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NGCSU E-text for HIST 1112 

Essay Module 

Early Modern Russia, 1450-1800 

The photograph above shows the Millennium of Russia Monument, located in the Novgorod Kremlin (Castle) 

in the northern Russian city of Novgorod. Erected in 1862, it commemorated the millennial anniversary of 

Vladimir Rurik’s first visit to the city, traditionally recognized as the starting point of Russian history. The 

monument depicts all of Russia’s most famous Tsars and military commanders – with the notable exception 

of Ivan IV (The Terrible), whose secret police, the Oprichniki, pillaged the city and massacred its inhabitants in 

1570. Alongside these famous figures are sixteen eminent personalities of Russian culture.  Built at a cost of 

400,000 rubles, it was dismantled by the Nazis during the Second World War, but was recaptured by the Red 

Army. For a detailed summary of the monument’s details and features, see 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Millennium_of_Russia.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Millennium_of_Russia
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Russia – The World’s Largest Nation 

 wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ 

human determination and perseverance in all of world history. Arising out of the princely state 

of Muscovy, a small province within the Mongol Golden Horde empire in the mid-1400s, the 

Russian Empire saw itself as the heir to the Roman/Byzantine imperial tradition. Linked also to 

an expansionist tradition through its incorporation of the leadership of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church after the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453, over the next four and a half 

centuries the Russian Empire would expand across the entire northern Eurasian landmass, from 

the Baltic Sea in the west to the Pacific Ocean in the east, creating the largest state in modern 

world history. Its desceƴŘŀƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ CŜŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ wǳǎǎƛŀ 

is another example of the global process of state formation during the early modern period. 

(See the relevant section in the Etext general narrative, Section 1, 1450-1750) 

Geography and Climate 

 wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ Ǿŀǎǘ ǎƛȊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƭƛƳŀŎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ Lƴ 

the western areas, large forests and swamps, such as the Pripet Marshes (located today in 

modern Belarus), dominate the landscape, accompanied by huge river systems such as the Bug, 

Dnepr, Dvina, and Volga Rivers. To the north, thick temperate forests give way to the taiga 

regionsτa mixture of coniferous forest and lichen woodlands; and finally, near the Arctic Circle, 

tundra areas predominate. The massive Ural Mountain range separates Europe from Asia, 

notably from Siberia, the vast eastern region of north Eurasia, and the Caucasus and Altai 

mountain ranges range east-ǿŜǎǘ ŀƭƻƴƎ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ǎƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΦ 

wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ are primarily composed of vast steppe plains, and in the Siberian 

Unit Goals 

After reading this essay you should be able to: 

1) Describe the origins and early development of Russian civilization and the formation of the 
Russian empire. 

2) Identify important features of early modern Russian political, military, and religious structures. 

3) Explain the trajectories and course of Russian imperial expansion. 

4) Understand the foundations and important features of the reigns of Ivan IV, Peter the Great, 
and Catherine the Great. 
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areas, massive rivers such as the Ob, Yenisey and Amurτamong the largest in the worldτ  

ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘ ŦǊƻƳ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ 9ǳǊŀǎƛŀ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎǘƛŎΦ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ŜƴƻǊƳƻǳǎ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ǳƴŦƻǊƎƛǾƛƴƎ 

climaǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊǎƘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ 

governmental resources. 

 

 

Background 

 The establishment of the future Russian Empire began with the intermingling of 

Scandinavian, or Viking explorers and traders, known as Varangians, and local Slavic peoples 

during the postclassical era. During this period, Scandinavian sailorsτas part of a larger process 

of regional exploration and expansionτpenetrated the great river systems of European Russia 

via the Baltic Sea, and by the ninth century had constructed a trade network that linked 

Scandinavia, via these river systems, to the Black Sea trade network based in Constantinople. 

Local Slavs called these newcomers Rusτthe origin of the term Russian.  In 862 Slavic 

tribesmen invited Vladimir Rurik to impose the rule of law in their territories.  Rurik and his 

Norse kinsmen established Kiev as the central city in their new state.  This is the official 

The topographical map above demonstrates both the enormous size, and climactic and geographical diversity of 

Russia. Source: http://fisher.osu.edu/~kinard_1/MBA808W08/images/Russ_Topography.jpg.  

http://fisher.osu.edu/~kinard_1/MBA808W08/images/Russ_Topography.jpg
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beginning of the Kievan Rus, a large feudal state that dominated most of what is today modern 

Ukraine and northwestern Russia.  The first female ruler of the Rus, Princess Olga, converted to 

Christianity while visiting Constantinople.  Her grandson, Vladimir I, proclaimed Orthodox 

Christianity the official religion of his people in 988.  This promoted a close relationship with the 

.ȅȊŀƴǘƛƴŜ 9ƳǇƛǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŦƭƻǳǊƛǎƘŜŘΦ  ±ƭŀŘƛƳƛǊΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

.ȅȊŀƴǘƛƴŜ ŜƳǇŜǊƻǊΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΣ tǊƛƴŎŜǎǎ !ƴƴŀΣ solidified this affiliation.  Constantinople remained 

the central focus of the Kievan Rus until the decline of Byzantium in the twelfth century.  While 

the Kievan princes exercised a substantial amount of power over their separate towns, Kievan 

Rus lacked a central bureaucracy; this lack of unity led to the MongolsΩ successful conquest of 

the Rus territory. 

                                        

 
The two images above portray two of Kievan Rus’s earliest leaders and founders. On the left is Vladimir 

I of Kiev, also known as Vladimir the Great, who converted to Christianity in 988. On the right is Princess 

Olga of Kiev, Vladimir’s grandmother, regarded as the first Russian leader to convert in 957. Both were 

later beatified by the Eastern Orthodox Church. Source: Wikipedia. 
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The Golden Horde 

 Chinggis-Khan, the great Mongol leader, amassed a huge empire during his lifetime.  At 

the time of his death the lands of the Mongol Empire were divided among his four sons.  Juchi, 

the son who was awarded the western sector, preceded his father in death.  Thus, the lands 

passed to his son, Batu.  Batu proved as able a conqueror as his grandfather.  In the three year 

span ranging from 1237 to 1240 he brought Poland, Hungary, the Balkans, and all of Kievan Rus 

under Mongol control.  This kingdom became known as the Golden Horde.   

 The Kievan princes were allowed to maintain their positions as long as they continued to 

pay tribute to their Tatar (Mongol) overlords.  Over time, the equality of the individual princes 

Map of extent of Kievan Rus, Eleventh Century. Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Kievan_Rus_en.jpg.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Kievan_Rus_en.jpg
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faded and the Grand Prince of Muscovy (Moscow) took on the responsibility of collecting all 

tributes.  The policies of the Mongols negatively affected the people of Rus.  All bore the 

burden of heavy taxation, and many were killed during conquests and rebellions.  The Mongols, 

however, did allow their territories to practice the religions of their culture.  Because of this 

freedom the Russian Orthodox Church maintained a level of cultural cohesion during this period 

of subjugation.  With Moscow now the center of political and religious power the Princes of 

aƻǎŎƻǿ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘǊƻǿ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ȅƻƪŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ¢ŀǘŀǊ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǎΦ  tǊƛƴŎŜ 5ƳƛǘǊƛ ά5ƻƴǎƪƻƛέ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ 

the first Rus victory over the Mongols in 1380 at Kulikovo.  Over the next century, the Golden 

Horde, deteriorating in power and strength, entered into a push-pull struggle with the princes 

in Moscow.  Finally, in 1480 under the leadership of Ivan III, the last Tatar force was successfully 

repelled from Rus.  After obtaining independence from the Mongols, Ivan set out to unify a 

Great Russia with Moscow as its center. 

Ivan III and the Rise of Muscovy 

 Ivan III, άǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘέ όмпсн-1505), desired to unify the Kievan fragments and create a 

Great Russia with Moscow as its capital.  Two crucial cities were Tver and Novgorod; they were 

successfully annexed by 1485.  Ivan amassed a large territory during his reign.  Many of the 

cities were taken by force, such as Tver and Novgorod, but other lands were simply purchased.  

During this period of Muscovite unification Ivan established diplomatic relations with foreign 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ  /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǿŀǎ LǾŀƴΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ .ȅȊŀƴǘƛƴŜ ŜƳǇŜǊƻǊΣ 

Zoe Paleologus.  The Catholic Church facilitated the marriage, ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ½ƻŜΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

convert the Orthodox Russians to Catholicism.   

Instead, Zoe, now Sophia, became Orthodox.  The marriage of Ivan and Sophia served as 

further evidence of Russian identity as the “Third Rome.”  Ivan adopted the two-headed eagle 

emblem of the former Byzantine Empire, as well as the ceremonies of its liturgy.  At the end of 

Ƙƛǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ LǾŀƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƘŀŘ ŘƛǎǎƛǇŀǘŜŘΦ  Iƛǎ ƭŀǎǘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ŀǘ ƭŀƴŘ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

had failed, and disunity again emerged.  However, these issues cannot detract from the 

achievement of the centralization of Great Russia.  Ivan III died in October 1505. 

 Vasili III (1505-1533) continued most of the policies set forth by his father Ivan.  Vasili 

found the boyars (Russian nobles) contemptible but strove to ensure their contentment.  He 

understood that their approval was essential to his rule.  The Boyar Duma, permissibly, 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ  ¦ƴŘŜǊ ±ŀǎƛƭƛΩǎ ǊǳƭŜ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

government remained primary goals of Muscovy.  The groundwork laid by Ivan III and Vasili III 

would result in an ideal environment for Muscovite autocracy established by Ivan IV. 
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Image of Ivan III from the Millenium Monument at Novgorod. Note the assumption of the Byzantine 

symbols of power, themselves of Roman origin; the double-headed eagle, representing the union of secular 

and religious sovereignty. The left head, facing west, represents Rome, while the right head, facing east, 

represents Constantinople. The symbol has been in use since the era of ancient Sumeria, and is still used as 

an official state symbol today by the Russian Federation and many eastern European states and cities. 
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Ivan IV “The Terrible”: The First Tsar of Russia 

 Ivan IV (1533-1584), the first ruler officially to take on the title of Tsar (Russian for 

ά/ŀŜǎŀǊέύ, was three years old when his father died.  His mother acted as his regent until she 

died in 1538, perhaps ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ ōƻȅŀǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ LǾŀƴΩǎ 

childhood was nothing short of torturous.  Frequently deprived of clothing and food, the abuse 

had lasting effects on the future leader.  Ivan displayed sadistic qualities early in his life; at the 

age of thirteen he had a leading boyar executed, and the torturing and killing of animals 

became an enjoyable hobby.  His treatment at the hands of the boyars left an indelible mark, 

ōǳǘ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ LǾŀƴΩǎ ŦƛŜƴŘƛǎƘ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƭŀȅ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΦ 

 In January 1547, at the age of sixteen, Ivan IV was crowned Tsar of Russia.  In February 

he married Anastasia Zakharina-Koshkina.  Anastasia came from an early boyar family that 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ LǾŀƴ ŀƴŘ !ƴŀǎǘŀǎƛŀΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ 

ǘǎŀǊ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ƭƻǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ǿŜŘŘŜŘ ōƭƛǎǎ ǿŀǎ Ŏǳǘ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƛƴ WǳƴŜ 

when a fire broke out in Moscow killing approximately three thousand people.   

 Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƎŜŘȅΣ LǾŀƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ά/ƘƻǎŜƴ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭέ ƻŦ ŀǊƛǎǘƻŎǊŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

churchmen to counsel the tsar in government affairs.  These advisors encouraged Ivan in 

reforms that led to the Sudebnik (law code) of 1550.  Modifications set forth by the Council 

include: the formation of the streltsy (a paid infantry loyal to the tsar), the replacement of 

governors with local authorities selected by peasants (to ensure effective tax collection), the 

abolition of the tax feeding system, and the standardization of the military and military service.  

Additionally, the zemskii sobor , or assembly of the land, was convened.  Members were elected 

and asked for advice and opinions on various military and civilian initiatives. 

 Ivan IV continued the expansion of Russia.  Intelligence of the growing military strength 

of Kazan, coupled with their recurrent raids and the selling of Muscovites into slavery led to 

LǾŀƴΩǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƛƴ мррнΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŀƴƴŜȄŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ YŀȊŀƴΣ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊǘƻƻƪ 

Astrakhan.  These conquests led to colonization opportunities in the Volga valley, as well as an 

opening for trade via the Caspian Sea.  The Muscovite success against the remnants of the great 

Mongol Horde led other peoples in the steppe region to willfully submit to the tsar.  A hired 

Cossack force moved across the Ural Mountains conquering territory along the way. While the 

tsar had not blessed this endeavor the result was appreciated, as Siberia was valued for their 

furs and timber.  The major victory that eluded the tsar was the Livonian War.  Although initially 

successful, the Muscovites lost the war when Lithuania, Sweden, and Poland all allied against 

LǾŀƴΩǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΦ 
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Portrait of Ivan IV by Victor Vasnetsov, 1897. The Tsar’s cruelty and isolation are vividly depicted in this 

portrait, which is located today in the Tretyakov Gallery, a State Art Gallery in Moscow. Source: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Vasnetsov_Ioann_4.jpg.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Vasnetsov_Ioann_4.jpg
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Ivan IV blamed the boyar commanders for his losses in the Livonian War.  In 1553 Ivan 

suffered from a severe illness.  Fearing that he would die, a proclamation was penned to secure 

the throne for his infant son.  Half of the Duma refused to pledge their allegiance to his son, 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ LǾŀƴΩǎ ŎƻǳǎƛƴΣ tǊƛƴŎŜ ±ƭŀŘƛƳƛǊ !ƴŘǊŜŜǾƛŎƘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǘǎŀǊ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ 

recovered, but this experience only added to his simmering hostilities against the boyars.  Then 

when his beloved Anastasia died, the tsar, believing her poisoned by the boyars, finally allowed 

all his hostilities to flood to the surface.   

In December 1564, Ivan left Moscow with his family and the royal treasury.  He accused 

the boyars and top clergy officials of attempting to undermine his authority, and he notified 

these groups of his intentions to abdicate his tsar title.  Ivan assured commoners of their 

innocence and requested their support for a new government.  The boyars immediately sent 

envoys begging the tsar to return to Moscow.  Ivan returned after receiving oaths from the 

boyars regarding the supremacy of the tsar.  January 1565 brought the formation of the 

Oprichnina, a domain submissive to the sole rule of Ivan.  The Oprichnina came to encompass 

half of Russian lands.  The remaining territories remained under traditional control of the Boyar 

Duma; this area is referred to as Zemshchina.   

 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƛƎƴ ƻŦ LǾŀƴ άǘƘŜ ¢ŜǊǊƛōƭŜΦέ   ¢ƘŜ ǘǎŀǊ 

created a police force, the oprichniki, to enforce his rule of law, serve as a bodyguard service, 

guard the frontier regions, and to discover and punish those guilty of treason.  The oprichniki 

corps blended ascetic practices of monks with sadistic murders and various other acts of 

debauchery. Most were former prisoners, and many were sadists.  They dressed in long black 

robes, rode black horses, and ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ōǊƻƻƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘƻƎΩǎ ǎƪǳƭƭ affixed to the top.  This symbol 

represented their bite like that of a dog; their absolute loyalty to Ivan, like a dog and its master; 

and their missionτǘƻ ǎǿŜŜǇ ŀǿŀȅ ŀƭƭ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ǘƻ LǾŀƴΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦ   

 The oprichniki successfully tortured and killed a vast majority of the Russian population.  

Armed with evidence of treason, Ivan led his private force to the city of Novgorod in 1569.  The 

towns they met along the way were ransacked and pillaged, and once reaching Novgorod, the 

band destroyed the city.  Tens of thousands of people were murdered in the most sadistic ways 

one can imagineτlive crucifixions were particularly popular.  The trade and wealth of the once-

great city did not recover until decades later.  A year later, mass executions were held in 

Moscow.  One state official was publicly dismembered, others were impaled, and some 

suffered the punishment of being skinned alive. Most Russian scholars argue that the Russian 

secret police tradition, so active during the Soviet era and still alive in the shape of the Russian 

CŜŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ C{.Σ ōŜƎŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ LǾŀƴ L± ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ oprichniki. 

 Ivan eventually realized that the Oprichnina had failed to ensure the centrality of power 

that the tsar had hoped.  He sought to distance himself from these divisive policies, and at one 
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point, sought asylum from Queen Elizabeth I of England.  Always superstitious, Ivan succumbed 

to the warnings of soothsayers.  In efforts to save himself from foretold catastrophe, Simeon 

Bekbulatovich was proclaimed grand prince of all Russia.  Bekbulatovich, a descendent of 

Chinggis-Khan, received blame for all unpopular policies.  Ivan took the lower title of prince of 

Moscow and pretended to subjugate himself to the rule of Bekbulatovich.  When a year passed 

with no major incident, Ivan named Bekbulatovich prince of Tver, and reassumed his title as 

tsar. 

 ¢ƘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ LǾŀƴ L±Ωǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊǎƘŀŘƻǿŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛŜƴŘƛǎƘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΦ  

In honor of the conquering of Kazan, Ivan ordered the building of St. Basil’s Cathedral.  After 

the completion of the chapels, the architects were blinded so that they would not reproduce 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǘǎŀǊΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘȅ 

wars depleted state funds.  Taxes were exceedingly burdensome, and serfdom became an 

institution officially tying peasants to the land.  Henceforth, when land was awarded, the 

peasants attached to that land were given, alsoτserfs would not be freed until 1861. Ivan IV 

was also the first Russian ruler to recruit Slavic peasant adventurers from the Black Sea region 

to assist in his territorial conquests. These communities, known as Cossacks, would act as the 

semi-autonomous scout troops of the Russian empire for the next three hundred years, and 

would become the primary instruments of Russification, or the spreading of Russian language, 

religion, and culture, across much of central and eastern Eurasia. Ivan IV was also the first to 

establish permanent ties with Europe and the West, particularly with English fur and timber 

ƳŜǊŎƘŀƴǘǎΣ ǘƻ ǿƘƻƳ ƘŜ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ ǘǊŀŘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛƴ мрррΦ LǾŀƴΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎŀƳpaigns expanded 

Russian territory to the west, south, and east, developing Russian influence in areas such as 

eastern Europe and around the Caspian Sea that continued well into the twentieth century. 

LǾŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ autocracy under the Tsar also began a tradition of autocratic rule in Russia 

that continues to some degree to this day. 

While deeply in love with his first wife Anastasia, the tsar married six other times; two of 

his wives were sent to convents, three were poisoned, and one was drowned.  In a final act of 

cruelty, Ivan IV struck and killed his heir, Ivan Ivanovich, while the latter tried to protect his 

ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ǿƛŦŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ  hŦ LǾŀƴ L±Ωǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎƻƴǎΣ 5ƳƛǘǊƛ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ 

ƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ƘŜƛǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦǎǇǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ LǾŀƴΩs seventh marriage, and Fedor, considered 

legitimate, was mentally handicapped.  Thus, the Rurikid dynasty that existed for 700 years died 

with Ivan IV in 1584.   
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The Time of Troubles 

 A sobor (council) convened after FŜŘƻǊ LǾŀƴƻǾƛŎƘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ǘƻ ŜƭŜŎǘ ŀƴ ƘŜƛǊΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ 

selected Boris Godunov, the able regent that ran the government during the reign of Fedor.  

However, tsars, in the tradition of Byzantine emperors, were to be anointed by God; the fact 

that Godunov lacked this quality due to his election rather than birth hung over him throughout 

his regime.  As tsar, Boris Godunov struggled to restore the economy and societal fabric left 

ǘƻǊƴ ōȅ LǾŀƴ L±Ωǎ ǿŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΦ  ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǘŀȄ ŜȄŜƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƻƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

strict system based on a land census, was instituted to determine precise labor and tax 

obligations.   These taxation policies forced peasants and other lower class laborers to flee into 

the vast frontier and forest lands.  The government unable to address the many search 

Ilya Yefremovich Repin, Ivan the Terrible and his Son Ivan, on November 16
th

, 1581, 1885, located in the 

Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. Repin’s unforgettable portrayal of the aftermath of Ivan IV’s killing of his son and 

heir, Ivan, illustrates the psychological consequences of the Tsar’s infanticide. After killing his son in a fit of 

rage when the young prince attempted to defend his new wife from charges of treason, Ivan IV became 

catatonic for the remainder of his reign. He died in 1584, leaving Russia without a legitimate heir. 
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petitions led to further social unrest.  Because of these issues Boris Godunov became 

increasingly paranoid about conspiracies to depose him.  Many potential opponents were 

exiled or imprisoned.  The head of the Romanov family, Fedor Nikitich, considered a primary 

threat, was sent to a monastery and his remaining family was exiled or murdered. 

 LǾŀƴ L±Ωǎ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǎǘ ǎƻƴΣ Dmitri, was considered an illegitimate heir because of the 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜ ƭŜƎŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΦ   5ƳƛǘǊƛΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŀǾŜ ƘƛƳ 

from an untimely death.  The official state records declare that Dmitri fell on a knife during an 

epileptic fit; however, rumors flourished declaring that he had been murdered to ensure Boris 

DƻŘǳƴƻǾΩǎ ŀǎŎŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊƻƴŜΦ  Lƴ мслоΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 5ƳƛǘǊƛ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ 

ŀƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ tƻƭŀƴŘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ά5ƳƛǘǊƛΣέ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘƭȅ ŀ aǳǎŎƻǾƛǘŜΣ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ Ǉŀƛd by a wealthy Polish man 

interested in obtaining power for Poland.  Dmitri invaded Muscovy in 1604, originally 

accompanied by two thousand Ukrainians and Poles; two thousand Cossacks joined his forces 

when he reached Kiev.  Boris successfully repelled the force in 1605, and Dmitri barely escaped 

alive; however, Boris Gudunov died a few months later, providing another opening for Dmitri.  

.ƻǊƛǎΩ ǎƻƴ CŜŘƻǊ ǊǳƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎƛȄ ǿŜŜƪǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ 5ƳƛǘǊƛΩǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΣ ŀfter which Fedor and 

his mother were executed. 

 Dmitri ruled for approximately a year before his Catholicism alienated him from his 

Muscovite subjects.  Boyars invaded the Kremlin, murdering Dmitri, and shortly afterward 

elected one of their own, Prince Shuiskii, as Vasili IV.  The inhabitants of the frontier lands that 

supported Dmitri were infuriated by the election of a boyar tsar.  This original issue of dynastic 

claims evolved into a peasant led social uprising.  The government responded in overwhelming 

force.  The border towns were pillaged, people were tortured and murdered, and serfdom was 

further secured as a permanent institution in Russia. 

 Once the Vasili IV regime successfully squelched the peasant revolt, new threats arose 

with a second Dmitri claiming right to the throne.  Dmitri, known as άThe Brigandέ to the 

Muscovites, invaded Russian in 1608 aided by the Poles and Lithuanians.  The boyars and other 

wealthy classes supported Vasili.  The commoners and lower classes supported The Brigand.  

Vasili and his army held Moscow for a time, but eventually the Muscovites surrendered to The 

Brigand and his forces.  Polish rule of Muscovy resulted as a military dictatorship in 1610. 

 The murder of the ά.ǊƛƎŀƴŘέ ƛƴ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ мсмл led to invasions by forces from multiple 

neighboring powers.  In the face of outsider rule, local militias sprung up and drove the 

foreigners from their land.  A zemskii sobor convened in January 1613 to elect a new dynasty.  

While all classes (except peasants on private estates) were represented, the merchants and 

gentry that had saved Moscow led the assembly.  The only person that the Cossacks and gentry 

could agree on was Mikhail Romanov.  Additionally, the traditional Muscovites supported 
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Mikhail because of his relation to the former Rurikid dynasty; his great-aunt, the beloved first 

wife of Ivan IV, was Anastasia Romanov. 

 The Law Code of 1649 completed the slow process of serfdom and officially made the 

practice a legal institution.  In response, a peasant, Stepan Razin, led a revolt in 1669.  The 

government quickly put down the insurrection, but peasant revolts continued to plague the 

country.  The early Romanov period included controversies over religion as well.  Church 

practices were at the heart of the disagreement.  Some wished to reform the traditional 

Orthodox rituals to be more like those practiced by the Greek Orthodox Church.  An Orthodox 

priest, Nikon Minov, saw the subject of reform as an opportunity to expand the power of 

church and its clergy.  Nikon made great headway early on, and seemed on track to subvert the 

secular power of the state to the authority of the church.  However, in 1666, the church 

officially removed Nikon to a monastery, but his church reforms still resulted in division.  Old 

Believers thŀǘ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ bƛƪƻƴΩǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ŀ ŘƛǎǎƛŘŜƴǘ ƎǊƻǳǇΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ 

differences appeared especially prominent in the face of the Westernizing reforms of Peter I. 

Peter the Great 

 Peter I (1672-1725), Emperor of all the Russians, was an energetic ruler.  The tsar stood 

a towering six feet seven inches, and weighed 240 pounds.  Peter possessed a dual personality: 

that of a serious, shrewd, and often cruel autocrat, and that of a playful and doting companion.  

He reveled in the raucous behavior, but also committed himself to learning and hard work.  In 

regards to the state, however, Peter was single minded.  The future emperor maintained a 

consistent philosophy, from childhood until his death: the absolute power of the secular 

Russian state over all other entities, both foreign and domestic. 

¢ǎŀǊ !ƭŜȄƛǎΣ tŜǘŜǊ LΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ŘƛŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ tŜǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳǊΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ !ƭŜȄƛǎΩ ŘŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǘ 

ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴǘƻ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƻŦ !ƭŜȄƛǎΩ ǿƛǾŜǎΦ  aŀǊƛŀ aƛƭƻǎƭŀǾǎƪŀƛŀΣ !ƭŜȄƛǎΩ 

first wife, bore the tsar eight children.  Most notable were their two sons, Fedor and Ivan, and 

ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΣ {ƻŦƛŀΦ  ¦Ǉƻƴ aŀǊƛŀΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ !ƭŜȄƛǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ bŀǘŀƭƛŀ bŀǊȅǎƘƪƛƴŀΣ 

tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǎŀǊƛƴŀǎ ōŀǘǘƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ but 

when Alexis died the struggle became increasingly violent.   

!ƭŜȄƛǎΩ ŜƭŘŜǎǘ ǎƻƴΣ CŜŘƻǊΣ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊƻƴŜ ŀǎ CŜŘƻǊ LL ŀƴŘ ǊŜƛƎƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘŜƴ 

years.  When Fedor died in April 1682 a sobor declared Peter tsar and his mother regent.  A 

force of streltsyτthe imperial bodyguards tasked with protecting the Tsar and his heirsτloyal 

to the Miloslavskiis rioted in Moscow, invaded the Kremlin, and murdered several Naryshkina 

supporters.  As a result Ivan V (the remaining son of Alexis and Maria) and Peter were declared 

co-tsars.  Sofia, their sister, was installed as regent. After the coup, ten year old Peter and his 

mother spent most of their time in Preobrazhenskoe, away from the intrigue in Moscow.  Here  
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Sir Godfrey Kneller, Portrait of Russian Tsar Peter I, 1698. Kneller’s portrait, given by Peter as a gift to the 

King of England, portrays him as a young man at the height of his vigor. The inclusion of martial and naval 

imagery explicitly references the young Tsar’s priorities for his empire. Source: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Peter_I_by_Kneller.jpg.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Peter_I_by_Kneller.jpg
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Peter developed his love for soldiering.  He created play regiments totaling up to 600 men and 

played the best game of war that any boy had ever played before or since.  Additionally, Peter 

ǘƻƻƪ ǘǊƛǇǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²ƘƛǘŜ {Ŝŀ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ƘƛƳ ƻŦ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŀǾȅΦ 

 While Peter hammered out visions for the future of Russian military, his sister Sofia 

planned her acquisitƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ  tŜǘŜǊΣ ƴƻǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƻŦ {ƻŦƛŀΩǎ Ǉƭƻǘ ǘƻ ǎŜƛȊŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΣ ƘŀǎǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ 

nearby monastery.  There, gathered with his family and troops, the young tsar sought support 

for his rightful claim to the throne.  Peter I received the support he needed, Sofia was sent to a 

ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŜƎŜƴǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ мсфпΦ 

In 1697 Peter I, disguised initially as a servant, departed for Western Europeτhe was 

the first Russian ruler to travel outside his empire, and he spent several months visiting Prussia, 

IƻƭƭŀƴŘΣ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΣ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ [ƻǳƛǎ ·L±Ωǎ 

Versailles.  While traveling, he immersed himself in European shipbuilding and military 

techniques.  Believing that Russia needed to embrace European technology to become a 

powerful nation to the world, Peter sent Russian youths west also.  During his European tour, 

Peter I recruited around eight hundred specialists to come to Russia and teach their various 

trades and skill sets.   

In Vienna, Peter was notified of another streltsy uprising.  The tsar quickly returned 

home and dispensed fiendish justice.  Hundreds of streltsy were executed; Peter personally 

engaged in torturing some of the victims.  Sofia was forced to take the vow of a nun, and her 

closesǘ ŎƻƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƘŜǊ ǿƛƴŘƻǿΦ  tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿƛŦŜΣ 9ǾŘƻƪƛŀΣ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ 

ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ƘƻǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳōŘǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǎŀǊΩǎ ǊŀƳōǳƴŎǘƛƻǳǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΦ  {ŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƻƭǘ ŀǎ ŀ 

perfect opportunity to rid himself of his boring spouse, Peter accused Evdokia of participating in 

the revolt, divorced her, and forced her into the nunnery as well. 

With all threats to his throne brutally silenced, Peter set out to westernize Russia.  

Beginning with the court, all men were forced to shave their beards or pay a beard tax.  Many 

selected to pay the fine instead of committing the sin (beards represented salvation within the 

wǳǎǎƛŀƴ hǊǘƘƻŘƻȄ ŦŀƛǘƘύ ƻŦ ǎƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ōŜŀǊŘΦ  tŜǘŜǊ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ 

dress.  The long loose fitting cloaks were no longer permitted at court.  To prove that he meant 

ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǎŀǊ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƳŜƴΩǎ ōŜŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊƻōŜǎΦ  !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ 

important change that occurred in the court was the presence of women.  Women had, 

throughout Muscovite history, been secluded and not permitted to mingle with men.  The tsar 

enjoyed the presence of women in the European courts, and decided the practice befitted the 

Russian court as well. Peter also introduced Christmas trees into Russia, and ended the 

marriage tradition ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻƻƳ ŀ ǿƘƛǇ ŀǎ ŀ ǎȅƳōƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

transference of male authority. 
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5ǳǊƛƴƎ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ wǳǎǎƛŀ ǿŀǎ in a continuous state of war.  Peter saw war as an 

avenue to open his country up to the world.  Sweden controlled the Baltic for a century, 

periodically preventing Russian trade capabilities.  Charles XII, the young and reportedly 

ignorant monarch, had just ascended the throne in Sweden.  Peter rushed into an attack with a 

rabble-like militia of Russians and suffered a rousing defeat.  The tsar realized that it would 

have been best to build up an army before declaring war on a powerful nation.  Peter was 

overwhelmed at the Baltic port of Narva, and in his armiesΩ hasty retreat, Russia was left open 

to invasion.  Fortunately for Peter, terrible weather deterred Charles from an offensive in 

Russian territory.  Thus, the weather offered the beleaguered Russians a reprieve.  Peter took 

this opportunity to amass and train a force of two hundred thousand men.  In July 1708 when 

The image above is a lubok, or satirical woodcut, showing Tsar Peter I cutting the long beard of a raskolnik, or 

Old Believer. Luboks, or “birch barks,” which began appearing in Russia in the late seventeenth century, were 

imported from western Europe. Luboks remained popular Russian forms of critical dissent until the early 

twentieth century. For a fascinating gallery of Russian luboks, see the blog site entitled “Poemas del río 

Wang: Modern Luboks,” located at http://riowang.blogspot.com/2010/01/modern-luboks.html.  

http://riowang.blogspot.com/2010/01/modern-luboks.html
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/ƘŀǊƭŜǎ ŘƛŘ ƛƴǾŀŘŜ wǳǎǎƛŀΣ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ǿŜŘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜŎƛƳŀǘŜŘΦ  ¢ƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ 

Northern War continued on, however, until 1721 when the Russians finally defeated the 

Swedish forces outside of Stockholm.  The Treaty of Nystadt awarded Livonia, Estonia, Ingria, 

Viborg, Oesel, and the Dagoe Islands to Russia.  After these acquisitions, Peter accepted the 

titles of Emperor and the Great. 

This time period also brought the establishment of the Russian Navy, eventually totaling 

800 ships and 28,000 sailors.  To support this navy and his expansionist desires, Peter installed a 

new capital on a marsh near the Baltic.  St. Petersburg was designed and built with inspiration 

ŦǊƻƳ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ǘǊŀǾŜƭǎ ŀōǊƻŀŘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇŀƭŀŎŜǎ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 

powers.  Nobles were forced to leave Moscow for the new capital, and thousands of peasants 

died building the great city.  tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ǘΦ tŜǘŜǊǎōǳǊƎ 

came at great cost to the people of Russia.  Tens of thousands of forcibly-conscripted peasants 

died during its construction, and taxes were increased fivefold to pay for tŜǘŜǊΩs westernization 

of Russia.  As a result, peasant revolts continued as a common occurrence.   

Peter I is well known for his many reforms, most of which were put into place to support 

his ever expanding militaristic goals.  Some notable Petrine reforms include the following:  the 

creation of a senate to handle the system of justice and legislation; the creation of twelve 

colleges, or ministries, to head military and financial affairs; and the introduction of locally-

elected mayors (like Ivan IV, this system was put in place to increase the efficiency of tax 

collection).  Peter also instituted the Table of Ranks.  This system allowed anyone who aspired 

to achieve a high office in military or civilian life to work his way up through fourteen stages of 

promotion.  Promotions were now based on merit, rather than birth.  The tsar also sought to 

reform the Russian Orthodox Church and ultimately make it subject to the will of the emperor.  

To achieve this goal a Holy Synod, a committee of ten overseen by a layman with the title of 

Procurator, was created and it controlled church affairs.    

The relationship with Peter I and his son Alexis had always been tense.  In 1715 Alexis 

abdicated his rights to the throne and fled to Austria amid a disagreement with his father 

regarding secession.  Alexis, supported by conservatives, remained a political threat to Peter.  In 

1718 the tsar accused his son of conspiring against many initiatives, including the navy and St. 

Petersburg.  Alexis was subsequently arrested and murdered.  When Peter I died in 1725 he had 

not named an heir.  With both of his sons dead (his younger son Peter died without conspiracy) 

the remaining heir apparentόǎύ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ !ƭŜȄƛǎΩ ǎƻƴΣ tŜǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ tŜǘŜǊ LΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ !ƴƴŀ ŀƴŘ 

Elizabeth.  Peter I proclaimed that he would select his heir.  In 1724 it appeared that the heir 

would be his wife, a former washer woman, Catherine.  She was crowned empress, but Peter 

refrained from naming her specifically.  Rumors abounded that the tsar, originally planning to 

name Catherine heir, had changed his mind when an intimate affair was uncovered.  Peter I 
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died in 1725 before officially proclaiming an heir.  His closest advisors and friends supported his 

ǿƛŘƻǿ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ŀǎŎŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊƻƴŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ 

Between Greatness – Russia between Peter I and Catherine II 

  Empress Catherine proved an ill-equipped ruler, and a council ruled in her place.  Peter 
LΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘǎƻƴΣ tŜǘŜǊ LLΣ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŜƳǇŜǊƻǊ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŜŘ ƻŦ ǎƳŀƭƭǇƻȄ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ 
later.  Anna I, a daughter of Ivan V and the widow of a Prussian duke, ascended the throne, but 
once again a trusted council, many of them PrussianΣ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ  !ƴƴŀΩǎ ƴŜǇƘŜǿΣ ǘƘŜ 
infant Ivan VI, came next.  His reign, predominately Prussian-controlled, lasted a little over a 
year. 

9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ LΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ƻŦ tŜǘŜǊ L ŀƴŘ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΣ ƻǳǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ άDŜǊƳŀƴέ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
ease.  She won great popularity as a Russian Romanov, and her policies and reforms were also 
ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜŘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŜƳǇǊŜǎǎΩ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ Ǉunishment and the 
ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƛƴ aƻǎŎƻǿ όǘƘƛǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀŘƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴύΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ 
9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴΣ wǳǎǎƛŀ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŦƻǊŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ŜǾŜƴ ¸ŜŀǊǎΩ ²ŀǊΦ  wǳǎǎƛŀƴ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ 
fought against Prussia to regain territory for Austria, Russia's ally.  However, Elizabeth died on 
/ƘǊƛǎǘƳŀǎ 5ŀȅ ƛƴ мтсмΣ ŀƴŘ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΦ 

Peter III, nephew of Empress Elizabeth and grandson of Peter the Great, came to the 
ǘƘǊƻƴŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ.  Peter III was born in Prussia, had a Prussian father, and held 
strong Prussian sympathies.  His closest advisors were Prussian, he outfitted the army with new 
Prussian-styled uniforms, and under his command Russia ǇǳƭƭŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŜǾŜƴ ¸ŜŀǊǎΩ ²ŀǊ ǘƻ 
ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ŀ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ tǊǳǎǎƛŀƴ ƛŘols.  After six months, Peter III successfully achieved the 
hatred of all levels of Russian society. 

Catherine the Great 

Catherine II (1729-1796), originally Sophie Fredericke Auguste von Anhalt-Zerbst 
Domburg, was also of Prussian decent.  However, the clever Catherine quickly realized the 
advantages to be gained by aligning herself with pro-Russian elements. Soon after moving to 
Russia, she converted to Orthodox Christianity, and re-named herself Ekaterina (Russian for 
Catherine).  Taking the opportunitȅ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ǎƘŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ 
ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜǊǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŎƻǳǇΦ  /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŜǎ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ 
became known as, Enlightened Absolutism.  The autocratic monarchs were to use their 
supreme power to promote the education and improvement of the societies they ruled.  Early 
on, Catherine appeared to embrace enlightened ideas.  In 1767 she convened a Legislative 
Commission made up of elected officials from classes ranging from the nobility to peasants.  
The representatives presented individual grievances.  In honor of this groundbreaking 
Commission, Catherine authored a document, Instruction.  This document set forth principles 
and guidelines to assist the Commission in their actions.  Instruction proved to be so liberal that 
is was outlawed in France. (See the link to this document at the end of this essay.)  /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ 
many domestic reforms were completed under the auspice of enlightened ideals, but in reality, 
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they secured her claim to the throne by awarding the nobles with more power at the expense 
of the already oppressed peasant class.  Serfdom peaked under the rule of Catherine II: during 
her rule ninety percent of the population existed as state peasants.  In the face of further 
subjugation by the state and nobility, another peasant revolt occurred. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This portrait of Catherine II as a young woman illustrates her considerable beauty, which she retained well 

into her older years. She would use her attractiveness as a tool of power; although she never remarried 

after her husband’s death, she took a series of elite consorts, essentially male sexual subordinates, who 

possessed both attractive good looks and considerable intellect. These men, such as Grigory Potemkin, 

served Catherine as elite political advisers. Rumors of her sexual exploits—likely spread by jealous or 

spurned suitors, or by those threatened by her independent approach to sexuality—still swirl around the 

Internet today. Source: 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_fPoWZ33QqG4/TS9vRgt5rJI/AAAAAAAAHfY/LNAEuc6y1Y8/s1600/catherineII.jp

g.  

 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_fPoWZ33QqG4/TS9vRgt5rJI/AAAAAAAAHfY/LNAEuc6y1Y8/s1600/catherineII.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_fPoWZ33QqG4/TS9vRgt5rJI/AAAAAAAAHfY/LNAEuc6y1Y8/s1600/catherineII.jpg
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Emelian Ivanovich Pugachev, a Don Cossack, sensed disunity and misery among the 
peasants.  In 1773, Pugachev claimed to be Peter III, and led the most successful rural rebellion 
in Russian history until 1905.  Peasants, non-Russians, and other workers supported Pugachev 
and added to his number.  Old Believers also served as a great support system for the agitator 
and his forces.  Early on Pugachev experienced victory, but as his untrained forces met those of 
the government, defeat was swift.  Pugachev fled to the steppe, but was eventually turned in 
by disaffected followers.  The rebellion leader was chained and brought into Moscow in an iron 
cage, where he was interrogated, tortured, and murdered; his body was subsequently burned, 
and his head was mounted over the main entrance into the city. /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ ǊǳǘƘƭŜǎǎ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ 
of Pugachev convinced many Russians that she possessed the necessary leadership skills to be a 
strong and powerful Tsarina (Empress). 

While Catherine the Great struggled with social unrest, she managed to support 
additional enlightened cultural initiatives.  The freedom of publication permitted under her 
reign allowed the arts to flourish. Catherine authored various plays and memoirs.  She also 
produced a history of the Kievan Rus.  Mikhail Kheraskov ǿǊƻǘŜ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜǇƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ 
other works by authors including Gavriil Derzhavin and Nikolai Karamzin provided the literary 
foundation for the golden ages of poetry and prose in 19th century Russia. 

Outside of Russia, Catherine faced problems abroad with Poland and the Ottoman 
Empire when she ascended the throne.  In 1787 a Russo-Turkish war began.  Sweden joined the 
fray, and forced Catherine to engage in a two-front conflict.  The Treaty of Verela ended 
{ǿŜŘƛǎƘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ƛƴ мтфл ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜŘ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜ-war borders.  Battles with the 
Turks continued until 1791 when the Turkish forces finally relented.  The Treaty of Jassy 
officially added the Crimea, Georgia, and all lands south to the Dniester River.  The empress also 
desired, with the help of the Austrians, to take the former Byzantine empireΩǎ ǘŜǊǊƛtories from 
the Ottoman grip.  Catherine reached an agreement with the Austrians in 1795, but her goals 
remained unattained due to her death. 

Lƴ tƻƭŀƴŘΣ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǎǳōŘǳŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŎŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǊǘ 
with Austria and Prussia.  Poland lay in the midst of these three powers and, by the eighteenth 
century, experienced many internal problems.  The central issue to these troubles was their 
elected rather that hereditary king.  Noble families feuded with each other for power, and the 
disunity opened Poland to outside forces.  In 1772, these forces seized one-third of Polish 
territory.  Alarmed, Poles struggled to mend their internal fences, and on May 3, 1791 they 
produced a Constitution.  This Constitution contained proposals based on Enlightened reforms; 
however, the three large powers that vied for control were not interested in a recovered 
Poland.  Efforts at self-government, and rebellions to oust the unwelcome superintendent 
states, failed to free Poland.  In 1793 and 1795, two other partitions essentially divided Poland 
out of existenceτit would not reappear as a national entity until 1919. 

 Scholarly oǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘΦ  {ƘŜ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜŘ ŀǘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ 
the arts and cultural endeavors, and it cannot be denied that she oversaw the successful 
expansion of her empire in both power and scope.  However, these successes came at a great 
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Ŏƻǎǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴȅΦ  Lƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ƘŜǊ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇǊŜǎǎΩ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
comfort and happiness of the nobles at the expense of the down-trodden peasants.  Her 
military exploits resulted in higher taxes and further misery for lower classes.  While she 
believed herself to be an Enlightened Monarch, some have categorized Catherine II as an 
Enlightened Despot. Less in dispute is her longer-term legacy as a female ruler and intellectual. 
During her life, she wrote more than twenty thousand letters to various male correspondents, 
including some of the most prominent figures associated with the Enlightenment, in several 
languages, on a dizzying array of topics. Many of her correspondents, including Francois Marie-
Arouet, better known by his pen name, Voltaire, regarded her as their intellectual equal, or 
indeed their superior. This was really the first time in the West that a woman had received 
significant intellectual recognition from educated men. Her career and achievements, over the 
longer term, became part of the intellectual and historical legacy of nineteenth and twentieth 
century feminism. 

Conclusion 

At the time of CatheǊƛƴŜΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ мтфсΣ wǳǎǎƛŀ ƘŀŘ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ 
centuries of extraordinary development, expansion, and transformation. It had freed itself from 
all traces of foreign rule, created an empire that spanned the Eurasian landmass (and had even 
expanded into North America), and cemented a strong autocratic tradition of governance in the 
hands of the Tsar. It had entered the global economy, and was also a major player in European 
power politics. These achievements can still be seen today, in the guise of the modern Russian 
Federation. 

 Despite this impressive litany of achievements, however, significant problems lay 
beneath the surface of imperial Russian civilization. Recurring peasant unrest, as seen in the 
Razin and Pugachev uprisings, would only increase in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, as peasants sought an end to serfdom, marginalization and mistreatment at the 
ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƴƻōƭŜ ŜƭƛǘŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ άǇŜŀǎŀƴǘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳέ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ ƻǊ 
ŘƻǿƴǇƭŀȅŜŘ ōȅ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ leaders during this era, leading to an explosion of violence at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. Both in 1905 and twice again in 1917, peasants would join 
other exploited groups in Russia in revolutionary action. The second 1917 revolution would 
deǎǘǊƻȅ ǘƘŜ ¢ǎŀǊƛǎǘ 9ƳǇƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜ ōƛǊǘƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ¦ƴƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ 
which would rule Russia until 1991. 
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Links for Visual Aids and Primary Sources: 

http://russia.nypl.org/glossary.html A glossary of Russian terms-helpful but certainly not 
exhaustive. 

http://russia.nypl.org/Translation/punishment.html wŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ LǾŀƴ L±Ωǎ ǎŀŎƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ bƻǾǊƻƎƻŘ-an 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǿƘȅ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ά¢ŜǊǊƛōƭŜΦέ 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/petergreat.html Selected primary sources on Peter the 
Great available from the Internet Modern History Sourcebook. 

http://russia.nypl.org/maps3/borders.html A map of Russian expansionism under different 
rulers. 

http://www.bucknell.edu/x20181.xml  !ƴ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŜǘŜǊ LΩǎ ¢ŀōƭŜ ƻŦ wŀƴƪǎΦ 

http://russia.nypl.org/Translation4/nakaz.html  /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ LLΩǎ Instruction excerpt. 

http://russia.nypl.org/Translation4/pugachev.html tǳƎŀŎƘŜǾΩǎ ŜƳŀncipation decree. 

http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/history/russia/kievanrus.html Kievan Rus map. 

http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/history/russia/tatars.html Golden Horde map. 
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