovich’s
great-grandson. He was serving in the horse-guards in 1821 and was
granted the rank of aide-de-camp in 1829. In 1824–1826 he took
part in expeditions exploring the coastlines of the Caspian and Aral
Seas and “for the elimination of piracy”. During the Russo-Turkish
war of 1828–1829 Tolstoy distinguished himself at the fortresses of
Burgas and Aidos and was awarded the Order of St Anne (3rd class)
with a ribbon and golden rapier “For Valour”. In 1830 Tolstoy
was transferred “to civilian service” and given the court title of
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gentleman-in-waiting and the position of first secretary of the
Russian mission in Greece, but he soon transferred to the Ministry
of Internal Affairs. In 1834–1837, with the rank of major-general
he was the governor-general at Tver and in 1837–1840 became the
military and civil governor of Odessa. Following a conflict with the
Novorossiysk Governor-General, M.S. Vorontsov (the renowned
detractor of Pushkin), Tolstoy resigned and moved abroad.
Count Tolstoy returned to active service under the new
Emperor, Alexander II, and in 1856–1862 held the high post of
chief-prosecutor of the Holy Synod (from 6 December 1856 he
was lieutenant-general) and following his retirement he became a
member of the State Council.77 The Russian Biographical Dictionary
defines his activity as follows: “Five and a half years of his service
as chief-prosecutor coincided with the start of the reforms under
Emperor Alexander II, which also affected the Department of
Religious Affairs. The published correspondence between him and
the Moscow Metropolitan Philaret shows that he took a lively and
active part in various important matters of Synodal and Diocesan
decision-making of that time. He was especially interested in
possible measures intended to
raise the standing of people in
the Department of Religious
Affairs, on the improvement
of theological education and
on the rights of monks to
manage monastic property.
At the same time, Tolstoy
was very cautious about the
translation of Holy Scripture
into Russian, which had been
undertaken on the initiative
of Metropolitan Philaret.”78
Alexander Petrovich himself
Count Alexander
was an excellent scholar of the
Petrovich Tolstoy
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*
The Kozelsk
Vvedenskaya
Optina Pustyn
[the Kozelsk
Optina
Monastery
dedicated to
the Virgin’s
Entry into
the Temple]
became famous
in the 19th
century as a
largest centre
of spiritual
guidance and
education.
N.V. Gogol
visited Optina
Pustyn twice,
where he spoke
with the Optina
Elders Moses,
Anthony and
Makary. Gogol
was greatly
excited by his
visit to the
monastery.
He wrote to
A.P. Tolstoy:
“… I have not
seen monks like
that anywhere.
I felt every day
how echoes of
heaven seemed
to emanate
from them...”

Bible and the Church Fathers, which he could read both in Greek
and Old Slavonic.
A description of Tolstoy’s character from his time at the Holy
Synod is provided by N.P Gilyarov-Platonov: “It is hard to find a
person who is more dedicated to the Church, more open to every
kind of improvement and at the same time less inclined to pursue
any personal advantage in the management of such an important
department… He is the kind of person I could only describe as an
‘Optina Christian’.79* These people are deeply spiritual and have a
desire to see the clergy as guides to the heights of spiritual life. They
long for Orthodox Christianity in Russia to embody what we read
in Isaac the Syrian, Barsanuphius and others… The late lamented
Gogol was such a person as well.” The writer and philosopher Ivan
Vasilievich Kireevsky, who was closely connected with Optina
Pustyn, said of A.P. Tolstoy: “It is easier to go on living after meeting
such a person.”80 After Gogol’s death Count Tolstoy sent fifteen
silver roubles to Optina Pustyn for prayers for the repose of the soul
of the newly-deceased “God’s servant Nikolai”. Subsequently the
Count kept in touch with the Optina Elders, corresponding with
the famous Elder Ambrose (Grenkov), and his godson became an
Optina monk. This was the spiritual writer Clement (Sederholm),
to whom he confessed on his deathbed in Geneva.
Count A.P. Tolstoy knew Pushkin. They met many times
during visits to mutual acquaintances. Thus, on 5 July 1832
while visiting N.A. Mukhanov, Tolstoy and Pushkin spoke about
the political situation in Russia, about other matters and “found
that their opinions very much coincided”.81 Tolstoy had made
the acquaintance of Gogol at the end of the 1830s. They met
while abroad and engaged thereafter in frequent correspondence.
Gogol would stay with the Count when in Paris. The writer was
attracted to Tolstoy by his deep religious feeling, his kindness, his
striving towards a spiritual life and his self-discipline. Moreover,
Gogol told his sister that Tolstoy secretly wore chains. In letters to
others, Gogol names Alexander Petrovich as a “mysterious friend”
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The mansion at 7a Nikitsky Boulevard
and places him among the people “closest
at the time when Gogol lived there.
to my soul”. Gogol wrote to P.A. Pletnev:
Watercolour by B.S. Zemenkov
“Count Alexander Petrovich is my great
friend and a person very much needed by
Russia in many substantial ways.”82
The clearest picture of the spiritual closeness between the writer
and the Count, the similarity of their painful search and spiritual
longings is reflected in their correspondence. Tolstoy destroyed his
letters to Gogol, but a number of Gogol’s letters to Tolstoy have
survived. Some of them Gogol himself deemed necessary to include
in his book Selected Passages from Correspondence with Friends. It is
worth noting that the greatest number of the letters in this book —
no less than seven out of thirty-two — are addressed to Tolstoy.
From these letters (“The meaning of illnesses”, “Some words about
our Church and clergy”, “On theatre, a one-sided view of the theatre
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and about one-sidedness in general”, “We must love Russia”, “We
must travel around Russia” and others) it follows that the writer
did not agree with Tolstoy’s strict ascetic views. Gogol wrote: “You
are only thinking about your own spiritual comfort and having as
yet failed to find the way to reach it, you believe that everything
in this world is a temptation and an obstacle to salvation.” He also
points out that this course is not far removed from fanaticism: “Onesided people, and especially fanatics, are a plague on society, and a
misfortune for the land and state where any kind of power falls into
the hands of such people. They have no Christian humility or selfdoubt; they are convinced that the whole world is lying and only
they are capable of speaking the truth.” “My friend!” Gogol would
entreat Tolstoy, “Watch yourself more carefully. It is now at this
point that this danger for you is at its greatest. It’s good that for
the time being you are not in any position of authority and have
not been entrusted with controlling anything; otherwise you, whom
I know to be the most capable of handling the most difficult and
complicated posts, could have created more evil and disorder than
someone who is more useless even than the most useless.”83
Gogol saw Tolstoy primarily as a person in the service of the
state and believed that through people like Alexander Petrovich
it might be possible to reform Russian life in line with Christian
ideals for the world. This is why the writer so strongly protested
against Tolstoy’s intention of entering a monastery, appealing to
him: “Russia is your monastery!… Her call to her sons is stronger
than ever. Her soul is now in pain and we can hear the wail of its
sickness…” Against Tolstoy’s spiritual searchings Gogol advocated
energetic, creative activity for the benefit of the motherland: “You
do not yet love Russia: you are only saddened and annoyed by
reports of all the bad things happening in it, and that only provokes
in you vexation and despair… No, if you really began to love Russia,
you would strive to serve her; if you could not be a governor, you
would agree to serve merely as a local captain of police. You would
accept whatever last place you were able to find in it, preferring
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one small crumb of activity rather than being inactive and idle.”
“Achievement after achievement would be yours at every step
and you cannot see this!” Such was Gogol’s challenge to him.
“…Awake! Your monastery is Russia itself!”84
In a letter to “a person holding an important position” Gogol
set out a whole programme of actions for a Russian governor, based
on “Christian wisdom” and Christian humility. It is worth noting
that Tolstoy himself was consulted by Gogol when drafting this
proposed programme. In the rough draft Gogol had admitted to
Alexander Petrovich that it was only after the latter’s explanation
that he understood what a governor’s position amounted to, and
“how that could be truly important and necessary for Russia”.
In the second volume of Dead Souls the writer also drew on
Tolstoy’s explanations of the internal mechanisms for governing
the country. He wrote to the Count: “I would not like to miss or
sin against the truth, especially as the characters and people in
the remaining two parts appear larger than ordinary ones and hold
important positions.”
In the correspondence between Tolstoy and Gogol such
discussion of Russian reality, with its social ills and shortfalls, was
a significant element. Both saw the roots of social evil being in the
spiritual crisis of the society in which they lived, in its abandonment
of Christian traditions and its ignoring of moral norms. “The troubles
in the Caucasus, as well as many others elsewhere, are, of course, very
sad,” wrote Alexander Petrovich. “But events, like cholera, famine,
or harvest failure, can be seen as punishments from the righteous
Judge. I am less upset by the sentences and punishments than by the
blindness that inevitably leads to God knows what new misfortunes.
I am generally appalled by the wholesale and constant pandering
to the most despicable human passions and lusts…” Furthermore,
in speaking of a book on Spanish history that he had read, Tolstoy
notes: “Yet, whatever I read, everywhere I seem to see Russia and
its utterly bleak future. But perhaps I am a fool in thinking that
way and I pray to God that this is so.” Gogol saw Russia’s future
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in a more optimistic light, having previously
pointed out to Tolstoy that “one should live
in God, not in Russia”, because “nothing
happens without God’s will”.85
Gogol had good reason for choosing to
use his letters to Tolstoy for publication.
It was not with Alexander Petrovich
alone that he wanted to share his thoughts
both on the need to combine patriotic
activity with Christian humility, for the
good of Russia and the Russian people,
and on the campaigns and struggles
against the then widespread injustice in
the country. However, the majority of
his contemporaries failed to understand
Gogol’s ideas, as contained in the Selected
Passages from Correspondence with Friends.
Konstantin Sergeyevich
Aksakov
They considered Count A.P. Tolstoy to be
another eccentric.
People often mocked Tolstoy’s asceticism and his striving to
measure life against Christian ideals. “The Count was called a ‘holy
fool’ because he was pained by the immorality and drunkenness of
the people and by the debauchery of fashionable youth,” recalled
A.O. Smirnova. “In Moscow the Slavophiles discussed marriage and
chastity. ‘Yes, you have to be a virgin to be worthy of being a good
husband. Do you see any virgins here? Not a single one!’, the Count
said. ‘There’s me’, K.S. Aksakov replied. ‘Well then, allow me to
kneel before you.’ And so it was, Tolstoy made a deep bow, making
a sign of the cross, and sank to his knees before him.” 86
According to Smirnova, the Count himself lived with his
wife “as if he were her brother”. He was married to Princess
Anna Egorovna Gruzinskaya (1798–1889), a descendant of King
Archil II of Imereti and Georgia, who moved to Russia at the time
of Peter I. Her father, Prince Egor Alexandrovich, was famous
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for welcoming runaways and wanderers
at his estate, as long as they could prove
that they were simply vagabonds and not
thieves or murderers. Anna Egorovna, a
religious and spiritually-minded woman,
had a great influence over her husband.
“Standing so close to the centre of spiritual
power, the Countess sometimes brought
her experience and clever insights to bear
upon her husband’s activity for the good
of the Church, of religious education and
of the clergy,” wrote her relative, Count
M.V. Tolstoy. “She especially valued
educated monks, believing them to be ideal
examples of Christian life and a source of
spiritual enlightenment.” M.V. Tolstoy
states that Anna Egorovna was a generous
Countess Anna
Egorova Tolstaya
philanthropist, but strove to do good
secretly. “She did not like to speak of it and
had shown visible displeasure when thanked for it.”87
Gogol started to live at the Tolstoy’s place in December 1848.
Earlier, on 14 October the same year, following his arrival from
St Petersburg, the writer had gone to stay at Devichye Pole
(Virgin’s Field) with his old friend Mikhail Petrovich Pogodin
(1800–1875), a historian and a writer. However, cracks had long
since appeared in the old friendship between Pogodin and Gogol.
Despite a reconciliation, the old friends were no longer capable of
living under the same roof. Making use of the fact that Pogodin’s
house had started to be refurbished, Gogol moved into Tolstoy’s
house. “Alexander Petrovich lives in such a secluded manner and
in such a monastic way that I, a lover of silence, have moved to
his place,” reports the writer in a letter of 28 December 1848,
immediately after his move to the Nikitsky Boulevard.88 This was
in a letter to a priest, Matfey Alexandrovich Konstantinovsky,
55

in the provincial town of Rzhev in the Tver Gubernia, to whom
Gogol had been introduced by Tolstoy. The name of this person,
who had an enormous influence on Gogol in the last year of his life,
will reappear many times in our story.
In Tolstoy’s house the writer took up two rooms on the
ground floor at the end of the building with windows looking out
onto the boulevard. The Count himself lived on the first floor.
O.M. Bodyansky, Gogol’s close acquaintance, left the following
description of the writer’s quarters: “…Gogol’s rooms are on the
ground floor, two rooms on the right. The first room is completely
covered with a green carpet, with sofas against two walls (the first
to the left of the doors and the second one behind it, along the other
wall); straight ahead is the fireplace with a hearth, shielded by a
framed screen of green taffeta (or cloth); in a corner on the external
wall is a door leading to another room, probably the bedroom, to
judge by the folding-screens in it to the left; in the living room
described above there is a table near the door between the rooms,
against the outer wall, covered in thick green cloth, and there is
an identical table in front of the first sofa. Both tables have several
piles of books heaped on top of each other: a couple of volumes of
Christian Reading, The Outline of Church Biblical History, The Way
of Life of the Russian People, a couple of Greek-Latin dictionaries,
a dictionary of Church Slavonic, a large-format Bible from a new
Moscow publishing house, and next to it a prayer-book printed
in Kiev in the first quarter of the last century; on the second table
there are, by the way, works by Batyushkov in the Smirdin edition
of ‘Russian Authors’ just published, and so on.”89
According to another contemporary, the poet Nikolai
Vasilievich Berg: “Here Gogol used to be looked after like a child
and was given freedom in all things. He did not have to worry
about anything. Dinner, breakfast, tea, supper served wherever
he asked... The wing where he lived was always exceptionally
silent. Gogol would either walk around the room, from corner
to corner, or would sit and write, rolling little balls of white
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bread between his fingers. He said to his friends that this helped
him solve complicated and difficult problems...”90 Gogol would
also write standing up by a writing cabinet of red wood. Prince
D.A. Obolensky’s unique account of Gogol’s creative process
has been preserved: “Count A.P. Tolstoy once told me that on
many occasions he could hear Gogol writing Dead Souls: walking
past the doors leading to his room, he many times heard Gogol,
alone in his chamber, appearing to speak to someone, sometimes
in very unnatural tones. The draft manuscripts retain traces of
this work. Each dialogue was changed by Gogol several times.”91
N.V. Berg remembered: “When Gogol became tired and bored
with writing, he would go upstairs to see his host, or, either
putting on a fur coat or in summer a Spanish sleeveless raincoat,
would go out for a walk along Nikitsky Boulevard, usually to the
left from the gates.” S. Maksimov, a member of A.N. Ostrovsky’s
circle, echoes this, recalling his time as a student: “It never
occurred to us to laugh at our friends or reprimand ourselves for
going to Nikitsky Boulevard to take pleasure in watching Gogol
out on his walks.”92
The writer not only went walking, but also used to visit his
Moscow friends and acquaintances. He was a frequent visitor of the
hospitable family of the writer
Sergey Timofeyevich Aksakov.
In 1848 they moved into
25/9 Sivtsev Vrazhek Lane, a
house belonging to Alexander
Ivanovich Herzen’s brother,
Egor Ivanovich. That house
was demolished in 1998 to be
replaced by a new concrete
building.93 After living there
for a short time the Aksakovs
moved into No. 30, the house
across the road. Nowadays
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30 Sivtsev
Vrazhek,
residence of
the Aksakov
family.
Nowadays,
the Exhibition
Hall of the
State Literary
Museum

this serves as the branch office of the State
Literary Museum. In 1849 the Aksakovs
moved to another place in the Arbat,
Filippov Lane, where until 1851 they lived
in No. 9 (which has not survived). In 1959,
to mark the centenary of Aksakov’s death,
Filippov Lane was renamed Aksakov
Street, but in 1993 it regained its historical
name. In 1851 the Aksakovs moved to the
Bolshoy Nikolopeskovsky Lane (the house
has not survived, but was located on the
site of the modern No. 4).94
Gogol visited the Aksakovs on Sundays
“for dumplings”. These gatherings are
recorded in the diary of O.M. Bodyansky:
“The ‘dumplings’ actually meant a dinner
at S.T. Aksakov’s place on Sundays, where
Sergey Mikhailovich
an unfailing feature on the menu were fruitSoloviev
filled dumplings for the three ‘Ukrainians’:
Gogol, M.A. Maksimovich and myself. After dinner, an hour or two
later, there would be songs from Little Russia, accompanied on the
piano, sung by our host’s second daughter, Nadezhda Sergeyevna,
who had a very melodious voice.”95 Gogol usually celebrated his
birthday with the Aksakov family, which he reckoned was on
19 March. Thus the writer also celebrated his 40th birthday with
them in the house that is now No. 30, Sivtsev Vrazhek. Aside from
the Aksakovs, other people invited to this celebration included
the Khomyakovs, Bodyansky, Maksimovich, the poet’s brother
P.M. Yazykov and the historian S.M. Soloviev, who had succeeded
to Professor Pogodin’s chair at Moscow University.
Gogol continued visiting the Aksakovs on Bolshoi
Nikolopeskovsky Lane right until the start of his last illness. “On
3 February 1853, a Sunday morning, I was at home when Nikolai
Vasilievich called,” writes Vera Aksakova in her diary. “ ‘I walked
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here straight from the church service,’
he had said, ‘and I’m feeling rather tired.’
Fatigue could be clearly seen in his face,
despite a bright, almost cheerful expression.
He sat down immediately on the nearest
sofa. He again praised the parish priest
and the whole service. I said that my
mother and father had been married in
that church. ‘Really? Well then, tell your
mother that she might be pleased to know
that the services are very good there.’ ”96
This was the Church of St Simeon the
Stylites in Povarskaya Street, which was
Gogol’s parish church, despite the fact that
from the time of his living with Pogodin
the writer’s spiritual director was Ioann
Nikolsky, a priest at the Church of Savva
Sergey Timofeyevich
Aksakov
the Sanctified on the Devichye Field. Gogol
also visited the Aksakovs the following day,
4 February, “his terrible thinness” coming as a shock to everyone.
Osip Maksimovich Bodyansky (1808–1877) was a neighbour
of both Gogol and the Aksakovs. A historian, philologist and
Moscow University professor, he was also Gogol’s very old
acquaintance and fellow countryman. From 1849 he had lived
at 31 Bolshaya Nikitskaya, a university house on the corner of
Merzlyakovsky Lane (a house now demolished). The story has
been preserved by Grigory Petrovich Danilevsky (1829–1890),
an author of popular historical novels, about the occasion in the
autumn of 1851 when he and Bodyansky went to visit Gogol:
“After passing through the gate in the high railings, there on
the right was the balcony gallery of Talyzin’s house. We went
in through the main front door on the ground floor. An old man,
Count Tolstoy’s servant, gladly showed us the door to the right
in the entrance hall... Bodyansky passed through a reception
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room and stopped at the next closed door, which
was the corner room of the building. It had
two windows looking into the courtyard and
two others looking out onto the boulevard.
I guessed this was where Gogol worked.
Bodyansky knocked on the door of this
room: ‘Be thee home, brother Mikolo?’
he asked in Little Russia style. ‘I be home,
home!’ someone answered quietly from
within. The door opened and there was
Gogol, standing in the doorway. We then
entered his study.”97
Shortly afterwards Gogol, Bodyansky,
Danilevsky and medical officer Podgoretsky,
Bodyansky’s old acquaintance, visited
the Aksakovs where there was singing of
traditional songs from Little Russia. During
that evening all the guests were people of
Ukrainian origin: for example, Danilevsky
from the Slobodo-Ukrainskaya Gubernia
and Podgoretsky from the Kiev Gubernia.
Gogol was a frequent guest of the
philosopher, poet, publicist and Slavophile,
Aleksei Stepanovich Khomyakov (1804–
1860). In 1844 Khomyakov had acquired
the house of Prince Lobanov-Rostovsky,
7/12 Sobachya Ploshchadka (no longer
existing). This early 19th-century mansion
survived the fire of 1812, following which
it was rebuilt, but then fell victim to the
grandiose construction of the Kalinin
Avenue in 1963. The Khomyakovs’
house was the gathering place for
Yuri Feodorovich
and scene of many debates between
Samarin

Osip
Maksimovich
Bodyansky
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the ‘Westernisers’ and ‘Slavophiles’.
Participants included K.S. and I.S. Aksakov,
A.I. Herzen, T.N. Granovsky, brothers
I.V. and P.V. Kireevsky, A.I. Koshelev,
M.P. Pogodin, Yu.F. Samarin, F.V. Chizhov,
P.Ya.
Chaadayev,
S.P.
Shevyrev,
N.M. Yazykov and many others. A special
drawing room was set aside for the debates,
which they called ‘the talk-shop’. Social and
literary interests were not the only things
Stepan Petrovich
linking Gogol with the Khomyakovs. The
Shevyrev. Drawing
writer had a great respect and warm regard
by E.A. DmitrievMamonov
for Ekaterina Mikhailovna Khomyakova
(1817–1852), the sister of his close friend
the poet Nikolai Yazykov. In 1850 Gogol became godfather of
the Khomyakovs’ son Nikolai.98 The christening took place in
the Church of Nikola in Plotniki, where the Khomyakovs were
parishioners. The interior of the Khomyakovs’ house was carefully
preserved by Slavophile descendants and in the 1920s it became
the basis for the Museum of the 1840s. “If you want to see for
yourselves how people lived in the mansions of our grandfathers’
generation, go to the Khomyakov House on the Sobachaya
Ploshchadka, where it seems that not a single chair has moved from
its place since the 1840s. There was such cosy comfort, delightful
knick-knacks, low ceilings, little sofas, chibouks, old ladies’ beaded
needlework — and shelves of books, mainly containing German
romantics and philosophers,” wrote the historian and thinker
G.P. Fedotov in 1926. This unique museum was shut down in 1929
after transferring part of its collection (including the furnishings
of the ‘talk-shop’) to the Historical Museum. Following this, right
up to the time of its demolition, the mansion was home to the
Gnessin Academy of Music.99
Of Gogol’s other neighbours we should also mention Alexander
Ivanovich Koshelev (1806–1883), a Slavophile, publisher, peasant
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T.N. —
Slavophiles: a
19th-century
intellectual
movement
that believed
Russia should
not submit
to Western
influences,
but strive to
maintain her
own different
values and
ideals.

Ekaterina
Mikhailovna
Khomyakova
(née Yazykova)
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reform activist and entrepreneur.
During the years that the writer lived
with the Tolstoys, that is 1848–52,
Koshelev lived in his own house
on the Povarskaya (now No.
31), which is where Gogol in
all probability visited him. The
writer also visited the hospitable
family of the Sverbeyevs — Dmitry
Nikolayevich (1799–1874) and
Ekaterina Alexandrovna (1808–
1892), both on Tverskoy Boulevard
(now house No. 25) and on Bolshoy
Nikolopeskovsky Lane (from 1850
until the present time house No. 15).
Lovers of literature, scientists and
people from the arts gathered at
the Sverbeyevs’ salon on Fridays.
Over the years they were visited
by Pushkin, Gogol, Chaadayev,
N.M. Yazykov, A.I. Turgenev,
Aksakov, Khomyakov, Samarin,
Granovsky, Soloviev, Leo Tolstoy
and others. It was also not
unknown for Gogol to call on the
aristocratic Vasilchikov family,
who lived on Bolshaya Nikitskaya
(now house No. 46). In 1831 in
St Petersburg, Gogol had been
a children’s tutor in that family.
Finally, we should also note that,
due to his weak health, Gogol
was being treated by the famous
Aleksei Stepanovich
therapist, neuropathologist and
Khomyakov

surgeon, Feodor Ivanovich Inozemtsev
(1802—1869). Probably the writer went to
see him at Mukhanova’s house in Mertvy
Lane (the house has not survived and
the site is occupied by Nos. 6, 8 and 10).
Inozemtsev, who was also treating the poet
Yazykov, is remembered in the history of
Russian medicine for the fact that in 1847
he conducted the first operation in Russia
under anaesthetic.100
His
oldest
friends
and
new
acquaintances would visit Gogol in
Tolstoy’s house. These included the
Aksakovs, Pogodin, Khomyakov, Shevyrev,
Shchepkin,
Bodyansky,
Smirnova,
M.A. Maksimovich, P.V. Annenkov,
I.K. Aivazovsky, S.V. Shumsky and many
Mikhail Semyonovich
Shchepkin
others. A.O. Smirnova recalled: “The Russian
cuisine was exceptionally good at Tolstoy’s
house. Khomyakov, brother Clement and
I were dining with Gogol and the host. Khomyakov was on top
form and chatted continuously, making all of us laugh and trading
most unusual witticisms with Clement Osipovich… It was a hot
day. Tolstoy and Khomyakov kept talking about liberation of the
peasantry, and Gogol, Lev and Clement walked with me under the
colonnade and kept complaining about the unbearable heat.”101 To
those closest to him (including A.P. Tolstoy) the writer would read
chapters of the second part of Dead Souls.
On 20 October 1851 Gogol was visited by Ivan Sergeyevich
Turgenev (1818–1883), who came with Shchepkin. Turgenev
later recalled how Gogol had given them a warm welcome,
engaged in lively conversation, spoken of literature and the
importance of a writer’s creative work. According to Turgenev’s
account, Gogol at first made a strange impression on him: “His
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fair hair, which fell straight from his temples in the Cossack
fashion, still retained the same colour as in his youth, but was
visibly less abundant. His pale, receding forehead remained
smooth and radiating intelligence. His small brown eyes at times
sparkled with mirth — real mirth rather than ironic humour; but
in general there seemed to be a tiredness in his gaze…” But as
soon as Gogol spoke, his visitor was spellbound and fascinated
by the depth and clarity of his thought. “The impression of
tiredness, sickly neurotic unease, which he first made on me,
disappeared,” remembered Turgenev. “…I had before me a great
poet and a great artist and I looked at him and listened to him
with awe, even when I did not agree with him.” Two weeks after
this, on 5 November, a reading of The Government Inspector
took place at Gogol’s home. The writer had organised it for the
actors taking part in a staging of the play. The listeners included
Shchepkin, Shevyrev, Danilevsky and actors P.M. Sadovsky and
S.V. Shumsky. “This was a real feast and a celebration for me,”
remembered Turgenev. This reading of The Government Inspector
was the writer’s last ever public engagement.102
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A hidden loVe

T

he walls of Talyzin’s house were to witness Gogol’s
clandestine and strange romance, the only one known to
his biographers. “Gogol’s affair is unlike other such affairs. It is a
Gogolian relationship, as if it took place but at the same time did
not take place.” These are the words which I.P. Zolotussky uses, in
his book on Gogol, rather arousing our curiosity.103
The high point of Gogol’s affair came in the first months of
1849, just after the writer had moved in with Tolstoy. It was here
that he suffered days of torture following his strange declaration,
which he did in a roundabout way when, as he himself put it, he
“was worn out with suffering”. “I finally experienced at this time,”
writes Gogol to the object of his devotion, “how we never escape
punishment if, even for a moment, we take our gaze away from
Him, to Whom at every minute our eyes should be lifted, and if
we even briefly give way to earthly desires rather than those of
Heaven.”104
So who was this woman who played such an important role in
the life of the great writer?
During his travels abroad, at the end of the 1830s, Gogol
became acquainted with the family of Count Mikhail Yurievich
Vielgorsky (Vyelgorsky). The Vielgorskys belonged to the
highest circles of aristocracy and were close to the court. Their
house was one of the most famous centres for culture in St
Petersburg. The head of the family, Count Mikhail Yurievich
(1788–1856) was a musician, composer, patron of the arts and a
close acquaintance of Pushkin and Zhukovsky. He was friendly
with many world-famous celebrities in the world of music and his
house served as a concert venue where famous Western European
and Russian musicians performed and where the highest society of
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St Petersburg gathered. The Count was a
very calm and gentle person. The dominant
member of the family was his wife Luisa
Karlovna (1791–1853), born Princess
Biron. She was the granddaughter of a
famous court favourite, Ernst Johann von
Biron, and possibly also of Empress Anna
Ivanovna herself.
The writer Count V.A. Sollogub, who
was married to Sofya, a daughter of the
Vielgorskys, left a striking character
description of this couple: “Count Mikhail
Yurievich Vielgorsky was one of the first
and most loved Russian patrons of the
arts. He had every possible qualification
for the role: a great fortune, extensive
connections, a high and even exceptional
Nikolai Vasilievich Gogol.
position at court, a fine discernment in the
Portrait by F.A. Moller
arts. Finally, he was a brilliant man of the
widest culture and of the most kind and simple temperament.
His wife, born Duchess Luisa Biron, was his total opposite. She
was a woman of impenetrable pride, strangely combined with the
most sincere Christian self-deprecation. I have been witness to
scenes where she displayed extreme haughtiness, but I have also
been present at scenes where she showed herself to be a woman
of the most touching kindness.”105
In Rome Gogol befriended their eldest son Joseph, a talented
and serious youth, very keen on sciences and literature. In May
1839 Joseph Vielgorsky fell seriously ill and died in Gogol’s arms.
The death throes of his friend made a horrifying impression on
him.106 Gogol was burdened with the difficult task of informing
the mother of her son’s death. Later the writer would grow close
to this family and would meet the Vielgorsky daughters: the
two senior ones, Apollinaria and Sofya (the first was married to
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A.V. Venevitinov, the brother of the poet; the second was the wife
of V.A. Sollogub) and Anna, who was the youngest. The Vielgorsky
children had been given an excellent education. They were
childhood friends with the Emperor’s sons and daughters, but at
the same time the Countess had brought them up with simplicity
and strictness. “…Empress Alexandra Feodorovna,” writes
Sollogub, “who was famous for her exquisite panache and taste,
on more than one occasion reproached Countess Vielgorskaya for
the excessive simplicity of her daughters’ dresses; the Countess
respectfully curtsied, but did not change her rules.”107
Contemporaries have left us with enthusiastic impressions of
the younger Vielgorskys. Gogol himself saw in Sofya Vielgorskaya
“an image of heavenly purity” and wrote to A.O. Smirnova of her
“angelic” nature. According to P.A. Pletnev, Apollinaria presented
“a perfection of thought and feeling”. Baroness M.P. Frederiks
wrote of Count Mikhail Mikhailovich Vielgorsky-Matyushkin
(1822–1855), the Vielgorsky’s second son: “Mikhail Mikhailovich
was born a cripple with a severe limp. After completing a course
at St Petersburg University, he served in the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and spent nearly all his youth abroad attached to various
embassies. He was wonderfully gifted and well-educated, could
improvise brilliantly on the piano, possessed a great charm and,
despite his physical handicap, was more than once the object
of unrequited love, but he never married. During the siege of
Sevastopol in 1855 he was sent by Empress Maria Alexandrovna,
as her personal representative and authorised official, in order to
help and give comfort to the suffering. He gave himself so wholeheartedly to the great challenge of this mission that he earned the
deep love and respect of all around him, and the hapless sufferers
nicknamed him a ‘walking Christ’. To the grief of his family and
friends he became infected with a malignant strain of typhus and
died young in a Simferopol hospital, where he had been sent from
Sevastopol.”108
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For the Vielgorskys Gogol became as if one of the family,
spending a lot of time with them and engaging in constant
correspondence. Gogol paid special attention to the Vielgorskys’
youngest daughter, Anna Mikhailovna (1822–1861), taking her
under his care in a similar way as he had with his own sisters. Their
relations were limited to tutoring only and were so innocent that
Luisa Karlovna was not afraid to let her daughter go walking with
the writer completely by herself. Gradually Gogol came to respect
his charge more and more. Anna, who in the family was called Anolit
or Nosy, was an unusual young lady. Her friend Maria Frederiks
wrote: “Anolit, as we called her, was an entirely exceptional
creature. She had a remarkable intelligence and was very highly
educated; she could play the piano, sing and draw beautifully. She
was not attractive, but did have that charisma which is better than
any beauty, and which makes a woman perfect. For many she was
the object of hopeless love. They burned with passion for her, but
for a long time she would not hear of marriage… I knew her, of
course, from my childhood and as I was growing up and came to
understand the full attraction of this incomparable person, I became
her close friend, although she was years older than I was. She had a
great influence on me from the religious and moral standpoint.”109
These moral and intellectual merits could not go unnoticed
by Gogol. On 5 January 1847 he wrote to Pletnev from Naples:
“I especially urge you to become acquainted with her. She has what
I could not find in any other woman: a rational mind, rather than
cleverness, but you cannot get to know her quickly. Her quality is
completely internal.”110
Gogol engaged in correspondence with Luisa Karlovna and her
daughters, Sofya Sollogub and Anna. In these letters he instructs and
preaches, and with some success, as can be seen from letters written in
response to his. Two letters addressed to the Vielgorsky ladies were
published by Gogol in his book Selected Passages from Correspondence
with Friends. However the largest number of letters was written to Anna
Mikhailovna, whom he called “the kindest and most gracious”, making
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play with the meaning of the girl’s name in Greek. In October 1847 he
intended to entrust Anna Vielgorskaya with distributing money to the
poor. The funds in question would have been generated by stagings of
his play The Government Inspector in Moscow and St Petersburg, but
those productions never took place. The writer ascribed great moral
significance to this task: “I don’t believe that anyone fond of me would
decline the responsibility of being the distributor of such alms. They
would not be guilty before me but before Christ, if they started to
excuse themselves through some notion of social propriety. Let them
be mindful, they would later hear words from God which many who
were ashamed to do His work would hear from Him: ‘I will be ashamed
of him who was ashamed of Me.’ And so, may God bless you! With
God’s help make a start! Forget completely about yourself. None of us
should belong to himself.”111
Each of Gogol’s letters to Anna is full of admonitions; he
often discusses questions raised by him in Selected Passages from
Correspondence with Friends and gives advice and instructions that
are often quite harsh.
“Aside from your spiritual father (if he is old and burdened with
many matters) choose another for yourself, one who is younger and
whom your spiritual father might recommend from among people
who have recently entered the priesthood, but who have already
shown a well-inclined spirit. Advise your other lady friends to do
the same” (21 October/2 November 1846).112
“Do not dance at all, especially those wild dances: they excite
the blood, but do not provide the right exercise needed by the
body. And in general, dancing does not suit you: your frame is not
very slender and light. After all, you are not blessed with good
looks. You surely know that, don’t you? You only look attractive
when your face is animated by higher things; it seems that the
features of your face are arranged in such a way as to express
spiritual nobility and as soon you lose this expression you become
unattractive. Give up all appearances in society, even minor ones.
You can see that society has gained you nothing: you searched
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there for a soul capable of responding to
yours, a person with whom you would
have liked to walk hand in hand
through life, but all you found was
pettiness and vulgarity. So give
it up altogether” (29 October
1848).113
“Everything that could get
you better acquainted with Russia
is to be found through the ancient
language. Only one thing remains:
you must at all costs learn Slavonic.
The easiest way to do this is as follows:
read the Gospels, not in French, not in Russian,
Countess
but in Slavonic. Resort to French only when you are
Anna Mikhailovna
unable to understand. Make a written note of words
Vielgorskaya
which present greater difficulties and show them to a
priest, who would explain them to you… Be Russian;
this is what you should be” (30 March 1849).114
“You like drawing — so draw everything that serves to adorn
the temple of God and not one’s rooms; show the bright faces of
the people who have pleased Him. In doing this your brush and
your thoughts would ascend higher. You would gain immeasurably
greater pleasure and you would not need a tutor. Thus enhanced,
your own feelings would become your teacher and would bring
you to perfection in the arts. You will find much to feed on in
Moscow. Among the ancient icons that fill our old churches there
are wondrous faces and these faces have wonderful expressions” (16
April 1849).115
But Gogol’s letters to Anna Vielgorskaya are not only full of
lecturing. He discusses the latest literary news with her (including
the just-published short novel Poor Folk by Dostoyevsky) and
he asks her opinion about Selected Passages from Correspondence
with Friends. It was no coincidence that Gogol noted that Anna
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Mikhailovna had “a rational mind, rather than cleverness”.
She replies in detail to his letters, shares with him her thoughts
and feelings, and herself gives him advice (though not in such
categorical terms). Thus Gogol’s monologue gradually turns into
dialogue and it is with good reason that he calls the young countess
“Anna Mikhailovna, one so close to my soul”.
It would seem that, even earlier than Gogol, Vielgorskaya
herself had come to feel closer to this strange man, who was unlike
the people she knew in society, a closeness that went beyond the
ideological and spiritual. It is possible that she developed feelings for
Gogol that crossed the bounds of ordinary friendly sympathy. Let
us take a closer look at Anna Vielgorskaya’s letters to the writer…
“Your entirely unexpected letter made me very glad, but even
more it surprised me. I read it about six times, each time with a new
sense of surprise” (29 April 1844).116
“I keep thinking of you. In my thoughts I follow your around,
trying to imagine the expression on your face at a given moment,
what you are looking at, what you are thinking, whether you are
fiddling with your moustache, or are simply sitting, arms folded and
eyes half-closed, not looking at anything and thinking of nothing”
(17 February/1 March 1845).117
“I get a happy feeling as soon as I discern your handwriting on an
envelope… Oh, if you were only here!” (7 November 1845).118
“… At times I would give rather a lot to see you and speak with
you even for half an hour…” (7 January 1846).119
“I have probably already tired you out with my lengthy
reflections. I felt that I was actually sitting with you somewhere,
as we did in Ostend and Nice, telling you everything that came
into my head, telling you bits and pieces of nonsense. I remember
you listened to me, smiling quietly and twisting your moustache…
How clearly I see you, Nikolai Vasilievich — it’s as if you were
standing right in front of me!” (18 March 1846).120
It is possible that we are reading too much into the friendly
character of this correspondence, but it seems that the expectation
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of the letter and the many times it was read, along with imagining
in the mind’s eye its distant author, all of this reflects Anna
Vielgorskaya’s genuine attachment to her tutor. Is it a coincidence
that Anolit did not marry for a long time despite, according
to Maria Frederiks, many people asking for her hand? Her
correspondence with Gogol mentions the young countess’s severe
disappointment in some person in whom she had dreamt of finding
a worthy companion, discovering in him instead only “pettiness
and vulgarity”. On 24 February 1849 Anna writes to Gogol that
she would very much like to see him: “I would like to know only
one thing: are you coming to St Petersburg in the spring and when
exactly might this be? I don’t remember if I told you that we all
want to go to our village near Kolomna this summer, and also to use
the opportunity to stop in Moscow and have a good look at the city,
which is completely unfamiliar to us. I would very much like us to
meet up in Moscow and for you to be our cicerone... You see, dearest
Nikolai Vasilievich, that from all sides I am being drawn to become
Russian, and because I am not resisting the urge, but rather myself
am encouraging it as much as I can, I hope that your and my wish
would finally come true and that I would become Russian not only
in my soul, but in my language and my knowledge of Russia.”121 It
may be that Anna Vielgorskaya wished to be Russian only because
this was what Gogol wanted. Who knows? The mystery remains
unsolved even for the very people involved in the events.
Gogol replied to this letter with a detailed explanation of
“the nature of the Russian people”, in which he set aside a special
place for Domostroy, singing praises to the patriarchal structure,
emphasising family life in medieval Russia, which appeared for him
to be “a combination of Martha and Mary” — the highest womanly
virtues, joining the longing for the celestial with love for life on this
earth, the virtues of a married woman, a wife…
According to Vielgorsky family legend, Gogol intended to ask
for Anna Mikhailovna’s hand in marriage and wanted to make
his proposal through the Venevitinovs. However, Apollinaria
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Mikhailovna and her husband, understanding that the countessmother would never agree to the marriage and that the writer’s very
proposal would provoke serious outrage on her part (the difference
in social position was too large between the writer, a commoner
without property, and the aristocrat girl), persuaded Gogol against
taking any further steps. There is no recorded mention of any
marriage negotiations in any of the sources and this has led scholars
to ascribe very different dates to them. V.A. Voropayev even denies
that anything actually took place.122*
Gogol’s feelings for Vielgorskaya are only attested by
Vladimir Sollogub, the husband of her sister Sofya: “It seems
that Anna Mikhailovna is the only woman with whom Gogol was
in love.”123 The report, as Voropayev justly notes, contains no
information on a marriage proposal. However, Gogol’s notebooks
and correspondence hold the key to understanding the possible
course of events. I.P. Zolotussky reconstructs them as follows.
After returning from Palestine in September 1848 Gogol arrives
in St Petersburg where he again meets with the Vielgorsky family,
visiting them at their country estate of Pavlino. Probably it was
during this visit that the writer changed his previous feelings
towards Anna Mikhailovna. It suddenly seemed to him that this
clever, noble-spirited, but not very attractive young lady could
become not just his pupil, but his spouse and life companion. It is
possible that this was the time that he noticed that the countess
saw in him more than just a mentor and an older friend. “I believe
that dealing with a young lady is the business of a woman, not a
man. Trust me, a young lady is incapable of feeling an elevated and
pure friendship with a man; it is certain that another feeling, more
in her nature, would creep in instinctively and that misfortune
would befall any unfortunate doctor, offering medicine, but with
nothing more than a truly brotherly feeling,” wrote Gogol to
Smirnova in 1848, soon after his return from St Petersburg.124
It is possible that this is exactly what Gogol thought at first. “Oh
no!” was his first and fairly predictable reaction. Back in December
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*
V.I. Shenrok
and Yu.V. Mann
believe the
attempted
proposal to
have happened
in the spring
of 1850,
I.P. Zolotussky –
in the spring of
1849

of 1832 he had written to A.S. Danilevsky, who had fallen in love:
“I understand and feel the condition of your soul very well, although
fate has thankfully spared me from experiencing it. And I say that
I am thankful because this flame would have burned me to a cinder
in a moment. I would not have found contentment in what had
happened in the past, I would have kept trying to recreate it in the
present and would have become victim of the effort. For this reason,
and what has saved me, I have a firm will, which has twice averted
in me the desire to gaze into the abyss.”125 The image of perishing
in flames turned out to be so strong that Gogol also included it in
his work. In the story Viy the stable-boy Mikita turns into a pile of
ash after he spends a whole night giving a ride (was he just giving
a ride?) to the lady-witch. Thus, Gogol was dumbfounded and his
first months of living at Tolstoy’s house were not filled so much
with thoughts of Dead Souls, as with pangs for another soul, one
very much alive — Anna Vielgorskaya, who was far away and yet so
close to him. In his notebook he writes down his thoughts on both
the spiritual and the day-to-day obligations of husband and wife,
and on 30 March 1849 he writes a letter to the countess, addressing
the same subject — the Martha-Mary ideal for a woman.
Finally, it was around this date that Gogol made the strange
offer of his hand and heart through the Venevitinovs. Even though
this proposal was not actually conveyed, it somehow became
known both to the mother and daughter. We will not speculate
how it was received by Anna Mikhailovna. However her mother’s
reaction could be easily imagined and it is clear that Gogol’s idea
caused quite a stir in the Vielgorsky family. Then, tormented by
all kinds of emotions, Gogol sent a letter, which one can suppose
was destined for the subject of his contradictory feelings. The
letter bears neither date nor the name of the addressee. However,
its similarities with Gogol’s other letters permitted Zolotussky to
date it between 3 and 16 April 1849.
Gogol himself called the letter a “confession”, and it is
true that its frankness allows us to clear much of the fog with
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which the writer and the Vielgorsky family had surrounded his
relationship with Anna: “To me it seemed necessary to write to
you at least part of my confession. When I set out to write it, I
prayed God to grant me the ability to tell only the truth as it is. I
wrote and corrected it, made mistakes, started re-writing and saw
that what had already been put to paper needed to be torn up. Do
you really need my confession? Perhaps you would look coldly
at what lies close to the centre of my heart, or, seen from another
point of view, everything could appear differently and that
words written to throw light on the matter would only spread
darkness. A completely open confession should be for God alone.
From this confession I would only tell you one thing: I suffered
much since I parted from you in St Petersburg. My spirits were
at a low ebb and my condition was so depressed, more depressed
than I could say. I was also depressed because I had no-one to
explain it to, no-one to ask for advice or sympathy. I could not
confide in my closest friend because my situation involves your
family; and everything that is related to your home is sacred to
me. It would be wrong of you to continue to be angry with me
for surrounding you with vague clouds of misunderstanding.
There was something odd happening here, and how it came to be
I still find myself unable to explain. I think everything happened
because we have not come to know each other well enough and
took many very important things too lightly, at least more lightheartedly than we should have. You would all have come to know
me better if we had managed to live near each other for longer,
not for leisurely pursuits, but working on something. Actually,
why don’t you spend a bit of time at your village near Moscow?
It has been over twenty years since you’ve seen your peasantry.
As if that were something trivial: after all they feed us, at the
same time looking on us as their providers, and we don’t even
find the time to go and see them once in twenty years! I would
come to join you as well. All of us would become busy running
the estate, looking after the peasants and not ourselves. In fact
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this would give us better health and more fun than just leading
the usual pointless dacha life. And if at the same time each of
us would pray a little harder to God for help to do our duty,
we would all probably come to achieve the kind of relationship
between each other that we should have. Then both of us would
see clearly what I should be in relation to you. After all, I have to
be something in relation to you: not for nothing does God cause
people’s paths to cross in such an odd way. Perhaps I should be
something else in relation [to you], such as a faithful dog, charged
with guarding his master’s property somewhere. So don’t be
angry; you can see that although our relations were disturbed
for a time by some superficial upset, they are not, after all, such
as to make you look upon me as a stranger, from whom you must
keep to yourself words that the offended heart would speak in
moments of trouble…”126
“A faithful dog” guarding his master’s estate! That was the
role that Gogol, who just recently had been her authoritative
teacher, was prepared to take next to Anna Vielgorskaya. “I have
to be something in relation to you…” are words that sound almost
like an entreaty. Gogol was suffering; in his letters to Zhukovsky,
Smirnova and others he talks about it. In the meantime there
was no news from St Petersburg. Gogol’s “confession” allows
us to accept as highly probable Yu.V. Mann’s hypothesis that
the writer saw a marriage to Vielgorskaya as a spiritual union,
like the one that bound Tolstoy and his wife. This would not
have appeased the countess-mother. She forbade her daughters
to write to Gogol and he was left alone with his doubts and
fears. On 16 April he questions Anna Mikhailovna: “What have
I done to make you angry with me? Probably it just happened
all by itself.”127 What is this ‘it’? Was it an attempt to ask for her
hand or a falling out? This is followed, according to Gogol’s own
words, by an “inappropriate” letter to the Venevitinovs, which
he explained later as “a drowning man clutching at a straw”.128
Finally, on 22 May he receives a letter from Sofya Sollogub and
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sends a very joyful reply. Relations had been restored, but the
emotional wound remained very deep. The writer was distressed
by the failure of his suit and by the ill-advised way he had handled
things. “I acted in a way that only a person in a state of madness
can act, and at the same time imagined that I was acting in a
clever way,” he admits to Sofya Mikhailovna.129
Later Anna also wrote to him. By that time Gogol had come
to terms with the blow he had received. “But He who ordains all
things knows best what is more beneficial and better for us. We
must submit. If an intended situation is not reached, we have to
find our bearings and think again,” he writes tellingly, and once
again reverts to the tone of a teacher (3 June 1849).130 The last
known letter from Anna Vielgorskaya to Gogol is a sad one. “You
have a purpose in your life, dear Nikolai Vasilievich. It completely
satisfies you and takes up all your time, but what goal should I
choose? There would be little point in all my drawing, reading and
so on,” she admits. It would seem that Anna Mikhailovna is no
longer expecting any advice or lectures, nor to see Gogol himself:
“When will we be seeing you? Nevertheless, if you are busy in
Moscow it would be a pity to disturb you” (17 January 1850).131
They had found their roles: he had his mission, and she the fate
of an unmarried woman, no longer young, and not knowing what
to do with herself. On his deathbed Count Mikhail Yurievich
Vielgorsky (he died in 1856) took a promise from his daughter
to marry. She married Prince Alexander Ivanovich Shakhovsky
(1822–1891), a lieutenant-general, gave birth to a daughter,
Maria (subsequently Countess Keller), and soon died.
Gogol lived through his ‘affair’ with Vielgorskaya as through
a dream or a grave illness. In his letter to Pletnev he speaks of a
hangover which comes “after the first days of intoxication, the socalled honeymoon period”, when a person wakes up and feels that
he has been “sleeping and not living”. In another letter to a friend he
admits that “I triggered in myself a very grave nervous breakdown,
which became worse due to certain moments of emotional distress”.
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But… all of this was left in the past. “Now I am growing noticeably
stronger every day,” the writer tells Smirnova on 27 May 1849.132
The attempt to embrace ‘earthly’ desires had failed and now Gogol
was left only with the celestial — his literary work.
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the deAth of gogol

S

cholars of literature agree that Gogol saw Volume 2 of Dead
Souls as his life’s main work. In this volume he believed
it possible and necessary to combine the artistic charm of the
first volume with the teaching zeal seen in Selected Passages from
Correspondence with Friends. Under his quill, in the silence of the
house on Nikitsky Boulevard, new chapters of the novel began to be
written one by one and already familiar characters started to appear.
The figure of the governor-general embodied the characteristics
of Count A.P. Tolstoy and the image of Ulinka reflected Anna
Vielgorskaya. Another character in the second volume, the priest,
was imbued with Gogol’s impressions from meetings with the Optina
Elders and the priest, Matfey Alexandrovich Konstantinovsky,
who was Tolstoy’s spiritual father. During Gogol’s last years
Father Matfey, like Tolstoy, became very close to him and exerted
considerable influence on him whilst remaining a character not yet
really understood. The evaluations of his relationship with the writer
are for the most part extremely negative. This is something on which
scholars writing on Gogol’s life and work have agreed, both before
and after 1917, surprising as that is.
Father Matfey Konstantinovsky was a regular guest at the
Tolstoys’ Moscow house and used to engage in lengthy conversations
with Gogol, one of which took place shortly before the burning of the
second volume of Dead Souls and its author’s death. Without claiming
to understand such a complex episode in the life of a major writer, a
subject to which extensive literature of all kinds has been dedicated,
let us try to reconstruct the chain of events that took place. Whilst
limiting ourselves to a simple recounting of the facts, we cannot omit
consideration of the life of one of its main protagonists — namely Fr
Matfey Konstantinovsky.
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Father Matfey (1791–1857) was the son of the deacon serving
in the church at Konstantinovskoye, a village in the Novotorzhsky
Uyezd, Tverskaya Gubernia. His father died early and the family
knew need and poverty. In 1814, after graduating from school and
seminary, Matfey Alexandrovich was ordained deacon and sent to
serve in a parish in the Osechno Vyshnevolotsky District, where
again he found himself in extreme poverty. The young deacon’s
family, all dependent on him, included his mother and two sisters.
He would take on peasants’ work in order to earn his bread, but
in the rare hours of rest he was rarely without a book, be it the
Gospels, Lives of the Saints or the writings of the Church Fathers,
which he had learned to enjoy reading during his student years.
Subsequently Matfey Alexandrovich was ordained priest and sent
to the village of Diyevo, where he served for thirteen years and
where life was apparently just as hard as in his time as a deacon.
Following this he served for three years in the village of Yezsko.
During this time Fr Matfey became noted as a diligent pastor,
attracting the attention of the diocesan authorities. In 1836 the
Archbishop offered him a transfer to the District capital, Rzhev,
where the schismatics were especially active and which needed
an energetic priest, capable of keeping his end up against the
adherents of the old faith. Fr Matfey was appointed priest at the
Transfiguration (Spaso-Preobrazhenskaya) Church in Rzhev, and
in 1849 was promoted to the office of rector in the Uskpensky
Cathedral in the same town.
In Rzhev Fr Matfey Konstantinovsky became widely known
due to his ascetic way of life. He zealously kept all the fasts and ate
nothing at all during the first two weeks of Lent, he drank nothing
but water until old age and only during his last years permitted
himself to drink coffee. He also generated respect with his genuine
care for church fabric and strict adherence to church canons, but
the main thing that attracted the faithful to him was, of course, the
special strength of his sermons. “Fr Matfey had an exceptional gift
as a speaker,” states E. Poselyanin. “His speech flowed like a stream
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and he could hold his listeners engaged, speaking for several hours.
He was inexhaustible and had no need of tiring preparation for a
sermon.” He was a very popular priest. His parishioners loved him
sincerely and he strove to help many people. He was always cheerful
and cordial with everyone. Nevertheless, A.F. Annensky called
Father Matfey the “Savonarola of Rzhev”, whereas Gogol scholars
in the Soviet era dubbed him ‘priest-bigot’. It turns out that the
portrait of a gloomy fanatic painted by Gogol’s biographers is very
far from the true image of this priest.133
Even contemporaries of Father Matfey, who knew him very
well, spoke out against such a prejudiced view. Archpriest Feodor
Obraztsov, who knew him from childhood, reported: “Some people
say that Father Matfey was a severe, sad, ill-tempered and gloomy
fanatic. There was nothing of that in Father Matfey. On the
contrary, he was always cheerful; a meek smile could often be seen
on his gentle face; no-one ever heard an angry word from him and
he never raised his voice; he was always even-tempered, calm and
composed… Father Matfey’s sermons were improvised and based on
the Gospel reading of the day. The simplicity of what he said and
his lively imagery astonished his listeners. The preacher’s sincere
conviction had an irresistible effect on their hearts. His gentle voice
would float over their heads and everyone would listen with bated
breath to its cadences.”134
This is supported by Matfey Alexandrovich’s spiritual son
T.I. Filippov: “Father Matfey was incapable of attracting or engaging
his listeners through a striking physical presence; he was of short
stature and a little hunched; he had grey eyes, which were by no
means beautiful and not particularly arresting; he had thin, slightly
curled light-blond hair (with a mix of grey, of course, as he grew
older) and quite a broad nose. In short, to go by his appearance and
his bearing, he had the look of a completely ordinary little peasant,
to be distinguished only by the cut of his clothes from the peasants
in the villages of Yezsko or Diyevo. However, during his sermons,
which were always heartfelt and very often passionate, as well as
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when carrying out his liturgical duties, his face would light up and
shine, but only momentarily at sudden points of rapture. Following
these he would resume his normal unimpressive persona.135
A.P. Tolstoy, the former Tver governor, first encountered Fr
Matfey Konstantinovsky, when the priest sharply reprimanded the
Count for the disorder he caused by his intrusion into the church at
the head of a whole crowd of officials. According to Filippov, from
that time “a life-long spiritual union became established between
them”. Tolstoy was the one who recommended Gogol to make the
acquaintance of Fr Matfey. In 1847 the writer sent two copies of his
book Selected Passages from Correspondence with Friends to Rzhev
with the accompanying request to “read my book and give me at
least your first thoughts about it, the first that would come to your
mind, words that your soul would dictate”.136
Father Matfey Konstantinovsky criticised the Selected
Passages… harshly and, in response to the criticism, Gogol wrote to
him on 27 April (9 May): “All your words, both about the Gospel
meaning of charity and about the rest, are holy truth.”137
At the time Gogol had just begun to be aware of the conflicting
responses to that book and listened apprehensively to the
controversy that arose around the work. Surprised, as Tolstoy
once was on hearing such a denunciation actually in church, Gogol
was unlikely to have expected such a vigorous attack. Judging by
Gogol’s letter in reply to it, Father Matfey’s criticism was possibly
the sharpest stricture that the priest ever sent to the writer during
the entire period of their correspondence. As with the Tolstoy
letters, the majority of those that the Rzhev priest wrote to Gogol
have not come down to us, and we can only deduce their contents
from the writer’s answers. In a letter to Father Matfey Gogol
ascribes all the book’s failings to his “immaturity” and “foolishness”,
but justifies it by saying that his aims were good. Gogol was
particularly perturbed by the words that the book “would have a
harmful effect”, one for which the author would have to answer
to God. At that time the Selected Passages… was under a barrage
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of criticism from almost all of Gogols’ friends, whether close or
distant. He himself compared the effect of the criticism with a slap
in the face and was astonished by their reaction. But, nevertheless,
in his letter to Konstantinovsky Gogol finds the strength to defend
his creation, saying that, thanks to the book, “some were shaken in
their unbelief and went to church, if only out of curiosity”. It can
be judged from this letter that Father Matfey levelled particularly
harsh criticism at the chapter dedicated to theatre. Gogol was
forced to explain himself, saying that he was in no way calling
for the church to be replaced by theatre. He was only striving to
elevate the theatre, making it the preacher of goodness and beauty,
and not a source of vulgar entertainment.138
The harsh responses to Selected Passages from Correspondence
with Friends soon ceased to surprise Gogol. He himself more than
once wrote to his correspondents that he welcomed unsparing
criticism of his work. I.P. Zolotussky supposed that Gogol was
happy to hear Konstantinovsky’s strictures, because he felt a
greater need of stern admonition than of the quiet comfort provided
by Optina Elders. “Father Matfey demanded absolute commitment.
In his allegiance to one teaching alone, he was unable to understand
the vacillations of Gogol’s restless soul or to make concessions.
But perhaps this was the kind of rough treatment the writer
needed from his spiritual guide. Perhaps he needed to hear stern
words from others and little else, because all the rest (including an
understanding of what was happening to him) he already possessed.
He was in need of this sharpness, this unceremonious frankness, this
fearsome dressing down, which he would not hear from anyone else.
In Gogol’s eyes Father Matfey’s priestly office conferred on him the
right to treat him in that way.”139
From their correspondence, aside from the strictness of Father
Matfey’s preaching tone, which so appealed to Gogol, it is clear that
the writer was attracted by the priest’s deep knowledge of Scripture
and the works of the Church Fathers. “The texts that he cites from
Holy Scripture show him to be a complete master of the subject, one
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who knows what he should seek and where to
find it,” said Nikolai Vasilievich, recounting
his impression of the Rzhev priest to Tolstoy
(around 14 August 1847).140 Almost a year
later, not yet having made the personal
acquaintance of Konstantinovsky, Gogol
would write about him again to Tolstoy:
“I think he is the wisest person I have
ever known, and if I am to be saved it will
probably be thanks to his teachings. Only
if I keep them constantly in mind shall I be
able to enter more fully into their spirit.”141
Fr Matfey captivated Gogol even
more once they had met in person, which
probably happened late in the autumn
of 1848 at the home of M.P. Pogodin
on Devichye Pole. “Towards the end of
Mikhail Petrovich
Pogodin
Gogol’s last stay with us I remember the
venerable figure of the priest who used to
call on him up in his room and have long talks with him. That
was Fr Matfey, the famous preacher from Rzhev,” recalled Dmitry
Mikhailovich Pogodin, the son of the famous historian.142 These
meetings became more frequent after Gogol moved to Tolstoy’s
house on Nikitsky Boulevard. Already on 28 December 1848
Gogol writes a letter to the Rzhev archpriest: “I don’t know how
to thank you, dearest Matfey Alexandrovich, for your word of
greeting to me in your letter to Count Alexander Petrovich. The
news that you will be coming here made me very glad. You need
not have thought that Christmas would be a bad time for you to
visit. Alexander Petrovich lives in such a secluded and monastic
way that I too, also a lover of silence, have moved in with him for
my stay in Moscow. He is asking you to drive right up into his
courtyard, rather than staying in a tavern. A room is ready for you.
In the hope of seeing you soon. Yours ever, N.G.”143
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T.I. Filippov records an important detail about the conversations
between Gogol and Konstantinovsky: “Father Matfey always had
a lively memory for striking instances of active devotion among
his rural believer friends. With much exaltation and unsurpassed
eloquence, he relayed them to us, his newest disciples. He was a
witness, and sometimes the cause, of acts which seemed to belong
on the pages of the Lives of Saints. On more than one occasion Fr
Matfey told me, with some surprise too, of the impression made
on Gogol by these stories of exalted manifestations of the spirit
amongst our common folk. He would listen to them, as it says in the
Bible, open-mouthed and hungry for more. Father Matfey himself
hardly realised that such an impression was created not only by the
narrative content but more so by the artistry of the manner in which
he told his stories. It so happens that after spending a whole quarter
of a century talking among ordinary people, Father Matfey, with the
help of his exceptional gifts, managed to assimilate that ideal folk
speech that had for so long been sought (and is still being sought
by our writers) and which Gogol unexpectedly found ready-made
in the mouth of some priest completely unknown at the time.”144 To
the deep respect felt by Gogol for Father Matfey as a clergyman and
teacher was added the writer’s admiration of Konstantinovsky’s
distinctive way of speaking, which he probably strove to reproduce
on the pages of the second volume of Dead Souls.
Another interesting report about Father Matfey as a preacher
is a letter to Gogol from one of his readers, a retired lieutenant,
K.I. Markov: “I do not believe it impertinent to share my opinion
of Father Matfey with you. As far as I know, Count Tolstoy
recommended him to you, but probably overstated his merits.
As a person, he really is worthy of respect; as a preacher he is
remarkable — greatly so; but as a theologian he is weak, not having
had any education… Father Matfey would be able to speak of the
importance of fasts and the necessity of repentance, subjects that
have been well-known for a long time, but he carefully avoids
discussion of purely theological topics and cannot even explain
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*No letters from
Gogol to the
priest remain
from 1849, the
year that was
so hard for the
writer. Perhaps
he did not
dare confess to
Father Matfey
his infatuation
for Countess
A.M. Vielgorskaya.
It is also possible
that the letters
were destroyed
on account of
their sensitive
nature.

our twelve dogmas, i.e. the sections of the Creed, in which the true
understanding of Christianity is to be found, as virtue has been
preached by all peoples.”145 This severe assessment does not seem to
be completely unjustified. However, Gogol was not too interested
in theological questions. From the Rzhev ascetic he expected prayer
and soul-saving teaching. Gogol’s letters to Konstantinovsky
between 1850 and 1852146* are much shorter than the early ones.
Perhaps this was because Gogol, once he had moved to Moscow,
could now meet with his teacher, whenever the latter visited the
capital from Rzhev. At least, the correspondence between Gogol
and Father Matfey hardly tackles the critical and painful topics
touched upon earlier, in 1847–1848. Of special interest is the letter
sent by Gogol to Rzhev at the end of April 1850, in which the
writer shares his thoughts regarding his future work: “In a lively
way and using living examples I would like to demonstrate to my
unenlightened fellow men, who live in this world playing with life as
with a toy, that life is not a toy. And it might seem to me that I have
thought out everything and am ready, but I simply cannot pick up
the quill. I lack the freshness needed for working. And I would not
conceal from you that this can become the cause of secret suffering,
something like a cross.”147
Other accounts have survived showing that work on the second
volume was going slowly and with difficulty. Nevertheless, there
are grounds for supposing that by the end of 1851 this work was
almost finished. Early in 1852 Gogol told L.I. Arnoldi, Smirnova’s
brother, that he had completed the second volume of Dead
Souls.148 Also at that time the writer was preparing a collection
of his works for publication. This was also when an event took
place that weighed heavily on Gogol. Count A.P. Tolstoy was
visited by the renowned Moscow doctor, Feodor Petrovich Gaaz
(1780–1853). Gaaz was famous for spending many years of selfless
work in helping convict labourers and looking after the poor
and homeless sick. Already during his lifetime he was called the
“holy doctor”. Gaaz once happened to meet Gogol when he was
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leaving Tolstoy’s home and
“attempted to use his broken
Russian to greet him. Trying
to use the words of some writer
to express himself, he said that
he wished him a New Year that
would be as a gift of eternity.”
This saintly man’s words
sowed despair in the heart of
the writer, for whom death was
the subject he often pondered.
“Although the despair soon
passed, it served as the seed
Feodor Petrovich Gaaz,
‘the saintly doctor’
of those forebodings which
in time assumed an enormous
scale following other, starker impressions,” remembered Doctor
A.T. Tarasenkov, who was one of the doctors who tried to treat
Gogol during the illness leading up to his death.149
Another ‘starker impression’ shook Gogol terribly. That was the
sudden death of Ekaterina Mikhailovna Khomyakova on 26 January.
As already mentioned, Ekaterina Mikhailovna was one of those
closest to the writer. She was the only person he told about his trip
to the Holy Land. After the memorial service, instead of words of
condolence to A.S. Khomyakov, Gogol said: “It’s all finished for
me!”. He was not present at Ekaterina Mkhailovna’s burial: “I was
not up to it,” he said later to S.T. Aksakov. “The death of my wife and
my grief greatly upset Gogol,” remembered Khomyakov. “He said he
felt that in her passing many others were dying once again, people
whom he had loved with all his heart, especially N.M. Yazykov.”150
From this time thoughts of death came to possess Gogol. According
to his first biographer, Panteleimon A. Kulish, the writer spent “most
nights without sleep, in prayer”. 151
On 4 February, during Shrovetide, Gogol started to fast. On
5 February he was visited by Father Matfey. The conversation
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with the priest strongly affected Gogol’s spiritual state. Several
reports of this conversation have been preserved from people who
passed on its contents second-hand. A.T. Tarasenkov, probably
relying on the account of Count Tolstoy, wrote the following:
“M.A., without heed to person or rank, preached directly and
harshly, and with merciless strictness, the Gospel truths and
the church’s rigid injunctions. He explained that if we readily
do everything for a person that we love, what can we deny Jesus
Christ the Son of God, who died for us. The church canons have
been written for everyone; all must unquestioningly follow them;
would we really only want to conform to the majority, rather
than desire to do more? Weakened bodies cannot keep us from
fasting; what is our work? What do we need our strength for?
Many are called, but few are chosen. We will answer for our
every idle word and so on. Such words and many more like them,
combined with accusations of leading a wrong way of life, could
not have failed to have an effect on Gogol, who was devoted to
his religion. He was sensitive, impressionable and already had
his thoughts set on death, eternity and sin. At the same time
Gogol saw how M.A. observed the strictest rules of the church, as
followed by the desert monks: for example, he would read many
lengthy prayers at dinner, hardly ate anything, did not wish to
bless the food on the table on a Wednesday until he was satisfied
that it contained nothing forbidden. He was so greatly shaken
by what this cleric said that he once lost control of himself and
interrupted him, saying: “Enough! Stop it, I can’t listen any
longer, it is too terrible!”152
Father Feodor Obraztsov used to recall this incident from
Konstaninovsky’s own words: “Father Matfey, as Gogol’s spiritual
father, having taken upon himself the responsibility for cleansing
Gogol’s conscience and preparing him for an honourable Christian
death, demanded of Gogol that he should renounce Pushkin.
‘Renounce Pushkin’, demanded Father Matfey. ‘He was a sinner and
a pagan…’. What made Father Matfey demand such a renunciation?
88

He said: ‘I deemed it necessary to do so.’ This demand arose during
one of their last meetings. Gogol was remembering the past and was
afraid of the future. Only a pure heart can see God, so everything
that obscures God from an unbelieving heart must be removed.
‘But there was also more…’ added Father Matfey. What could this
have been? This remained a secret between the spiritual father
and his spiritual son. ‘A doctor is not blamed when he prescribes
strong medicine to a patient during a serious illness.’ These were
the words that Father Matfey used to conclude the conversation
about Gogol.”153
V.A. Voropayev justly noted that it is unlikely that Father
Matfey demanded that Gogol “renounce Pushkin” and called him
a “pagan”. It is more likely that he meant certain works of the poet
that could lure one away from orthodox piety. It was clearly very
painful for Gogol to speak of such things, since he deeply revered
Pushkin, both as a genius and as a person. Father Matfey was later
blamed for dissuading Gogol from literary work. “Untrue,” the
priest responded. “Artistic talent is a gift from God. You cannot
put a ban on God’s gift; despite any prohibition it will show itself,
and in Gogol it has temporarily shown itself, but not to the same
degree as before. However, I advised him to write something about
good people, i.e. to portray positive people, rather than the negative
types, which he depicted with such talent. He began to work on
this, but without success.”154
Another accusation levelled at Konstantinovsky, even by his
contemporaries, was that he had advised the writer to burn the
second volume of Dead Souls. Father Matfey categorically denied
this: “A lie, it’s a lie… Gogol had a habit of burning unsuccessful
works and then recreating them in better shape. And it is unlikely
that he had the second volume ready: at least, I have not seen it.
This is how it happened: Gogol had shown me several muddled
up notebooks each bearing the title chapter; he usually wrote in
chapters. I remember how on some there was written: chapter I, II,
III, then, I think, VII, and the others were not labelled; he asked me
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to read them and to give my opinion. I first refused, saying that I
was no judge of secular works, but he was insistent, so I took them
to read. But it was not the same Gogol that I found in these works.
Returning the notebooks, I said I was against publishing some of
them. One or two of the notebooks contained a depiction of a priest.
It was a living person that anyone would recognise and certain traits
were added that... I do not recognise in myself. There were even
some Catholic connotations, so it ended up with a priest who was
not quite Orthodox. I objected to the publication of these notebooks
and even asked for them to be destroyed. Another notebook
contained sketches … just an outline of some governor, whose like
could not exist. I advised him not to publish this notebook, saying
that he would be ridiculed for it even more than for Correspondence
with Friends…” 155
Father Matfey said the following concerning the significance of
his last meeting with Gogol: “ ‘He sought to gain peace and inner
purification.’ ‘Purification from what?’ asked T.I. Filippov. ‘He had
an inner impurity.’ ‘Of what kind?’ ‘There was an impurity and he
tried to be rid of it, but could not. I helped him to purify himself,
and he died a true Christian,’ said Father Matfey. Thus a common
phenomenon of Russian life was repeating itself. Our Russian life
has abundant examples of strong characters, who grow bored with
worldly vanity or find themselves unable to engage in the same
wide-ranging activity as before and leave everything to enter a
monastery in search of inner peace and the purification of their
conscience. This was the case with Gogol. ‘Where’s the blame if I
made Gogol a true Christian?’ ”156
These were the evaluations and opinions: those of society
about the priest and those of the priest about his spiritual son.
Without doubt the conversation of the writer with his spiritual
father that took place on that 5 February was very difficult for
Gogol. He accompanied Father Matfey to the coaching station,
and the next day sent him a short message: “I almost wrote you
a letter yesterday, asking your pardon for offending you. But
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suddenly, through someone’s prayers, the mercy of God came
upon me, hard-hearted as I am, and I wished to thank you so
much, ever so much, but what can I say? I only regretted not
swapping my coat with you. Yours would have kept me warmer.
Owing you my eternal thanks, both here and beyond the grave,
your Nikolai.”157 The only one to survive of all Konstantinovsky’s
letters to Gogol is his reply in which he calls on him: “I beg you,
do not despair, be of good cheer in all situations. As far as possible,
if not your heart then at least your mind, keep closer to Jesus
Christ… Forgive me, well-beloved in the Lord! For some reason
I fear for you, in case our common enemy strikes you down. But
at the same time I feel some kind of hope that you would not
be put to shame before the Lord in the day of His glory.”158 It
would appear that this letter, which Gogol received during his
final illness, comforted him greatly.
The conversation with Father Matfey deepened Gogol’s
penitent mood. On 7 February he went to the Church of St Savva
the Sanctified on Devichye Pole to visit his Moscow spiritual
father, Father Ioann Nikolsky. There is a report by Pogodin
about the writer’s communion: “Before taking the Holy Gifts
during the liturgy, he fell to the floor and shed abundant tears.
He was already weak and unsteady on his feet.”159 The Sacrament
failed to soothe Gogol, he remained gloomy in his soul, he was in
anguish, constantly thinking of death and of his own sinfulness.
From this time onward the writer almost completely refused to
take food, was wearied by visits from friends and acquaintances,
hardly slept and spent his time in prayer, tears and heavy
thoughts.
On 10 February he asked Tolstoy to take the manuscripts of Dead
Souls and hand them over to Metropolitan Philaret of Moscow. The
Count refused, however, fearing that this would strengthen Gogol’s
thoughts of impending death. The next day, the first Monday of
Lent, a church service was held in Tolstoy’s rooms on the first floor.
Gogol was present, despite being very weak. Seeing how the service
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exhausted Gogol, the Count gave instructions for it not to be held
at his place again.
During that same night of February 11 to 12, Gogol, in the
presence of his servant boy Semyon, started burning his manuscripts.
In vain did the boy try to dissuade Gogol from doing so. The thick
notebooks took a long time to burn, and Gogol had to shuffle them
in the fireplace. Prince D.A. Obolensky, visiting Gogol’s rooms after
his death, recorded: “From Count Tolstoy I learned all the details of
Gogol’s strange death and all about the burning of the manuscripts.
Grief-stricken, I entered the room where there was a tile-clad stove,
still full of ash from the burnt manuscripts.”160 The same memoir
tells us of Gogol’s words to Tolstoy: that “the devil tricked him”
into burning the manuscript.
The most widely held opinion is that Gogol destroyed the
final draft of the second volume of Dead Souls. However, we have
no exact information on what the burned manuscripts contained.
For Gogol burning unsuccessful manuscripts was nothing
unusual. Even back in 1845 he had burned his first version of the
second volume of Dead Souls. If we accept the theory about the
burning of the second volume, then the logic of the subsequent
events becomes quite clear. Disillusioned with the main work of
his life, Gogol consciously started to prepare for death. “His gaze
was of a person for whom all problems had been solved, all feeling
had been stilled, for whom any words were futile and who cannot
be shaken in his decision,” reports A.T. Tarasenkov. “After all, we
all have to die, and I am now ready and so will die…”, the writer
told Khomyakov.161
In an attempt to save Gogol’s life Tolstoy appealed to
Metropolitan Philaret, who sent word that the patient must
follow medical advice. The Metropolitan thought Gogol needed to
be convinced that “humility lies not in fasting, but in obedience”.
Philaret carefully followed the progress of Gogol’s illness,
summoning the priests visiting the writer and questioning them
in great detail (the bishop himself was unwell at the time). Every
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day Gogol was visited by Aleksei Sokolov,
the rector of the Church of St Simeon the
Stylites, and there were also frequent visits
by his spiritual father, Ioann Nikolsky,
the priest of the Church of St Savva the
Sanctified. Although listening to his
friends’ arguments, remonstrations and
entreaties, Gogol remained deaf to them,
refused food and grew weaker by the day.
On 16 February the patient was
visited by the Tolstoys’ family doctor,
A.T. Tarasenkov. “I was horrified when I saw
him,” he writes. “Not a month had elapsed
since I was having dinner with him; at the
time he had seemed to me in excellent health,
in good spirits, vigorous and strong. Now
before me was a person who seemed utterly
Philaret (Drozdov),
Metropolitan of Moscow
exhausted by consumption or who through
prolonged undernourishment had become
completely debilitated. His whole body had grown extremely thin;
his eyes dim and sunken, his face completely haggard, with hollowed
cheeks. His voice was weak, his tongue moving with difficulty due to
dryness in the mouth; the expression on his face had become vague
and unfathomable. At first glance I had the impression of seeing a
dead body. He sat motionless, with his legs outstretched and with a
fixed expression on his face; his head was tilted backward slightly,
resting on the back of the armchair.”162
On 18 February Gogol could no longer walk and had got onto
the bed. Count Tolstoy ordered him to be taken to the far side
of the house, where it was warmer, despite being on the ground
floor. Tolstoy gathered the best Moscow doctors around Gogol’s
bed: A.A. Alfonsky, A.I. Over, A.E. Evenius, O.V. Varvinsky,
S.I. Klimenkov and A.T. Tarasenkov. At Alfonsky’s suggestion,
Doctor K.I. Sokologorsky tried using hypnosis to make Gogol eat
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again. Finally, it was decided to treat him by force, and this was
done by Over and Klimenkov. The “treatment” used was painful:
leeches, bleeding, pouring cold water over the head in a warm bath,
mustard plasters. These only caused Gogol more suffering and,
undoubtedly, hastened his death.
Much has been written and published about Gogol’s final
illness; different specialists have put forward several theories on the
possible diagnosis and methods of treatment to which the writer
would have been subjected.163 At the same time, medical experts, for
some reason, were turning a blind eye to the stubborn lack of will
to stay alive displayed by Gogol during his last illness. It can hardly
be seriously supposed that other methods of treatment could have
saved the writer’s life. His courting of death was quite conscious,
a deeply thought-through spiritual process. This can be seen from
the last words uttered by Gogol while still conscious: “Dying is
so sweet!” On 20 February Gogol slipped into unconsciousness,
became delirious and the next day at eight in the morning he died
in his sleep.
In the evening on 22 February Gogol’s body was brought to the
University Church of St Tatiana the Martyr on Mokhovaya Street
(now house 9/1) for the funeral
service. The coffin was carried
along
Nikitsky
Boulevard,
where the writer had liked to
take his walks. For two whole
days, while the body lay in the
church, multitudes of people
came to say their farewells.
On 24 February after the
memorial service Professors
N.B. Anke, T.N. Granovsky,
P.N. Kudryavtsev, F.L. Moro
shkin and S.M. Soloviev bore
Nikolai Mikhailovich
Yazykov
the coffin out of the church.
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The coffin continued its journey on foot to the place of burial in the
cemetery of the Danilovsky Monastery. Gogol was buried alongside
people close to him — N.M. Yazykov and E.M. Khomyakova.
Subsequently two other good friends of the writer came to rest near
him, A.S. Khomyakov and F.V. Chizhov, who had been Gogol’s friend
in the faculty at St Petersburg University.
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Gogol remembered

T

he idea of preserving the memory of Gogol for posterity was
first expressed publicly in the year that the monument to
Alexander Pushkin was unveiled. On 8 June 1880, at the second
meeting on Pushkin of the Society for Russian Literature, the
dramatist A.A. Potekhin proposed a nation-wide fund-raising
campaign for a monument to Gogol. As often happens, the matter
dragged on over two decades. It was actively promoted by the
artist, restorer and collector Ilya Semyonovich Ostroukhov (1858–
1929), a great expert and admirer of Gogol’s work. In 1906 he was
invited to join the committee for the erection of a monument to
the writer. Ostroukhov’s house (17 Trubnikovsky Lane) became a
venue for showcasing the contenders for the design, and the artist
also initiated the publication of the centenary edition of Gogol’s
works.164 Later, a smaller copy of the statue on Arbat Square was
installed in the garden of the artist’s house.
It was Ostroukhov who had proposed that sculptor Nikolai
Andreyevich Andreyev (1873–1932) should be given the
commission for the project. The latter went on to depict Gogol in
the difficult last days of his life, in the house on Nikitsky Boulevard.
This work immediately won praise from the ‘great and good’.
“Touching, deep and exceptionally elegant and simple,” enthused
Ilya Repin. “Such a turn of the head! So much suffering in this
martyr for Russia’s sins!” And on 3 September 1909 Arbat Square
was visited by Leo Tolstoy, who had come especially to look at the
monument. “I like it, the face is very expressive,” was his response
to the sculpture.
This statue of Gogol made the sculptor very well known. It was
followed by other remarkable works by Andreyev: monuments to
F.P. Gaaz, A.I. Herzen and N.P. Ogarev, a series of graphical and
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Arbat Square and the
sculptural portraits of Lenin (Andreyev’s ‘Lenin
monument to N.V. Gogol.
series’) and the monument to the playwright
Early 20th-century postcard
A.N. Ostrovsky by the Maly Theatre. The sculptor
worked on Gogol at his studio on Bolshoy
Afanasievky Lane (house No. 27). On the plinth of the monument
Andreyev depicted a gallery of Gogol’s characters. It is known
that the famous journalist and writer Vladimir Aleskeyevich
Gilyarovsky (1853–1935), the author of the famous book Moscow
and Muscovites, posed for the image of Taras Bulba, and the actor
Ivan Mikhailovich Moskvin (1874–1946) served as a model for the
figure of Bobchinsky. The monument’s architect was the celebrated
Feodor Osipovich Shekhtel (1859–1926).
It was initially intended to put the memorial on Arbat Square
itself, where it would have figured more importantly in the context
of the surrounding architectural ensemble. However, already prior
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* In the course
of their creative
searches and
fluctuating
decision-making
between 1901
and 1905 the
members of the
committee for
the erection of
the monument
and the
participants
in the contest
were provided
with a specially
made series
of enlarged
phototypes of
a 360-degree
panorama of
Arbat Square .

to 1905 a site for the monument
had been designated where
Prechistensky
(Gogolevsky)
Boulevard emerged onto the
square.165* From here the house
where the writer died could be
seen. The unveiling took place
on 26 April 1909, at 12 noon.
Moreover, the ceremony carried
special significance because it
had been timed to coincide with
Easter Sunday. The event began
Sculptor
with the singing of “Memory
N.A. Andreyev
Eternal”, and the monument
was unveiled at the moment
when the hymn’s first words ‘Christ is Risen!’ poured forth. The whole
square was filled with people. The assembled crowd included figures
from the literary, scientific and artistic circles, city authorities and
members of the Duma, children and students, people of all classes and
degrees of wealth. Over 200 delegations came to lay wreaths. At the
same time a combined orchestra and choir, conducted by the famous
composer M.M. Ippolitov-Ivanov performed a cantata written by
him in honour of Gogol.166
It should be said that the monument on Arbat Square was
not the first sculptural depiction of Gogol in Moscow. Another,
rather peculiar one had appeared two years earlier in 1907.
These were the famous bas-reliefs decorating G.E. Broido’s
apartment building at 4/5 Plotnikov Lane. The building itself
is of little interest: four storeys high with certain features in
the Art Nouveau style and a massive rectangular bay-window,
emphasising the corner of the three upper floors. The property’s
main distinguishing feature is the set of sculptures on astonishing
themes. Between the windows on the first floor there are about
forty life-size male and female figures, dressed in classical robes
98

and squashed together: in some places as in a
The unveiling of the monument
to N.V. Gogol on Arbat Square.
crowded lift and in others passionately embracing.
26 April 1909
Among them, seen from Plotnikov Lane, one
can discern Pushkin, and it is not at all hard to
spot the repeated portraits of Nikolai Gogol and Leo Tolstoy.
According to the theory of S.K. Romanyuk, a Moscow expert,
these sculptures are fragments of the ‘Parnassus’ composition,
executed by sculptor L.S. Sinayev-Bernstein for the frieze of
the Museum of Fine Arts, but rejected by the commissioners
due to their frivolity. At the present time this is the only theory,
although it is difficult to accept, about how such strange relief
sculptures came to be there. That the sculptor was joking at the
expense of his heroes is all too obvious. Unfortunately, at the
present time this unique monument is deteriorating. The reliefs
are crumbling due to refurbishment works being carried out on
the building by various companies. Urgent measures need to be
taken in order to save the Broido house, otherwise Moscow may
lose its first monument to Gogol, albeit such a peculiar one.
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At the beginning of the
20th century the mansion on
Nikitsky Boulevard, part of it
now being the Gogol memorial
house, was owned by a couple
by the name of Katkov: Andrey
Mikhailovich
(1863–1915)
and Maria Vladimirovna, born
Princess Shcherbatova (1864–
1921). 1906 is recorded as the
year when they acquired the
mansion from N.P. Chulkov,
according to the change of
N.V. Gogol. Bas-relief on G.E. Broido’s apartment
building at 4/5 Plotnikov Lane. 1907
ownership documents.167 In
actual fact the couple inherited
this property through a relation
and, naturally, they became its owners either on the date that their
lady relative, who bequeathed it to them, had passed away, or in the
years 1905–1906, very soon after her death.168
Natalia Afanasievna Sheremeteva (1840?–1905) née Stolypina,
the previous owner of the house, who in 1888–89 had carried
out its complete interior re-design, and M.V. Katkova’s mother,
Maria Afanasievna Shcherbatova, likewise née Stolypina, were
sisters. Maria Vladimirovna herself was thus a second cousin to
the poet Lermontov, but belonged to the younger branch of that
family. She was, in fact, exactly half a century younger than her
second cousin, and their lifetimes did not even overlap. At the same
time, she was the one who in 1908 inherited the famous Tarkhany
estate, where Lermontov spent his childhood. The estate came
to her from her uncle, the Penza landowner Aleksei Afanasievih
Stolypin (1832–1908), who was brother to N.A. Sheremeteva
and M.A. Shcherbatova, although during the warmer months the
Katkovs preferred to use their Znamenskoye-Sadki property near
Moscow as their main residence.
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Andrey Mikhailovich was the son of Mikhail Nikiforovich
Katkov (1818–1887), the famous publicist and publisher, editor of
Moskovskiye Vedomosti and Russky Vestnik, and of Sofya Petrovna,
born Princess Shalikova (1834—1913 or 1914). She was the
daughter of a sentimentalist writer, Prince Peter Ivanovich Shalikov
(1767–1852), who was also an editor of Moskovskiye Vedomosti and
publisher of Damsky Zhurnal (“…Let their Shalikov sing, dear sweet
nature’s darling”).
The activities of Katkov junior did not leave as large a mark as
the literary pursuits of his forebears, but this in no way diminishes
his significance, because what he did was quite important and multifaceted. Following his election by the nobility, Andrei Mikhailovich
served continuously in local government establishments; he was
governor patron in charge of primary schools in Annino, Tsaritsyno
and Chertanovo and was a member of the accounting and agricultural
loans committee at the Moscow Office of the State Bank. In 1898 he
was elected marshal of nobility for the Podolsk District and, in this
position for many years, he succeeded in establishing close working
relationships between all departments of the district government.
During the Russo-Japanese war (1904–05) Katkov and his wife at
their own expense established a medical and nursing corps. Acting as
the authorised representative of the Red Cross formed by nobles of
the Moscow region, Katkov and his wife left for the front. He served
and was eventually promoted to the rank of state councillor and given
the court title of master of the hunt, while his wife was appointed a
court lady-in-waiting.
The principle shared project achieved by Andrei Mikhailovich
and Maria Vladimirovna Katkov, which essentially concluded and
crowned their lives, and was at the same time of special significance
for Moscow, was born of the terrible tragedy that came to strike
them. Their sons, Andrei (non-commissioned officer) and Mikhail
(cornet) were both killed in action in Eastern Prussia at the very
beginning of the First World War.169* In July 1915 the grief-stricken
parents approached the Moscow City Duma with the proposal to
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* Thankfully,
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through a
grandson, Peter
Andreyevich
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still live in
the Penza
and Saratov
provinces.

build a church on the Bratskoye Cemetery, which had opened a
few months earlier. The Katkovs took it entirely upon themselves
to secure the funds for this project. One of the conditions they
laid down was that the dedication of the main altar would be to
the Transfiguration of the Lord and the side altars to Archangel
Michael and Andrew the Apostle. At the request of its sponsors
the church’s foundation stone was laid on 6 August of the same
year, 1915, being the first anniversary of the death of their sons.
The ceremony brought together a large number of people, including
the Grand Duchess Elizaveta Feodorovna and Grand Duke Ioann
Konstantinovich. Naturally, the Katkovs were also present.
Andrei Mikhailovich did not survive this tragedy. The loss
of his sons probably laid him so low that he died soon after the
foundation ceremony. All the work and worry involved in its
construction fell upon the shoulders of Maria Vladimirovna, who
managed to endure this additional trial, completing alone what
they had embarked upon together: the blessing of the temporary
altar dedicated to Archangel Michael took place in 1917, and the
year 1918 saw the blessing of the whole church. Constructed to
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The mansion at 7a Nikitsky Boulevard.
Early 20th-century photograph

the design of Aleksei Shchusev, it was in the style of five-domed
Moscow churches of the 17th century, with the inclusion of
elements of northern architecture and a bell tower that imitated
the bell tower in the Bolshiye Vyazemy.170*
The energetic Maria Vladimirovna also carried out duties as the
deputy chairman of the ‘Christian Aid’ Committee of the Russian
Red Cross. In 1908 her funds were used to form an ambulance
detachment for providing aid in the Belopesotskaya Sloboda of the
Serpukhovsky Disrict, which was flooded when the Oka burst its
banks. At the same time, in private life this efficient woman exerted
considerable effort and time on managing her estates. ZnamenskoyeSadki, her property near Moscow, became particularly well known
through the enterprise that she set up there, which “successfully
produced excellent household fabrics, similar to Caucasian or
English cloth”.171
Naturally, the business acumen and practical ways of the Katkovs
could not have failed to find their application in the couple’s home
on Nikitsky Boulevard. In N.M. Moleva we find a report that they
“added an apartment building at the Gogol house, and turned
the former study into a porter’s lodge”. And, adds the writer with
disapproval, “the very room to which Nikolai Vasilievich was
moved just before his death was turned into a lumber-room.”172 This
‘apartment building’, which also appears in published sources as a
“three-storey mansion”, was constructed in 1901 on the basis of a
design by A.F. Meisner, a famous and prolific architect. In 1936 it
was rebuilt and combined with a large new house for the workers
of the Main Northern Sea Route Authority, of which it is still a
part to this day.173* However, as stated above, its commissioner and
initial owner must still have been N.A. Sheremeteva. Judging by the
reconstruction of the Gogol house conducted by her in the 1880s,
Natalia Afanasievna was, first of all, quite capable of undertaking
new building works, and, secondly, judging by her age (around
60), she was still strong enough to conduct her domestic affairs
without the aid of her niece Maria Vladimirovna. In 1901 the latter
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owned a house at the end of Malaya Dmitrovka,
where she was registered as a resident together
with Andrei Mikhailovich, a Gentleman of the
Bedchamber at the time.174
However, in 1911–1912 it was none other than the Katkovs,
who replaced the south wing of the mansion. In the place of D.S.
Boltin’s building of 1800s, restored by A.I. Talyzin after the fire,
architect D.M. Chelishchev, who had constructed many apartment
buildings, put up a good quality stone-built block, again made up
of two floors, whose colonnaded loggia recreated, in its emphatic
massive forms, the light wooden loggia of the previous wing.
The arrangement and neoclassical external treatment of the new
building allowed the architectural ensemble to retain a certain
degree of stylistic integrity. The western end of the new building,
‘pastiche’ as the defenders of the antique would call it, contained the

South wing of Katkovs’ mansion
(which formerly belonged to
A.P. Tolstoy), built in 1911–1912.
Photographed in 2011

104

stables. There were commercial premises located on the boulevard
end. According to N.M. Moleva, under the Katkovs the mansion
housed “the ‘Russian Wines’ shop that they owned, a dairy stall
and a private clinic for internal and paediatric treatment belonging
to S.I. Schwartz”.175 It can be said with some certainty that the
businesses listed above were located within the blocks built by
Meisner and Chelishchev.
As already mentioned, by the time the monument was unveiled,
the interiors of the main, ‘master’s’ house dating from the time
of Gogol’s life and death, had not survived. Refurbishment and
rebuilding in 1876, 1888–1889 and 1901 had changed the writer’s
living room and bedroom beyond recognition. “In place of the hearth
where the second volume of Dead Souls was burned now stands a
stove, and Gogol’s bedroom is now the entrance foyer,”176 states an
article dating from 1910. The idea of creating a memorial museum
here, which had emerged at the time of the writer’s centenary,
was shelved for a long time. A propos of this, N.M. Moleva utterly
condemns the actions of the mansion’s owners for having shown no
interest in the memory of the writer, and for not allowing Anatoly
Ottovich Gunst, the architect campaigning for the opening of
memorial rooms, access to inspect the premises. They are said to
have only permitted the laying of flowers under Gogol’s windows
on the day the statue was unveiled.177
The matter is not quite so straight-forward. For Maria
Vladimirovna Katkova, from the time of her childhood, the house
had been a real and beloved family home in the fullest sense, because
for thirty years before she came there it had belonged to her closest
female relatives: at first, her grandmother, and then her aunt. Thus,
the way they arranged the house would have held much greater value
for her than the interior furnishings that surrounded Gogol, which in
any event had already been lost. Why, indeed, should she be obliged
to invite into her home all these numerous representatives of the
public wishing to honour Gogol’s memory? Moreover, in the year
that the monument was unveiled the Katkovs had enough of their
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own ‘Lermontov’ memorial problems. In 1908 in the night of 1314 June, a fire destroyed their place at Tarkhany. In 1909 the Katkovs
restored it. Not really living there, they could have shrugged it off and
put up any type of a little house to be more economical. That would
have been so if they really cared little for national cultural heritage.
However, the Katkovs created a house based on the old foundation,
and in such a way that the new building kept the exterior appearance
and plan of the old one. This says something about them.
The revolution did not improve the situation for turning
Gogol’s rooms into a museum. In 1918 Maria Vladimirovna was
mercilessly turned out from Znamenskoye-Sadki, having only been
permitted to take her personal belongings (the estate, together with
its furnishings, had been handed over to a workers’ cooperative).
Clearly, the former lady-in-waiting, duchess and widow of the
master of the hunt was subjected to exactly the same treatment in
Moscow,178* because after 1917 her house on Nikitsky Boulevard
was also turned into communal housing and continued to be used
as such at least until the 1960s.179 In 1939 it was reported on the
pages of Ogonek that “the writer’s former study is now home to a
worker family familiar with the name of Gogol”.180 Other sources
state that “in 1964 the historic building had been divided up to
provide living spaces for 31 families (77 people)”, but that in the
same year the “building was cleared and handed over to become
the permanent representative office of the Kyrgyz Soviet Socialist
Republic under the Council of Ministers of the USSR”.181 As for
Maria Vladimirovna Katkova, she emigrated, died in France and
was buried near Paris.
In 1931, during the dismantling of the Danilovsky Monastery
graveyard, the graves of Gogol, A.S. Khomyakov, E.M. Khomyakova
and N.M. Yazykov were transferred to the Novodevichyy
Cemetery.182 Gogol’s tombstone was also relocated together
with his remains. It is in the form of a black marble sarcophagus
inscribed with his name and dates, together with quotations from
Holy Scripture.183 It also had a wrought iron railing surround with
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cast-iron lyres and wreathes, created in 1908–1910 by Erich Viller’s
firm, based on a drawing and models by N.A. Andreyev.184 It would
seem that during the transfer Gogol’s grave cross was lost, but the
lump of granite, which served as its base, was also taken to the
Novodevichy Cemetery. This rock, the writer’s original tombstone,
had been brought from the shores of the Black Sea on the orders of
S.T. Aksakov.
During the preparations for the centenary of Gogol’s death
the granite boulder (‘Golgotha’) was removed, and in its place,
behind the sarcophagus, a monument by sculptor N.V. Tomsky
and architect L.G. Golubovsky was installed. It took the form of a
cylindrical column, topped with the bust of the writer. The gilded
inscription on the column states: “To the great Russian literary
artist Nikolai Vasilievich Gogol from the government of the Soviet
Union on 9 September 1951.”
The story of this ‘Golgotha’ taken away from the grave had an
interesting sequel. The stone was handed over to a monumental
mason’s workshop, where it was discovered by Bulgakov’s widow,
Elena Sergeyevna. In 1953 she succeeded in having this rock,
formerly Gogol’s tombstone, installed on the grave of Bulgakov,
who was the acknowledged successor to the Gogol tradition in
literature.
Also in 1951 the monument on Arbat Square by Andreyev
was removed and transferred to the grounds of the Museum of
Architecture in the Donskoy Monastery. In its place on 2 March
1952, to the accompaniment of the USSR national anthem, a
new monument to Gogol was unveiled, created by the self-same
N.V. Tomsky and L.G. Golubovsky. This monument was the
complete opposite of Andreyev’s, and depicted Gogol as a satirist
and humanist, a “vigorous optimist and romantic”, and the sign on
it, just as on the new tomb, proclaimed: “… from the government of
the Soviet Union”. By this time Prechistensky Boulevard, leading
to a rear view of the monument, had long since been renamed
‘Gogolevsky’ (from 1924).
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The next step in the preservation of
Gogol’s memory in Moscow was the creation
of the memorial museum in house No. 7a on
Nikitsky (at the time Suvorovsky) Boulevard. On the centenary
of the writer’s death the house had a memorial plaque by sculptor
E.A. Rudakov installed on its street wall, and seven years later the
original monument by Andreyev was returned from the monastery,
having survived the trials it had been put through under the Soviet
regime. It was placed in the small courtyard between the two main
buildings of the old mansion. Though not returned to its former site,
it did at least end up in close proximity to it. Being placed in the
very middle of the courtyard, the downcast bronze Gogol became
the compositional centre of the architectural ensemble, thus lending
the whole a distinctively memorial character.
In 1971, soon after the ‘pre-Gogol’ or ‘Talyzin’ look was restored
to this house for the nobility, the City Library No. 2 was moved into

7a Nikitsky Boulevard. Photograph
taken by A.A. Sergeyev in 1953
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it. This was soon followed by
refurbishment of the premises
and the gathering of exhibits
and other work needed for the
creation within the library of
the writer’s ‘memorial rooms’.
The restoration of the building,
both interior and exterior, was
based upon research and a
preparatory schematic design
by the well-known architect and
restorer, Margarita Vasilievna
Fechner (1903–1981), who had
in a similar manner preserved
and returned to Muscovites
houses connected with the
names of Ivan Turgenev (37
Ostozhenka),
Alexander
Herzen (27 Sivtsev Vrazhek),
The mansion at 7a Nikitsky Boulevard.
Photograph taken by A.A. Sergeyev in 1953
the Aksakovs (30 Sivtsev
Vrazhek), Mikhail Lermontov
(2 Malaya Molchanovka), along with a number of the capital’s
other historic and architectural monuments.
In 1974 the museum was opened for visitors and in 1979 the
library was dedicated to Gogol. In 2005 it became the Central City
Library and ‘House of N.V. Gogol’ Memorial Centre, and in 2009 the
Library-Museum Centre ‘House of N.V. Gogol – Memorial Museum
and Scientific Library’. The museum’s collection had expanded
considerably, and its re-opening after renovation took place on
27 March 2009. Now it is one of the main Moscow centres for the
study and popularisation of Gogol’s heritage, hosting exhibitions,
conferences and creative gatherings. Another important event took
place at the bicentenary in 2009 which further immortalised the
memory of Gogol in Moscow: at the very end of the year the writer’s
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Monument to N.V. Gogol
by N.A. Andreyev in the
courtyard of 7a Nikitsky
Boulevard

grave in the Novodevichy Monastery was restored to its original
appearance. The grave now rests, as before, under the protection of
an Orthodox cross.185
This exceptional architectural and historical monument, the
mansion on Nikitsky Boulevard, now enjoys state protection
and bears the conservation number 344.186 Aside from the main
building, the auxiliary wing and the statue of Gogol, this also covers
the 19th-century railings and gates of the same period, which are
always hospitably open to visitors, as befits a noble’s house from old
Moscow.
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