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Russian empire translated in mystical fashion into the legitimacy of the
Soviet Union, and in which the defeat of fascism and the eventual triumph
of socialist might in Europe was envisioned as a realization of the epic
destiny of the Russian nation itself. Tolstoi’s success derived from his will-
ingness and even enthusiasm to devote his talents and energies to raising
these new standards “on the cultural front.” In 1939 he was elected to the
Soviet Academy of Sciences precisely for his historical fiction and other
historiographic projects (particularly the publication of Russian folklore,
literary histories, and histories of non-Russian Soviet nationalities). In 1941
he received a Stalin prize for his historical novel Peter L.

Members of the Soviet establishment, Tolstoi included, presumed that
their new vision of history was objective and authoritative, composed of
fixed, “scientific” truths revealed by Marxist theory. Yet as I argue below,
the rate at which the evaluation of the past evolved during the 1930s worked
ironically to render history a moving target and even to relativize histor-
ical knowledge. The traces of this dynamic of authority and instability in
Tolstoi’s works concerning Peter the Great are the subject of the present
chapter. In the course of his career Tolstol wrote an impressive number of
works revolving about the person of Russia’s first emperor. These include
several stories, three versions of a play, the screenplay for a two-part film,
a children’s novel, and a monumental, unfinished historical novel, written
intermittently over two decades. Most of these works, particularly those
dating from 1929 on, bear a single title: Peter L This extension of one title
to many works motivates my own working method, in which 1 examine
Tolstol’s vision of Peter as a single “work in progress.” In my view, through-
out his career Tolstoi struggled to creatively extend the earlier installments
of his monumental work on Peter in order to save them from political obso-
lescence. Tolstoi’s successive reevaluations of Peter and the corresponding
revisions of his works present a case study in the mechanics of historical
rehabilitation under Stalin. My investigation of Tolstoi’s creative engage-
ment with his political environment sheds new light on the author’s biog-
raphy, adds to our understanding of the Stalinist perspective on the tsarist
past, and, finally, suggests new methodological propositions concerning the
dynamics of Stalinist historical consciousness.

<>
First, consider the “raw data” of Tolstoi’s texts. Over the course of his career
Tolstoi’s vision of Peter the Great changed frequently and radically, as may
be seen from the following passages from the author’s works. For clarity of
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contrast, | have selected comparable moments: depictions of Peter eating
and drinking with his entourage. The passages are of some length, since 1
will return to them several times in the course of this chapter. At the start
of the author’s work on the tsar, in the story “Peter’s Day” of 1917 or 1918,
Peter appears as a brutal, cruel, and drunken despot:
[Peter’s] red face, with its fat, round cheeks, wasn’t gaining anything in lucid-
ity. He had already pushed away his dish and, resting his elbows on the table,
was gnawing on the amber stem of his pipe. As before, the tsar’s bulging eyes
were glassy, unseeing. And fear began to overcome the guests. Had a courier
arrived with bad news from Warsaw? Or was there unrest in Moscow again?
Or had someone seated here committed some offense?

Peter pulled the pipe from his mouth, spat under the table, and spoke,
grimacing from a belch stuck in his throat: “Come ‘ere, Archdeacon, [. . .]
I'm not joking with you [. . .]. You’re trying too hard, somehow. You’ve been
trying too hard, too hard, that’s what! 'm afraid of what they might start
saying about you and me. They might say, ‘the tsar’s fool. . »”

As often happened, he didn’t finish his thought and clenched his teeth,
grated them, restraining a grimace,

[...] “I'm afraid that by your efforts—yes, yes—your excessive efforts, they
might, in an instant, put your cap on my head. .. With its horns, . . They're
getting ready to. . . I know. . . They’ve been talking, talking, you've probably
heard. . . A cap with horns might be more suitable for me than a crown. . ”

And again he turned his head to the left, to the right, staring intensely.

His incoherent, drunken words with their obscure meaning deepened the
sense of fear among the guests.*

In contrast to this grotesque image, the first volumes of Tolstoi’s novel cast
Peter as a complex figure whose progressive aspirations are weighed down
by the burden of tradition and the impossibility of controlling the histor-

ical process. In a passage from volume 1 of the novel, dating to 1929, Tolstoi
wrote:

Atlunch [Peter’s] spirits again seemed to rise. Some noticed a new habit in
him—a dark, steady gaze. In the middle of discussion or jokes he would
S}lddenly fall silent and begin to stare at someone—impenetrably, inquisi-
tively—with an inhuman gaze. .. . Then he would flare his nostrils, and once
again he would chuckle, drink, laugh woodenly . . .
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Foreigners—soldiers, sailors, engineers—sat merrily and breathed freely.
But for Russians this lunch was a difficult one. Music was playing, and they
were waiting for the ladies to arrive for the dances. Aleksashka Men'shikov
was looking at Peter’s hands lying on the table—they were clenching and
unclenching. [. . .] Suddenly, shrieking at high pitch with his neck extended
like a rooster’s, Peter jumped up, madly leaning across the table to Shein:
“Thief, thief!”

Flinging away his chair, he ran out.?

This vision is displaced in turn by yet another image of Russia’s first
emperor that comes to the fore in the films of 1937 and 1939, and even
more so in the unfinished third volume of the novel dating to 1943-1945.
Here, Peter appears as a fearless leader, working tirelessly to increase the
military, cultural, and political prestige of Russia. Thus in the third vol-
ume of the novel we read:

Having eaten, Peter Alekseevich rested his large-wristed hands on the table,
their veins enlarged after the bath. He spoke little, listened attentively. His
bulging eyes were stern, almost frightening, but when he lowered them—
filling his pipe or for some other reason—his round-cheeked face with its
small, smiling mouth appeared genial. Go ahead, approach him, clink glasses
with him: “Your health, Sir Bombardier!” And he, depending on the indi-
vidual, of course, would either refrain from answering or would toss his head,
throwing back his thin, dark, curly hair. “In the name of Bacchus,” he would
intone with his bass voice, and he would drink. [. . .]

Peter Alekseevich was feeling satisfied today that [.. .] all his people were
here sitting around the table and arguing and carrying on about the great
matter at hand [the construction of St. Petersburg], not giving a thought to
how dangerous it was or whether it would be crowned with success. In par-
ticular his heart was gladdened that here, where all his distant thoughts and
difficult undertakings came together, everything that he noted down ran-
domly for memory in the fat little writing book that lay in his pocket with
the gnawed end of a pencil, his pipe and his tobacco pouch—all of this had
been realized in fact. The wind tore at the flag on the tower of the fortress,
pilings rose out of the muddy riverbanks, everywhere people were moving
to and fro, consumed by their work and cares, and the city already stood as
a city—still not a large one, but already in all of its everyday life.

Peter Alekseevich, chewing on the amber of his pipe, listened and did not

listen.?
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—_—

The implications of these passages are transparent and strikingly diverse.
The first passage presents a revolting caricature of Peter as a despot with
neither political will nor historical foresight: his eyes are “unseeing,” and
his speech is frighteningly incoherent. “Peter’s Day” was published in the
immediate aftermath of the October Revolution, and its representation of
Peter is an outgrowth of late-nineteenth-century views of Russian history,
as exemplified in the influential works of V. O. Kliuchevskii and his pupil
P. N. Miliukov. For much of the nineteenth century, historians, whether
they glorified or denigrated Peter’s accomplishments, attributed to him a
prescient, almost divine historical vision. Kliuchevskii and Miliukov after
him broke with this tradition and declared Peter to have been simply a
product of his times—and a brutal, haphazard, and disorganized one at
that. In their view, Peter’s ruthless methods of rule often undercut the
beneficial effects of his reforms.*

In keeping with this historical vision, Tolstoi’s narrator muses on Peter’s
lack of control over the historical process: “What happened was never
what proud Peter had intended; Russia did not appear, strong and elegant,
at the feast of the great powers. Rather, she appeared before her new rel-
atives in a pitiful and unequal state, dragged along by the hair, bloody and
half-mad from terror and despair—as a slave.”® The narrator ends the story
with the pathetic summary statement: “And the burden of this day, and
of all days past and future, lay like a leaden weight on the shoulders of the
individual who had assumed a burden beyond the strength of any man:
one for all.”¢ The political resonance of Tolstoi’s satire is uncertain. On one
hand, its vilification of the tsar’s despotism capitalizes on new possibilities
for denigration of Russian imperial rulers inaugurated by the Revolution
(far surpassing Kliuchevskii and Miliukov) and anticipates the wave of
historiography and belle lettres of the 1920s that, in the spirit of a revolu-
tionary break with tradition, rejected a priori all representatives of the
Russian imperial state.” Yet Tolstoi’s satire on the use of political power to
effect radical reform might also be seen as an indictment of the Bolsheviks’
own social transformations as well.®

In the second passage cited above, written about a decade later in 1929,
Peter appears in more positive light. His undertakings are now the object
of the reader’s sympathy and his motivation is comprehensible (he is angry
at Shein for mishandling the rebellion of the strel’tsy). Yet if he has gained
the reader’s respect, he retains something of the unruliness of the early pas-
sage. Although he is capable of decisive action, such as the punishment of
rebels and the shaving of his boyars (described just prior to the passage
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Figure 4. la. O. Maliutin as
Peter, from the Pushkin State
Academic Drama Theater’s
1935 staging of A. N. Tolstoi’s
Peter I In Ocherki istorii
russkogo sovetskogo
dramaticheskogo teatra
(Moscow, 1660).

cited above), his outburst at dinner and his demonic stares demonstrate a
certain impotence and even childishness. Peter is clearly serving progres-
sive ends, but it often appears in this volume of the novel that he is the
unwitting tool of impersonal historical mechanisms—and that the engine
of history moves though the suffering of the lower classes, rather than at
the tsar’s initiative. Following this passage Tolstoi ends the first book of his
novel with a withering deadpan description of Peter’s mass tortures and
executions of the strel'tsy.® Even so, the author’s antipathy for Peter as a
representative of a hated regime has faded: the eponymous hero of the first
volumes of Peter I is undoubtedly already a sympathetic character.

This view of Peter is very much in step with the vision of Russian his-
tory promulgated by the then-ascendant dean of Soviet Marxist historiog-
raphy, M. N. Pokrovskii. As discussed in the introduction to this volume,
in an attempt to create a materialist science of history, Pokrovskii down-
played the role of individuals, concentrating instead on the economic and
social forces that he saw as the true causes of events.'® In keeping with this
Marxist conception of history, in the first volumes of Tolstoi’s novel Peter
appears to be a product of new institutions rather than their inventor—
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instead'of being the mastermind of historjcal progress, he is a symptomatic
expression of it. Other characters, such as Sophia’s favorite, the unlucky
Vasilii Golitsyn, share Peter’s sense of the necessary direction of Russia’s his-
torical development and the empire’s need to expand. Peter is distinguished
from Sl.]Ch rivals not as a unique and exceptional genius of reform but rather
as a skilled leader who accomplishes what the times themselves demand
This impression is confirmed by the presence of proto-capitalist heroes such.
as the fictional peasant Ivan Borovkin in the first two volumes of the novel
who reflect Pokrovskii’s interpretation of the key role of a rising merchant,
capital economy in the transformations of the Petrine era. !

The final passage I cite presents yet a third stage in Tolstoi’s vision of
Peter. Here, the wise and calm emperor muses about grand affairs of state:
the creation of Petersburg and war with envious European enemies He.
is surrounded by advisers of a similarly lofty character. Here, ﬁnall); he
appears to be fully in control of both himself and historical events—’lis-
tening attentively but without excess passion, thinking with satisfaction
abO):lt the realization of his conceptions. As has often been noted, this last
version of Peter may be read as a eulogistic allegory for Stalin’ and his
transc.endent leadership qualities. Wartime propaganda celebrated Peter
as an 1nspir:.1tional model of heroism and decisive leadership.!? As Pravda
announced in 1941, the present Bolshevik leaders were “the lawful heirs to
the Russian people’s great and honorable past”® As an example of the
place of Peter I in Soviet public life during the 19405, one may adduce the

follf>w1ng lyrics that were entered in a wartime competition for the Soviet
national anthem:

XpaHAT Be/IMKME CTPaHHLb
Nema Bemuxoro Ierpa.
Hanoneoka u3 cTomuus
Twana napoanan metna.

B Benmkom My>KeCTBe Hapoga,

Great historical pages may be found
In the deeds of Peter the Great.
Napoleon was swept from the capital
By the broom of the people.

In the great courage of the people

In an upsurge of the inspired masses—
In the fires of 1017

B nopeise cnoxHoBeHubIX Macc—
B orxe cemuammaroro roga
Hepxasa vama NIOJHANACE,
Hukorna ne cnaemcs
M1 B xectoxom Goro,

Our state arose.
We shall never surrender
In cruel battle,
Knanemca We swear
Knaunemcn We swear

Orcransate 3eMio cBoIo! To defend our lands.™
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So in the course of Tolstoi’s career, his conception of Peter I ascended
steadily, from a nadir of ugly and violent despotism to a zenith of inspired,
charismatic leadership.
<>
How does one account for this development of the author’s representations
of Peter? The most common explanation is that Tolstoi’s vision changed
in step with dominant Soviet views of the first emperor, in a transparent
example of Tolstoi’s willingness to cater to the Stalinist regime. Typical of
views of Tolstoi as a toady to Soviet officialdom is the article in the Hand-
book of Russian Literature, which begins: “Tolstoi, Aleksei Nikolaevich (1883~
1945), a nobleman by birth, has been described as a man ‘who towards
the end of his life became the most authoritative apologist for the Stalin
regime.”"* Nicholas Riasanovsky has written that the author’s views on
Peter evolved “as a parody of the rise and fall of Pokrovskii.”'¢ Robert
Tucker describes Tolstoi’s work on Peter quite simply as the fulfillment of
Stalin’s own literary designs.”” Of course, there is some merit to this view,
as the above summary of Tolstoi’s visions of Peter demonstrates. Clearly,
the author was oriented toward the needs of the Soviet establishment. Lev
Kogan reports that Tolstoi remarked in the early 1930s, “I don’t under-
stand why people are afraid of the word ‘commission’ even in its more lit-
eral meaning.”'® Moreover, the evolution of Tolstoi’s conception of Peter
in the late 1920s appears to correspond to Stalin’s own view (expressed
through an intermediary) after a preview of the 1929 Moscow Art Theater
production of the first version of the play On the Rack (Na dybe): “A splen-
did play. Only it’s a pity that Peter wasn’t depicted heroically enough.”
Tolstoi tended to test the political waters by whatever means he could, and
he did not hesitate to consult with Gor’kii and more powerful establish-
ment figures, including Stalin himself, whenever the opportunity arose.”
Yet, granting that the overall development of the Petrine theme reflects
Tolstoi’s conscious efforts at ideological accommodation, this does not really
lay to rest the matter of how this development took place. The most glaring
shortcoming of such an explanation is the simplistic presupposition that
public life during the 1930s was sufficiently monolithic and scripted that
one could identify a “party line” and conform to it. In fact, the historical
interpretation of Peter never approached a well-defined official view until
the very late 1930s. As is well known, as a result of the complexity of the
historical-interpretational landscape of the late 1920s and early 1930s, Tol-
stoi suffered at the hands of RAPP for his overly soft depiction of Peter in
the early versions of the play and in the first two volumes of the historical
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novel. Thus, for example, the RAPP critic I. Bachelis assailed the second
version of Tolstoi’s play Peter I in a 1930 review entitled “And This Is for
Whom?”: “This play by Aleksei Nikolaevich Tolstoi—a former count, in past
years a bard of the bankrupt aristocracy, and currently numbering among
the petty bourgeois “fellow travelers”—is the malicious, maddened sortie
of a class enemy, covered over with the artful mask of ‘historicity’”?' In a
striking illustration of just how dramatically Soviet historical conscious-
ness was changing in these years, Bachelis saw the central mechanism of
Tolstoi’s “camouflaged counterrevolutionary attack” as his evocation of a
historical analogy between the Petrine and Soviet epochs—precisely the
rhetorical device that would govern Stalinist historical discourse by the end
of the decade. The degree to which attacks like this affected Tolstoi may
be judged by the vehemence with which he would publicly attack RAPP
in subsequent years.?

Later in the 19305, the significance of Russian history in Soviet public life
began to shift rapidly, as the Politburo denounced the Pokrovskii school’s
“vulgar sociological” historiography and organized competitions for the
creation of new elementary school textbooks that would represent a less
abstract view of history, focused on significant names, dates, and events.®
By 1936 early versions of the textbook that was to be published the fol-
lowing year as the official new version of history were taking shape in a
draft co-authored by A. V. Shestakov and a brigade of historians includ-
ing N. G. Tarasov, N. D. Kuznetsov, D. N. Kuznetsov, and others. As David
Brandenberger has observed, this work evolved under A. A. Zhdanov’s
direction into an etatist and russocentric view of history that “conferred
the legitimacy of a thousand-year pedigree upon the Soviet leadership.”%
Peter—described in the textbook as an “intelligent and businesslike young
tsar” who “upon his ascent to the throne [. ..] began to introduce a new
order”—forms an important part of this pedigree.?s Brandenberger con-
cludes that the Shestakov text signified “the completion of the party hier-
archy’s decade-long search for a usable past® Yet as the campaign for a
new vision of history was heating up in the middle 1930, it was still far
from clear that this particular version would eventually come to dominate.

Records from jury deliberations in the textbook competition dating from
1936-1937 demonstrate that a variety of historical interpretations were under
consideration until just months before the publication of the Shestakov
text. Some of these interpretations cast Peter in a decidedly negative light,
as an important figure in historical development, but nevertheless as a rep-
resentative of the nobility (dvorianstvo) who achieved social and economic
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progress at the expense of the lower classes. Consider M. V. Nechkina’s
elementary school manuscript, drafted in 193s. 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,
[...] The central concern of the administration of Peter I was the intensi-
fication of the oppression of serfdom.?’

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 E. 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.*

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 russocentric, 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
pushing on us did not correspond at all to our conceptions. They demanded
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. [. . .] The central idea of our film was and
remains our intention to show the power of the great Russian nation, the
indomitable nature 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. 1. 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 tg
G. M. Malenkov from the critic O. S. Reznik, published in “Literaturnyi frons”.
Istoriia politicheskoi tsenzury, 1932-1946 gg.—sbornik dokumentov, ed. D. L. Babj.
chenko (Moscow: Entsiklopediia rossiiskikh dereven’, 1994), 179.

37. Tolstoi made no significant changes in prewar editions of the novel. Whjle
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 vo].
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 Tolstof’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 leave original historical-interpretive implications intact. Given Tol-

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’s corrections, see

»

A. V. Alpatova’s commentary in “Petr 1,” 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 1: Kniga tret’ia,” 736.

42, A. N. Tolstoi, “Kak my pishem,” in Sobranie sochinenii, 10:141—42. Also see
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“Stenogramma besedy s kollektivom redaktsii zhurnala ‘Smena,” Sobranie sochi-

nenii, 10:211-12.

43, Tolstoi, “Den’ Petra,” 95-96.

44. Tolstoi, “Petr [: 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 battle of Poltava
(1709) marked the turning point in the Northern War between Russia and Swe-
den for predominance in the Baltic region.

4

Aleksei Tolstoi’s Remarks on the
Film Peter [

In early September 1937, as moviehouses all across the USSR were
beginning to screen the historical film Peter I, 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 I, 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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