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progress at the expense of the lower classes. Consider M. V. Nechkina's 
elementary school manuscript, drafted in 1935. In her view, Peter's diplo­
matic mission abroad-which Tolstoi had celebrated in the first volume 
of his novel as a search for enlightenment-was a self-glorifying adven­
ture in the service of imperial expansion, and one that bled the treasury 
and therefore cost the Russian peasant dearly. In her concluding para­
graph on Peter, Nechkina states: 

Celebrating the formation of the new empire, the serf-owners, naturally, 
concealed their true intentions under a facade of false phrases.They assured 
all that the creation of the empire was, primarily, a path of glory for the 
people,a path leading Russia into the ranks of the great European powers. 
[...J The central concern of the administration of Peter I was the intensi­
fication of the oppression of serfdom.F 

<• 
Nechkina's textbook boasted the fact- and personality-driven narrative that 
the party leadership demanded, yet it retained much of the anti-tsarist bent 
of earlier Soviet historiography. Several other competition entries, such as 
one coauthored by N. N. Vanag, B. G. Grekov, A. M. Pankratova, and S. A. 
Piontkovskii, shared this view of history, which broke with Pokrovskian 
historiography, albeit less completely than did the Shestakov textbook." 

Yet consideration of still another version of Soviet history that surfaced 
in the textbook competition reveals the extent to which historical inter­
pretation was truly in flux in the mid-1930S. This was an "internationalist" 
account of the Soviet Union's past, which deemphasized the role of Rus­
sia and presented an integrated history of all Soviet nations." Although 
Nechkina's and Pankratova's draft textbooks were far more critical of Rus­
sian imperial figures than the Shestakov work, the proponents of this third 
view saw these works as excessively apologetic. For instance, the critic F. D. 
Kretov remarked of their portrayal of Peter: 

Undoubtedly, Peter was an outstanding personality. Moreover, Marx says 
simply that he was a genius. There is much in him that it might even be a 
good idea to learn from. But the crux is that he was a tsar, that he was a 
genius of landowners and merchants, that he created and strengthened a 
national government of exploiters.P 

Kretov's views undoubtedly represent an extreme in the records of the 
textbook competition. Yet the presence of such divergent views so close to 
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the center of Soviet institutional life calls into question the teleological 
notion that a russo centric, etatist vision of history came to dominate Soviet 
public life in a planned and controlled development. Interpretation of the 
Russian past, and of Peter in particular, was diverse and contested up until 
the publication of the Shestakov textbook in September 1937. 

How did Tolstoi's Petrine project' fare in this unsettled interpretative 
environment? Continuing into the middle 1930S, Tolstoi faced serious crit­
icism and was forced to engage in political infighting, particularly with 
regard to the two-part film about Russia's first emperor. The screenplay 
underwent enormous reworking before it finally went into production, and 
continued to be revised during the process of shooting. Some characters, 
such as Feofan Prokopovich, who delivers the triumphant final speech of 
the original screenplay, were nearly written out of the final version of the 
films, while the project's ideological underpinnings shifted from Pokrov­
skian to post-Pokrovskian historiography," Tolstoi's March 1937 press 
release regarding the final work on part one of the film illustrates the 
author's "embattled" working conditions: 

A pack of various staff"film theoreticians" descended upon us with a mass 
of contradictory demands. The wobbly, hysterical Peter which they were 
pushingon us did not correspond at all to our conceptions. Theydemanded 
that we show the ultimate futility and defeat of all of Peter's transforma­
tional activity. These demands would have nullified our attempts to show 
the progressive significance of the Petrine epoch for the subsequent devel­
opment of Russian history. [...J The central idea of our film was and 
remains our intention to show the power of the great Russian nation, the 
indomitablenature of its transformational spirit." 

Scattered evidence regarding the reception of this first film indicates the 
extent to which it failed to correspond to any well-established interpretive 
line, instead confusing its audiences. Its outright celebration of Peter so 
disturbed some viewers that they asked Shestakov about the film's political 
correctness in public lectures, while in Magnitogorsk at least one audience 
member inferred from the film's treatment of Peter that it had been made 
abroad." The second part of the film was also a target of political intrigue. 
In May 1937 A. I. Angarov, the deputy director of the Central Committee's 
Department of Cultural and Educational Work, denounced those at work 
on the film for criminal negligence with regard to budgetary overruns, 
chiefly as a result of the continuous rewriting of the screenplay during 
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Peter to a changing political environment in a December 1945 memorandum to 
G. M. Malenkov from the critic O. S. Reznik, published in "Literaturnyi front": 
Istoriia politicheskoi tsenzury, 1932-1946 gg.-sbornik dokumentov, ed. D. 1. Babi­
chenko (Moscow: Entsiklopediia rossiiskikh dereven, 1994), 179. 

37. Tolstoi made no significant changes in prewar editions of the novel.While 
writing the work's third volume during the war years, the author undertook Some_ 
what more involved rewrites of the earlier parts, reaching only chapter 5 of vol­
ume 1 before his death. Although some of these corrections were plot adjustments 
in the interests of consistency, others realign Peter's image in keeping with Tolstoi's 
later, more heroic vision-eliminating a scene where the young Peter cries from 
fear during the strel'tsy rebellion, for instance. Yet these changes were in general 
so minor as to leaveoriginal historical-interpretive implications intact. Given'Iol­
stoi's political position and the looser political climate of the war years, one may 
suggest that these late corrections do not reflect political pressure but rather the 
aesthetic or ideological decisions of the author. Regarding Tolstoi'scorrections, see 
A. V. Alpatova's commentary in "Petr I;' in Sobranie sochinenii, 7:850-51. 

38. Tolstoi,"Petr I: Kniga tret'ia," 708. 
39. Tolstoi,"Petr I: Kniga pervaia," 292. 
40. Tolstoi,"Petr I: Kniga vtoraia," 588. 
41. Tolstoi,"Petr I: Kniga tret'ia," 736. 

42. A. N. Tolstoi, "Kak my pishern," in Sobranie sochinenii, 10:141-42. Also see 
"Stenogramma besedy s kollektivom redaktsii zhurnala 'Smena," Sobranie sochi­
nenii, 10:211-12. 

43. Tolstoi,"Den' Petra;' 95-96. 
44. Tolstoi,"Petr I: Kniga pervaia," 192-97, 360-64. 
45. Tolstoi,"Petr I: Kniga tret'ia," 734. Reference is to Charles XII, of Sweden(b. 

1682, reign 1697-1718), renowned soldier king, whose rule constituted both the 
culmination and collapse of Swedish imperial power in northern Europe. He was 
Peter I's most significant military rival, and his defeat at the battIe of Poltava 
(1709) marked the turning point in the Northern War between Russia and Swe­
den for predominance in the Baltic region. 
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Aleksei Tolstoi's Remarks on the 
Film Peter I 

In early September 1937, as moviehouses all across the USSR were 
beginning to screen the historical film PeterI, a delegation of worker­

correspondents from the Skorokhod Worker factory newspaper visited 
Aleksei Tolstoi at his dacha in Pushkin, an elite Leningrad suburb known 

until that year as Detskoe Selo. The interview that they conducted with 

Tolstoi illustrates how press releases functioned in Soviet mass culture 

and provides an example of the stylistic register developed for the lowest 
common denominator of this poorly educated society,' 

As in the West, it was standard practice for Soviet authors, directors, 
and composers to publish essays or grant interviews in order to advertise 
current projects. Such publications also generated advance publicity for 
upcoming releases-in this case pointing readers toward the second part 

of Peter 1, which would be completed only after many delays in 1939. 
Yet in the USSR, these publications also functioned to define the prop­

aganda value of the works in question, alerting their audiences to their 
"correct" interpretations and indicating how they were to be seen within 
the larger context of the official party line. 

In this interview, Tolstoi speaks to the "common Soviet man" in 

demonstratively simple language, describing the significance of Peter I 
in the most straightforward and understandable of terms. He portrays 
Peter's epoch as an epic struggle for the Russian people's national inde­

pendence-a struggle that demanded cultural and technological change 
in order to rebuff foreign aggression. Peter is seen as a visionary leader 
who was able to grasp the correct course of action to secure Russia's 

future. Tolstoi also implies an allegorical relationship between the Petrine 
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