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        Context
      


      
        At the height of their power, the Romanovs controlled one-sixth of the earth’s surface, and their rule dictated
        the course of Western history. There has always been a fascination with the royal dynasty of prerevolutionary
        Russia, with their dramatic history, conspiracy theories, lurid excesses, and the tragic accounts of their
        final days. From popular detective novels with plots hinging on their legendary hemophilia, to television
        series and films, their empire has proved to be perennially spellbinding.
      


      
        The reigns of the disparate Romanov rulers—from the 1600s to the modern industrial era—form a historical object
        lesson for anyone who wishes to understand the nature of power and the cult of personality: a lesson that is
        still applicable to global politics today.
      


      
        Until the collapse of the Romanovs’s 304-year-long reign, research materials on the dynasty were limited; and
        until the fall of the Soviet Union, the country was essentially closed to interested parties. The Romanovs author, Simon Sebag Montefiore, was among the first to access diaries, letters,
        and other primary sources when the archives were finally made available to the public.
      

    


    
      
        Overview
      


      
        Montefiore begins his chronological account of the history of the Romanov family by comparing two young men:
        Michael Romanov in 1613, and his descendant Alexei Romanov in 1917, some three centuries later. Both were frail
        youths, unsuited to government, and subject to illness. Michael founded this centuries-long dynasty, and
        Alexei’s death marked its end. In between, Montefiore looks at the rule of Romanovs from Peter the Great to
        Nicholas II, Alexei’s father.
      


      
        The Romanovs ranged from rulers who were intelligent, capable, and ruthless (Catherine and Peter) to those who
        were ineffectual and out of their depth (Paul and Nicholas). Most of them loved power, had sexual appetites
        they did not hesitate to indulge, and felt it was God’s will that they lead their country. Throughout their
        long reign, the family was supported and thwarted by a fascinating cast of characters—from bisexual
        transvestites to ballerina mistresses.
      


      
        They interacted with some of the leading names of the day, including Queen Victoria (the grandmother of Empress
        Alexandra), Bismarck, and Napoleon. This one family shaped Russia, almost perpetually at war (with Ottomans,
        French, Germans, Swedes, Japanese, and others), and beset by conditions at home which would ultimately sow the
        seeds of the Russian Revolution.
      


      
        By the early years of the twentieth century, Russia was racked by war, inflation, and food shortages. It
        finally succumbed to a populist revolution that led to the massacre of Emperor Nicholas II, Empress Alexandra,
        and their children. But the Romanovs have never been forgotten. Their bones are now considered holy relics:
        rulers in life, they were deified in death.
      

    


    
      
        Summary
      


      
        Introduction
      


      
        The Romanovs are often considered a tragic family (six of the last tsars were murdered and eighteen Romanovs
        were killed in 1918), but they were also a highly successful one. They reined for 304 years, and expanded their
        empire until they controlled more than one-sixth of the earth. Yet, the family behind these strategic triumphs
        was also known for depravity, sexual appetites, and obscene excess.
      


      
        The word “tsar” derives from “Caesar,” and the Romanovs ruled in the Roman manner: corruptly and arrogantly. A
        tiny court ran an enormous empire, and calculating the interests of both was the key to the Romanovs’ survival.
        Within the court, power could belong to a range of people, from the leader of a military victory to the lover
        of the empress.
      


      
        The family produced two political geniuses: Peter and Catherine. Each was adept at finding talented retainers
        and promoting them. Stalin considered this to be Catherine’s greatest gift. The Romanovs ruled from the top,
        largely unchallenged. They supported the nobles who managed their estates and the army. The Romanovs and the
        aristocracy depended on the serfs, taking taxes and grain from them, and using them as soldiers in the constant
        wars during the Romanov rule.
      


      
        Need to Know: In the Romanov Empire, the personal was political. The
        personality of the tsar shaped the society beneath him, and the tsar’s personality was shaped—or
        warped—by the absolute power he possessed.
      


      
        Prologue: Two Boys in a Time of Troubles
      


      
        The story of the Romanovs begins and ends with two teenage boys, both delicate and living in a time of
        revolution, but 305 years apart. In 1613, sixteen-year-old Michael Romanov was awoken with the news that a
        delegation had arrived and he must travel to the capital and become the next tsar. More than 300 years later,
        Alexei and his family, who were being held prisoner by the Bolsheviks, were awoken and told they needed to move
        to a safer place—where they were taken to the basement and executed, instead.
      


      
        Need to Know: Michael and Alexei were part of the same political family,
        and both were destined to rule Russia. Michael’s reluctant acceptance of the crown began the Romanov dynasty;
        Alexei’s assassination on the orders of Lenin ended it.
      


      
        Act 1: The Rise
      


      
        Scene 1: The Brideshows
      


      
        In 1598, Tsar Fyodor died childless. Russia began to fragment, with numerous pretenders to the throne engaged
        in constant conflict. Poland and Sweden took advantage of the chaos and launched attacks against the country.
        Battles and famine drastically reduced the population.
      


      
        Russia was unstable and desperate for a ruler. An assembly met to review the possibilities. Sixteen-year-old
        Michael Romanov, frail and sickly, appealed to several groups in part because he was young and thought to be
        unintelligent and easy to influence and because he didn’t have any personal enemies. His bloodline was also a
        factor. Michael’s great-aunt, Anastasia, was the first wife of Tsar Ivan the Terrible and mother to Tsar
        Fyodor. Anastasia had emerged from the contest of the brideshow: 500 noble virgins were summoned from across
        the realm for Ivan’s inspection.
      


      
        Michael’s father was out of the running when, years before, he was forced to become a priest—preventing him
        from ever becoming tsar. So it was decided. Michael was successfully crowned in 1613, but, being placid and not
        very wise, he was not ruler material. Still, he recognized the people’s need for the magnificent court they
        were used to. He gathered a number of noble families to rebuild it, rewarding them with land grants. His
        military went on an effective campaign against international foes, such as the Poles.
      


      
        In 1615, Michael called a brideshow of his own, bringing some 60 girls to Moscow. Michael chose Maria Khlopova,
        renamed Anastasia. However, she fell ill—it is possible that she was poisoned by the Michael’s mother—and was
        exiled. In 1619, Michael’s father, Filaret, was released from Poland where he had been held prisoner. A
        belligerent but experienced man, he essentially ruled jointly with his son.
      


      
        Four years after his dissolved marriage, Michael was persuaded into a union with a cousin of his mother’s,
        Princess Maria Dolgorukaya. Soon after the wedding, she died. Michael took another wife, Eudoxia Streshneva.
        They had ten children.
      


      
        Michael’s father—eager to get back at his former captors—instigated a war against Poland after the death of the
        country’s leader. The war ended in a peace agreement. Just before the end of the war, in 1633, Filaret died,
        followed by Michael’s mother, Martha. In 1645, Michael died. On his deathbed, he made sure to name his eldest
        son, Alexei, the next tsar.
      


      
        Need to Know: Michael did not want to become ruler, weeping when delegates
        told him he had been chosen as the next tsar. His coronation began the Romanov dynasty.
      


      
        Scene 2: The Young Monk
      


      
        Russia urgently needed to crown a new tsar, troubled as the country was by the “three plagues” of typhus,
        Tatars, and Poles. Alexei was six-feet tall with a red beard; he was intelligent, sharp tongued, and much more
        effective as a leader than his fragile father.
      


      
        He was engaged with the army and the state. Prone to rages, he could nonetheless be gentle and was very
        religious, becoming known as “the young monk.” He appointed his old tutor, Morozov, as a principal minister.
        When Alexei had his brideshow, Morozov favored Maria, the daughter of one of his protégés.
      


      
        The two married, had thirteen children (including “the frail Fyodor”), and stayed together for twenty-one
        years. Ten days after Alexei and Maria wed, Morozov married Maria’s younger sister, bringing him officially
        into the Tsar’s family. But Morozov was unpopular, the agent of a reviled salt tax, and mobs reacted by
        attacking the palace. The tsar pleaded with the crowds for his former tutor and now brother-in-law’s life and
        was able to satisfy them by exiling him to a monastery.
      


      
        In response to the rebellion, a new law was put into place that was supposed to protect all the people, but
        actually gave landowners complete power over the peasants.
      


      
        Alexei promoted Miloslavsky, his father-in-law, although he found the man infuriating, and also a monk named
        Nikon, who was obsessed with religious reforms and supporting a “sacred monarchy.” He needed help: The world
        was in chaos, with King Charles overthrown in England, and a civil war in Ukraine that included a terrible
        purge of Catholics and Jews—similar atrocities not seen again until the Holocaust centuries later. Bogdan
        Khmelnitsky, a Cossack, emerged as the victor, but he soon needed protection from Poland and pledged loyalty to
        Alexei.
      


      
        With Khmelnitsky contributing Cossack troops, Alexei went to war with Poland and significantly added to
        Russia’s territories. Sweden responded by invading Poland. Alexei followed Nikon’s bad advice to go to war
        against the Nordic country without first establishing a peace agreement with Poland.
      


      
        Alexei got rid of the overreaching Nikon and reformed the Russian army. Miloslavsky, his father-in-law, was
        also unpopular: Riots ensued after his devaluation of the currency.
      


      
        In 1669, Maria died in childbirth. Alexei Romanov married again, this time to a girl who was younger than his
        eldest daughter. Natalya bore him a son, Peter. Alexei did not live beyond forty-seven, dying of renal and
        cardiac failure. A power struggle started while the body was still warm.
      


      
        Need to Know: During his reign, Alexei implemented laws that gave nobles
        land and ownership over the peasants. This alliance with the upper class was essential to the Romanov dynasty
        in the years that followed. The Ukraine became part of Russia when Khmelnitsky, defeated by Poland and needing
        protection, pledged fidelity to the tsar.
      


      
        Scene 3: The Musketeers
      


      
        In 1676, Fyodor was named the new tsar at the age of fourteen. He was an intelligent boy, but his poor health
        (he had to attend his father’s funeral on a stretcher) made him a bad choice for ruler. Fyodor married, but his
        wife and baby died shortly childbirth. He married again, but died in 1692 before he could produce an heir. That
        meant the tsar would be one of the two princes: Peter, aged ten, or Ivan, the mentally and physically
        handicapped teenage son of Alexei and his first wife. The boyars chose Peter.
      


      
        Fyodor’s sister Sophia and the Miloslavskys spread rumors to the musketeers that Ivan, who they claimed should
        have become tsar, was in danger from the Naryshkins (five of Peter’s Naryshkin uncles had been given high
        positions after Peter was selected as tsar). The musketeers rioted through the Kremlin, committing atrocities.
      


      
        Ivan Naryshkin, Natalya’s brother, was tortured and killed. Sophia took charge, convincing the musketeers not
        to kill any more Naryshkins. Only twenty-five years old, Sophia was an ambitious and capable young woman. The
        musketeers asked her to put both Ivan and Peter on the throne, which came to fruition on June 25, 1682. Sophia
        was given the title “Great Sovereign Lady,” and became regent. Sophia immediately entered a power struggle with
        the commander of the musketeers and eventually declared him a traitor and had him beheaded in front of her.
      


      
        In 1683, Sophia agreed to join Poland in attacking Crimea, a long-time enemy of Russia. She planned the attack
        with her lover, Golitsyn. She hoped a victory would convince the musketeers to crown her.
      


      
        Years later, the war was still going on. Ivan and Peter had both married, and Sophia feared that one of their
        wives would produce an heir and spoil her chance to rule permanently. Golitsyn returned, after having been
        forced to retreat, but acting as if a few successful skirmishes constituted a victory. The truth came out, and
        with the defeat it was time for Peter to make his move.
      


      
        Sophia feared Peter and ordered the musketeers to attack him. Peter discovered they were on their way, and sent
        an order that they were to report to him. They couldn’t refuse a tsar. Ultimately, the leader of the musketeers
        was executed, Golitsyn was exiled, and Sophia was arrested and confined to a monastery. Peter agreed to corule
        with his brother, Ivan.
      


      
        Need to Know: As a young man, Peter wasn’t interested in his studies, but
        he was fascinated by artillery. For years, while Sophia ruled, he played war games at the castle where he and
        his mother had been banished. Sophia tried to take the crown from him, but although she was clever and
        ruthless, she didn’t succeed.
      


      
        Scene 4: The All-Drunken Synod
      


      
        Peter saw himself as a warlord. He spent time with the army while Ivan went through court rituals and his uncle
        acted as head the government. It was Peter who really held power. He ruled mostly through a group of family
        members and trusted friends.
      


      
        He created an All-Mad All-Jesting All-Drunken Synod—an assembly made up of mostly older retainers and some
        higher-ups as members. The group also included a congregation of dwarves and a variety of “freaks.” The
        consumption of alcohol was mandatory, and Peter could drink most of the members under the table.
      


      
        Peter mocked the Catholic Church with sacrilegious rituals he devised himself. One of the Synod, whom Peter had
        dubbed Patriarch Bacchus, often officiated naked except for his mitre.
      


      
        In 1695, Peter went to war against the Ottomans. When he realized he didn’t have the right equipment, he
        retreated and created Russia’s first naval fleet and later the first naval base. The base, on the Sea of Azoz,
        was a blow against Ottoman domination of the Black Sea.
      


      
        Peter became the first tsar to leave Russia when he set off to study Western ship-building and technology,
        making stops in Sweden, Germany, Holland, and England, where he and his men trashed a beautiful London town
        house. He met with the king of Poland and they made plans to destroy the Swedish empire.
      


      
        On his return, he had to deal with a plot to restore his sister Sophia to the crown. He had hundreds of
        musketeers killed, and many of their bodies were hung outside Sophia’s windows. He also sent his wife, Eudoxia,
        whom he thought of as a nuisance, to a monastery.
      


      
        In 1700, Peter attacked Sweden, meeting his match in the military-minded King Charles. In 1703, he founded
        Petersburg, and became involved with a Lithuanian peasant’s daughter, whom he renamed Catherine. She and Peter
        had twelve children. In 1708, he secretly married her.
      


      
        Sweden invaded Russia, and was defeated, Peter giving orders during the last devastating battle that left
        almost 7,000 Swedes dead. Charles managed to escape to the Ottoman Empire and the war continued. Peter offended
        the Ottomans by demanding they hand the king over.
      


      
        The Ottoman Sultan Ahmet III began planning war.
      


      
        Need to Know: Peter was the leader of a debauched group of drunkards whose
        antics disgusted people—some even thought he was the antichrist. Yet he was also a brilliant and industrious
        military strategist who created the first Russian naval base and a forward-thinker who founded Petersburg,
        planning for it to become a modern Western city. His desire for endless parties and horseplay may have been a
        reaction to the horrors he witnessed as a child. Seeing such savagery may also have led to the epileptic fits
        he suffered in which half his face would twitch.
      


      
        Act II: The Apogee
      


      
        Scene 1: The Emperor
      


      
        To increase his power and reach, Peter began marrying Romanovs off to European princes, cementing his power
        throughout Europe. Because he needed to focus on the Ottoman Empire’s desire to invade Poland and Ukraine, he
        formed a senate to rule in his absence. The members of the senate included relatives and friends, but Peter
        couldn’t bring himself to trust them. He accused them of being unable to make decisions for themselves, while
        at the same time incessantly giving them orders.
      


      
        During one of the battles with the Ottomans, Peter was sure he would be killed or captured, but a peace treaty
        was negotiated. Peter turned his attention to the Swedish war and to his oldest son, Alexei, who worried him.
        Alexei was married off to Charlotte, who hailed from an important Saxon family, in 1711.
      


      
        He knew Alexei could be dangerous. In 1716, Peter gave his son a choice—go to war with Peter or go to a
        monastery. Instead, Alexei bolted to Vienna, where he plotted to take the throne from his father.
      


      
        Alexei was persuaded to return, but only on the condition that he could retire to a country estate and marry
        his mistress. He apologized for plotting against his father, and gave his father the names of some of the men
        who had turned against him. Peter accepted his apology, and named baby Petrushka, the son born after he and
        Catherine married, as his heir.
      


      
        The traitors were brutally killed (Peter was often brutal)—shattered on the wheel, forced onto a plank of
        spikes, and brutalized with hammers in Red Square. Alexei was tortured repeatedly. He was sentenced to death,
        but died before the sentence could be carried out. Peter handled the problem of succession by announcing that
        his wife Catherine would succeed him. He was the one to put the crown on her head, not a clergyman as tradition
        demanded.
      


      
        Need to Know: Peter wanted to reform Russia. He formed a senate, yet was
        unable to let go of any of his power, which defeated the purpose. He came up with a so-called Table of Ranks
        (which stayed in place until 1917) that reflected his belief that state service should be the reason for
        prominence in society. With this system, even a peasant could become nobility by reaching a certain military
        rank. Yet he put a punishing head tax on every male serf. He tried to create the kind of civilized society that
        he’d seen in Paris and Amsterdam, yet continued to carouse with the debauched All-Mad All-Jesting All-Drunken
        Synod.
      


      
        Scene 2: The Empresses
      


      
        In the forty-third year of his reign, at age fifty-two, Peter died of an infection. The year was 1725 and once
        again there was a power struggle. Catherine was proposed as Peter’s successor and became the first woman ruler
        of Russia. She ruled despotically, with the aid of a council made of men who had been close to Peter, including
        Menshikov, who possessed a ruthless lust for wealth. Catherine’s reign included bouts of heavy drinking and
        carousing. She took a lover, but exhausted him. She died within two years of her accession.
      


      
        Grand Duke Peter, the eleven-year-old son of the murdered Alexei, was now the sole male heir. Menshikov planned
        to take control of the palace by marrying Peter to his daughter. He destroyed the men who might oppose Peter’s
        succession and made Peter II imperator of Russia. While Peter may have feared Menshikov initially, the young
        tsar made alliances of his own and ordered Menshikov arrested.
      


      
        Menshikov died soon after. Peter was too inexperienced to rule, and his court became chaotic, with several
        factions vying for control. The powerful Dolgoruky clan realized that Peter was falling in love with his aunt,
        the beautiful Elizaveta. In a bid for power, they orchestrated a match between Peter and one of their own, but
        Peter died of smallpox the day of the wedding.
      


      
        Members of the council met. Most wanted a Romanov as monarch. There were five female possibilities. The men
        decided on Anna, Peter the Great’s niece, because they felt they would be able to control her. They were wrong.
      


      
        Anna ousted them, and eventually put three German men in the highest positions, including Biron, her lover
        (who’d previously worked as a groom). Anna let them handle a lot, spending her time hunting and presiding over
        the sort of “freak shows” Peter had enjoyed. She often used her power in a petty way to humiliate the members
        of her court. Because Anna was childless, succession was an issue that had to be resolved. She was jealous of
        her cousin Elizaveta, who was so beautiful she was known as the “Russian Venus.”
      


      
        She chose her niece, thirteen-year-old Anna of Brunswick, as her heir. Shortly before Anna died, Anna of
        Brunswick had a baby, and Anna decided to make the child, Ivan VI, her heir instead. She named her lover Biron
        as regent, making him Russia’s ruler.
      


      
        Biron ruled for just three weeks before being overthrown. Anna of Brunswick then became regent. She had good
        intentions, but was ineffectual, mostly absent at cabinet meetings. She was consumed with her ménages
        à trois, and preferred to spend her days reading romantic novels. During
        her weak rule, Sweden took the opportunity to attack. As Anna planned to be crowned empress, Elizaveta planned
        a coup.
      


      
        Need to Know: Catherine’s ascension began a period of Russia being ruled by
        women that lasted from 1725 until the death of another Catherine, Catherine the Great, in 1796.
      


      
        Scene 3: Russian Venus
      


      
        In 1741, popular Elizaveta easily convinced the guards to arrest Anna of Brunswick. Anna and baby Ivan VI, the
        tsar, were imprisoned in a Baltic fortress. When she discovered a plot to replace her with Ivan, she had the
        women’s tongues torn out and the men broken on the wheel. Like her uncle, Peter the Great, she could be brutal.
        She also shared his love of wild parties, often hosting a transvestite ball where all the women were ordered to
        dress like men, and vice versa.
      


      
        Elizaveta named her nephew Peter, who was grandson to Peter the Great and great-nephew of Charles XII of
        Sweden, as her heir. Austria, Prussia, and France all wanted Elizaveta as an ally. Elizaveta agreed when the
        King of Prussia suggested a Prussian princess (who would become Catherine the Great) as his bride. Peter
        ignored his new wife, and disrespected Elizaveta, who called him a “monster.” He wasn’t popular with the
        courtiers or the church.
      


      
        In 1756, Elizaveta made the decision to side with Austria and France against Prussia in the Seven Years War.
        When she died, Russia was triumphing over Prussia, but when Peter III was crowned that immediately stopped.
        Peter made plans to divorce Catherine and marry a mistress. He ordered his wife’s arrest, but was convinced to
        change his mind.
      


      
        Catherine and a group of conspirators plotted against him. With her supporters, she took a carriage to the
        Winter Palace (having her hair dressed on the way) and was hailed as the new empress. Catherine rode to review
        her troops dressed in a guard’s uniform and carrying a sabre. Peter was escorted to house arrest. He was
        strangled, and although his death was presented as an accident and part of a drunken fight, it was clearly
        murder.
      


      
        Need to Know: Elizaveta was fashion obsessed (when she died she had 15,000
        dresses) and a dictator to those in her court. The amount of money she needed for her palaces, military, and
        dresses caused the serfs great suffering, and they often rebelled. But she increased national pride and brought
        back imperial authority.
      


      
        Catherine was popular with the guards, intelligent and politically savvy, all of which helped make her coup a
        success. Peter only ruled for six months.
      


      
        Scene 4: The Golden Age
      


      
        Catherine was crowned Empress in 1762. She was hardworking and intelligent; ruthless but not cruel. She placed
        a former lover, Stanislas, on the throne of Poland, securing Russian interests.
      


      
        Though often portrayed as a nymphomaniac, Catherine was a serial monogamist, and her lovers were very important
        to her. She was devoted to Orlov, her lover when she came to the throne, but Potemkin was an admirer, and
        Catherine advanced his career.
      


      
        She went to war against the Turks who had joined forces with Polish rebels against King Stanislas. Russia took
        control of the Eastern Mediterranean, defeating the Ottoman navy. For six months, they even occupied Beirut.
        Potemkin, as a cavalry general, performed heroically.
      


      
        Orlov was losing his appeal to Catherine. His intellect and manners weren’t up to hers. She sent him to
        negotiate with the Turks. When he botched the mission, Catherine pensioned him off and became involved with
        Vasilchikov, who ultimately did not satisfy her. (She nicknamed him “Ice Soup.”)
      


      
        In addition to the trouble she was having in extricating Russia from the war, Catherine had to find a way to
        deal with her son, Paul, who had turned eighteen and was a threat to her rule. The mother and son didn’t have a
        close relationship. His beliefs were in opposition to hers and he was critical of her. She found him to be
        narrow-minded and bad tempered.
      


      
        Catherine began an affair with Potemkin and later probably married him or went though some kind of blessing
        with him. He was as clever as she, one of the few men who could match her wits. Their relationship was
        passionate, tempestuous, and politically productive. During this time, Catherine had to stop two pretenders to
        the throne. Eventually Potemkin’s temper and ambition wore on Catherine; she and Potemkin came to an
        arrangement where he would still be her partner, but where they could both take other lovers.
      


      
        Catherine needed to solidify her successor. She focused on her grandson Alexander. She had lost any faith she
        might have had in her own son, Paul, but Alexander was capable and intelligent even as a child.
      


      
        Russia was expanding. Potemkin established the naval base of Sebastopol on the Crimean Peninsula. The Ottomans
        and the Swedes attacked Russia. And then the French revolution took place, spurring the Poles to rebel against
        Russia. Prussia joined forces with Poland. Catherine, with Potemkin, held her own and had military victories.
        The two began work on making peace with Warsaw, Berlin, and Constantinople.
      


      
        In 1791, Potemkin died, and Catherine fainted: Those around her feared she had suffered a stroke. Zubov,
        Catherine’s current lover, took his place, but was half the man Potemkin had been.
      


      
        Catherine’s grandson Alexander married the Baden princess Elizabeth in 1793. He was fifteen; she fourteen.
        Zubov fell in love with Elizabeth. In turn, Elizabeth fell for another young woman. Alexander and Elizabeth
        came to despise the court and its intrigues, and Alexander had no interest in the crown.
      


      
        In 1794, revolution broke out in Poland again, and Catherine ordered an invasion. The Persians invaded the
        Caucasus and committed multiple atrocities. Zubov pushed to liberate the Christians of the region.
      


      
        Catherine wanted to lock down her succession and told Alexander that she planned to disinherit his father and
        make Alexander her heir. Alexander wouldn’t give her a commitment.
      


      
        Need to Know: Catherine was an “enlightened despot,” who believed in
        justice and reason, although she was practical enough not to alienate the nobility by challenging their
        ownership of serfs. She needed to be in love all the time. Her most important relationship was with Potemkin
        and together they made many advancements for Russia. During her rein, Catherine took control of Ukraine,
        Crimea, and Poland.
      


      
        Scene 5: The Conspiracy
      


      
        In 1796, 68-year-old Catherine suffered a stroke and lapsed into a coma. Her son, Paul, raced to the scene.
        When he arrived, he ignored his dying mother and insisted that Zubov give him Catherine’s private papers. From
        these, he confirmed his father’s murder and word that Alexander wouldn’t allow Catherine to change the
        succession. The moment Catherine died, Paul strode into the death chamber and declared himself emperor. He had
        his mother buried next to his father and had his father’s killer banished.
      


      
        People laughed at the strange uniforms, hairstyles, and manners of Paul’s officers, but Paul immediately
        prohibited anything new and fashionable (and French). He made Catherine’s modern town look like it belonged in
        Germany 200 years before. He decreed that succession should always go to the first-born son. He reversed the
        ruling that nobles could not be punished with beating. Paul quoted Caligula’s dictum: “Let them hate me, so
        long as they fear me.” Yet when he was in the right mood, he could have a sense of humor, even about himself.
      


      
        He was nagged by both his wife and his mistress, who ganged up on him and tried to make him more moderate. He
        ousted his mistress and told his wife not to interfere in politics. Paul teamed with Austria and Britain to
        attack the French in Holland, Switzerland, and Italy. The plan was to invade France after that. France was
        everything Paul hated. But when Austria withdrew and Britain proved itself almost useless, Paul reversed his
        feelings about France. He developed what amounted to a politician’s crush on Napoleon, who was moving up fast.
        Soon, they were plotting international invasions together.
      


      
        Count Peter von der Pahlen, who several times had been given appointments by Paul only to have them snatched
        away, began to plot against the emperor. Gradually he convinced Alexander, who hated the way his father ruled,
        to take part. Paul discovered the plan and began planning a coup of his own. Before Paul took action, Pahlen’s
        squad of mostly drunken conspirators broke into the palace. There was a fight and Paul was strangled by three
        soldiers whom he had previously beaten. Alexander was distraught. He had been told that his father’s life would
        be spared. The empress was hysterical, claiming power for herself.
      


      
        Although guilt-ridden and horrified that his father had been murdered, Alexander took over. He dissolved the
        secret police and prohibited torture. He banished Pahlen and sent the men who killed his father out of
        Petersburg.
      


      
        Need to Know: When Paul named himself emperor, he destroyed the bond
        between the monarchy and the nobles that had been the mainstay of Russian power since the reign of Tsar Alexei.
        Paul’s severe rule made Alexander open to joining the conspiracy to overthrow his father, under the condition
        that his father wouldn’t be harmed. He was devastated when he learned his father had been killed.
      


      
        Scene 6: The Duel
      


      
        Alexander was charming and the populace was filled with renewed hope. He was superficially liberal, even
        contemplating freeing the serfs, but his father and grandmother’s examples had filled him with an inner
        autocracy. In his private life, he paid little attention to his wife, Elizabeth, indulging in a series of
        affairs. He fell in love with one of his mistresses, Naryshkina, and had several children with her.
      


      
        Initially, Alexander stayed neutral in foreign politics. But when Napoleon crowned himself emperor of France
        and king of Italy, Alexander went to war. The first battle against Napoleon was a massacre: 28,000 Russians
        were injured or killed. The conflict continued until Alexander realized he would have to sue for peace. The two
        leaders met and were impressed with one another to such an extent that one of Napoleon’s men wondered if
        Alexander’s sister Catherine (“Catiche”) would be open to marrying Napoleon. (Napoleon was considering
        divorcing Josephine because she had been unable to give him an heir.) A summit between the two men in
        Petersburg was enjoyable for both, but the friendship could not and did not last.
      


      
        When Emperor Francis of Austria went to war against Napoleon again, Alexander sent 70,000 troops, but ordered
        them not to actually assist the French. Napoleon was furious. Later that year, Napoleon insulted the Romanovs
        by backing out of an arrangement to marry Alexander’s sister Annette in exchange for an agreement that neither
        would allow Poland to be re-established. Alexander and Napoleon both prepared for war.
      


      
        In 1812, Napoleon invaded Russia. With the country in jeopardy, the serfs were agitated and the nobles were
        terrified. Alexander put Kutuzov in command of the military in Moscow. The battle for the city was the
        bloodiest until World War I, and essentially ended in a draw. Kutuzov realizing, probably rightly, that to save
        the army itself he would have to abandon Moscow. The city was evacuated. The ammunition that remained was blown
        up. Some of the buildings were set on fire. Napoleon moved into the Kremlin.
      


      
        The loss of Moscow devastated Alexander, but it also strengthened him. He had been introduced to mysticism and
        began to see the war as a way to achieve peace on earth through the formation of a Christian fraternity of
        kings. Napoleon stayed in the Kremlin for more than a month, expecting Alexander to offer to negotiate peace,
        but Alexander vowed that would never happen. When Kutuzov had a victory against the French at Tarutino, he
        realized the Russians were digging in for a long war. He abandoned the Kremlin, setting charges to blow it up,
        but they did not ignite. Kutuzov pursued, but too slowly.
      


      
        Napoleon escaped and Alexander went after him, crossing into Europe without Kutuzov and convincing Prussia to
        join forces with him. After a series of battles, Paris was surrendered in 1814 and Alexander rode in. Napoleon
        abdicated.
      


      
        Alexander’s victory left him the overwhelming feeling that he was God’s chosen one. Napoleon staged a comeback,
        but was defeated again, and Alexander introduced a treaty that laid out a “Holy Alliance,” where the monarchs
        would support the Christian values of peace and love. The treaty was signed by most of Europe, though some
        wondered if Alexander was completely sane.
      


      
        Alexander returned to the idea of abolishing serfdom, and did free the serfs in Livonia, but then abandoned the
        plan for reform. He came up with an idea to have soldiers and their families live in colonies where they could
        farm (saving a huge amount of money). Alexander didn’t stay to see the plan put into action, and the methods of
        the man he put in charge, Arakcheev, were cruel. Restless, Alexander travelled throughout his realm, ordering
        Moscow to be rebuilt. He soon had more problems at home, however, with the military colonies rebelling. His
        guards mutinied and secret societies formed to overthrow the tsar.
      


      
        In 1819 Catiche died of erysipelas, a bacterial skin infection. Alexander started to consider abdication and
        his heir. His brother Constantine was next in line, but he did not want the throne. Alexander declared his
        younger brother, Nicholas, successor. But he did not get the opportunity to abdicate. He died, probably of
        typhoid, at the age of forty-seven.
      


      
        Need to Know: Alexander had ideas for reform, but he wasn’t good at
        actually carrying them out. During the war against Napoleon, he became more entrenched in mysticism, although
        he allowed his underlings to be savage and ruthless in a way that went against the beliefs in peace and love he
        professed to hold. Alexander’s legacy can still be seen in Moscow, where he had the Bolshoi, Theater Square,
        the University, and Red Square built after the city burned.
      


      
        Act III: The Decline
      


      
        Scene 1: Jupiter
      


      
        After Alexander died, no one beyond some family members knew that Constantine had renounced the throne. When
        Constantine was informed that he was now emperor, he went mad, insisting Nicholas was the named heir. Nicholas,
        unfortunately, had not been told of this and swore allegiance to Constantine.
      


      
        When Nicholas found out there was an unpublished manifesto naming him heir, he was unwilling to take the throne
        until his brother renounced it. Constantine wouldn’t renounce it because he insisted it wasn’t his to step away
        from. The unresolved situation caused unrest among the people. When Nicholas learned a coup was brewing to put
        Constantine in power, he had to act, and he signed an ascension manifesto that made him emperor.
      


      
        Nicholas took command against a mutinous Moscow Regiment. The rebels were crushed. The new emperor was a
        natural autocrat, possessing both ability and ambition, along with a strong sense of duty. Nicholas established
        a new secret police force to keep control. He went to war against the Ottoman Empire, finally overcoming the
        sultan.
      


      
        Then, a Polish rebellion broke out—Constantine, the commander of the Polish army was the target. Constantine
        lost Warsaw, and succumbed to cholera. Cholera was spreading through the army too, but Nicholas was still able
        to put down the rebellion, earning Poland’s hatred by abolishing the constitution and the kingdom.
      


      
        Nicholas saw himself as the personification of Russia and worked tirelessly, with his beloved empress Alexandra
        “Mouffy” Fyodorovna by his side. While he loved her, her sexual appetite was strong and he had numerous
        discrete mistresses. He raised his son Alexander to be tsar, with a mix of military training and lessons from
        tutors.
      


      
        Alexander was growing into a young man with the Romanovs’ sexual appetites, but without his father’s icy
        control. He had numerous liaisons when traveling, and in London was drawn to the twenty-year-old Queen
        Victoria. Nicholas vetoed a marriage between them. In the end, Alexander married Hessian princess Marie.
      


      
        Nicholas faced constant trouble in the Caucasus. The British, worried that Nicholas wanted to take over the
        Ottoman Empire, which would put British India in jeopardy, supported Islamic troops. Nicholas travelled to
        London to consult with Victoria and Albert, who were troubled by his dogmatism. Moreover, new socialist notions
        were just starting to appeal to some in Russia.
      


      
        Nicholas believed in abolishing serfdom, but thought it might be too dangerous. He tightened restrictions on
        the Jews to press them to change their religion to Russian Orthodox. The British were repulsed by his
        anti-Semitism. Nicholas was appalled and unnerved by the revolt spreading throughout Europe, starting in Paris
        but also affecting Austria.
      


      
        Nicholas was powerful, but hated by enemies and allies alike. Russia was top heavy with bureaucracy, and the
        army was antiquated. The secret police were suffocating, targeting the arts, including banning Shakespeare’s
        play Richard III and interrogating the young writer Fyodor Dostoevsky.
      


      
        Nicholas was becoming increasingly messianic, seeing himself as an Orthodox crusader who would resolve the
        current unrest in Jerusalem. He invaded Moldavia and Wallachia. He planned to lead an Orthodox campaign against
        the sultan in the Balkans. The sultan declared war on Russia and was later joined by Britain and France.
        Austria refused to come to Russia’s aid, and Nicholas prepared to go to battle against them. The subsequent
        Crimean war had many battlefronts.
      


      
        The Russian army was large, but stretched thin. By 1855, the tsar was in a terrible state, emotionally and
        physically. He contracted pneumonia, and on his deathbed, he told Alexander to “serve Russia,” then clenched
        his fist and added, “hold everything like this.”
      


      
        Need to Know: Nicholas saw the world as a military hierarchy. This view
        encompassed his family. He had his children call him father-commander, and gave Alexander a military education
        from a young age. He saw the Crimean War as a sacred mission, and his confidence didn’t allow him to see that
        his military had become antiquated. On his deathbed, knowing the war could not be won, he told Alexander to ask
        his army to forgive him for his lack of knowledge.
      


      
        Scene 2: Liberator
      


      
        Alexander inherited a terrible situation in Crimea, and it only got worsen. In 1856, Russia was forced to sign
        a peace treaty with Napoleon III and his allies, losing its power base on the Black Sea and the right to have a
        navy there, leaving Russia open to the British.
      


      
        Smiling and amiable, Alexander charmed everyone at home and abroad. He relaxed censorship and court rules, and
        toured the nation. He was assisted in his reforms by his aunt Elena and brother Konstantin (“Kostia”).
        Alexander announced to the nobles that the abolition of serfdom was certain. He warned them that it would be
        better for the change to come from them than the peasants.
      


      
        After some reversals, legislation was passed that freed twenty-two million serfs, causing a rift between
        Alexander and the nobility. Alexander continued with his reforms. He put into place an independent judiciary
        and an assembly that included people of all classes who were to be partly elected. He lightened the oppression
        of the Jews. It was the first of great reform; yet Alexander was still aiming to fortify autocracy, not replace
        it.
      


      
        He refused to allow Russia to have a constitution. The older generation tended to think Alexander’s changes had
        gone too far, with the younger believing they hadn’t gone far enough. A revolution broke out in Poland. In
        Russia, students rebelled. Russian radicals were arrested. Polish revolutionaries were killed or sent to
        Siberia.
      


      
        Happily married, though with the usual coterie of mistresses, Alexander delighted in his heir, Nikolai,
        nicknamed Nixa, and paid careful attention to his education. On tour in 1864, Nixa fell in love with Princess
        Dagmar (“Minny”) of Denmark and they became engaged. But this happiness was short-lived. Diagnosed with
        meningitis, Nixa died.
      


      
        The heir was now his brother Sasha, whom the family regarded as a bit of an oaf. Though already in love with
        someone else, Alexander ordered him to marry Minny. Sasha renounced the throne. At the same time, socialists
        were planning to assassinate Alexander. Their attempt failed, but Alexander removed several liberal officials,
        whom he held responsible for creating the atmosphere that led to the attempt. He also put Shuvalov, a brutal
        man, in charge of the secret police. Sasha bent to Alexander’s will and married Minny. They came to love each
        other, and had a son who became Tsar Nicholas II.
      


      
        Alexander took a bright, much younger mistress, Katya. He spent as much time as possible with her, neglecting
        the empress. They ultimately had a son and two daughters together. Twice while with her, there was an
        assassination attempt on Alexander.
      


      
        Alexander backed Prussia in the Franco-Prussian War. The war resulted in a German empire with Wilhelm as
        kaiser. It directly bordered Russia. Bismarck, the German chancellor, arranged for Russia to once again have
        fortifications on the Black Sea. Prussia’s defeat of France made Alexander realize that his own army had to be
        modernized.
      


      
        In 1874, students organized to lead the peasants in a revolution, though the peasants didn’t know quite what to
        make of them. The secret police dealt with the students cruelly. This treatment, combined with their inability
        to spur the peasants to rebel turned some of the students into terrorists.
      


      
        Meanwhile, the Ottomans were once more on the rise. Treaties and a degree of military action kept Russia out of
        a possible massive European conflict, but it all took its toll on Alexander, who was also the target—along with
        senior officials—of several assassination attempts.
      


      
        A plot was hatched to blow up the tsar and his household, and three hundred pounds of nitroglycerin were slowly
        moved into the castle. The plan was for the explosion to occur while the family gathered at the dinner table,
        but one of the dinner guests was delayed. None of the family was in the room when it blew. Alexander had moved
        Katya and the children into the palace—far away from the empress. They were also unharmed. Twelve guards were
        killed and more were injured.
      


      
        Alexander, in an inspired stroke, appointed Count Mikhail Loris-Melikov as wartime dictator. An Armenian
        commander nicknamed Fox-Tail Wolf-Fang by his men, he was adept in dealing with terrorists. Loris planned to
        crush the terrorists, but he and Alexander also drew up a series of proposed social and political reforms to
        address the root of the terrorism. In 1880, Empress Marie died. Briefly after, the tsar married his beloved
        Katya to the fury of his and Marie’s children and the displeasure of the public.
      


      
        In 1881, Alexander was the object of two assassination attempts—both were bombings and the second succeeded.
        The seriously wounded Alexander was carried by sleigh to the Winter Palace where he died. Suddenly, Sasha
        became Alexander III.
      


      
        Need to Know: Alexander moved ahead with the reforms his father had thought
        about, but never implemented. The reforms didn’t go far enough for some and came too slowly thought others.
        This gave rise to revolts and terrorism.
      


      
        Scene 3: Colossus
      


      
        Alexander III, (“Sasha”) was nicknamed “the Colossus” because he resembled “a big Russian peasant,” and because
        he was enormously strong. Unusual for a Romanov, he was happily married, faithful—although he once became
        infatuated with an actress—and devoted to his children.
      


      
        Rumors broke out that Jews were responsible for the terrorist attacks on Alexander II. (In fact, very few of
        the terrorists were Jewish.) In response, and because Jewish merchants were blamed for the bad economy, pogroms
        broke out. Although Sasha had a gut-level hatred of the Jews and believed they were responsible for what was
        happening to them, he sent troops to restore order.
      


      
        Alexander appointed Dmitri Tolstoy as interior ministry, and Tolstoy quickly reversed many of Alexander II’s
        liberal reforms aimed at the systems of government and justice. To deal with terrorism, Tolstoy formed a new
        secret police and created an organization to infiltrate terrorist groups.
      


      
        The new tsar had no patience for government bureaucracy, and didn’t respect his ministers, often shouting at
        them. Still, his ministers came to respect his good instincts and his savvy, direct way of speaking. A railway
        engineer, Segei Witte, impressed Sasha, who ultimately made him finance minister. Witte was as blunt as the
        tsar, which didn’t go unnoticed.
      


      
        Witte thought industrialization (paid for by borrowing from other countries) would allow Russia to reach the
        levels of the European forces. Witte’s pet project was the Trans-Siberian Railway. It had been ordered by
        Alexander II, but Witte made the railroad happen. Under Witte’s tenacity, Russia saw pig iron, steal and coal
        production triple, and the country rapidly climbed up to being a top industrial power. And with grain from the
        Ukraine, they became a top agricultural force as well.
      


      
        With the eager assistance from his younger brother Sergei, whom Sasha made governor-general of Moscow, he
        focused on increasing Russian nationalism. He insisted that schools in Poland, Armenia, and Georgia teach
        Russian. He had the Jews removed from Moscow, and had Jews in certain occupations, such as artisans and
        brewers, deported.
      


      
        Fearing that Russia would become isolated—realizing that Germany was slowly turning away from Russia—Alexander
        ordered his ministers to lay the groundwork for an eventual alliance with France. They hated the idea of
        joining with a country of revolutionaries, but the tsar insisted. He was proven right. When Germany and Britain
        threatened both Russia and France, the alliance was vital.
      


      
        Sasha’s son Nicky was his heir. A diminutive and rather fragile boy, his horizons were also somewhat limited.
        Many found him strangely unemotional. Security concerns had given him a sheltered and happy childhood, but had
        left him naïve. To toughen him up, Alexander had Nicky join the guardsmen, which he enjoyed. When he was
        twenty-one, Nicky fell in love with Queen Victoria’s grand-daughter, Princess Alix of Hesse, who—though
        possessed of an iron will—was physically and emotionally frail.
      


      
        He also fell for a ballerina rather closer to home, but their affair didn’t make him forget Alix. Although
        Nicky’s parents and the queen initially felt the match wasn’t a good one for either, they later began to
        promote it. The big hurdle was that Alix was unwilling to change her religion from Lutheran to Orthodox. After
        many refusals, she finally agreed and Nicky and Alix became engaged.
      


      
        Alexander became ill. He was diagnosed with nephritis. He died, and Nicky succeeded the Colossus to the throne
        of Russia. The British prince of Wales arrived and took over the funeral arrangements, Nicky unable to make the
        necessary decisions.
      


      
        Need to Know: Alexander II had paid careful attention to the education of
        his son Nixa, whom he assumed would be his heir. Although Sasha lacked this preparation for becoming tsar and
        found bureaucracy maddening, he was decisive enough to greatly modernize Russia. He didn’t approve of the
        liberal advances his father had made, and Sasha reversed many of them during his reign. He believed Russian
        nationalism was essential and promoted it by requiring everyone to learn Russian and by persecuting the Jews.
      


      
        Scene 4: Master of the Land
      


      
        Nicky worked as hard as he could, unwilling to delegate the smallest task. He was beset by foreign
        entanglements and family arguments—one had started because his mother refused to hand over her jewelry to
        Alexandra (the name Alix took when she converted to the Orthodox faith). Nicholas and Alexandra’s coronation
        was marked by tragedy: More than three thousand peasants were trampled to death in the meadow outside the
        palace.
      


      
        Nicky’s uncle Sergei urged him to keep the news of the deaths quiet and go ahead with the lavish ceremony and
        ball, while others advised him to cancel. His cousin Bimbo went as far as reminding Nicky of the fate of Louis
        XVI and Marie Antoinette. Though shaken and saddened, Nicky and Alexandra were convinced to go ahead with the
        original plan, including the ball.
      


      
        After the coronation, the emperor and empress left to visit other countries. Nicky thought foreign policy was
        up to him, although he realized he was out of his depth. In Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm tried to encourage Nicky to
        disentangle Russia from France. In England, they visited Alexandra’s grandmother, Queen Victoria, who admired
        the new baby. No one acknowledged that Russia and Britain were rivals. Nicky almost went to war with the
        Ottoman Empire after an Armenian massacre, but changed his mind when his uncle Vladimir advised him that it
        could lead to war in Europe.
      


      
        In 1897, Alexandra gave birth to a second daughter, Titania. She realized failing to produce an heir would make
        her even less popular in Petersburg, but it didn’t seem to bother her. Victoria wrote Alexandra that she’d had
        to work every day to retain the love of her subjects. Alexandra was dismissive of the advice when she wrote
        back, claiming the Russians revered their rulers. This was a fatal error.
      


      
        Nicky, always mystical, was fascinated with the East, and he imagined extending his empire into the Orient. His
        opportunity came with the Boxer Rebellion in China. When the Boxers attacked Russian headquarters in Harbin,
        Nicky retaliated by sending 170,000 troops into Manchuria, and was able to seize it. Then he turned his sights
        on Korea.
      


      
        Nicky’s spirituality made him eager to accept an invitation to meet Philippe, a French healer. The bidding came
        from two Montenegrin princesses who had married into the Romanovs. Nicky and Alexandra were fascinated by him,
        and eventually Nicky made the man a court doctor and leaned on him as advisor. When Philippe left, he said
        another man like him would come to them.
      


      
        Terrorism and unrest were still fomenting in Russia, in part due to a recession that followed the boom during
        Alexander II’s reign. Nicky continued his father’s drive for Russian nationalism, alienating the non-Russian
        citizens, who made up more than half the population. New socialist ideas and the writings of people like Karl
        Marx were starting to become widespread. Young men who would become widely known—Lenin, Stalin—were looking at
        these new ideas, convinced that the old order must succumb to different political forces. Nicky’s new interior
        minister, Vyacheslav Plehve, responded to this by strengthening the Okhrana, the internal security force.
      


      
        Nicky had been negotiating with Japan, which proposed a Russian Manchuria and a Japanese Korea. Nicky refused
        multiple times, and Japan went to war against Russia.
      


      
        In 1904, Nicky and Alexandra finally had a son, Alexei, but the baby exhibited worrying bleeding. He had
        hemophilia, the disease passed on to the royal families of Europe through the line of Queen Victoria. Nicky and
        Alexandra decided to keep Alexei’s disease a secret. By the end of that year, Russia was badly beaten by Japan.
      


      
        On January 9, 1905, a day that became known as “Bloody Sunday,” the head of a workers’ union led thousands in a
        march to the palace. They had a list of demands that included better working conditions. When they were ordered
        to stop, they kept going. Troops opened fire and the cavalry charged the ground. The number of casualties was
        staggering.
      


      
        A month later, Nicky’s uncle Sergei was killed by a terrorist bombing. A thousand officials were killed in a
        year. Nicky vacillated between trying to quell the rebels and offering them concessions. He didn’t seem aware
        that a revolution had begun.
      


      
        Later in 1905, Nicky signed a treaty with Kaiser Wilhelm, making Russia and Germany allies. If this had stood,
        it could possibly have averted World War I, but Nicky’s ministers negated this largely private arrangement.
        Meanwhile, US president Teddy Roosevelt negotiated peace between Russia and Japan. Riots continued in Russia,
        and there were revolutions in parts of the Baltics and Caucasus. Nicky had no choice but to agree that Russia
        would have a constitution.
      


      
        But less than two months later, when Lenin launched a Moscow insurgency, Nicky was eager to approve wide scale
        repression. Three thousand workers perished. Ultimately, there were a massive number of arrests and deaths:
        Fifteen thousand people were killed and forty five thousand deported.
      


      
        Pogroms against the Jews, whom Nicholas believed were greatly responsible for the revolution, spread across the
        country. Yet Nicky appointed a man who was much more tolerant of Jews, Peter Stolypin, as his new interior
        minister and later his prime minister.
      


      
        Nicholas and Alexandra were getting to know a man who would be increasingly influential: Grigory Rasputin. They
        believed this charismatic, sexually charged religious wanderer was the man the mystic Philippe had prophesized
        would come to them. The Romanovs saw Rasputin as earthy, a true Russian peasant. He flattered Alexandra and
        Nicholas, who didn’t trust the sophisticates of the court. And he was the only one who seemed able to do
        anything about Alexei’s hemophilia. Rasputin understood power and human nature on a visceral level, and this
        made him an expert manipulator.
      


      
        In 1908, the stage was being set for the emergence of World War I. Russia and Austria were attempting to
        negotiate a deal that would give each control over part of the Balkans. Nicholas agreed to Austria taking over
        Bosnia as part of the agreement. Then Austria simply announced it was annexing Bosnia—with none of the
        concessions that were supposed to be part of the deal. Serbia objected. Russians felt they should back the
        Serbs and wanted to go to war with Austria.
      


      
        Germany announced it would back Austria if Russia didn’t go along with the annexation. Nicky acquiesced, but
        felt betrayed by Germany.
      


      
        Stolypin was furious that Russia had risked war. He and Nicholas had many political differences. Stolypin
        challenged Rasputin’s strange power over Nicholas and Alexandra, trying to ban him from the court to no avail,
        and was soon assassinated—the result of a plot within the police force. Stolypin’s attempts to modernize
        Russia, while at the same time providing support for the autocracy, had been doomed to failure.
      


      
        As was his attempt to warn Nicholas and Alexandra that Rasputin was dangerous. Alexei suffered an injury and
        became fatally ill, but after the prayers of Rasputin, the frail, hemophiliac boy recovered. It seemed
        miraculous.
      


      
        In 1911, Italy invaded Libya. It was the “starter pistol” beginning the long chain of conflicts that would
        plunge Europe into a full-scale war.
      


      
        Russia celebrated the Romanov tercentenary in 1913. Nicholas and Alexandra walked through the streets to the
        Kazan Cathedral. Alexandra thought the huge crowds at the jubilee showed that the people loved her and
        Nicholas. Lenin began to fear there would be no revolution in his lifetime.
      


      
        Need to Know: Nicholas believed God had entrusted the people to him, and
        that it would be going against God to allow a representative form of government. The rebellion of the people
        forced him to allow a constitution and an elected legislature, but he continued to resist reform and dealt with
        rebels harshly.
      


      
        Scene 5: Catastrophe
      


      
        Conflict over the control of the Balkans continued. Tensions increased as alliances formed. The strong progress
        of Russia’s rearmament was noted by Germany and Austria, worrying them. Nicholas wanted to reduce the influence
        of the Duma, the elected legislative body, although his ministers thought it was a bad idea. At home, Nicky and
        Alexandra began thinking about marriage for their older daughters. Alexei chaffed at the restrictions put on
        him by his hemophilia.
      


      
        Then, in June of 1914, a Serbian nationalist assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in Sarajevo.
        Germany agreed to back Austria in an attack against Serbia. Neither country knew France had pledged to support
        Russia if Austria invaded Serbia or that Britain had promised to back France. Although Alexandra conferred with
        Rasputin, who was in Siberia, the tales of the influence the two had over Nicholas’s response to the situation
        in Serbia are untrue.
      


      
        Nicholas tried to find a way to stop a war, but it was impossible. He mobilized his troops, with his cousin
        Nikolasha as commander-in-chief. Although the cavalryman had no experience with command, the Russian army had
        many victories in the first months of the war. Alexandra, abetted by Rasputin, felt that the popular Nikolasha
        was overshadowing her husband. She began trying to influence politics, angering Nikolasha.
      


      
        Briefly, it seemed that Russia had conquered Austria. Then the German’s took the country and moved on to
        Poland. Russia lost three hundred thousand men in a month. Alexandra insisted that Nikolasha was to blame for
        refusing to take council from Rasputin. She constantly urged Nicholas to be stronger and act like an emperor.
        When Warsaw fell, Nicholas decided to take command himself, although his ministers were adamantly against it,
        knowing he was badly prepared. Alexandra told Nicholas that he could count on her to take command of the
        country (with Rasputin at her side) while he was away.
      


      
        Alexandra and Rasputin began to replace the ministers. A plot to kill Rasputin was planned, but it failed. Two
        years into the conflict, Russia almost managed to take Austria out of the war and was having success against
        the Turks. But at home, there were food shortages, inflation was out of control, and morale was horrible.
        Rasputin gave Alexandra some reasonable suggestions for dealing with the situation. She passed them to
        Nicholas, but he focused on inconsequential matters, like flowers in the garden.
      


      
        Nicholas’s mother wanted Rasputin out. She warned Nicholas that Alexandra was crazy. When Rasputin suggested a
        man named Alexander Protopopov as interior minister, Alexandra passed the suggestion on to her husband.
        Nicholas hesitated, concerned about all the changes in the ministry, but agreed.
      


      
        Protopopov was probably syphilitic and addicted to cocaine, and not entirely sane. He claimed he ruled with the
        help of Jesus. The people began to suspect Alexandra of German sympathies, as she had been born in Hesse.
      


      
        Need to Know: Nicholas had to go to war, even though he hated the deaths he
        knew it would bring. If Russia hadn’t backed the fellow Slavs in Serbia, it would have indicated to the world
        that Russia was no longer a great power. And to Nicholas, that would have meant the Romanovs were no longer a
        great power.
      


      
        Scene 6: Emperor Michael II
      


      
        The government Alexandra and Rasputin had created by replacing many ministers was widely hated. Prince Felix
        Yusupov, the husband of Nicholas’s niece, formed a group of conspirators to kill Rasputin. The conspirators
        included another Romanov, Dmitri Pavlovich, Nicholas’s first cousin. They believed they would be saving the
        monarchy by killing Rasputin. Yusupov also consulted with Britain. Rasputin’s death would be desirable to them
        because they needed Russia to stay in the war, something Rasputin was advising against.
      


      
        On the night the murder was to take place, Yusupov served Rasputin cake and wine doctored with cyanide. After
        two hours, Rasputin seemed fine. Yusupov talked to the other conspirators, and returned with a gun. He shot
        Rasputin. The bullet went through his stomach and liver and out his back, but Yusupov believed it had gone
        through Rasputin’s heart. Yusupov was terrified when Rasputin rose from the floor and attacked him.
      


      
        Rasputin vowed he would tell Alexandra what happened. Another conspirator shot him, this time the bullet going
        through his right kidney. Rasputin didn’t die until he was shot again, this time in the forehead. Yusupov,
        overwrought, used a dumbbell to attack Rasputin’s body. The conspirators then threw the body into the frozen
        Neva River.
      


      
        The secret police intercepted a note that implicated Yusupov in the murder. Alexandra was devastated. Nicholas
        banished Yusupov and Dmitri. Nicholas’s mother, the dowager empress, and several other members of the family
        thought Alexandra needed to be removed from power.
      


      
        Nicholas could have used Rasputin’s death to make changes. He could have taken Alexandra out of politics and
        selected a prime minister the people could get behind. He didn’t. Strikes and riots plagued Petrograd (formerly
        Petersburg). New conspiracies formed with the goal of putting Nicholas’s brother Misha in place as regent.
        There were shootings in the street. The city was out of control.
      


      
        General Ruzsky tried to explain to Nicholas that his only option was constitutional rule with the monarch
        staying on the throne. It wasn’t something Nicholas could accept, but the choice was no longer his. Nicholas
        was forced to abdicate the throne in favor of Alexei, with Misha as regent. He quickly reconsidered, accepting
        that Alexei’s hemophilia was fatal. Misha became emperor (Michael II). It was, remarked Lenin, “incredibly
        unexpected.”
      


      
        Alexandra wept, but believed Nicholas must have had reasons. Most of the ministers tried to convince Misha to
        abdicate, although the foreign minister believed the monarchy was still necessary. The ministers admitted that
        if Misha remained emperor, his life would be in danger. After one day as emperor, Misha abdicated, bringing an
        end the Romanovs’ 304-year reign.
      


      
        Need to Know: Nicholas was raised with the idea that he was chosen by God
        as emperor. It was almost inconceivable to him that there could be a government that wasn’t autocratic.
      


      
        Scene 7: Afterlife
      


      
        The fall of the Romanovs was shattering for the family. George V, who was Nicholas’s first cousin, felt that
        they should be offered asylum in Britain, but he changed his mind. The working class in Britain was hostile to
        the proposal.
      


      
        Kerensky now ruled the country. The royal family went into exile in Tobolsk, in Siberia. On October 25, 1917,
        the Bolsheviks seized power. Lenin tried to withdraw from the war, although Germany continued to attack. In
        1918, the friendly guards the Romanovs had become accustomed to were replaced with a group that appeared
        menacing.
      


      
        Lenin and Trotsky signed a peace treaty with Germany that included Ukraine and the Baltics being under
        Germany’s control. Lenin wanted Nicholas back in Moscow so he could have a public trial. Alexandra decided she
        had to go with him, and it was decided their daughter Maria would go too. Olga, Tatiana, and Anastasia remained
        in Tobolsk to take care of Alexei who was suffering after severe hemorrhaging.
      


      
        Instead of being taken to Moscow, Nicholas, Alexandra, and Maria were brought to Ekaterinburg in the Urals, a
        Bolshevik stronghold. They were met by a lynch mob, but were able to be safely moved to what was called the
        House of Special Purpose. A high fence had been built around it.
      


      
        When Olga, Tatiana, and Anastasia were told they were being moved to Ekaterinburg, they prepared for the
        journey by sewing jewels into their clothes. The family was reunited, but under tight control and restriction,
        although the guards, many of whom were only teenagers, made friends with the girls. Some snuck in extra food
        for Nicholas. The family began to relax.
      


      
        Meanwhile the new regime was rounding up stray Romanovs. Misha was the first to be killed. New guards were put
        in place in Ekaterinburg. Lenin was worried about how other countries would react if he killed the Romanov
        children, and he still wanted a trial, but he didn’t want the family to become “banners” for unrest or fall
        into enemy hands. They had to be killed.
      


      
        The assassination squad assigned victims to each killer. Then they asked the family to dress, telling them it
        was necessary to move them to a safer place. They were taken to the cellar and told that they’d been sentenced
        to death. Nicholas was shot, while still protesting that he didn’t understand. A nightmare scene of chaos and
        murder followed.
      


      
        Alexei didn’t die after he was shot. He was protected by the jewels sew into his clothes. He was stabbed
        several times with a bayonet before a shot in the head finally killed him. Two of the girls, who were thought
        already dead, began to cry as they were carried outside. They’d also been protected by the jewels. The bodies
        were stripped of the jewels and thrown down a mineshaft, but the mineshaft wasn’t deep enough. Some of the
        bodies were then burned, acid used on others, so no one would know what had happened.
      


      
        Elsewhere, other family members were killed. The rule of the Romanovs was truly at its end. But some did
        survive, including the dowager Empress Minny, who was rescued and went into exile in the West.
      


      
        Many years later, when Boris Yeltsin came to power, an official funeral was held, attended by many royals.
        Nicholas and others were canonized.
      


      
        Need to Know: Nicholas, Alexandra, and their children were massacred by the
        Bolsheviks. On the eightieth anniversary of their deaths, a funeral was held and most of their bodies were put
        in the Romanov tomb. The bones that were believed to belong to Maria and Alexei were stored for eight years,
        because there was some doubt as to whom the remains actually belonged. A DNA analysis was performed so the
        Romanovs could finally be reunited in the tomb.
      


      
        Epilogue: Red Tsars/White Tsars
      


      
        The Romanovs might be gone, but Lenin regained most of land conquered during their rule. Stalin believed the
        Russian people needed a tsar. He studied the Romanovs, especially Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great, to
        create an image for himself that he thought would satisfy this desire.
      


      
        Need to Know: When the USSR was dismantled in 1991, the Romanov Empire was
        truly destroyed. The Soviet Union lost control over the fifteen-republic federation who demanded independence
        and Boris Yeltsin stepped into power, creating the first Russian democracy.
      

    


    
      
        Direct Quotes and Analysis
      


      
        “The Romanovs inhabit a world of family rivalry, imperial ambition, lurid glamour, sexual
        excess and depraved sadism; this is a world where obscure strangers suddenly claim to be dead monarchs reborn,
        brides are poisoned, fathers torture their sons to death, sons kill fathers, wives murder husbands, a holy man,
        poisoned and shot, arises, apparently, from the dead, barbers and peasants ascend to supremacy, giants and
        freaks are collected, dwarfs are tossed, beheaded heads kissed, tongues torn out, flesh knouted off bodies,
        rectums impaled, children slaughtered; here are fashion-mad nymphomaniacal empresses, lesbian ménages
        à trois, and an emperor who wrote the most erotic
        correspondence ever written by a head of state. Yet this is also the empire built by flinty conquistadors and
        brilliant statesmen that conquered Siberia and Ukraine, took Berlin and Paris, and produced Pushkin, Tolstoy,
        Tchaikovsky, and Dostoevsky; a civilization of towering culture and exquisite beauty.”
      


      
        The long rule of the Romanovs was notable for its remarkable abuse of power, featuring displays of decadence
        that have rarely been rivaled. The majority of the family had high sex drives and excessive appetites for power
        by any means necessary. This sets the stage for the story of the twenty tsars and tsarinas, with all the drama,
        violence, intrigue, deception, crime, and punishment that characterize the dynastic rule of one family over
        more than three hundred years.
      


      
        However, in spite of their appalling excesses, the family managed to keep control of the huge territory of
        Russia and establish it as an international superpower, a status it retains today.
      


      
        “Blood-spattered, gold-plated, diamond-studded, swash-buckled, bodice-ripping and
        star-crossed, the rise and fall of the Romanovs remains as fascinating as it is relevant, as human as it is
        strategic, a chronicle of fathers and sons, megalomaniacs, monsters and saints.”
      


      
        The Romanovs are one of the most sensational ruling clans in history, known as much for their astonishing
        decadence as for the wars and revolutions of their reign. Simon Sebag Montefiore points out that their long
        reign is truly a family saga, a story of the dynastic rule of sons who oppose fathers and vice versa, although
        the women in the clan also had prominent roles. So many facets of human nature can be seen through the actions
        and lives of this bloodline.
      


      
        “He might seem like a terrifying circus master presiding over a seventeenth-century
        version of a decadent rock band on tour, yet there was no division between business and bacchanalia.”
      


      
        Of the Romanovs, Peter the Great—in particular—presided over a lavish and violent court. But although he
        surrounded himself with debauchery and ruled like a dictator, Peter balanced his indulgent proclivities with
        intellectual interests, such as the pursuit of emergent technology, which helped to modernize Russia. He was
        intrigued by how other rulers managed their countries, travelling abroad to learn how monarchs behaved. Stalin
        regarded him as perhaps Russia’s greatest ruler and based his own regime, in part, on Peter’s example.
      


      
        “He knew that ‘they call me a savage ruler and tyrant,’ but he did not apologize for it.
        ‘Who says this? People who don’t know … that many of my subjects placed most foul hindrances to carrying out my
        best plans for the benefit of the fatherland and therefore it was essential to treat them with great
        severity.”
      


      
        Peter was typical of Russian rulers, not just the Romanovs, but those such as Stalin and now Vladimir Putin. He
        relied on autocracy and a relatively small band of noble or highly placed supporters. The people’s rebellion
        against this autocracy was seen as the population acting against their own best interests, something that must
        be quelled for the good of all within the nation. This, too, is an attitude still seen to a degree in Russian
        politics today.
      


      
        “He carefully crafted his own image to create a new template of tsar, fatherly and
        mysterious, industrial and urban, the leader of an internationalist mission yet the monarch of the
        Russians.”
      


      
        Joseph Stalin used some of the Romanov rulers, including Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great, as the
        justification for his own dictatorial style of leadership over Russia. He took the historic image of the tsar,
        which he believed the Russian people were accustomed to, and used it to retain a stranglehold on the country
        and expand the Soviet empire into a global twentieth-century power.
      

    


    
      
        Trivia
      


      
        	Peter the Great, proud of his own
        education, took the opportunity of the 1719 beheading of his mistress Mary Hamilton—she had been found guilty
        of abortion and infanticide, as well as stealing the empress’s jewelry—to show the crowd where her vertebrae,
        windpipe, and carotid arteries were.


        	Empress Anna cruelly obliged some of her noblemen
        to sit in giant nests while covered in feathers. She treated them like entertainers or court jesters.


        	A malicious rumor claimed Catherine the Great
        died after copulating with a horse. This is completely untrue. She died of a stroke.


        	Rasputin is said to have predicted his own death,
        and the murder of the royal family.


        	Tsar Nicholas’s daughters were known in the
        family by the acronym OTMA: Olga, Tatiana, Maria, Anastasia.


        	Under the reign of Tsar Nicholas I, celebrated
        writer Fyodor Dostoevsky was jailed and sentenced to death in 1849, along with fifty others; they were accused
        of antigovernment activities, but spared at the very last minute by Nicholas himself.


        	Empress Anna’s husband died on the way home from
        their wedding, possibly from alcohol poisoning.


        	The Russian Orthodox Church canonized the last
        ruling Romanovs as “passion bearers” in 2000.


        	A DNA sample from Prince Philip the Duke of
        Edinburgh—a known descendant of the Romanov family—was used to determine whether or not discovered human
        remains belonged to the Romanov bloodline.


        	In 2017, Vladimir Putin offered a personal
        statement on the passing of Dimitri Romanov: “Throughout his life, the chairman of the Romanov Family
        Association kept the indissoluble spiritual connection with the motherland and made a great contribution to the
        dissemination of knowledge about the history and culture of our country abroad and about the heritage and
        traditions of the Russian Imperial House.”

      

    


    
      
        What’s That Word?
      


      
        Boyar: The top echelon of Russian nobility, just below the title of prince.
      


      
        Brideshow: A medieval custom where virgin girls of noble families were
        selected as candidates for marriage to the tsar.
      


      
        Cossack: An East Slavic–speaking group of Russian and Ukrainian origin;
        often seen as allies to the Russian tsars.
      


      
        Hemophilia: A hereditary disease—often found in royal families prone to
        incest—characterized by the inability of blood to clot normally, making even small wounds very dangerous.
      


      
        Hetman: A military title, specifically for a commander of Polish or Cossack
        forces.
      


      
        Knout: A whip used in torture.
      


      
        Ottoman Empire: The Turkish Empire, dating from 1299–1923; its much-coveted
        capital was Constantinople.
      


      
        Privy Council: A body that advises heads of state.
      


      
        Serf: A feudal peasant working under a lord or landowner; a serf generally
        pays taxes and may own a parcel of land.
      


      
        Sultan: The ruler of the Ottoman Empire; a Turkish sovereign.
      


      
        Tsar: A monarch who rules over Russia.
      


      
        Tsarevich: The son of a tsar.
      


      
        Tsarevna: The daughter of a tsar.
      

    


    
      
        Critical Response
      


      
        “Montefiore has an eye for the telling detail which lifts an unfamiliar narrative. His mammoth history of
        Russia’s royal dynasty features many such vivid, amusing and surprising particulars. Indeed it is startlingly
        lubricious and gory. … Gore and sex aside, the author’s pen produces reams of fluent, sometimes sparkling
        prose. Many of his reflections on the Romanov era apply well to Vladimir Putin’s domains now.” —The Economist
      


      
        “A story of conspiracy, drunken coups, assassination, torture, impaling, breaking on the wheel, lethal
        floggings with the knout, sexual and alcoholic excess, charlatans and pretenders, flamboyant wealth based on a
        grinding serfdom, and, not surprisingly, a vicious cycle of repression and revolt. Game of
        Thrones seems like the proverbial vicar’s tea party in comparison. … Reading Montefiore’s excellent
        account, it is hard to imagine how the monarchy could ever have survived under their catastrophic leadership.”
        —Financial Times
      


      
        “The Romanovs covers it all, from war and diplomacy to institution building and
        court intrigue, but it is chiefly an intimate portrait that brings to life the twenty sovereigns of Russia in
        vivid fashion.” —Literary Review
      


      
        “Simon Sebag Montefiore, the eminent biographer of Joseph Stalin and Grigory Potemkin, covers the entire
        dynasty, from its rise to its apogee to its fall—an enterprise that has been accomplished only twice before,
        for reasons that become apparent just pages into the volume: It takes true historical daring to tackle such an
        immense subject.” —The New York Times
      


      
        “Simon Sebag Montefiore’s journey through 300 years of the Romanov dynasty is a study of brutality, sex and
        power. So very Russian, you might think, and that is certainly the conclusion the author wishes the reader to
        reach. The propensity to state-sponsored violence remains as true today as it ever was, if a tad less
        colourful.” —The Guardian
      

    


    
      
        About Simon Sebag Montefiore
      


      
        Simon Sebag Montefiore is a historian and novelist whose maternal bloodline can be traced back to Russia. He
        has been published around the world in more than forty languages. He studied at Gonville and Caius College,
        Cambridge University, where he received his PhD in Philosophy. He is currently a Fellow of the Royal Society of
        Literature and Visiting Professor of Humanities at the University of Buckingham. He is a sought-after speaker
        on areas of his expertise, including history, Russia, the Middle East, and revolution.
      


      
        His is the award-winning author of several books on history, including Catherine the Great
        and Potemkin, Stalin: The Court of the Red Tsar, Young
        Stalin, Monsters: History’s Most Evil Men and Women and Jerusalem: The Biography, as well as the novels Sashenka and
        One Night in Winter.
      

    


    
      
        For Your Information
      


      
        Online
      


      
        “8 Things
        You Didn’t Know About Catherine the Great.” History.com.
      


      
        “The
        Devastating True Story of the Romanov Family’s Execution.” Town & Country.
      


      
        “The Lives of the Romanov Tsars Who Ruled Russia for 300 Years.” WNYC.
      


      
        “Romancing
        the Romanovs: Simon Sebag Montefiore Can’t Give Up Mother Russia.” Women’s Wear Daily.
      


      
        Simon Sebag Montefiore’s official website.
      


      
        “Simon Sebag Montefiore talks to Matthew Stadlen: The Romanovs 1613–1918.” Oxford Literary Festival.
      


      
        “Where Are the Romanovs’ Missing Fabergé Easter Eggs?” The Daily
        Beast.
      


      
        Books
      


      
        Catherine the Great by Simon Dixon
      


      
        From Splendor to Revolution: The Romanov Women, 1847–1928 by Julia P. Gelardi
      


      
        The History of Modern Russia by Robert Service
      


      
        Natasha’s Dance: A Cultural History of Russia by Orlando Figes
      


      
        Russia Against Napoleon: The Story of the Campaigns of War and Peace by Dominic
        Lieven
      


      
        Russia and the Russians by Geoffrey Hosking.
      


      
        The Sovereign and His Counsellors: Ritualised Consultations in Muscovite Political
        Culture, 1350s–1570s by Sergei Bogatyrev
      


      
        Ten Days That Shook the World by John Reed
      


      
        Other Books by Simon Sebag Montefiore
      


      
        Catherine the Great & Potemkin
      


      
        Jerusalem: the Biography
      


      
        One Night in Winter
      


      
        Sashenka
      


      
        Stalin: The Court of the Red Tsar
      


      
        Young Stalin
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