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History held  its breath in Russia during the nineteenth century.  The examples of the American and the French revolutions fueled speculation about the future of Russia.  The return of the French monarchy after Waterloo in 1815 pointed to Romanoff government as usual from Moscow. The Romanoffs were successful imperialists, conquering their way east  to the Chinese territories at a pace of 50 kilometers a day.  Their empire was supported by slave labor. But the rise of democracies in the Americas led on to revolutions in 1848 in the Netherlands, Scandinavia, Italy, Germany 

and Austria. All these cracks in royal authority threatened the serfdom underlying  Russian society. 

Ivan Turgenev was born in 1818 –  three years after Waterloo –  in the prosperous town of Orel, 300 miles southeast of Moscow. Turgenev’s  home life was classically miserable.  His father had descended from the Golden Horde, a cavalry officer, aristocratic, graceful, incapable of love, and a serial adulterer.  He rescued Ivan from a bear pit in 1822 or 1823.  His father died when Ivan was 16.  His mother was a monstrous heiress, from a clan of successful savage capitalists.  As the father devoted himself to other women, Turgenev’s mother sought compensatory affection from Turgenev.

Ivan Turgenev grew up among the children of his serfs, much more than among his own class.  When his mother Varvara Petrovna took against , say, an estate youth she thought was slacking, she acted. She sent him to prison, or to Siberia.                    

Turgenev wrote “Yermil stood without his cap, with downcast head, barefoot, with his boots tied up with a string behind his back; his face, turned towards the seigniorial mansion, expressed not despair nor grief, nor even bewilderment .... my ....mother was apprised of his presence. She got up from her sofa, went with a faint rustle of her silken skirts to the window of the study, and, holding her golden rimmed double eyeglasses on the bridge of her nose, looked at her new exile.” 
When Varvara’s clerk protested, Varvara answered.  “That is of absolutely no consequence to me – among my subjects I am sovereign and answerable to no one, only I am not accustomed to have people criticizing me in my presence and meddling ... You too do not suit me.  You are discharged.’” Turgenev writes she shook a handkerchief angrily out of the window to conclude this exercise in human resources.  Varvara’ s estate 

held 5,000 serfs on thousands of acres and living in 20 villages.  It was largely self-sufficient,  even making its own paper.  Note Sipiagin, the estate owner in “Virgin Soil”, had a paper mill, too.  Varvara also had a house in Moscow.  Migrating between them with the seasons was a pharaonic endeavor.

Turgenev and his brother went to school in Moscow.  When Ivan reached the age of 15, a young woman on the estate seized him by the hair, and made love to him.  Later he went to Moscow University, and to the University of St Petersburg.  The objective was a career in the civil  service, the army, or at the court.  His courses introduced him to German, which he considered the language of love.  

He determined on study in Germany, and went to board a ship to Luebeck, accompanied by a serf – who acted as his valet, and was a bastard son of his father by a maid in the family home. Soon the ship caught fire:  in Turgenev’s account of years later, he found himself hanging on a rope.  A fat woman jumped, landed on him, and they both fell into a lifeboat.  Even less heroic versions of the incident haunted him.  Any way, he got ashore 

with the wife and four children of a Russian poet, and got them all on the road to Berlin.  He seems to have had a long love affair with the lady. His mother approved of the liaison: French society advocated amatory instruction from an older woman.        

Ivan settled into boyish companionship, with his half-brother the valet – they played cards, chased rats, and Ivan wrote love letters for the valet.  Ivan wanted the valet to be freed – but his mother and even the valet dissuaded him.  Perhaps this helped Turgenev view the lower orders with  skepticism as well as sympathy. Savage, perhaps, but not noble.

Two friends counted in these years: Bakunin, son of a Russian family of 10 children, who was shepherding three daughters in Berlin. Naturally Turgenev fell for the plain daughter, Tatyana – but he did not fall hard enough. He wrote her that “It is for you alone that I wished to be a poet, for you with whom my soul is bound up in such an ineffably wonderful way that I almost do not feel the need to see you.”  Tatyana threw him over, Bakunin borrowed more money, the friendship ended, and Bakunin went on to be a famous rebel, banished to Siberia.  The other friend, Stankevich, was a philosopher, poet and dreamer.  He rejected political or any other potentially practical commitment.  Turgenev was perhaps the most scholarly of all Russians of his day – Greek, Roman, French, German, English and Spanish enabled him to read omnivorously.

Turgenev traveled to France, Italy and Switzerland.  He went home in 1839. A fire destroyed the home however.  Turgenev’s brother Nikolai courageously rescued a nurse from the fire.  A German servant girl saved 20,000 roubles a serf was stealing.  Nikolai fell in with the German girl, outraging his mother Varvara Petrovna.  Years later, when reconciliation was in the air, the mother asked for pictures of Nikolai’s family  -  but when the pictures arrived, Varvara Petrovna destroyed them.  Nikolai was left on his civil service salary.  Turgenev also played at a job at the Ministry of the Interior – writing on company time.

Varvara Petrovna,  his mother, was infatuated with Ivan.  “My instinct is stronger than reason in me.”  Turgenev kept seeking and getting more money from her.  In 1842 Turgenev generated a child by a seamstress – Paulinette became a lever by which Varvara Petrovna manipulated Turgenev.  Turgenev published at his own expense a book of poems titled “Parasha” (1843) – successfully enough to take a step on the road to independence from his mother.  Another step lay in his friendship with the radical writer Belinsky – poor but influential.  V. S. Pritchett, author of the Turgenev biography summarized here, sees Belinsky’s friendship as a sign of Turgenev growing up.                                                 

Pritchett feels Turgenev had thus far never really fallen in love.  He was considered by the pious aristocratic ladies of Petersburg to be “living immorally” because he lacked religious belief.  Now he encountered a very gifted young Moorish opera singer, Pauline Garcia, who struck Heine with, ”Her ugliness ... of a kind that is noble.” He cited the lions in Delacroix paintings as analogous to Pauline, adding “when she opens wide her large mouth with its dazzling white teeth and smiles ... you feel as though the monstrous plants of India and Africa were  about to appear before your eyes.” 

“Such  a strange figure must instantly have brought back to Turgenev the half-barbarous spell of his plain mother”, Pritchett concludes.  Anyway, in 1843,Turgenev fell in love, enraptured from across the opera house footlights in St Petersburg, where he besieged Pauline.  Her  relationship to him – perhaps intimate friendship, perhaps something more passionate – was central to the rest of Turgenev’s life.  Pauline never broke with her husband. She may have betrayed him with Turgenev and with another man, but the marriage prevailed. Pauline’s husband Louis Viardot was a sensible 

manager of his opera company.  The marriage had been arranged by George Sand, and worked well, in an unromantic way.  Louis was twice as old as his bride when they married.  Pritchett wonders if the exoticism of Garcia and of Turgenev was a foundation to the relationship. 

Turgenev, who had given up the civil service job, made his way to the Viardots’ French town of Courtavenel, convenient to Paris.  When Turgenev came back to Russia, his mother was angered at Turgenev’s obsession – though she later heard Pauline perform, and had to admire her. “It must be admitted the damn gypsy sings well,” Varvara Petrovna said.  But do not think the old woman was growing into sweet reason.  Her caprices were as big, bold and noxious as ever.  In 1846 Turgenev had a radical row with his mother.  He said the serfs were treated as things rather than people.  She countered that that meant he wanted them freed. He said “not yet”. She said: “it won’t come”.

In the years 1847-1850 that Turgenev spent with the Viardots in France and on tour, Turgenev’s writing came of age.  He wrote a couple of plays, and “A Month in the Country” (1850) is still performed.  Play-writing deeply affected the way he animated his novels.  He wrote successful stories for Russian magazines.  And he experienced the French uprising of 1848, banishing the French Revolution and the restored Louis Phillipe in favor 

of the bourgeoisie.  He was more European than Russian in many ways.

Now Varvara Petrovna went into a decline caused by a case of dropsy, in which excess water accumulates in the patient’s body.  Turgenev had to go home, sailing from Le Havre in June of 1850. His mother was raving, and planned leaving an impossibly compromised inheritance to Turgenev and his brother. To top everything, Turgenev ran into a girl who looked exactly like him at the age of eight – it was the daughter he had conceived with a seamstress – he was sure of it. He claimed to remember nothing about the mother ...  He wrote Pauline Viardot hinting the girl, whom he called Paulinette,  could be raised by Pauline and her husband.  Amazingly, they took her on ... which Pritchett sees as an act anchoring Turgenev to his adopted Courtavenel family.  

Now the doctors found Varvara Petrovna was suffering from consumption, as well as dropsy.  She died, leaving her sons rich.  Turgenev went to St Petersburg and lived in style.  He was under close observation by the authorities because the revolutionary atmosphere frightened the Russian authorities.  A censorship dispute flared  over a letter to a newspaper regarding Gogol.  The government read into Turgenev’s phrases an 

attack on its authority.  The result: a month in jail, then exile to his estate for five years. 

Suddenly, in 1853, Turgenev saw in the papers that the Viardot company was coming to Petersburg.  Later he heard Pauline was coming on her own. Turgenev broke the terms of his probation to see her.  Nothing is known of what passed between them – but two years later Pauline gave her husband another child.  Turgenev might keep courting – but Pauline never responded to him again.

Turgenev bought a young woman, a serf, for 20 or 30 times the going price. She bore him a son – Turgenev’s second bastard.  He spun the mother off to a minor official.  The child went into an orphanage.  Turgenev, Pritchett writes of this part of his life, is the founder of Russian novel-writing.  “We are only at the beginning of Turgenev’s curious liquid gift (for psychological description, I interject), which eventually became supreme in Proust.”

Richard Freeborn in “Turgenev: A Study”, describes the writer presenting “Man as the rational being who aspires to put his ideas to a service of realizable ideals; and of man as the insignificant creature of a single day, at the mercy of nature and eternity.  It is in this duality that the real ’realism’ of Turgenev’s four great novels resides.”

The disasters that befell Russia in the Crimean War, ending in 1856 in a treaty of settlement, left Turgenev convinced that the end of the landowning class as an intellectual elite and the sole source of revolutionary or reformist ideas was at hand. The Czar died, and a new Czar, Alexander I, was enthroned in 1855.  Alexander emancipated the serfs February 14, 1861. The new Czar was less restrictive – Turgenev was allowed to travel throughout Russia. Turgenev fell for the unhappily married wife of one of the Czar’s courtiers, a woman of French and German stock. She was politically conservative and Lutheran, while he was radical and irreligious, so nothing much came of this relationship, which Pritchett lists as one of platonic tenderness – like many others in Turgenev’s life. 

Perhaps his terrifying mother had destroyed something in him.  Pritchett writes that “Turgenev himself is moved by the rise and fall of love and not by the fullness of love realized... No high summer of fulfillment.  Therefore no tragedy, only sadness.  The pessimism of Turgenev is absolute.”  There was a fiery element in him, which reminded observers of Don Quixote. There was also a passive and pessimistic aspect of Turgenev, identified with Hamlet.  Pritchett see Turgenev as separating love and sex, diminishing 

that side of his life.

 The years 1862 and 1863, Turgenev traveled around Europe.  In 1863 Turgenev followed the Viardots.  Pauline had enjoyed her best years on the operatic stage – now she would benefit by a less demanding setting.  The new city of residence was Baden Baden, in the Black Forest, a spa town with many diversions.  Turgenev took a place near the Viardots – but was then summoned before judges in Petersburg to explain some wild remarks among revolutionary friends who wanted to free Poland. 

He knew the judges, and got off – but the incident carried an implicit warning: Don’t produce novels, that, like “Fathers and Sons”, question Russian society.  By 1868, Turgenev’s estate,  left in the hands of an uncle, was failing to  produce the income Turgenev needed – time therefore to fire the uncle.  But the episode was messy:  ”During my  entire stay (at the estate) I was like a hare on the run; I could not stick my head in the garden without serfs, muzchiks, small merchants, retired soldiers, sluts, peasant women, the blind, the lame, the neighboring landowners of both sexes, priests and sextons – my own and other people’s – rushing forward from behind trees, from behind bushes and almost out of the ground to assault me, all of them emaciated by hunger.”  It was a year of agricultural catastrophe – making it harder for Turgenev to fire a relative. 

The Franco-Prussian War broke out in 1870, ruining the Viardots and Paulinette, the illegitimate  daughter now married.  Recovery followed in London for the Viardots.  About this time Turgenev traveled to Cambridge to accept honors, and to Scotland to shoot grouse.  The Baden Baden chapter closed in 1871, when the Viardots moved to France.  Now they needed Turgenev’s financial support, and he tactfully provided it, by subsidizing their property outside Paris.  In Paris he lived at the top of their house, besieged by would-be Russian writers, while Pauline’s singing lessons came echoing down the speaking tube. 

French writers - Maupassant, Daudet, Zola, Edmond de Goncourt, Sainte Beuve and above all Flaubert - were friends, and some were helped into Russian publishing.  Tolstoy had “War and Peace” translated  into French with Turgenev’s help.  Henry James came to admire.  On visits to Britain, Turgenev met George Eliot twice.  But Turgenev was aware that time in Paris was not time storing up impressions for another fiction in Russia.  The numbness of exile was a brake on his achievements.  So was the comfort of the Viardot establishment.

In 1874 Turgenev returned to Russia: thus an attractive 33-year-old widow, Baroness Vrevskaya, nursed him through an attack of  gout.  He wrote her ”he had the desire to possess her, but it was not so uncontrollable as to make me ask you to marry me.”  Result: an inconclusive parting.  She died four years later of typhus, in the Russo-Turkish war, nursing at the front.  Turgenev believed domestic life and writing did not mix.  Always a tall man, he was now a broad one as well, though still very handsome. 

Now, in 1877, Turgenev wrote, “Virgin Soil”, in which Pritchett feels Turgenev proves he is in closer touch with Russian society than his vociferous critics.  But he adds that the literary world was changing, too, with the rise of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky.  Perhaps their competition accounted for the tone of “Virgin Soil”, that was sharper than in previous 

works. It was his last major novel. 

In 1879 Turgenev went from Paris back to Russia to huzzahs from students at St Petersburg, a massive banquet in Moscow, and other triumphs, including a successful revival of  “A Month in the Country”.  Naturally he fell partly in love with the actress Savina.  But, naturally, nothing came of it. "Am I in love with you?”, he wrote her.   “This irresistible desire to merge – to possess – and to surrender ... if only”. Remember the safe harbor Nedjdanov perceives when he allies with Marianna in “Virgin Soil”.

In 1881 Turgenev started to decline: while he was in Russia, suffering a sore shoulder.  Back in Paris he got a celebrated doctor – and a second opinion. He was suffering mild angina. After a few months he was confined to bed, had an operation, and suffered great pain from what was now diagnosed as cancer of the spine. On September 2, 1883, he died. His body was honored at a funeral oration at the Gare de l’Est in Paris, and he was buried on September  27,  near Gogol, in Volkovo Cemetery, St Petersburg.

Sir Isaiah Berlin, the legendary Russian scholar and orator, summed up the Turgenev novel, especially “Fathers and Sons”, as “as basic a document for the understanding of the Russian past and our present as the plays of Aristophanes for the understanding of  classical Athens, or Cicero’s letters, or novels by Dickens or George Eliot, for the understanding of Rome and Victorian England.”                                     

