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Russia is the largest nation on earth, ranging over 6,000 miles, overlapping the Arctic Circle to the north and brushing against the Baltic Sea on the west and the Bering Sea on the east. To the south it borders Middle East lands and the mountains and deserts of Asia. Its culture is rich and diverse. Its earliest people were Eastern Slavs, Finno-Ugrics and other tribal folk who settled in the forest lands around Novgorod on the Northern European Plain that is bounded on the east by the Ural Mountains, beyond which stretches the vast Siberian Plateau.  The Varangian chieftain Rurik consolidated these northwestern inhabitants under his rule at Kiev in 862, the date generally accepted by Russians as the beginning of their history.  Rurik was a Rus, a Viking. It is from this name that the word Russia is derived. Later came Byzantine Christianity adopted by the Russians in 988. The Rus were defeated and slaughtered by the Mongols in 1237-1240. The 13th-Century also saw the shift of power from Kiev northeast to  Moscow. The Tsarist regime emerged from of the Grand Duchy of Moscow in the mid-16th-Century and the country reached its greatest size under Peter the Great in the first quarter of the 18th-Century. It is into this expansive imperial land as it had evolved politically and culturally by the early 19th-Century that author and playwright Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev was born. 

It was Peter the Great’s advocacy for the late Renaissance and Baroque art, music and literature of Western Europe which sowed the seeds that blossomed into Russian literature’s “Golden Era”, through the writings of Nikolai Gogol, Nikolai Leskov, Leo Tolstoy, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Ivan Turgenev and a dozen or so other Russian masters of poetry, the short story and the novel. However, the desire to westernize Russia was not universally welcomed among the intelligencia. There was a strong reactionary faction that favored keeping the original Slavic tradition which was seen  as the patriotic soul of the Fatherland.  Turgenev’s career would be plagued by this intellectual tension between the old and the new.

Ivan Sergeyevich Turgenev was born in the city of Orel (now Oryol), 220 miles south-southwest of Moscow, on 9 November 1818. Orel was an Imperial administrative center that dated its origins to the 12th-Century Rus. The Turgenev family were land-owners.  His father, Sergei Nikolaevich Turgenev, was landed gentry and served as a colonel in the Imperial Russian Cavalry.  His mother, Varvara Petrovna Lutovinova, was a wealthy heiress. Their marriage was one of mutual convenience. The Turgenevs were an old and distinguished family that dated its rise in Russian society to the beginnings of the Tsars in the 16th Century; but they had lost much of their wealth and land.  The Lutovinovas were new money. Varvara Petrovna brought to the marriage a huge estate, including 5,000 serfs. Sergei Nikolaevich owned a mere 120.  Both were awful parents, Sergei Nickolaevich was completely indifferent to his family, spending most of his time with his various mistresses and pursuing other pleasures. Nevertheless, the colonel  did instill in his sons a love of the old Slavic culture. Varvara Petrovna was authoritarian and embittered by her husband’s philandering. She frequently beat Ivan and his older brother Nicholas or, using a diabolical alternative, had their favorite serfs beaten for the sons’ perceived misdeeds.  She once punished a serf who had failed to doff his hat in her presence by sending him to the Siberian mines for two years.  The two brothers feared their mother and were submissive to her until her death when they were in their 30s.  Only then did they come into their substantial inheritances, which she had denied them during her lifetime.

The large estates of the nobility were isolated from the cosmopolitan centers of Saint Petersburg and Moscow. Before the railroads were introduced in the mid-19th century, it took literally weeks to go from one estate to a major city or even to meet with one’s neighbors. The Russian country estates had to be self-sustaining and the serfs were integral to that sustainability. From them came not only talented craftsmen, but many of Russia’s important painters, sculptors, architects, writers, actors, singers and dancers from the 17th century well into the 19th century, when serfdom was abolished By Tsar Alexander II in 1861. 

This isolation did not prevent Turgenev from acquiring a good education. A year at the University of Moscow was followed by three years at the University of Saint Petersburg, where he concentrated on the Classics, Russian literature and philology, which he completed in 1837. He continued his studies at the University of Berlin, largely at his mother’s insistence, focusing on philosophy, especially Hegel, and on history. He concluded his formal education at Saint Petersburg receiving a master’s degree. Years later, In 1879, Turgenev received an honorary Doctor of Civil Law degree from Oxford University. 

The great Russian writers of the Golden Era knew one another through their works and various societies devoted to literature and the arts in general. However, they tended to divide into factions largely centered on the previously noted Slavic conservative or liberal western points of view. Arguments were often heated and insults and ridicule were more common than calm, rational debate.  Opinions tended to shift frequently and dramatically about issues and individuals.  A subject of vilification one day might become a literary hero the next.  Turgenev was usually caught in the middle, since he naturally tended to share some of the views of each side. 

Count Leo Tolstoy and Ivan Turgenev were of the same class and fellow members of the Assembly of Nobles also known as the Assembly of the Gentry. In Tsarist Russia, nobility connoted a social status but not necessarily a title.  Noblemen were landowners and originally were required to join the military or civil service for up to 25 years, until Peter III abolished this compulsory obligation in 1762. The privileges of the nobility were legally defined and codified in 1785 in the charter of the Assembly of the Nobility. Every province and district had such an Assembly which oversaw its administration. 

Turgenev and Tolstoy were far from kindred spirits. They had very different experiences in life and very different inherent temperaments.  Tolstoy as a young man was a heroic figure, a combat veteran of the Crimean War; a feisty advocate for social change; unkempt; disdainful of good manners; and a mystical Christian. Turgenev, older than Tolstoy, was the opposite, he avoided confrontation and once behaved cowardly during a shipboard fire in the Baltic about which he wrote some years later; he, too, sought social change but did so with moderation; his dress and personal hygiene were impeccable; his manners were graceful and courteous; and he was an out-spoken agnostic. Their relationship was always tense. At one point Tolstoy challenged Turgenev to a duel, which Turgenev declined. With contempt, Tolstoy broke off their friendship and for 17 years they did not speak to one another.  Tolstoy eventually apologized and the two renewed their friendship. 

Dostoyevsky and Turgenev had a contentious relationship, usually arguing with one another over some literary or philosophical matter.  Turgenev corresponded with a wide range of artists and intellectuals, among them Afanasy Fet (Shenshin), Russia’s great lyrical poet. He, as so many of his colleagues venerated Alexander Pushkin, the nobleman poet with his exotic African and Slavic heritage and acknowledged his role as the founder of modern Russian literature.  However, he was somehow intimidated by him and they met only a few brief times before Pushkin’s  untimely death. 

On balance, Turgenev  got along better with French writers. Gustave Flaubert was his closest literary and personal friend and they shared similar social and aesthetic ideals.  He knew most of the great writers of France at that time and admired many of them.  He thought highly of George Sand and her writings and often dined with Sainte-Beuve, Edmond de Goncourt, Theophile Gautier, Hippolyte Taine, Renan and others. 

Turgenev is credited with popularizing the word “nihilism”, which was coined by Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi to characterize Immanuel Kant’s critique of rationalism by a reducto ad absurdum where philosophy as criticism reduces itself to nothingness and should be avoided by  replacing it with a return to some form of faith and revelation. In Russian literature, nihilism seems to have had the disconcerting effect of producing a lot of stories that culminated in suicide.

Turgenev stood over six feet tall and had a sturdy, compact figure.  He loved to hunt and to take long walks in the countryside. He had a very generous spirit and was constantly promoting the works of Russian and other writers among his influential friends.  He wrote novels, short stories and plays. He is perhaps best known today for the novel Fathers and Sons (1862).  A Nest of Gentlefolk (1859), Smoke (1867) and Virgin Soil (1877) are other novels that have received mixed reviews and are now largely forgotten. The most popular of his writings during his lifetime was an early work: A Sportsman’s Sketches (1852). He wrote at least nine plays, the most lasting of which seems to be A Month in the Country (1855/1872). 

Henry James and Joseph Conrad were admirers of Turgenev and preferred him to either Tolstoy or Dostoyevsky. Vladimir Nabokov cited his “plastic musical flowing prose” but didn’t think much of his plots. He offered the view that Turgenev was not a great writer, but a pleasant one and ranked him fourth among his contemporaries, behind Tolstoy, Gogol and Chekhov but before Dostoyevsky.  Much of Turgenev’s later life was spent outside Russia, briefly in Baden-Baden, Germany, but mainly at or near Paris. He never married, but did have affairs with his family’s serfs, one of whom gave birth to his illegitimate daughter, Paulinette, who was raised by surrogate parents in Paris. He provided financial support and intellectual encouragement to her during his lifetime.  He suffered an interminable love affair with the famous French opera singer Pauline Viardot, the leading contralto of her day. The affair was a true ménage à trois in which Turgenev became a close friend of her husband, Louis, and a kind of uncle to the entire family. Pauline bore four children. The last, a boy named Paul, is thought by the Viardot family to have been fathered by Turgenev. In 1872, typical of his interest in new talents and ideas, Turgenev enthusiastically promoted Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass to Russian editors and publishers and even made an unsuccessful attempt to translate the poem “Beat! beat! drums! — Blow! bugles! blow!” into Russian.  Turgenev died at his home, close to the Viardots, in Bougival, Seine-et-Oise, outside Paris, on 3 September 1883. He was 64 years old. He is buried in Volkoff Cemetery, St. Petersburg, Russia. It is said that his last words were addressed to Leo Tolstoy: “My friend, return to literature!”
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