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Diavolina, the maid who rose to be a physician, worked as a servant for Maxim Gorky, his 
wives, lovers, and the crowds of guests who constantly swarmed around the world-fa-
mous Russian author. She then became his nurse and his last love. In his latest novel, 
Hungarian author György Spiró conjures the world of Czarist Russia in its last years and 
the Soviet Union in its first from the perspective of this shrewd and discerning woman, 
including the disturbing parallels between the new autocracy and the old: revolutions, 
intrigues and, more than anything else, untold numbers of dead.

In 1921, Lenin drove Gorky from his homeland. Gorky settled in Italy.

Mussolini, who had just come to power, approved his request for a residency permit, 
saying that a man who was writing his memoirs could hardly pose a threat. Seven years 
later, after having made concerted efforts, Stalin compelled the ailing writer to return to 
the Soviet Union, where he immediately put him to work. Gorky, who was dangerously 
ill, attempted both to defy and fulfill expectations. Trusting in his own stature and strength 
of character, he sought to outwit the regime.

Every character in this novel is based on a historical figure, and even the most aston-
ishing stories are true. As we read, we feel we are among the ever-changing circles of 
guests - artists, writers, intellectuals, scoundrels, and murderers - who over the decades 
frequented Gorky’s many homes.
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An excerpt from the novel translated by Thomas Cooper

Yesterday I ran into my former mistress, Maria Feodorovna, and it upset me so much that 
I decided to write down everything that I went through because of her. To do so, I must 
begin at the beginning.

Poor people have the habit of giving their children strange names, the name, at least, 
should be lordly, thus I became Olimpiada. No one understood it, and so my nickname 
became Lipa, because at least that means something: linden. I wasn’t a beautiful girl, and 
I didn’t become a beautiful woman, and I never attended school. My brothers didn’t attend 
school for long either, they were sent to the factory young. We had one room, I could hear 
them reading syllable by syllable, and that is how, at four years of age, I learned to read 
and write. When I was ten, they sent me off to work as a servant, I found myself among 
a bunch of Polish Pans, and they passed me around among themselves because they found 
me trustworthy. I didn’t steal, I didn’t lie, the comments in my servant’s license were all 
positive. When I was twenty, I was sent to work for the family of Andrey Alexeyevich  
Zhelyabuzhsky. The lord’s marriage had foundered, he had moved back in with his par-
ents, taking his daughter and son with him, and I remained with my mistress. I moved 
up from servant to house mistress. Then I became almost her friend, what was called her 
lady confidant.

My benefactress, Maria Feodorovna Andreyeva, was a woman of renown, the star of the 
Moscow Art Theater. Many people loathed her out of envy, others because she became 
a revolutionary, and others because she was born the child of a gentleman. Her father was 
the director of a theater, and she had begun performing as a child, the craft was in her 
blood. People hated her because she was a hard woman, unyielding. Directors stood in fear 
of her; she was as at home in aristocratic circles as she was among commoners. She had 
illustrious and wealthy admirers, Savva Morozov, for instance, who spent a fortune on the 
Art Theater because of her, and later on Iskra, the newspaper of the Social Democrats, of 
which she nominally served as editor, which is why it was censored with more lenience 
and only rarely prohibited. She had already become Gorky’s lover, and they envied her for 
that too. Maria Feodorovna was not beautiful. Her eyes were small, her nose was too big, 
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her upper lip drooped over her protruding front teeth onto her lower lip, even as a young 
woman she had a double-chin. But she could be very alluring both on stage and in real 
life, and she was masterful with her voice. She would shriek, hum, wail and whisper, and 
always melodiously. She carried herself well for a long time. At fifty years of age she played 
Desdemona, when she was the commissar of the theaters of the northern territory. It’s 
a shame that they didn’t let her perform on stage anymore. They didn’t let her teach either, 
though she asked Lunacharsky and Stalin. She survived the war in Kazakhstan, to where 
she had been relocated, and she directed the House of Scientists there as well, as earlier 
she had done here, in Moscow. I ran into her in Gorky Street. She was ten years older than 
I, so 83 years old. Gorky would have been 83 too.

Gorky was a married man when he took my mistress as his lover. He lived in Yalta with 
his wife, Yekaterina Pavlovna, his son Maxim, and his daughter Katya. Alexei left them all 
there, bringing only his valet, Zahar Vasilyevich Seliverstov, with him into their shared 
household. I don’t think my mistress realized that I fell in love with her beloved, but if she 
did, it didn’t concern her. They wanted to be sure that their servant girl would not abandon 
them, so they had me marry Zahar, whom I didn’t love, but whom I suffered with honor. 
Revolutionaries married off their servants to one another just like aristocrats did their 
peasants, and they were even proud of themselves for treating us so well. I bore Zahar 
one child and a few years later the two of them died on the same day. They never actually 
counted up how many of our people died of the Spanish flu. If I had been a woman of faith, 
I might have thought that my husband and son had perished because of my sinful desires, 
but I was not a woman of faith, and their deaths did not make me one. 

Before I had ever laid eyes on Alexei, I had heard from everyone that he was a man blessed 
by God with talent. Finally a common man, a man of the people. More promise that Dos-
toevsky, Tolstoy, Chekov, and Merezhkovsky combined. In his person, the people were 
knocking on the doors of Russian literature. Russian literature? World literature! The 
twentieth century was finally bursting into stagnant Russia! This is what they all said, the 
aristocrats, the democrats, the wives of the big industrialists, the Narodniks, the critics. 
Everyone was happy that finally he had come, the man they had all awaited.

The first story that I read, Makar Chudra, was a stupid, labored romantic tale, as indeed 
I told Maria Feodorovna, who said no worry, he’ll write better things. Many years passed 
before I picked up another Gorky work, though it’s true I had to watch all the plays, be-
cause they were being put on stage in the Art Theater, where my benefactress, Feodor-
ovna, performed. The other diva, Olga Knipper, had thrown herself into Chekhov. My 
mistress, lest she fall behind, threw herself into Gorky. Chekov was a consumptive too, 
but he was already old, forty years old, while Gorky was only thirty.

Everything in Alexei was fake, what he wrote, what he said, even how he dressed. He had 
a thick russet moustache, he parted his hair in the middle and brushed it over his ears. He 
wore a broad rimmed hat, gray pants tucked into top-boots, a tailor-made, high-necked 
silk gimnastyorka that buttoned diagonally down the left side, and a leather belt from the 
Caucasus. He moved awkwardly in the costume he had contrived, like a well-to-do peas-
ant who is going to have his picture taken. He always stooped a bit when he found himself 
next to a woman, as if he were ashamed of being tall, though he wasn’t tall in the slightest, 
but by stooping he created this impression. He played the conquered male, and the females 
fell for him, one after the other. He had a pipe, smoked mahorka, drank, sang, danced, and 
was the darling of the petty bourgeois, the aristocrats, and the social democrats, who al-
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ways have twinges of conscience for the so-called common people, though no one knows 
quite what that means, but certainly the poor are among them. The higher circles love 
to cosset their nitwit, would-be peasants, and if you are cautious and don’t offend their 
bourgeois etiquette, you can idle in the role they’ve pinned on you for decades no matter 
what happens in the meantime, world war, civil war, or revolution. Jews in particular love 
the sons of the people, and they had better luck with Gorky than with the other Russian 
drunkards. Alexei loved them, he said that in his youth only the Jews had been good to him, 
the Russians had regularly beaten him. I have never met such a philo-Semite. 

When I first laid eyes on him, he was ambling about mistrustfully. His eyes were open 
only a slit, so I did not immediately realize how blue they were. He had long known how 
to wrap the bourgeoisie around his finger, but in a servant he saw an enemy. Servants 
have good noses, and they saw through him. The common man is indeed mean, he was 
right. I was a servant, thus an enemy. I never knew anyone who so loathed the common 
people, of which he allegedly was one, whom he allegedly represented. My first impression 
was that he was striving, straining, clambering upwards, elbowing, laboring to insinuate 
himself. His mien made me want to slap him. He preened and primped liked a whore, he 
talked nonsense, and I fell in love with him. 

He went after older women who could help him in his career, and to curry their favor he 
would conjure a look of youthful charm and demure reticence to his face, his fleshly lips, 
his protruding, almost caveman-like brow. When talking with a woman, he would speak 
in a deep voice, purring ingratiatingly, and you knew that he had to have her. He had to 
have every woman. It occurred to me to tell my mistress to beware of this fake peasant, but 
I didn’t in the end. My benefactress was a woman of experience. All of Moscow was lying 
at her feet, millionaires adored her, at the time, Savva Morozov was her lover, and he later 
became a close friend to Alexei. Many times I accompanied my mistress to his palace. Sav-
va’s wife despised me to the last day of her life. Savva was the opposite of Alexei in every 
way. I never found so much as a trace of falseness in him. He was an upright, pure soul, 
though he too had come from the underclasses. What was in his heart was on his tongue. 
He would have told the Czar himself his opinion, and he never wearied of telling the mil-
lionaires how vile they were. And they didn’t particularly like him either. He hated czarist 
Russia and he held Western Europe in contempt. He should have befriended Chekhov. He 
kept everything gathered up in that bald Tartar head of his. His memory was as astonish-
ing as Alexei’s, but he could think much more quickly, and he spoke at such a pace that at 
times it was impossible to follow him. Money-making held no allure for him, he found it 
too easy, all he did was give to charity when he thought it would be productive. His family 
even had him killed for it. They got fed up with him frittering away their inheritance, to 
which they had contributed not a penny, and then they blamed the whole thing on Krasin, 
who was the last person to visit him in Cannes. The official cause of death was suicide.

My mistress was a woman of experience, but she nonetheless fell into Alexei’s net, or 
rather the other way around. The fake peasant wasn’t that clever. 

I was not far from them on the first evening, when Alexei, the married father of two, told 
of what Korolenko had asked him a few years earlier in Nizhny Novgorod. He had asked 
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if he had a family. Alexei had said he did. It’s not right, Korolenko allegedly had said, you 
need freedom!

At this brazenness the blood ran to my cheeks, but Maria Feodorovna bore it well, she was 
familiar with the ruses of brash buffoons.  

Alexei loved to read passages aloud, the actor in him was trying to get out. He often read 
from the works of Chekhov and Leonid Andreyev, he was on very good terms with An-
dreyev at the time. While delivering his lines he would regularly burst into years. Indeed 
he often cried in the company of others. It was hard for me to get used to it. When he read 
Chekhov’s In the Ravine, the whole lot of them sobbed.

He would leisurely recount his adventures. His stories rarely had any point, he could 
expound and expostulate at length in the part of some figure, without stepping out of 
character, as if improvising a drama that had no plot, no climax, only characters. He might 
have made a better actor than writer, but even as a writer he acted his way through life 
right up to the very end.

On one occasion we were at Chekhov’s place in Yalta. There were a lot of people, includ-
ing Bunyin, Skitalets, Chirikov and an officer named Lazarevsky, who bored everyone 
to death. Alexei was explaining how Tolstoy and Dostoevsky were indeed great writers, 
but also harmful, for they reared the people to be passive and sought to jam the wheel of 
history. Everyone listened speechlessly. I thought to myself that in Russia the common 
man does not read such writers, the common man has never even heard of these writers, 
Alexei was talking nonsense. His heady words failed to provoke a response, and Alexei 
was offended and stormed off, at which they began to heap insults upon him, calling him 
an unrefined, overweening youth, how dare he! Chekhov then asked, “why this uproar 
now, why didn’t you say it to his face?” 

Alexei read aloud from The Lower Depths in the sheep-pen of the temporary theater, be-
cause the theater was being renovated. Lots of people were there, from Savva Morozov to 
the hairdressers, so I was able to be present as well. When the character Anna died, Alexei 
burst into tears and said, “I wrote that well, by God, that is well-written!” Chaliapin patted 
him on the back. “It’s well written, Alex.”

Fighting with his tears, Stanislavski asked him to continue reading. Everyone was a big 
buffoon, but Alexei was the biggest. 

They were all in raptures over the play, I was the only person who found it dull. Nothing 
happened in it, the characters’ indigence didn’t move me, I had seen worse. Every charac-
ter spoke at length and with great affectation, and they all gushed with romantic sentiment. 
Undoubtedly that’s why it became such a success worldwide. But I didn’t care whether the 
play was good or bad, it was nice to watch Alexei and listen to his gravelly, croaking voice. 

Alexei wasn’t there for the try-outs, he was in Yalta the whole time trying to make things 
up with his wife, who couldn’t suffer the fact that he was cheating on her. Stanislavski 
decided that the actors should pay a visit to the Hitrovka, that would make their interpre-
tations more authentic. This marketplace was a favorite haunt of escaped convicts and 
the homeless, so they would say sanctimoniously, in other words they weren’t tolerated 
anywhere else in Moscow. It was a world of whores and pimps, there were constant raids, 
there was no lighting in the area, not even water in the buildings, just faucets in the streets. 
There was a hospital, a church, a dosshouse, and a soup kitchen. Maria Feodorovna asked 
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me to accompany her, perhaps we might find something valuable for sale by the people 
who peddled stolen wares, a servant buys on the cheap more easily than a lady. I obtained 
lovely Chinese vases for very little. Alexei, who had become an impassioned collector of 
trinkets and bric-a-brac, later said that they were fakes, but it hardly matters, as fakes 
were also made in China.

Stanislavsky took the whole group to the Buturlin palace, which once had been a glittering 
edifice but had fallen into ruin, with homeless people scraping by inside. The miserable 
creatures whom he had carefully selected ahead of time told the stories of their lives. 
They told a pack of lies, as they usually do. The destitute lie more often than the well-to-
do anyway, to one another and to themselves, and on this occasion they were paid for it. 
Stanislavski proudly listened to their horrible tales, lo, what dreadful fates, what privation, 
what satchels from hell, gentlemen artists, lady artists, this is what you must aspire to. The 
stench, the rats, the dankness, we lingered for hours, ladies and gentlemen, in the dreary, 
unheated hall. Our feet were numb, but it would hardly have been wise to sit down, lest 
we get lice or bedbugs. The piteous wretches were so drawn out in their ramblings it 
seemed as if they had stepped out of a Stanislavsky production. The actors and actresses 
wore expressions of keen interest, Nemirovich-Danchenko, the other director, made an 
enthusiastic face. Simov, the stage designer, was sleeping with his eyes open. He already 
knew what the set would look like, but he was cautious not to show anyone his designs. 
Let Stanislavski think they had been inspired by Hitrovka. Kachalov turned on the tears, 
the others snickered mutely and hid behind one another to avoid Stanislavsky’s gaze. For 
months they brought up the little excursion, and if they found something dreadfully boring 
the would say, “like at Hitrovka.”

Before the première, Maria Feodorovna spoke with a deadpan expression of the instruc-
tional visit she had paid to Hitrovka. Alexei listened, dumbfounded. He didn’t say anything, 
he just looked at me. He didn’t wink or squint, he didn’t laugh, he just exchanged glances 
with me. He knew that he and I were thinking the same thing, we had both grown up poor. 
This was the first time we exchanged glances.

Maria Feodorovna gave a plausible performance as Natasha, the simple girl, too pure for 
my tastes, wrapped naturally in a long shawl and able to speak without strain, which they 
hadn’t expected of her. By then, the role of the heroine had been utterly pigeonholed. Dur-
ing the performance, Alexei nervously sauntered about in the wings smoking cigarettes, 
and when he was called out for the applause he didn’t put out his cigarette, as if he had only 
just recovered his senses when standing in front of the curtain. He concealed the cigarette 
in the hollow of his hand and held it there, still burning, for five minutes, during which time 
only he was being applauded, and then behind the curtain he continued to smoke it. The 
actors and actresses were taken aback. It is not easy to hold a lit cigarette in the hollow 
of your hand without either putting it out or burning yourself, that is something you must 
practice. The author poached the applause from the director, the actors and the actresses. 
It was a huge success. I have never seen anything comparable since. 

We did the revolution together, from start to finish.

At the time we lived on the corner of Vozdvizhenka and Mokhovaya, in the Peterhof apart-
ment building, Maria Feodorovna, Alexei, I and my husband. Maria Feodorovna and Alexei 
had four children between them, but they never lived with us. Behind Alexei’s study there 
was a bird room. There were always five or six birds in the cages. If one of them died, I got 
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a new one, and we kept the birdseed in the room in sacks. We also kept the bombs in the 
bird room, and the drawer of Alexei’s desk was full of revolvers and shells. 

At Lenin’s orders, beginning in 1904 the Bolsheviks began to obtain arms abroad. Under 
the direction of Litvinov, who later served as commissar for foreign affairs, they were 
smuggled into Russia, where the cobbling together of explosives, both home-made and 
factory-made, was underway on an immense scale, along with bank robberies and postal 
robberies, since you need money to buy arms. A decade and a half later, Alexei met the 
most audacious of the robbers, Kamo. He even wrote a portrait of him. Back then, the poor 
urchin had learned to write only at the cost of great tribulations. The Socialist Revolution-
aries and the Mensheviks, who were a minority, yammered and wailed a great deal, for 
they regarded an armed uprising as premature. They feared there would be many inno-
cent victims and the czarist system would strike back. Of course they were right. Lenin’s 
strength even then was that he didn’t concern himself with anyone or anything, and least 
of all with reality. He reared the Bolsheviks to be blind. Revolution at all cost, and anyone 
who resists is eliminated. Lenin was not preparing to bring down the czarist system, he 
thought it would collapse on its own. He wanted to smother all other forces that opposed 
the system, because they would be competitors. Of course the World War was necessary 
in order for the careerists to triumph, the spiritual and physical ruin of the country, which 
by 1917 was complete. What remained of the country was methodically destroyed after 
the October putsch. We could not foresee all of this when we were revolutionaries. I too 
was zealous, even blinded, and I was pleased that my master and mistress placed their 
trust in me.

Krasin was responsible for the explosives, the strikingly elegant young man who spoke so 
eloquently. They thought he was the child of aristocrats, though he was from a lower stra-
tum than even Alexei. His father had been a sadistic police captain. Burenin procured the 
small arms, he was the piano accompanist for Maria Feodorovna’s good friend Chaliapin, 
who later translated for him in America and as far as I know is still alive. The steamboat 
SS John Grafton brought the largest shipment, but it ran aground on the shores of Finland 
and the fishermen who lived in the area made off with what they found in it. The weapons, 
which had already been purchased, had to be purchased back from them. 

The Bolsheviks were hardly rolling in money, but they squandered it nonetheless, even 
then, and then, with disproportionately few weapons they killed disproportionately many 
people. Many women smuggled arms, Feodosia Ilyinichna Drabkina, for instance, who 
is five years younger than I and is still alive, brought us weapons from Saint Petersburg, 
and Sophia Markovna Pozner, Ignatieva Stasova, and many, many others. If they are ugly 
and full of energy, women love to don the revolutionary’s garb. I was no beauty, my nose 
is stubby, my body is triangular, my neck is short, and I had a thing for movements too. 

One fine day, thirteen Georgian students showed up at Vozdvizhenka saying that they were 
going to protect Andreyeva and Gorky. They ignored our protests, and then they were not 
willing to leave. They were led by the actor Vaso Arabidze. Three years later he committed 
the assassination attempt against general Azancheyev-Azanchevski. He was never caught.

When not standing guard, they slept on bearskins or on the floor. We were in cramped 
quarters, many people spent the nights at our place, some of whom I only knew by their 
code-names, “Valise,” “Marat” (that was Sancer’s code-name), “uncle Misa” (something 
Mihailov), Diesnitsky, “the Greybeard,” and “the Devil,” whose real name was Bogomolov, 
or “he who prays to God.” He liked to shoot into the air. Once the other Bogomolov came 
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up, the privy councilor who lived in the place under us, they were not related, and he 
asked the boys to do their shooting somewhere else, if possible, because his wife had just 
happened to be playing the piano when a bullet had gotten lodged in the instrument. For 
a few days the boys didn’t fire a single gun inside. Grozhan lived at our place for a while. 
Alexei provided him with money and asked him to wear his least conspicuous fur coat, a 
revolutionary should look average. One day Grozhan took leave of us, saying “God be with 
you, perhaps this is the last time we shall see one another.” Alexei rebuked him, a revolu-
tionary must not be pessimistic. They shot him that very day. His older brother, a fellow 
student, and Maria Feodorovna had him buried. Alexei was so deep in mourning that he 
did not go to the cemetery. 

Life went on quite merrily, we did not yet know what revolution was, the members of the 
“chemists’ group” lay scattered about the apartment, sometimes they were replaced, but 
more Caucasians came, there were always a good two dozen of them, and they practiced 
making bombs. Maria Feodorovna was tickled at the thought that the bombs might go 
off, but the boys told me in confidence that they were just practice bombs, they wouldn’t 
explode. Alexei debated the problems of the revolution and the future with them every 
day. He spoke openly about everything for which he risked being sent to prison, though 
he knew what that meant, since he had given it a try in Tbilisi and the Peter-Paul fortress. 
I was very surprised when he whispered to me one day that I should be watchful, at least 
half of the boys were informants and provocateurs. Though in the meantime he quite 
sincerely played the part of the plain-spoken man for them. That was when I noticed this 
ability of his. He could lie while telling the truth, and he could present his usual obsessions 
so that with them he hid what was essential. We were careful not to discard the paper bun-
dles in which they brought the bombs. We kept them in my room until we needed them.

Maria Feodorovna did not let Alexei go out into the streets lest he be shot or get mixed 
up in some protest, and if Alexei stubbornly insisted that his place was among the other 
revolutionaries she would throw such a hysterical fit that everyone would wail and en-
treat him to remain at home. They would quarrel quite heatedly, neither was the sort of 
person to give in. The building was always under close watch by seven or eight secret 
agents. The revolutionaries came and went right under their very noses, and I came and 
went as well, sometimes with my mistress, sometimes by myself, the agents would give 
a nod when they saw me. I brought the food, drink, news, letters to the building, but they 
never held me up.

Even under house arrest, Alexei relished the thought that he was regarded as one of the 
leading figures of the revolution. He was a world-famous writer after all, the finest writ-
ers and philosophers in Europe and America had protested against his arrest. Every hour 
someone brought news, and they asked his advice. He wrote revolutionary articles, he 
debated, he philosophized, he had an opinion on everything, and he knew the chemical 
composition of a bomb better than a professor of chemistry. The students adored him, and 
he wallowed in their adoration. Later, in his portrait of Savva Morozov and then even later 
in his novel Forty Years (the final title was The Life of Klim Samgin), he described things he 
had not actually been able to see because of Maria Feodorovna’s cautious attentiveness. In 
the portrait he gives an unusually evocative description of the Petersburg massacre, but 
the description of the Moscow massacre in the novel is gray and dull. House arrest may 
have saved his life, but it did not help him as a writer. It’s a mystery, how is it that a man 
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sometimes writes a masterpiece and sometimes writes drivel, even when writing about 
the same thing on both occasions? 

He also was not personally present when Savva Morozov took Bauman for a ride. In the 
portrait, he claims that he happened to see them in the streets. This is not true. Bauman 
had been sleeping outside in minus twenty degrees. The comrades had asked Morozov, 
through Gorky, to give him refuge. Morozov had been giving 24,000 rubles a year to Iskra. 
They figured if he was giving money, he could give something else too, if he offers his hand, 
take his arm. Morozov was no chicken-shit. He took Bauman to the billiard room on the 
highest floor of his place in Spiridonovka Street. In the reception hall on the ground floor 
his wife, Zinaida Grigoryevna, was holding a dinner in honor of Reinbot, the public pros-
ecutor of Saint Petersburg. After Morozov died, she married the guy. He was the military 
commander of Moscow, but he was soon turned out of office for embezzlement.

Bauman, who had 5,000 rubles on his head, was twenty-two years old, and he didn’t deal 
well with being closed up. Morozov had his horses harnessed to a carriage, wrapped Bau-
man in a fur coat, sat him up on the coach-box, took the reins in hand and drove the horse, 
Tashkent, a two-time prize winner, himself. They raced top speed the length of Tverskaya 
Street, over Kuzniecki bridge, went into Tyestov’s, ate their fill, and went home. Two days 
later Morozov took Bauman to his summer place.

Bauman was struck dead with a crowbar by one of the Black Hundreds during an October 
protest. His funeral on the 20th turned into an even bigger protest. It was the immedi-
ate precursor to the Moscow Uprising. Six months later the murderer, Mihalchuk, was 
sentenced to six months in a reformatory for having stolen a samovar. By that time, the 
counter revolution was already raging, and everyone who could had fled.

On December 13th, 1905, half an hour after Alexei and Maria Feodorovna had departed, 
they arrived with a search warrant. I was barely able to hide everything. The boys packed 
the bombs up in the paper sacks and were taking them out through the kitchen when the 
detectives knocked, quietly, politely. One of Maria Feodorovna’s admirers must have in-
formed her in time. The inspectors tore the place apart, but they didn’t find anything. They 
took me in four times, but they didn’t ask me anything that would have been incriminating 
for anyone. They might have thought I was slow-witted because of my stumpy nose and 
round face. I was always able to look innocent. They mostly asked about Schmidt, they 
couldn’t get it through their heads that a furniture manufacturer supported the revolution, 
and about Savva Morozov, as if they didn’t know that he had died months earlier. They 
didn’t ask about Lenin once, though it’s true, he spent the whole revolution in Petersburg.

Maria Feodorovna performed on stage throughout the revolution, in the evenings she 
went to balls. She was arrested once, because her name was on the social democratic 
newspaper Novaya Zhizn, but they immediately let her go that time. They didn’t want the 
press to echo with the name of an actress. The revolution was not yet what it later became. 
Everything was still in operation, no one hungered, people who didn’t want to protest 
could go on about their lives. Maria Andreyeva chatted with officers of the Czar, ministers, 
and big industrialists at the balls that were held by Sergei Alexandrovich, whose wife, 
Yelizaveta Feodorovna, the younger daughter of the czarina, painted my mistress’ portrait 
in the course of several sittings. In the early morning, when she returned in her carriage 
to the building, which was surrounded by secret police, she would drink with Alexei in 
the kitchen for a long time. Giggling, she would recount who had said what, how, who 
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was breaking up a marriage and with whom, and how they were sending their millions 
westward for safe-keeping.

After they had left, I moved in with Maria Feodorovna’s younger sister, Katya, and I lived 
there for quite some time. In addition to her husband and two children, Maria Feodorovna’s 
two children also lived there, Katya and her older brother Yuri. My mistress and Alexei 
sent money to Katya’s address from America, writing that I should complete study to be 
a midwife. I did, it only took four months, and I soon found work. I moved out of Katya’s 
place and began to live an independent life. Zahar joined me, during the revolution he had 
played the role of messenger. He became the liaison to Finland and then no longer lived 
with us. I had gotten used to being a servant and doing little more than serving others all 
day. It was difficult to stand on my own two feet. Korolenko told Alexei that at the resi-
dence of some family, the Natansons, he had met a middle-aged man named Ivan who had 
done time for vagrancy. When he had gotten out of prison, he had sought a lord on whose 
estate he could work, but in the meantime the serfs had been freed. He had continued his 
search, looked and looked, no one was good enough for him. Then the Natanson family had 
treated him as peasants traditionally had been treated. They had put him in a narrow, win-
dowless corridor, and every time the lords went by, he leapt to attention. Finally, he calmed 
down and served contentedly. I was similar, a loyal dog. Chekhov may have known the 
story, according to Alexei he included this Ivan in The Cherry Orchard, the character of 
Firs. He was played by Artyom, Chekhov’s favorite actor. His father was a serf, he was 
painter and drawing instructor. In The Lower Depths he played the part of the Actor. He 
was over sixty by then, a very wise man, he was very fond of me.

I didn’t see Alexei for twelve years. In the meantime, wars had broken out, revolutions, 
other things. I completed study to be a nurse. In 1918, my son and my husband died and 
I went to Petersburg. There was famine and terror, Alexei saved me from starvation. Ma-
ria Feodorovna called. She was living in Alexei’s new apartment with her new lover. He 
was twenty-four years younger than she, Pyotr Petrovich Kryuchkov, they called him 
Pepekru. I never addressed him by that name. I did not like him, the chubby, pink-faced 
smooth-talking lawyer. There was something soft about him. I found it pathetic that he 
was carrying on with a woman who was old enough to be his mother, but even he did not 
deserve to come to such a nasty end. After October 1917, Maria Feodorovna became the 
commissar of theaters of the northern region, in other words the head censor and head of 
personnel. As of the autumn of 1919, when all the theaters were nationalized, she got even 
more power, but only nominally, because many people undermined her. 

She was undermined first and foremost by Kamenev’s wife, Olga Davidova, Trotsky’s 
younger sister. Before the war, perhaps in 1912, they had been guests of Gorky on the is-
land of Capri. They had a young son who had fallen ill and died. As atheists, they had not 
said a prayer for him. After a long dispute between them, Kamenev had decided that they 
would recite a poem by Balmont next to the child’s grave. When she heard this, Maria Fe-
odorovna had burst into a fit of laughter. They never forgave her. In 1920, Kamenev took a 
fancy to a circus performer, the wife of one of the alcoholic writers. She and her husband 
moved into the Kamenevs’ government office apartment in the Kremlin, a large hostler’s 
apartment with many rooms. Alexei spent time there too. Kamenev tried to help the writer 
break into the world of literature. He held literary evenings in the apartment to which he 
invited the finest authors, and the husband of the circus woman would read long passages 
aloud from one of his crazy novels. Once the poet Khodasevich was invited, the Moscow 
editor of Alexei’s World Literature series. Shuddering, he parodied the whole thing, and 
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we shrieked with laughter. Because of his carousing with the circus performer, Kamenev 
had to fulfill his wife’s every wish. They created a high-up position in cultural affairs from 
where she could give orders. She pushed herself into theater life more than anything else, 
in opposition to Maria Feodorovna, of course.  

Zlata Ionovna Lilina, the wife of Zinoviev, the bloodthirsty animal of Petersburg, also want-
ed to be the head of cultural affairs, and since Zinoviev had been in hiding in Razliv togeth-
er with Lenin, he was regarded as a powerful man. Lilina also deeply undermined Maria 
Feodorovna. Her younger brother later became the head of Gosizdat, the state publishing 
house. He did a great deal to harm Alexei and every author of talent, because he himself 
had wanted to be a writer, but he had lacked the will and perseverance. 

Kruspskaya also undermined her, Lenin’s wife, who forbade everything that was human 
and complex. She had long hated Maria Feodorovna, because she hated Gorky and in 
general everyone who was not blinded.

And since the three most important woman-comrades hated her, Maria Feodorovna hardly 
had an easy time of it. But things had been hard for her back in 1913, when she had re-
turned to Russia with the permission of the czar’s foreign minister. She had left Alexei on 
Capri. Maria Feodorovna had hoped to get back into the Art Theater. She had had almost 
the entire company on Capri as her guests, Nemirovich-Danchenko, Meyerhold, a bunch 
of actors and actresses, and of course Stanislavsky and his family, but in vain, Stanislavsky 
did not let her return to the theater. He feared that she would take revenge against him for 
not having given her the lead role in The Cherry Orchard, the part of Ranevskaya, but hav-
ing given it to Olga Knipper instead, for whom Chekhov had intended the part of Charlotte, 
the clown. In 1904, Maria Feodorovna had wanted to found a new theater with Alexei and 
Savva Morozov, they invited Stanislavsky as a gesture, but really they wanted to create 
a rival to the Art Theater. Nothing came of it because of the revolution and Morozov’s 
death. Alexei had several falling outs with the Art Theater. Stanislavski and Nemirovich 
did not find Summerfolk adequately philanthropic, but the real cause of conflict was that 
Maria Feodorovna had only been allowed to play the part of Varya in The Cherry Orchard, 
and not Ranevskaya. It is all in the distant past now, but I remember vividly the intense 
animosity that pervaded the theater, which was very much like the animosity among the 
upper-level leaders.

On the Kronverkskaya embankment they made one apartment out of two by knocking 
down walls. The eleven rooms were always packed. Alexei always had dogs, the dachs-
hund once slipped out of the apartment and never returned, clearly they had eaten him 
by the gate. Then in Berlin he got a dachshund named Kuzka from Mura, I even had the 
pleasure of meeting it in Sorrento. Kronverkskaya saved my life. The Cheka made sure 
Gorky had provisions and wood, there was tea, wine, bread, cabbage, sometimes even 
meat for the family and the guests. Of course you can easily get scurvy from such a diet. 
Alexei underwent treatment for it for a long time in Berlin. The simple fact that there were 
no icicles dangling in the apartment caused unbelievable delight. This was the first artifi-
cial famine, as Korolenko called it, not caused by a natural disaster, but rather by human 
beings. The White Army was only a few versts from Petersburg, but the more pressing 
problem was that the Bolsheviks were mercilessly slaughtering peasants. The famine that 
came ten years later wiped away the memory of the earlier one, but anyone who lived 
through the siege of Leningrad a decade later didn’t remember the latter famine either. 
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At the beginning of the 1920s, there were 700,000 people left in Petersburg, 40,000 or 
50,000 of whom froze to death on the streets and in the apartments.

I did not live in the place on Kronverkskaya, but I went to see Maria Feodorovna whenever 
I could. They always fed me. There was no heating in the hospital, and if I wasn’t on duty, 
Maria Feodorovna and Alexei wouldn’t allow me to leave. It was not wise to roam the 
streets of Petersburg at night. People were robbed, murdered, stripped, and there was a 
curfew in effect, so some were even shot. Robbers and Chekists broke into apartments, but 
Gorky and the people in his home were protected from above. They never brought up the 
idea of having me come back as a servant, and I wouldn’t have said yes. Anna Fominichna 
was living with them, the woman of infamous resolution, who shook the whole group into 
shape. People feared her like they feared fire, and thus they managed, some two dozen of 
them, to suffer one another.

Maria Feodorovna’s daughter, Katya, lived there for a time with her husband, Abraham, and 
the possibility came up of her son, the young cinematographer, getting one of the rooms, 
but then Mura showed up and moved into the room that had been set aside for Jura. Katya 
then fled with Abraham, they could not endure the muddled, primitive commune. Katya 
was horrified by the mundane tone, people coming and going in all kinds of garbs and dis-
guises, dubious characters, the whole apartment was like a passageway, and you couldn’t 
really withdraw because they would barge in on everyone and blabber without end. In the 
evenings, dinner would last seven or eight hours. They would sing lewd ditties, someone 
would play the piano or the guitar, they told jokes, swore profusely, passed around the 
albums of 18th century pornography, for instance de Sade’s, and looked at boorish pho-
tographs. Alexei showed everyone Maxim’s pornographic sketches, his favorite subject 
was the bordello, he had done a whole series on it, women, men and animals intertwined 
in every possible pose, all drawn with sharp lines, visible through the windows of three 
and four-story buildings. Though the heads were small, you could recognize a few of the 
faces. Everyone praised him for his talent. Alexei and Katerina Pavlovna, his parents, lis-
tened with pride. 

They drank a great deal and with great assiduity. They would caterwaul, intoxicated, and 
you could never fall asleep before dawn because of the noise. Katya was upset that her 
mother’s beloved, whom she had loved many years earlier as a child, now lived with Var-
vara. She knew Alexei’s friend Tikhonov from Capri. Varvara was his wife, she lived with 
Nina, her daughter, in the place on Kronverkskaya. Varvara Shaykevich later went to Paris 
with Nina, who did not make it as a dancer. Alexei sent them money from abroad as well. 
But at that time they lived with him. 

And then Mura burst into their lives, whom Chukovsky, the editor of World Literature, 
had recommended as a typist and a secretary.  Maria Feodorovna and Alexei coddled her, 
because on the first evening she had fainted from hunger, or pretended to faint, but she 
slept there in any case. Varvara Shaykevich eventually was squeezed out and the room 
that had been intended for Yuri was taken. Later, in Berlin Katya said that really it had been 
a phone call just before Easter that had frightened her. She remembered Alexei’s number, 
216-68, and she had noted Maria Feodorovna’s office number, 42-62. I only remember that 
she worked at Liteynaya 46. One afternoon the phone rang. Rakitsky cringed and would 
not have answered it for all the world, so Katya did. They were looking for Gorky. Katya 
said he wasn’t home, what else could she have said? To which the reply: Kamenev was 
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looking for him from Moscow. Tell him, child, that we will let his woman go, sure, let him 
have an Easter egg.

Kamenev knew Katya from Capri. He recognized her voice, but that was not the problem. 
The problem was that Katya could not get over how cynical the leaders of the country 
were. 

The Easter egg, i.e. Mura, was required to check in at Gorokhovaya Street twice a week be-
cause she had already done time in Moscow, and sometimes they kept her in for the night. 
Alexei was continuously calling Dzerzhinsky, the commissar for internal affairs, whom he 
had also once had as a guest on Capri, to tell him to leave Mura in peace, she was indis-
pensable as a secretary. He had pleaded with Zinoviev, the animal, but Zinoviev did not so 
much as reply. Maria Feodorovna also wrote to the Cheka on Mura’s behalf, perhaps she 
was glad that Alexei finally had a flashy woman, but for a long time they pleaded in vain.

Anna Fominichna had the help of three cooks and one servant. Diderchs and his wom-
an, Valentina Khodasevich, the niece of the poet Khodasevich, had brought them. The 
Diderchs brothers were piano manufacturers, and they had been able to salvage some of 
their wealth. They told to Alexei to buy Chinese porcelain and jade statuettes, they were 
easy to transport and didn’t lose their value. Valentine was a painter, and thanks to Maria 
Feodorovna’s kind-heartedness she got commissions designing scenery and costumes. 
Together with Rakitsky, the other painter, she would lug their allotted portions of food 
home, and if there were too many guests, Alexei would call the Cheka and they would 
bring food by car. Too many meant more than sixty. 

Rakitsky was a pious soul, but he carried a pistol in case of robbers. He was a gangling, 
sizeable man, so he suffered from hunger more than the rest of us. I was lucky, I quickly 
slimmed down and then remained that way. Once your stomach shrinks, you endure it 
better. I only suffered from the cold. Rakitsky rarely left the room. He was convinced that 
fresh air was unhealthy, and he smoked incessantly. A stranger, he showed up at Alexei’s 
with the claim that he was ill. Please Mr. Gorky, procure medications. You could only get 
medicine, or anything for that matter, if you had connections. At the time, we hoped that 
the unusual state of affairs would soon come to an end, but it didn’t, neither in times of 
peace nor in times of war, nor indeed will it ever. Alexei began to converse with him. 
Rakitsky mercilessly criticized his works. He had read almost all of them and had found 
not a single one that he had liked. They had taken him in for the night and from then on, 
for eighteen years, he had lived by Gorky’s side to the end. Sometimes he did nothing, 
sometimes he tended to the garden, and he smoked. Alexei persuaded the Cheka to give 
him the ration cards that were set aside for the finest scientists and artists, and from then 
on he showed everything that he wrote to him first. No one else was ever present when 
Rakitsky gave his opinion. He was not a talkative man, all told I exchanged four or five 
sentences with him over the course of the decades, and I never saw any of his sketches 
or drawings, perhaps because he abandoned painting, or never started. I was very fond 
of him, and he of me. Nine years ago he died of aortic stenosis at the age of sixty-one. He 
was not executed. 

In 1919, I met a ducal couple at the Kronverkskaya place, prince Gavriil Konstantinovich 
Romanov and his wife, Antonina Rafailovna. The prince was tall and slender, his wife, the 
plump, short-legged Antonina only came up to his chest, and if you had not seen her in her 
youth, you would not have believed that she had once shone as a ballerina. Many people 
were quite astounded that Gorky had saved a prince. The whole thing began when the 
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prince, never having met Alexei, wrote him a letter from prison and Alexei managed, with 
considerable effort, to get him out. Indeed in Moscow he managed to get Lenin to pardon 
another four princes, but while he was traveling back to Petersburg on the train Lenin had 
called Zinoviev and told him to execute them, which Zinoviev had been glad to do. Alexei 
had learned of this at the station in Petersburg, and he had wept. Many people, me among 
them, didn’t understand why he was surprised. You know a man to be a murderer because 
he murders. Alexei sincerely wept, but really it was the ingénue in him, who he refash-
ioned again and again, who wept, not him. He had to have known that he was pleading in 
vain for the lives of the princes, the most he could attain was that he himself would not be 
present in Petersburg when they were executed. He knew Lenin well, yet he was capable 
of being disappointed in him time and time again. 

The same thing happened when he pleaded for the life of the poet Gumilyov. Lenin had 
promised to spare him, then by the time Gorky arrived in Petersburg it turned out that they 
had spared him, because they had shot him in the head instead of hanging him. Gumilyov 
had been a good poet. Alexei had employed him as the editor of the World Literature series. 
He had indeed once spoken disparagingly of Alexei’s poems, saying that to write poetry 
you need talent, but rumors to the contrary, this was not why they murdered him. They 
murdered him because they were murderers. 

They killed Blok too, though Alexei had pleaded on his behalf as well.

Blok fell ill, and they did not let him go abroad to seek treatment. Alexei wrote to Lenin 
in vain, waited in the antechamber of Lunacharsky, the cultural commissar, in vain. Blok 
and Alexei were not overly fond of each other, but they each respected the other. Lenin 
had long stopped reading altogether. He asked Menzhinsky, the head of the Cheka, for his 
opinion on the matter and Menzhinsky replied that Blok had an overly lyrical nature, and 
if they were to let him go he would surely write something against the Soviet system, so 
he did not recommend it. At the sitting of the Political Soviet Trotsky and Kamenev voted 
in favor of letting him leave. Lenin, Zinoviev, and Molotov voted against it, Stalin was not 
present. Alexei again ran to Lunacharsky. Lenin finally gave in, but he stipulated that Blok 
could only travel without his wife. He knew that Blok would not agree to this. Alexei tried 
again, but he got no answer. In his grief he traveled to Finland for the summer. When 
Lenin got the news that Blok was beyond help, he agreed to let his wife travel with him. 
Blok died two days later. Alexei was not present for the burial, he was still vacationing. It 
appeared as if, because of their rivalry, he had not come to Blok’s aid, though no one had 
done as much as he. Communism belongs to the petty and the vengeful, the dictatorship 
of the talentless, Alexei would say. Mean-spirited idiots seemed to gush forth everywhere. 
They eliminated anyone who was more gifted than they and they called it revolution. In 
addition to editing book series and a journal, Alexei saved 276 people from execution. 
One-third of them were executed a few years later just the same. In 1920, Kameneva had 
asked Khodasevich: “How can you bear to befriend a scoundrel like Gorky? If it weren’t 
for Vladimir Ilyich he would have been thrown in prison long ago.”

From December 1917 on, Alexei mercilessly attacked the Bolsheviks in Novaya Zhizn until 
the paper was abolished in July 1918. He claimed that a red czarism had emerged, a mur-
derous system that was against culture. He reiterated that the intelligentsia must not be 
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destroyed because it was the brain of the country. Lenin replied that the intelligentsia that 
Alexei so zealously defended was not the brain, but shit, and he dealt with it accordingly. 

With Dzerzhinsky’s approval and behind Zinoviev’s back, Prince Gavril got out of Shpaler-
naya, and he lived, together with his wife, in Alexei’s home, because there was nowhere 
else he could go. Only after the February revolution and the introduction of civil law did 
they marry, because Antonina was of humble origins. They were often sitting at the dinner 
table when Lenin and Kamenev came bursting in. Lenin went through the kitchen, Kame-
nev had to use the antechamber. If someone was going to be shot, better it be him. Zino-
viev was accompanied by several bodyguards, as were Lenin and Kamenev. More people 
despised him in Petersburg, and more personally. When I joined this large assortment 
of people for dinner, Alexei sat at the head of the table, with Katerina Pavlovna at the far 
end, Maxim’s mother, whom Lenin had known for a long time. She was perhaps the only 
Social Revolutionist, i.e. not a Bolshevik, whom Lenin let live. In the middle, to the right of 
Alexei, sat the ducal couple, between Maxim and Rakitsky and across from them Kame-
nev, Lenin, and Zinoviev. The seating was strikingly awkward. I suppose Alexei wanted 
to make them all look one another in the eye. A bit further down, diagonally across from 
Lenin sat Maria Feodorovna, whom in emigration Lenin himself had given the pseudonym 
the Phenomenon, and her latest lover, Kryuchkov. Then Valentina and Didi (as they called 
Diderichs), and Varvara Shaykevich with her daughter, Nina. Some claimed that she was 
Alexei’s child, but if she had been, he wouldn’t have concerned himself so little with her. 
And many others were seated at the table, including me, between Katerina Pavlovna and 
Mura, and next to Lenin. They introduced Mura to Lenin, who clearly knew everything 
and more about her, as Alexei’s secretary. Alexei conducted the whole affair, when to lift 
the glasses, who would say the next toast, like a tamada. He had learned how to do this 
in Georgia when they had let him out of prison, but he had had to remain there for a time. 
Everyone complied, Lenin, the prince and his wife, though the two of them never emptied 
their glasses. Alexei plied the troupe with words all evening, telling anecdotes, citing from 
Russian and world literature, he avoided philosophy because he knew that Lenin would 
immediately jump in and argue. The high-ranking guests interrupted anyway, because 
both Kamenev and Zinoviev wanted to prove that they were people of importance too. 
They were pathetic. They were animated and agitated because there were women present. 
Mura was very alluring, the svelte, curvaceous, bright-eyed, light-haired mature Slavic 
beauty, and she showed no trace of bashfulness, no matter who was present. Kamenev and 
Zinoviev didn’t dare look up. Lenin occasionally glanced at her indifferently, he too was 
a good actor. Everyone at Kronverkskaya was wondering whether Kamenev would ever 
bring his lover, the circus performer, but he never did. Kamenev was more much refined 
than the animal Zinoviev, even if Zinoviev spoke a number of languages and translated 
well from German. Once Kamenev had given Stalin refuge from the Czar’s hounds in his 
apartment. Stalin had misquoted something from Latin and Kamenev had corrected him. 
Three decades later that turned out to have been a mistake. Of course Stalin would have 
killed him whether he had read Latin or not. 

Over dinner, the leaders of our party and our state let jokes fly about the Czar’s family, 
whom they had slaughtered. The prince and his wife did not react. They chewed silently 
and did not look up from their plates. Lenin did not use unbecoming language, nor did he 
get drunk, but Kamenev and Zinoviev did. The Chekists in the kitchen, the antechamber, 
the stairhall and by the gates neither ate nor drank. Alexei drank his beer. He was not in 
the habit of getting tipsy. Zinoviev could not hide his delight when he heard that Alexei 
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was spitting blood. He expressed his sincere surprise that he was still alive. Alexei laughed. 
Lenin again brought up in the course of this dinner that Alexei Maximovich should defi-
nitely go abroad for treatment. He had been saying that since 1918. Alexei pretended not 
to understand.

Alexei managed to get passports for the ducal couple, more precisely, Zinoviev gave his 
word that they would be given passports and allowed to emigrate. On the morning of their 
departure a GPU unit of ten people was waiting for them at the station. Alexei, Maria Feo-
dorovna, and Kryuchkov accompanied them. They had still not been given the passports 
and Alexei was worried. Zinoviev was capable of anything. There was no one else on the 
train. They boarded. They feared the same thing as their escorts. A few kilometers down 
the tracks the train would stop, they would be led out into the snow and shot in the back. 
Maria Feodorovna hoped that perhaps Lenin would not want to do away with a real prince, 
who could be of tremendous use to the Soviet state. Of course the four grand dukes who 
had been shot also would have made excellent agents, so it was hardly clear what lay in 
store for the ducal couple. 

They did stop somewhere on the open track. The Chekist sub-lieutenant gestured into 
the distance and said “Finland is that way, go on foot.” Before they set off, however, the 
sub-lieutenant made the sign of the cross and whispered to the prince: “God protect your 
majesties.” The couple trudged across the field through knee-deep snow, no shots were 
fired, the Finnish border guards didn’t ask for papers and they took them to Helsinki. We 
will never know whether the Chekist sub-lieutenant had been given orders to make the 
remark he made or not, but he clearly had been given orders to let them go. Antonina 
Rafailovna opened a fashion salon in Paris and prince Gavril personally waited on the 
customers. Everyone found him enchanting. They organized bridge games in their home, 
and in the 1920s and 1930s all of Paris frequented their dwelling, including the Parisian 
diplomats. The ducal couple undoubtedly repaid the mercy they had been shown.  

The place on Kronverkskaya was a bustle during the day as well. They held the World 
Literature editorial meetings at the dining room table. Alexei edited the manuscripts him-
self. Others said and he agreed that he was a better editor than writer. All his life he was 
flooded with manuscripts. With pencil in hand he would read, and he revised even the 
hopeless texts. If people had sent their works, they deserved to know his opinion. And he 
told them, the good and the bad. He launched the careers of many great writers. Once, in 
1916, a short, stocky, balding, bespectacled character, twenty-two years old, showed up at 
the Letopis editorship with two short novellas. For half a year, Alexei revised and rewrote 
them with him, one version ended up four pages long, the other eight. The titles were Ilya 
Isaakovich and Margarita Prokofievna and Mama, Rimma and Alla. They were amazing 
compositions, the author was Isaac Babel. Alexei discovered Platonov, who was perhaps 
the greatest among them, as well as Bulgakov, whom he helped in every way.

The editors were all there at Kronverkskaya, Chukovsky, an upright man, Blok, a great 
poet, Shklovsky, the scientist, and Tynyanov, who was a scholar and writer, he fell ill 
and died young. Professor Oldenburg was there, the president of the committee against 
famine. He was arrested, then released, then taken away one more time and they never 
let him work again. And Gumilyov, whom they later executed. People were there who 
had given Lenin refuge from the Czar’s police, in the end they were all executed in the 
Soviet era. Tikhonov, Nina’s father, and an old admirer of Alexei. Zamyatin, whom Alexei 
thought was talented, though his dry style got on his nerves. He managed to get them to 
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approve his request for exile, so Zamyatin wound up scraping by in Paris until he died, 
young and impoverished. There was a heated debate over what to translate into Russian 
for the Russian workers. The series was to consist of 1,500 volumes. 120 were published, 
and in far fewer copies than they would have liked. Alexei ran off to Lenin, Lunacharsky, 
and Dzerzhinsky, the leader of the Cheka, for a paper allocation. Dzerzhinsky had been 
in prison for fifteen years. He had escaped from Siberia, and in 1909 he had spent a year 
as Alexei’s guest on Capri. That was where he had met Maxim, who had just started his 
teenage years and whom nine years later he made part of the Cheka. 

Chukovsky realized that Alexei knew almost every literary work that came up backwards 
and forwards. He alone had read as much as all the others put together, including works 
that had not been translated into Russian. His memory was astonishing, Chukovsky said, 
no one could compete with him. Later I saw for myself that Zinovyi Peshkov’s memory 
was even more astonishing, but he was Alexei’s adopted son, not his child by blood. At the 
meetings of the World Literature editorship Alexei worked assiduously to entertain the 
workers, with their childlike souls, and accustom them to reading by providing them with 
simplified editions of great masterpieces. The writers had already been chosen who were 
to rewrite long and challenging novels like Don Quixote. Alexei himself agreed to write a 
short prose version of Faust, though he did not, in the end, have time to do so. Lenin kicked 
him out of the country.

There was a moment in 1918 when the editors could not spread the manuscripts out on the 
table because the table was so cluttered with works of art. At first, Alexei supported private 
property, but after everything had been nationalized, i.e. had gone to the dogs, he decided 
that brigands, robbers, and well-informed antique dealers should not take everything that 
the rich had managed to accumulate out of the country. Everything was being stolen, the 
Antiquary Committee tried to save whatever it could.

Valentina Khodasevich and Rakitsky were both members of the committee. Alexei and 
Maria Feodorovna signed all the resolutions. They kept anything that caught their eye, the 
rest of the stuff they sent to the West in exchange for grain. The Chekist collectors—Maxim 
worked as one for a short time in the countryside—piled up the paintings, statues, coins, 
marbles, rugs, and vases in the Saltikov house. They took them from here to Kronverk-
skaya, where the committee examined them. A certain Piatigorsky wanted to give his 
opinion as an expert, but Alexei expelled him.

Anything that was regarded by the committee as an object of first-rate value was given to 
the Hermitage and the Museum of Fine Arts in Moscow. Anything that was second-rate 
was sold abroad. The poet Zinaida Gippius, who consistently disparaged Alexei both at 
home and abroad, made the slanderous claim that as the head of the committee he had 
stolen works of art. Had he done so, his life would have taken a different direction. Chek-
ists also urged that he be held to account for having taken part in dinners that were held by 
foreign art dealers who, they implied, had greased his palms. True, he had supped at such 
dinners, and even sipped alcohol. He had once been summoned by his fellow communists 
because an informant had seen him drink a glass of whiskey in the restaurant of a hotel. 
Vodka would not have caught anyone’s eye. Alexei explained that it is not easy to sell 
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works of art without coming into contact with art dealers, and sober art dealers are tough 
negotiators. Even the Chekists got that much. 

Once the preservation of treasures had given way to famine, the objects of art disappeared 
and the editors of World Literature happily took their seats again at the dining room table.

Mura became their typist, Chukovsky brought her on board. Two months later she was 
living at Kronverkskaya in her own room. She was beautiful, young, inventive, forceful, 
she had a good sense of humor, but there was also something dark and off-putting in her. 
I immediately told Maria Feodorovna that we now had an adventuress in our midst. We 
suspected that the Cheka had sent her to watch over Alexei, which may have been the 
case, not that there would have been much point, since there were so many people keep-
ing tabs on him and on everyone who spent time with him, while in the meantime we all 
enjoyed the protection of the Cheka, not to mention the provisions. Mura was arrested in 
Moscow, along with the English chargé d’affaires. She may have been his lover. It’s possi-
ble that she became Peters’ lover and he recruited her. Peters was the acting head of the 
Cheka at the time, and he dealt with the English affairs. He spoke English, he had worked 
as a miner in England. He personally interrogated Mura and the English chargé d’affaires. 

Mura was then arrested in Petersburg for having tried to use a forged ration card. They 
held her for three days. Then, as she recounted, at her insistence they finally called Peters 
in Moscow and he ordered them to release her. At the time, we didn’t know that she was 
lying even when she told the truth. She was an adventuress, and that is what Alexei, the 
adventurer, liked in her. She was twenty-four years younger than he. She had two chil-
dren in Estonia. They had gone into hiding with relatives after the peasants had killed their 
father, Benckendorf, a diplomat of the Czar, on his estate. Because of the war, she had not 
been able to get to Estonia. As soon as the opportunity arose, Alexei procured a passport 
for her and she left. Lenin had given his consent because he had hoped that if she were 
to emigrate, Alexei would follow and then he simply would not be allowed back into the 
Soviet Union. Mura did not come back, but Alexei did not leave. Lenin actually had to kick 
him out six months later.

Mura smoked a lot and was very fond of drinking. Her room was next to one of the guest 
rooms, the one in which the English writer H. G. Wells stayed with his son in 1920. Mura 
knew him from the London company. She had gone to school in London, since her uncle 
had worked at the embassy. That was where she had picked up her husband. On his first 
evening in Petersburg, Wells had wandered from the guest room into Mura’s room, where 
he had remained until morning. We were so crowded together in that voluntarily shared 
lodging that by early afternoon everyone knew. Mura nonetheless remained by vested 
right. She was an entertaining person, the center of attention. She knew every important 
European language, and only spoke with an accent when she spoke Russian. At the time 
you couldn’t tell that she would soon grow fat. She called Alexei by all kinds of pet names, 
but not as many as she used for herself. Mura, Tyitka (which in Ukrainian means auntie), 
Chobunyka and the like. They said that she was the biggest female spy since Mata Hari, 
but it hardly mattered since almost everyone in Alexei’s midst was spying and informing. 
When Mura was finally able to go to Estonia in May 1921, she immediately married an 
Estonian baron, Budberg, and got an Estonian passport. It was an independent European 
state that was not at war with anyone. If you had an Estonian passport, you could get a visa 
to go anywhere in Europe. Later, in Berlin, Alexei provided for the baron as well, and he 
paid the costs of the divorce suit, the baron’s severance pay and the costs of his emigration 
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to South America. They say that the Cheka paid for everything, but I know quite well that 
it was Alexei and Alexei alone.

After a few months, Mura became Alexei’s personal secretary, correspondent, transla-
tor, and literary agent. She knew everything that my mistress, Maria Feodorovna knew 
while she lived with Alexei. If Katerina Pavlovna, Maxim’s mother, had not been so obtuse 
and had spoken other languages, she could have been all those things. Alexei was more 
interested in comfort that he was in a sex life. You can always find a woman, but finding 
a secretary who is capable of performing tasks in close confidence is quite difficult.

It was then that Alexei founded POMGOL, the international organization that provided 
assistance for the starving. He brought scientists, artists, writers, and politicians on board, 
from Russia and from abroad, and Western countries, which not long ago had been at war 
with Soviet Russia, sent free grain. Lenin regarded the whole relief organization as “super-
fluous busy-bodying,” and he was furious that foreigners were intervening in the domestic 
affairs of the country. In the summer of 1921, the committee had seventy-some members, 
including prominent scientists and less hardline members of the central committee. They 
were accused of engaging in anti-Soviet activities, and many of the committee members 
were kicked out of the Soviet Union in 1922 on one of the philosophers’ ships. Some of 
them were individually sent abroad. They were the fortunate ones, the ones who remained 
were arrested. In 1918, during the red terror that came in the wake of the first attempt on 
Lenin’s life, thousands were executed who had had nothing to do with the provocation 
of the Cheka. Their only crime was having been members of the intelligentsia, and the 
Bolsheviks hated them. Lenin said the following to Maria Feodorovna, word for word: 
“in order to prevent conspiracies, I cannot help but arrest the whole cadet company, and 
everyone they know. They are capable of supporting conspirators. It would be a crime not 
to arrest them.”

They are capable of supporting conspirators, in other words they were not supporting 
conspirators. 

Some of the arrested leaders of POMGOL were later executed.

The arrest of the leaders of POMGOL created the impression that Gorky, serving as a pro-
vocateur, had deliberately duped the best of the intelligentsia so that the Cheka would 
be able to swoop down on them and accuse them of being imperialist agents and spies 
working in the service of foreign interests. The cream of the intelligentsia had taken part 
in the organization of POMGOL. It’s possible that from the outset Lenin had allowed the 
whole thing so that he would later have a pretext to smite them, and his show of outrage 
was nothing but that, a show. Alexei fell into such utter despair that he emigrated. He saw 
that it didn’t matter to the Bolsheviks that millions could be saved from dying of starvation. 
The only thing they cared about was maintaining their autocracy. Let the cream of the in-
telligentsia perish, the people on whom the country’s fate depended, let them be replaced 
by careerists who understood nothing, let ignorance triumph, it is of no consequence, all 
that matters is that they remain our servants. The peasants have stopped cultivating their 
lands because of the requisitioning, no matter, let them die of hunger too, and the prole-
tarians of the cities, there would always be people enough.

On October 16, 1921 Alexei left Soviet Russia on a special train bound for Helsinki, into 
which they had packed all of his belongings. He was fifty-three years old and a gravely ill 
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consumptive. Rakitsky was traveling with him. Maxim was already in Berlin. They tried 
to use him as a diplomatic courier. Mura joined Alexei in Helsinki. 

I regretted that I would never see him again, but I was also relieved that the slender thread 
that had connected me to him had finally broken. Maria Feodorovna had already gone to Ber-
lin with Kryuchkov. She had been entrusted with selling Soviet folk art abroad. It was dreary 
work, nothing to do with the theater. Her enemies diligently strove to ensure that she be sent 
as far away as possible, and her comrades in foreign affairs had never seen her on stage. 

I continued to work as a nurse, and I also completed university and became an obstetrician 
and gynecologist. I worked a lot, there was a dearth of medicine, instruments, and basic 
provisions but an abundance of ailing patients and women in labor. I supported myself, 
I was dependent on no one. I became an adult, if perhaps a bit late.

Five years later they came for me. I was not allowed to take anything with me. The nurses, 
doctors, and patients watched from the windows as they shoved me into the car. They 
took me to Lubyanka, and Menzhinsky himself was waiting for me. He resembled Stalin, 
of whom there was a picture on the wall above his head. He told me that comrade Gorky, 
who was in need of medical treatment, trusted me and me alone. He had requested that 
I be taken abroad to be at his side. I was to take good care of him. The Soviet people and 
the international workers’ movement had great need of comrade Gorky. And comrade 
Stalin sent his kind regards to comrade Chertkova.

I explained that I was not a pulmonologist. They knew that. I said that there was a severe 
shortage of doctors in Russia. They knew that. He was not making a request of me, he 
was assigning me a task, the party was assigning me a task. I could have said that I was 
never a member of the party, but clearly they knew that too. I asked if I would be able to 
bid farewell to my colleagues and patients, to which he replied no.

We traveled through Warsaw and Vienna. Two Chekists had my passport and the visas. 
I had nothing. In Vienna they bought one small suitcase and one big trunk, and in Rome 
they shopped. They bought dozens of items of lingerie, bras and bodices. Then they had 
me sign something indicating that all the items had been handed over to me. 

Maxim was waiting at the train station in Naples with motorcycle goggles on his brow. 
He kissed my cheeks up and down, dear Witchsky, finally you are here with us. Alexei 
called me this because my family name, Chertkova, sounds like chertovka, or witch. The 
comrades had him sign something indicating that I had been given over to him and then 
sat down in the station with the big trunk and waited for their train to Rome. In front of 
the station Maxim helped me climb into the side-car, to the left of his seat, put my suitcase 
into his lap, buckled his leather cap, pulled the goggles down from his brow (he looked 
like a tadpole), and off we went.

We stopped in front of a large stone villa covered with wild vines. Maxim picked up the 
suitcase. Dogs were let loose, with a young child in their wake. Maxim picked him up and 
said, Marfa, this is Lipa, she’s going to play with you a lot!

Others came from the house. I noticed Rakitsky among them, with his huge body, and 
a young woman, Marfa’s mother, Maxim’s wife, Timosha. I found her exceedingly beautiful.

Alexei had rented eleven rooms and there were three more in the villa. The Hotel Miner-
va was nearby, sometimes they lodged their guests there. Hordes of people were always 
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coming, local writers, émigrés, scientists, actors, actresses, journalists, politicians, friends, 
enemies, and the doctors, whom Menzhinsky had not bothered to mention. Maria Feodor-
ovna recounted how until 1913, when they had lived on Capri, they had always had lots 
of guests. They had been inundated with writers and Bolsheviks, some of them had even 
lived with them for months at Alexei’s expense. As evening descended, the view from the 
gallery upstairs opened up onto the bay. Vesuvius, Naples, Posilippo, Pozzuoli were indeed 
beautiful, though I was not as taken with the whole spectacle as others. The Crimea is also 
beautiful, where I once often spent time with my mistress, and back then it had not been 
cluttered up with jumbles of new buildings.  

Maxim gave me a tour of the villa and showed me where the steep steps leading down to 
the shore came out, and he took me to the tennis court at the far end of the garden. Duka 
doesn’t play, he said, but he sometimes watches. He had started calling his father Duka, or 
leader, in Petersburg after the war, well before Mussolini had come up with the title Duce 
for himself (stealing the term from the popular writer, D’Annunzio). Timosha is agile on 
the court. Mura (who didn’t happen to be in Sorrento at the time) moves well, of course she 
had studied ballet as a child. Rakitsky was very entertaining when he would start swinging 
with his huge body, because either he would tumble over the net or he would crash into 
the fence. Tennis is a gentleman’s game. It didn’t fit Alexei. He didn’t actually play, he just 
watched everyone else absent-mindedly, out of a sense of obligation. No matter how many 
guests there were, life was always monotonous. We were closed up, as if in an elegant 
prison, and we were the prison guards. 

Alexei’s room was the largest on the upstairs level. The three big windows looked north-
west. It had a fireplace. Two other rooms had heating, the others did not. We shivered 
a lot. The Sorrento climate is not good. From autumn until spring it is damp and cold. It 
aggravated Alexei’s rheumatism, and didn’t do his lungs any good either. We didn’t buy any 
firewood. The servants gathered withered branches from the olive trees. They burned with 
a weak flame. There was one small bathroom in the place, on the upper floor. It didn’t have 
running water, just a wash basin. The servants filled the water cans. The toilet was also on 
the upper floor. The door opened off of the common gallery. Like most of the others, I used 
the outhouse in the garden. The toilet was set aside for Alexei. He slept badly. He would 
get up six or seven times in the night. He hated the bedpan. 

The advantage of the house was that they rented it out cheap, 6,000 lira a year. This was 
about 150 dollars, and Alexei earned 10,000 dollars a year. They often talked about how 
much things would cost in other currencies. Mura said that you could live off 600 francs 
a month in Paris, and half of this would be the apartment. The yearly cost of our place in 
Sorrento was 5,000 francs. In other words, one room in Il Sorito, as they called the villa, 
was merely one-tenth of the monthly price of a room in Paris. The Italians were all poor, 
including the owners of our place, though they were princes, and they got by on very little. 

The dining room was on the upper floor. Four rooms opened off of it. One of the big ter-
races opened off of Alexei’s room. His desk and chair were across from it. The door in the 
wall behind the chair was the door to Mura’s corner room. There were three other rooms 
on the upper level, two larger ones and one smaller one. You could enter Mura’s room from 
the dining room too. I was given the smaller room, which was on the southwestern side. It 
also opened onto the dining room. Indeed people often passed through, but I was only in 
the room at night anyway, and even then not often, because for the most part I kept watch 
over Alexei, while during the day I helped out in the kitchen. Across from Alexei’s room 
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on the southeastern side there were two rooms that opened onto each other. Khodasevich 
had lived in these two rooms with his wife, Berberova, for two years, but they had left the 
place for Paris one year before I arrived. They had preferred to go hungry in Paris than eat 
Gorky’s bread of charity. In this, they were alone. In front of what had been Khodasevich’s 
room was the other large terrace. The guests usually gathered there in order to avoid 
bothering Alexei. Maxim and Timosha’s room opened to the right off the small hallway on 
the ground floor. Rakitsky’s room was on the left, right under Mura’s. The owners lived in 
the other rooms. There was a small corridor that led to their lodgings. 

Prince Di Serracapriola’s daughters, Matilda and Elena, reminded me of the market women 
in the harbor. They even dressed like market women. They were very kind, as was the 
prince, who lived in Sorrento. From time to time he would visit his daughters, or rather 
us, out of boredom. Sometimes he came by car, sometimes he came on foot. We were 
a kilometer and a half from the edge of the city. The first week that I was there they took 
me to the market. They chattered without pause, telling me the names of every kind of 
fish, fruit, and vegetable one-hundred times, and in the kitchen they kept repeating the 
words, and thus I learned Italian.

There were four portraits on the walls of Alexei’s room. One of them was of him, the other 
was Marfa, the third was Mura, and the fourth was a teenage girl, Tanya, Mura’s daughter, 
who a year earlier had spent months in Sorrento over the summer with her brother Pav-
el, a cousin, and a governess named Missus. The portraits had been painted by Valentina 
Khodasevich.

Alexei was wearing a red silk caftan over his knitted waistcoat when he welcomed me 
in is room. He had a tubeteika on his head, and he was still smoking one cigarette after 
the other. There was a bronze hand on the desk, Mura’s, she had had it made in Berlin for 
Alexei’s birthday. Alexei took it with him everywhere we went, in the end even to Tesseli. 

He had aged terribly over the course of the five years that had passed. His neck had sunk 
into his chest, his shoulders were bony and sharp, his chest and his face seemed hollow, 
he had crow’s feet around his eyes, the great moustache, which drooped down on either 
side, was completely gray with only a few russet strands remaining, as if for show. His 
eyes were still luminously blue, but there were dark circles underneath them. He suffered 
from oxygen deprivation. His voice was hoarse. I had the feeling he might die any minute. 
He was fifty-eight years old. Had I not seen him, perhaps the memory of his youthful face 
would have remained, the impudent, self-assured man of letters. It was not good to see 
that he had become a fugitive from the crypt, and I should not have endured the years that 
followed by his side.


