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The Russian Empire (1721 – 1917)

Introduction:

The Romanov family was the last imperial dynasty to rule Russia. They first came to power in 
1613, when Michael Romanov, a young boyar (nobleman), was elected tsar by Russian nobility of the time, and 
over the next three centuries, 18 Romanovs took the Russian throne, including Peter the Great, Catherine the 
Great, Alexander I and Nicholas II.

The Russian Empire was founded in 1721, when the Russian Senate conferred the title of “emperor of all the 
Russias”, upon Peter I. The abdication of Nicholas II on March 15, 1917, marked the end of the empire and its 
ruling Romanov dynasty. The Russian Empire extended across Eurasia and North America from 1721, 
following the end of the Great Northern War, until the Republic was proclaimed by the Provisional 
Government that took power after the February Revolution of 1917.

Peter the Great ruled the Tsardom of Russia and later the Russian Empire from 7 May 1682 until his death in 
1725, jointly ruling before 1696 with his elder half-brother, Ivan V. Upon its creation in 1721 the Russian 
Empire possessed a multinational population of about 17.5 million. The third-largest empire in history, at its 
greatest extent stretching over three continents, Europe, Asia, and North America, the Russian Empire was 
surpassed in size only by the British and Mongol empires. The rise of the Russian Empire coincided with the 
decline of neighboring rival powers: the Swedish Empire, the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, Persia and 
the Ottoman Empire. It played a major role in 1812–1814 in defeating Napoleon's ambitions to control Europe 
and expanded to the west and south. With 125.6 million subjects registered by the 1897 census, it had the third-
largest population in the world at the time, after Qing China and India. Like all empires, it featured great 
diversity in terms of economies, ethnicities, languages, and religions.

“From the Romanovs to Communism”



Russian Expansion 
in Asia

(1533-1894 CE)



Peter brings Russia into 
the Modern Age

Peter the Great is beloved in Russia. Working as a 
ship's carpenter in Dutch and English shipyards, 
he studied western European technology, 
founded the city of St. Petersburg giving Russia 
access to the Baltic, and set up numerous schools 
and commercial enterprises to enable Russia to 
compete in Europe. 

The Great Northern War

1700 - Poland, Russia and Denmark attack 
Sweden, beginning the 21-year Northern War.
1721 - In the treaty of Nystad Sweden cedes 
Estonia to Russia together with most of Latvia 
(the rest of which soon follows), as Russia 
becomes the dominant power in the region.

Love in St. Petersburg

1703 - Peter falls for a Lithuanian serf, Catherine, 
who becomes his life-long companion.
1712 - The tsar formally marries Catherine, his 
mistress for nearly ten years (though they may 
have married secretly five years earlier).
1721 - In a ceremony in St Petersburg's cathedral 
Peter the Great has himself proclaimed 'emperor 
of all Russia’.

Decades of Intrigue

1725 - Peter the Great dies and is succeeded by 
his wife as the empress Catherine I, who dies in 
1927. In the decades that followed, without clear 
rules of succession, the monarchy is open to 
intrigues, plots, coups, and countercoups.
1762 - Catherine II (the Great) becomes empress 
of Russia.

Catherine the Great

Catherine leads her country into full participation 
in the political and cultural life of Europe, carrying 
on the work begun by Peter the Great. She 
reorganized the administration and law of the 
Russian Empire and extended Russian territory, 
adding Crimea and much of Poland. She founds 
the Hermitage as a court museum attached to the 
Winter Palace in St Petersburg.

The Crimea

1774 - In the treaty of Kuchuk Kainarji, ending the 
recent Russo-Turkish war, the Ottoman empire 
cedes the Crimea to Russia.
1783 - The empress Catherine the Great annexes 
the Crimean peninsula, giving Russia a presence 
in the Black Sea.

1682-1725 CE

1700-1721 CE

1703-1721 CE

1725-1762 CE

1762-1796 CE

1774-1783 CE
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Alexander I: Carving up 
Europe

1807 - Napoleon and the Russian tsar Alexander I 
meet on a raft at Tilsit and set about carving up 
Europe.
Russia invades Sweden again in 1808; in 1809, the 
Treaty of Hamina, Sweden cedes Finland to Russia 
as an autonomous grand duchy.

Napoleon Invades Russia

Following the rejection of his Continental System 
by Czar Alexander I, French Emperor Napoleon I 
invaded Russia with his Grande Armée on June 
24, 1812.The Russian army is defeated at 
Borodino but makes a successful withdrawal. 
Napoleon enters Moscow to find the city 
abandoned and burning. Then followed 
Napoleon’s famous retreat, during which the 
Grand Armée was nearly annihilated.

Power Struggles

1815 - The rulers of Russia, Prussia and Austria 
form a Holy Alliance to preserve their concept of 
a Christian Europe.
1815 - Poland becomes a kingdom of very limited 
independence, since the Russian tsar Alexander I 
is to be its king.
In 1825, a December uprising in St. Petersburg 
ends when troops fire on the crowd, but the 
'Decembrists' become revolutionary martyrs.

The Arts in Russia

- Pushkin (an historical drama, Boris Godunov); 
Gogol (The Inspector General, a farce).
- Dostoevsky (Notes from the House of the Dead, 
Notes from Underground, Crime and Punishment, 
The Brothers Karamazov).
- Tolstoy (War and Peace).
- Tchaikovsky (Swan Lake-Reisinger, The 
Nutcracker-Ivanov, Sleeping Beauty-Petipa).
- Chekhov, Rachmaninov, Gorky and more.

Crimean War

The Crimean War (1853-1856) stemmed from 
Russia’s threat to multiple European interests 
with its pressure of Turkey. With British and 
French support, the Ottoman sultan declares war 
on Russia. British and French forces laid siege to 
the city of Sevastopol in 1854. Facing mounting 
losses and increased resistance from Austria, 
Russia agreed to the terms of the 1856 Treaty of 
Paris.

Serfs Freed!

After four years of consultation, Alexander II 
issues a decree freeing Russia's millions of serfs.

1812 CE

1815-1825 CE

1831-to date CE
1853-1856 CE

1861 CE
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Pogroms

The first pogroms, or officially sanctioned attacks 
on Jews and their property, take place in Russia.

Vladimir Lenin

1887 - Lenin's elder brother Alexander, while still 
a student, is executed for his part in a plot to 
assassinate the tsar, Alexander III.
1895 - Lenin is arrested in St Petersburg, along 
with other members of the Union for the Struggle 
for the Liberation of the Working Class

Bolsheviks, Mensheviks, 
Lenin & Trotsky

1902 - In his pamphlet What is to be done? Lenin 
argues for early action to promote revolution.
1903 - Lenin's supporters become known as the 
Bolsheviks ('majority') as opposed to the 
Mensheviks ('minority') after a split at the party's 
Second Congress. Trotsky sided with the 
Menshevik faction—advocating a democratic 
approach to socialism—against Lenin and the 
Bolsheviks.

Bloody Sunday

Troops fire on a demonstration in St Petersburg, 
in the event which becomes known as Bloody 
Sunday and Strikes and riots sweep across Russia 
in its wake.
The first soviet ("council") of workers is set up in 
St Petersburg, introducing a word of great 
significance in Russian Communist history. Tsar 
Nicholas II reluctantly signs the October 
Manifesto, authorizing an elected duma 
(legislature), reversing position one year later.

Grigory Rasputin

. . . a Russian mystic and self-proclaimed holy man 
who befriended the family of Nicholas II and 
exercised a powerful influence over the Russian 
empress Alexandra.
.

Triple Entente

1907 - An Entente signed between Britain and 
Russia follows on from the 1904 Entente Cordiale 
with France to establish a new Triple Entente.

1902-1903 CE

1905 CE

1906-1916 CE

1907 CE
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Pravda

The 'Workers' Newspaper' Pravda (meaning 'Truth') 
publishes its first issue in St Petersburg.

World War I

The immediate cause of World War I that inspired 
alliances, imperialism, militarism, and nationalism was the 
assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-
Hungary. Austria attacked Serbia and Russia, began to 
mobilize due to its alliance with Serbia. Germany then 
declared war on Russia.

Russian Revolution, Part 1:
“The February Revolution”

In 1917, two revolutions swept through Russia – one in 
February and one in October (Julian calendar). A mutiny by 
soldiers, in support of Petrograd demonstrators, proved a 
turning point in Russia's February revolution. With his 
capital city in the hands of rebels, tsar Nicholas II 
abdicated in favour of a Provisional Government 
assembled by a group of leaders from Russia’s bourgeois 
capitalist class. Trotsky hurried back to Russia from exile in 
the United States but was imprisoned as Russia's 
Provisional Government cracked down on the Bolsheviks 
and Lenin fled to Finland.

Russian Revolution, Part 2:
“The October Revolution”

In November, (or October on the Julian calendar, hence 
referred to as the October Revolution), revolutionaries led 
by Bolshevik Party leader Lenin launched a nearly 
bloodless coup against the Duma’s provisional 
government, storming the Winter Palace in Petrograd and 
arresting government ministers.
Lenin called for a Soviet government that would be ruled 
directly by councils of soldiers, peasants and workers. 

The Russian Civil War and  
the Communist Party

In 1918 Lenin dissolves the elected assembly in Petrograd 
(formerly St. Petersburg) to establish a one-party Soviet 
state. The Bolsheviks, now in power, change their name to 
the more resounding Russian Communist Party.
Civil War broke out in Russia in late 1917 after the 
Bolshevik Revolution. The warring factions included the 
Red and White Armies. The Russian Civil War ended in 
1923 with Lenin’s Red Army claiming victory and 
establishing the Soviet Union.

1917 CE (cont’d)

1912 CE

1914 CE

1917 CE 1917-1923 CE
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Peter the Great
(Czar, 1882–1725 CE)

• At the beginning of Peter’s reign, Russia was territorially a huge power, but with no 
access to the Black Sea, the Caspian, or the Baltic, and to win such an outlet became the 
main goal of Peter’s foreign policy. The first steps taken in this direction were the Azov 
campaigns of 1695 and 1696, with the object of capturing Azov from the Crimean Tatar 
vassals of Turkey. Ultimately Azov was captured, but in 1713, defeated in the Turkish War, 
Peter ceded Azov back to Turkey.

• In 1697, Peter went with the so-called Grand Embassy (about 250 people) to western 
Europe. The embassy’s chief purposes were to examine the international situation and to 
strengthen the anti-Turkish coalition, but it was also intended to gather information on the 
economic and cultural life of Europe. Travelling incognito under the name of Sgt. Pyotr
Mikhaylov, Peter familiarized himself with conditions in the advanced countries of the West. 
He studied shipbuilding, working as a ship’s carpenter in the yard of the Dutch East India 
Company at Saardam; after that he went to Great Britain, where he continued his study of 
shipbuilding, working in the Royal Navy’s dockyard at Deptford, and he also visited factories, 
arsenals, schools, and museums and even attended a session of Parliament.

• At the same time, Peter built Russia’s first real navy, updated the army and won a series 
of military victories. In 1700, Poland, Russia and Denmark attacked Sweden, beginning the 
21-year Northern War. On land conquered from Sweden, his main antagonist, he established 
the city of St. Petersburg and then moved the capital there from Moscow (1712). By the 
Treaty of Nystad (1721) the eastern shores of the Baltic were at last ceded to Russia, Sweden 
was reduced to a secondary power, and the way was opened for Russian domination over 
Poland.

• The peasant serfs and the poorer urban workers had to bear the greatest hardships in 
wartime and moreover were intensively exploited in the course of Peter’s great work for the 
modernization and development of Russia. Their sufferings provoked a number of revolts 
which were cruelly put down.

• In 1722, hearing that the Ottoman Turks would take advantage of Persia’s weakness and 
invade the Caspian region, Peter himself invaded Persian territory. In 1723 Persia ceded the 
western and southern shores of the Caspian to Russia in return for military aid.

• The campaign along the parched shores of the Caspian obviously put a great strain on 
Peter’s health, already undermined by enormous exertions and also by the excesses in 
which he occasionally indulged himself. In the autumn of 1724, seeing some soldiers in 
danger of drowning from a ship aground on a sandbank in the Gulf of Finland, he reportedly 
plunged himself into the icy water to help them. He became seriously ill in the winter, 
suffering from bladder and urinary tract problems; in January, 1725 he died, at age 52. 



The Great Northern War
(1700–1721 CE)

• The Swedish Empire was dominant in northern Europe 
around the turn of the 18th century. Peter the Great was 
seeking to extend Russia's influence and needed access to 
Baltic ports to expand trade. Russia formed an alliance with 
Denmark, Norway and Saxony-Poland and began a combined 
attack against Sweden in February 1700. Only six months 
later, a Swedish march on Copenhagen forced Denmark to 
leave the war upon signing the Peace of Travendal. Poland 
suffered a number of defeats at Swedish hands and was 
forced to sign the Treaty of Altranstadt in 1706. Peter 
realized his position was perilous and offered to return most 
of the Baltic territory he had acquired. Charles XII of Sweden 
rejected the offer and turned on Russia but was defeated in 
the Battle of Poltava in 1709. This marked a turning point in 
the war as the anti-Swedish alliance re-formed, eventually 
securing victory in 1721 with a series of treaties that ceded 
Swedish territory to the alliance.



Catherine II “the Great”
(Empress of Russia, 1762–1796 CE)

• German-born empress of Russia (1762–96) who led her country into full participation in the political and cultural life of 
Europe, carrying on the work begun by Peter the Great. With her ministers she reorganized the administration and law of 
the Russian Empire and extended Russian territory, adding Crimea and much of Poland.

• Before her accession to power, Catherine had planned to emancipate the serfs who were the property of the master, 
or noble. When confronted with the realities of power, however, Catherine saw very quickly that such would never be 
tolerated by the nobles, on whom she depended for support. Reconciling herself to an unavoidable evil without much 
difficulty, Catherine turned her attention to organizing and strengthening a system that she herself had condemned as 
inhuman. She imposed serfdom on the Ukrainians who had until then been free and distributed the so-called crown lands 
to her favourites and ministers. At the end of her reign, there was scarcely a free peasant left in Russia. Rather, their 
forced labour financed the immense expenditures required for her ever-growing economic, military, and cultural projects. 
In these undertakings, at least, she proved herself to be a good administrator and could claim that the blood and sweat of 
the people had not been wasted.

• From 1766 onwards, Catherine regularly bought up significant art collections, which made it possible to establish the 
Hermitage as the largest art gallery in Russia and a very prominent one in Europe. ... The collection was considered one of 
the most significant in Europe and contained almost 1,500 pieces.

• In 1774, the year of Russia’s defeat of Turkey, Grigory Potemkin, who had distinguished himself in the war, became 
Catherine’s lover. Through the annexation of Crimea from the Turks in 1783 (Potemkin’s work), Russia held the north 
shore of the Black Sea and was positioned to threaten the existence of the Ottoman Empire and establish a foothold in the 
Mediterranean.

• In 1792, under the pretext of forestalling the threat of revolution in Poland, Catherine sent in troops and the next year 
annexed most of western Ukraine. After the Polish uprising led by Tadeusz Kościuszko in 1794, Catherine wiped Poland off 
the map of Europe by dividing it between Russia, Prussia, and Austria in 1795.

• Catherine’s Legacy: Russians continue to admire Catherine, the German, the usurper and profligate, and regard her as 
a source of national pride. Non-Russian opinion of Catherine is less favourable. Because Russia under her rule grew strong 
enough to threaten the other great powers, and because she was in fact a harsh and unscrupulous ruler, she figured in the 
Western imagination as the incarnation of the immense, backward, yet forbidding country she ruled. One of Catherine’s 
principal glories is to have been a woman who, just as Elizabeth I of England and Queen Victoria gave their names to 
periods of history, became synonymous with a decisive epoch in the development of her country.

• A friend of Voltaire and Denis Diderot, she carried on an extensive correspondence with most of the important 
personages of her time. She was a patron of literature and a promoter of Russian culture; she herself wrote, established 
literary reviews, encouraged the sciences, and founded schools. Her interests and enthusiasms ranged from construction 
projects to lawmaking and the collection of art objects; she touched on everything, not always happily but always 
passionately. She was a woman of elemental energy and intellectual curiosity, desiring to create as well as to control.



Napoleon’s Grande Armee
invades Russia

• Following the rejection of his Continental System by Czar Alexander I, 
French Emperor Napoleon orders his Grande Armee, the largest European 
military force ever assembled to that date, into Russia. The enormous army, 
featuring some 500,000 soldiers and staff, included troops from all the 
European countries under the sway of the French Empire.

• During the opening months of the invasion, Napoleon was forced to 
contend with a bitter Russian army in perpetual retreat. Refusing to engage 
Napoleon’s superior army in a full-scale confrontation, the Russians under 
General Mikhail Kutuzov burned everything behind them as they retreated 
deeper and deeper into Russia. On September 7, the indecisive Battle of 
Borodino was fought, in which both sides suffered terrible losses. On 
September 14, Napoleon arrived in Moscow intending to find supplies but 
instead found almost the entire population evacuated, and the Russian army 
retreated again. Early the next morning, fires broke across the city, set by 
Russian patriots, and the Grande Armee’s winter quarters were destroyed. 
After waiting a month for a surrender that never came, Napoleon, faced with 
the onset of the Russian winter, was forced to order his starving army out of 
Moscow.

• During the disastrous retreat, Napoleon’s army suffered continual 
harassment from a suddenly aggressive and merciless Russian army. Stalked 
by hunger and the deadly lances of the Cossacks, the decimated army 
reached the Berezina River late in November, but found their way blocked by 
the Russians. On November 27, Napoleon forced a way across at Studenka, 
and when the bulk of his army passed the river two days later, he was forced 
to burn his makeshift bridges behind him, stranding some 10,000 stragglers 
on the other side. From there, the retreat became a rout, and on December 8 
Napoleon left what remained of his army to return to Paris. Six days later, the 
Grande Armee finally escaped Russia, having suffered a loss of more than 
400,000 men during the disastrous invasion.



The Emergence of Modern Russian Culture
Ballet, Opera, Literature & Theatre

(18th to 21st Centuries)

• The gradual turn of Russia toward western Europe that began in the 17th century led to an 
almost total reorientation of Russian interests during the reign of Peter I (1682–1725). 
Although Peter was not particularly interested in cultural questions, the influx of Western ideas 
(which accompanied the technology Peter found so attractive) and the weakening of the 
Orthodox church led to a cultural renaissance during the reigns of his successors.
• Patriotism holds an important place in Russian culture. Russians are proud of their history 
and of their contributions to the world. Here are just some of Russia’s notable contributors to 
world culture . . .

Classical Music
• For classical music fans, there's no better way to pay tribute to the homeland of Tchaikovsky, 
Rachmaninoff, Mussorgsky, Scriabin, Shostakovich, and Rimsky-Korsakov than to hear their works played 
in a Russian conservatory by their dedicated heirs.

Ballet
• The ballet Swan Lake, to music by Tchaikovsky, has its premiere (1877) at the Bolshoi in Moscow. 
And in 1892 ,The Nutcracker, with music by Tchaikovsky, held its premiere in St Petersburg.

Literature & Theatre

• Between 1831 and 1866:
• Russian poet Alexander Pushkin published a grand historical drama, “Boris Godunov”.
• Nikolai Vasilievich Gogol wrote “The Inspector General”, a farce satirising Russian officialdom, 

the premiere performed before tsar Nicholas I.
• Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky underwent a mock execution, after being sentenced to 

death for revolutionary activities against tsar Nicholas I and endured four years of hard labour 
in Siberia. Dostoevsky published “Crime and Punishment” and “The Brothers Karamazov”.

• Leo Tolstoy published the first volume of his epic novel War and Peace, following the lives of 
aristocratic families during the Napoleonic wars.

• 1868-1936, Maxim Gorky,
• a Russian and Soviet writer, a founder of the socialist realism literary method, a political 

activist, and a five-time nominee for the Nobel Prize in Literature.

• 1918-2008, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn,
• a Russian novelist, philosopher, historian, short story writer and political prisoner. Solzhenitsyn 

was an outspoken critic of the Soviet Union and Communism and helped to raise global 
awareness of the Soviet Gulag forced-labor camp system.

Classical Music

Literature & Theatre

Ballet



The Crimean War
(1853–1856 CE)

• The Crimean War was a result of Russian pressure on Turkey; this 
threatened British commercial and strategic interests in the Middle East 
and India. France, having provoked the crisis for prestige purposes, used the 
war to cement an alliance with Britain and to reassert its military power.

• Anglo-French forces secured Istanbul before attacking Russia in the 
Black Sea, the Baltic, the Arctic, and the Pacific, supported by a maritime 
blockade.

• In September 1854 the allies landed in the Crimea, planning to destroy 
Sevastopol and the Russian Fleet in six weeks before withdrawing to 
Turkey. The campaign lasted for a full year, with the Battle of Balaclava and 
its “Charge of the Light Brigade”, a disastrous British cavalry charge against 
heavily defended Russian troops, among its famous skirmishes. The suicidal 
attack was made famous by Alfred, Lord Tennyson in his 1855 poem of the 
same name. Military historians and strategists continue to study the attack 
to underscore the importance of military intelligence and a clear chain of 
command and communication.

• Remembered in part for Florence Nightingale’s work for the wounded, 
the Crimean War reshaped Europe’s power structure.

• The Peace of Paris, signed on March 30, 1856, preserved Ottoman rule 
in Turkey (until 1914), crippled Russia, facilitated the unification of 
Germany, and revealed the power of Britain and the importance of sea 
power in global conflict. It had a major influence on the conduct of the 
American Civil War. The use of the term Crimean and a fascination with 
striking events such as “the Charge of the Light Brigade,” have obscured the 
scale and significance of the conflict.



Vladimir Lenin (1870-1924)
prime minister of Soviet Union

• Vladimir Lenin, founder of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), inspirer and leader of the 
Bolshevik Revolution (1917), and the architect, builder, and first head (1917–24) of the Soviet state. 
He was the founder of the organization known as Comintern (Communist International) and the 
posthumous source of “Leninism,” the doctrine codified and conjoined with Karl Marx’s works by 
Lenin’s successors to form Marxism-Leninism, which became the Communist worldview.

• As a teenager, Lenin became politically radicalized after his older brother was executed in 1887 
for plotting to assassinate Czar Alexander III. Later that year, 17-year-old Lenin was expelled from 
Kazan Imperial University, where he was studying law, for taking part in an illegal student protest. 
After his expulsion, Lenin immersed himself in radical political literature, including that of German 
philosopher and socialist Karl Marx, author of Das Kapital.

• In 1889, Lenin declared himself a Marxist. He later finished college and received a law degree. 
Lenin practiced law briefly in St. Petersburg in the mid-1890s. He soon was arrested for engaging in 
Marxist activities and exiled to Siberia. His fiancée and future wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, joined him 
there. Lenin later moved to Germany and then Switzerland, where he met other European Marxists. 
During this time, he adopted the pseudonym Lenin and established the Bolshevik Party. When Lenin 
returned home to Russia in April 1917, the Russian Revolution was already beginning. Strikes over 
food shortages in March had forced the abdication of the inept Czar Nicholas II, ending centuries of 
imperial rule.

• The Bolshevik Revolution plunged Russia into a three-year civil war. The Red Army—backed by 
Lenin’s newly formed Russian Communist Party—fought the White Army, a loose coalition of 
monarchists, capitalists and supporters of democratic socialism.

• Lenin’s Red Army eventually won Russia’s civil war, and soon after Lenin established the Cheka, 
Russia’s first secret police that instituted a period known as the Red Terror, a campaign of mass 
executions against supporters of the czarist regime, Russia’s upper classes and any socialists who 
weren’t loyal to Lenin’s Communist Party, executing as many as 100,000 so-called “class enemies” 
between September and October 1918.

• In 1922, a treaty between Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and the Transcaucasus (now Georgia, Armenia 
and Azerbaijan) formed the Union of Soviet Republics (USSR). Lenin became the first head of the 
USSR. His health was declining and he suffered a series of strokes which compromised his ability to 
speak and govern, paving the way for Joseph Stalin, the Communist Party’s new General Secretary, to 
begin consolidating power. Lenin saw Stalin’s ascendency as a threat to the USSR and in a number of 
predictive essays sometimes referred to as Lenin’s ‘Testament,’ he proposed changes to the Soviet 
political system and recommended that Stalin be removed from his position.

• Lenin died of a brain hemorrhage on January 21, 1924, in Gorki Leninskiye near Moscow. He was 
53 years old.



Trotsky (1879-1940 CE)
• In 1896, when Trotsky moved to Nikolayev to complete his schooling, he was drawn into an 
underground socialist circle and introduced to Marxism. After briefly attending the University of Odessa, he 
returned to Nikolayev to help organize the underground South Russian Workers’ Union.

• Arrested in January 1898 for revolutionary activity, Trotsky spent four and a half years in prison and in 
exile in Siberia. Subsequently Trotsky made his way to London, where he joined the group of Russian Social-
Democrats working with Vladimir Lenin on the revolutionary newspaper Iskra (“The Spark”).

• At the Second Congress of the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party, held in Brussels and London in 
July 1903, Trotsky sided with the Menshevik faction—advocating a democratic approach to socialism—
against Lenin and the Bolsheviks.

• Upon the outbreak of revolutionary disturbances in 1905, Trotsky returned to Russia. He became a 
leading spokesman of the St. Petersburg Soviet (council) of Workers’ Deputies when it organized a 
revolutionary strike movement and other measures of defiance against the tsarist government. In the 
aftermath, Trotsky was jailed and brought to trial in 1906. While incarcerated, Trotsky wrote one of his 
major works, “Results and Prospects,” setting forth his theory of permanent revolution.

• With the outbreak of revolution In 1917 Trotsky reached Petrograd in mid-May, assuming the 
leadership of a left-wing Menshevik faction. Following the abortive July Days uprising, Trotsky was arrested. 
In August, while still in jail, he was formally admitted to the Bolshevik Party and elected to membership on 
the Bolshevik Central Committee. He was released from prison in September and shortly afterward was 
elected chairman of the Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies.

• When fighting was precipitated by an ineffectual government raid early on November 6, Trotsky took a 
leading role in directing countermeasures for the soviet, while reassuring the public that his Military 
Revolutionary Committee meant only to defend the Congress of Soviets. Governmental authority crumbled 
quickly, and Petrograd was largely in Bolshevik hands by the time Lenin reappeared from the underground 
on November 7 to take direct charge of the Revolution and present the Congress of Soviets with an 
accomplished fact when it convened next day.

• Trotsky continued to function as the military leader of the Revolution when Kerensky vainly attempted 
to retake Petrograd with loyal troops. He organized and supervised the forces that broke Kerensky’s efforts 
at the Battle of Pulkovo on November 13. Immediately afterward he joined Lenin in defeating proposals for 
a coalition government including Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionaries.

• Later commissar of foreign affairs and of war in the Soviet Union (1917–24), in the struggle for power 
following Lenin’s death, Joseph Stalin emerged as victor, while Trotsky was removed from all positions of 
power and later exiled (1929). He remained the leader of an anti-Stalinist opposition abroad until his 
assassination by a Stalinist agent in Coyoacán, Mexico.



Grigory Rasputin (1869-1916)
Russian Mystic

• Born to a Siberian peasant family around 1869, Rasputin is best known for his role as a 
mystical adviser in the court of Czar Nicholas II of Russia.

• Rasputin entered the Verkhoture Monastery in Russia with the intention of becoming a 
monk, but left shortly thereafter, presumably to get married. At age 19, he wed Proskovia
Fyodorovna, and they later had three children (two others died shortly after birth). In his early 
20s, however, Rasputin left his family and traveled to Greece and the Middle East, making 
several pilgrimages to the Holy Land.

• In 1903, Rasputin's wanderings brought him to St. Petersburg, where he arrived with a 
reputation as a mystic and faith healer. Two years later, he was introduced to Russian Czar 
Nicholas II and his wife, Alexandra Feodorovna, who were seeking help for their sickly son, 
Alexis. Rasputin quickly gained their confidence by seemingly "curing" the boy of hemophilia. 
This action won him the passionate support of Alexandra.

• Between 1906 and 1914, various politicians and journalists used Rasputin’s association with 
the imperial family to undermine the dynasty’s credibility and push for reform. In the presence 
of the royal family, Rasputin consistently maintained the posture of a humble and holy peasant. 
Outside court, however, accounts of his rampant lascivious behavior emerged in the press. 
Preaching that physical contact with his own person had a purifying and healing effect, he 
acquired mistresses and attempted to seduce many other women. When accounts of Rasputin’s 
conduct reached the ears of Nicholas, the tsar refused to believe that he was anything other 
than a holy man, and Rasputin’s accusers found themselves transferred to remote regions of the 
empire or entirely removed from their positions of influence.

• As Russia entered World War I, Rasputin predicted that calamity would befall the country. 
Nicholas II took command of the Russian Army in 1915, and Alexandra took responsibility for 
domestic policy. Rasputin’s influence ranged from the appointment of church officials to the 
selection of cabinet ministers (often incompetent opportunists), and he occasionally intervened 
in military matters to Russia’s detriment. Always Rasputin's defender, Alexandra dismissed 
ministers who were said to be suspicious of the "mad monk," giving the impression that 
Rasputin was her closest advisor.

• On the night of December 29, 1916, a group of conspirators, including the czar's first cousin, 
Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovich, and Prince Felix Yusupov, invited Rasputin to Yusupov's palace and 
fed him wine and cakes laced with cyanide. Though Rasputin eventually became rather drunk, 
the poison seemed to have no effect. Baffled but not deterred, the conspirators finally shot 
Rasputin multiple times. He was then wrapped in a carpet and thrown into the Neva River, 
where it was discovered three days later.

• Although Rasputin was gone, the last of his prophecies was yet to unfold. Shortly before his 
death, he wrote to Nicholas to predict that if he were killed by government officials, the entire 
imperial family would be killed by the Russian people. His prophecy came true 15 months later, 
when the czar, his wife and all of their children were murdered by assassins amidst the Russian 
Revolution.



Bloody Sunday and
the Revolution of 1905
• Defeat by Japan in the humiliating Russo-Japanese War (1904–05) 
brought revolution in Russia. On January 22, 1905, more than 100 workers 
were killed, and hundreds were wounded when police fired on a peaceful 
demonstration in front of the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg. The massacre 
became known as Bloody Sunday, and it was followed by a wave of strikes 
and uprisings throughout Russia. During the spring and summer the zemstvo 
constitutionalists became more outspoken in their political demands, strikes 
increased, and there were agrarian riots in many provinces. At the end of 
October a general strike, more political than economic, paralyzed the 
communications system of the empire. Delegates of strike committees in St. 
Petersburg formed a soviet (“council”) of workers’ deputies, which for a 
time looked as if it might develop into a revolutionary government of 
Russia. With extreme reluctance, Nicholas II agreed to issue a manifesto to 
the people on October 30. Drafted by Russian statesman, Count Sergei 
Yulyevich Witte, the October Manifesto promised to set up an elected 
legislature (duma) and to grant political and civil liberties. The emperor also 
instituted a Council of Ministers, with a president (the equivalent of a prime 
minister) and entrusted this office to Witte.

• The uprising failed to replace the tsarist autocracy with a democratic 
republic or even to convoke a constituent assembly, and most of the 
revolutionary leaders were placed under arrest. It did, however, force the 
imperial regime to institute extensive reforms, the most important of which 
were the Fundamental Laws (1906), which functioned as a constitution, and 
the creation of the Duma, which fostered the development of legal political 
activity and parties.

• Lenin, as later head of the USSR, called it "The Great Dress Rehearsal," 
without which the "victory of the October Revolution in 1917 would have 
been impossible".



World War I

• From December 31, 1893, Russia had a defensive alliance (“the Entente Cordiale”) with 
France. In 1904 France and Great Britain put an end to their overseas rivalries. This Entente 
Cordiale was followed on September 13, 1907, by an agreement between Great Britain and 
Russia delimiting their mutual spheres of interest in Persia, Afghanistan, and Tibet. Thus the 
Triple Entente was born. By entering World War I, Russia kept the word given to its allies and 
partners.

• The Russian people did not respond to the war with real enthusiasm. The Russian army in 
1914 was ill-equipped to fight a major war, and neither the political nor the military leadership 
was up to the standard required. Nevertheless the army fought bravely, and both soldiers and 
junior officers showed remarkable qualities. The Russian invasion of East Prussia in August 1914 
was defeated by Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff at Tannenberg, but it required the 
Germans to send reinforcements from the Western Front and so saved France from defeat and 
made possible the victory of the Marne. In September 1915, the emperor assumed personal 
command of the armies in the field. 

• The result was that in Petrograd (as the capital had been renamed at the beginning of the 
war, in place of its old German-sounding name) the empress was in fact in command. She herself 
was under the influence of the adventurer and self-styled “holy man” Grigory Rasputin, whose 
hold over her was due to his ability to arrest the bleeding of her hemophilic son (tsarevich), 
Alexis. Thus to the massive casualties at the front, the retreat of the armies, and the growing 
economic hardships was added the knowledge, widespread in the capital and among the upper 
classes, that the government of the country was in the hands of incompetents. The campaigns of 
1915 and 1916 brought terrible casualties to the Russian forces, which at times did not even 
have sufficient rifles. But as late as July 1916 the Russian army was capable of making a 
successful offensive under Gen. Aleksey Brusilov in Volhynia and Bukovina. Defeat on the 
battlefield fed the growing discontent among the bulk of Russia’s population, especially the 
poverty-stricken workers and peasants, and its hostility toward the imperial regime. This 
discontent strengthened the cause of the Bolsheviks, a radical socialist group led by Vladimir 
Lenin (1870-1924) that was working to harness opposition to the czar and turn it into a sweeping 
revolution that would begin in Russia and later, he hoped, spread to the rest of the world.

• In 1917, as the new leader of the Russian government, Lenin immediately announced an 
armistice with the Central Powers. The following month, he sent Leon Trotsky, the people's 
commissar for foreign affairs, as head of the Russian delegation, to Brest-Litovsk to negotiate a 
peace deal with Germany and Austria.

• Trotsky had the difficult task of trying to end Russian participation in the First World War 
without having to grant territory to the Central Powers. By employing delaying tactics Trotsky 
hoped that socialist revolutions would spread from Russia to Germany and Austria-Hungary 
before he had to sign the treaty.

• After nine weeks of discussions without agreement, the German Army was ordered to 
resume its advance into Russia. On 3rd March 1918, with German troops moving towards 
Petrograd, Lenin ordered Trotsky to accept the terms of the Central Powers. The Brest-Litovsk 
Treaty resulted in the Russians surrendering the Ukraine, Finland, the Baltic provinces, the 
Caucasus and Poland.

• Almost 15 million served in the Russian Army during the First World War. Casualties totalled 
an estimated 1.8 million killed, 2.8 million wounded and 2.4 million taken prisoner.



Russian Revolution 
&

The End of the 
Romanov Dynasty

• The collapse came suddenly on March 8, 1917 (February in the Julian calendar), 
planned by no one. A number of factories in Petrograd were on strike, and many of 
their workers were on the streets, as were the women in shopping queues and other 
women celebrating the international socialist anniversary of Women’s Day. These 
crowds turned into demonstrations, and the demonstrations took over large areas 
of the capital. The workers came out in the streets with political slogans: “Down 
with Autocracy!” and “Down with War!” Two days later the emperor ordered the 
military governor to fire on the demonstrators, but the soldiers refused to use their 
rifles, and unit after unit went over to the workers. The police and gendarmes did 
shoot, and street fighting took place.

• On March 14 the Duma formed a provisional government, mainly composed of 
leaders of the Kadet and Octobrist parties. On the next day a deputation visited the 
emperor at his headquarters in Pskov and accepted his abdication on behalf of 
himself and his son. When his brother, Grand Duke Michael, refused the throne, the 
Romanov dynasty came to an end. 

• After the outbreak of the February Revolution, German authorities allowed 
Lenin and his lieutenants to cross Germany en route from Switzerland to Sweden in 
a sealed railway car. Berlin hoped (correctly) that the return of the anti-war 
Socialists to Russia would undermine the Russian war effort, which was continuing 
under the Provisional Government. Led by Bolshevik Party leader Vladimir Lenin, 
leftist revolutionaries launch a nearly bloodless coup d’État against Russia’s 
ineffectual Provisional Government. The Bolsheviks and their allies occupied 
government buildings and other strategic locations in the Russian capital of 
Petrograd (now St. Petersburg) and within two days had formed a new government 
with Lenin as its head. Bolshevik Russia, later renamed the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR), was the world’s first Marxist state.

• Civil War broke out in Russia in late 1917 after the Bolshevik Revolution. The 
warring factions included the Red and White Armies. The Red Army fought for the 
Lenin’s Bolshevik government. The White Army represented a large group of loosely 
allied forces, including monarchists, capitalists and supporters of democratic 
socialism.

• The former emperor and his family were to be sent to England, but the 
Petrograd Soviet objected, and they were instead removed to Tobolsk and thence to 
Yekaterinburg in the Urals. As the Russian Civil War raged around them, White 
Russian forces approached the area and local Bolshevik authorities were ordered to 
prevent a rescue. In the early hours of July 17, 1918, Nicholas, the tsarina Alexandra, 
and their five children were all murdered in the cellar of the house where they had 
been confined. Grand Duke Michael had been assassinated four days earlier.

• The Russian Civil War ended in 1923 with Lenin’s Red Army claiming victory and 
establishing the Soviet Union.
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