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Praise for The Romanovs

‘Epic history on the grandest scale . . . 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’

Antony Beevor, Financial Times

‘A superlative history of the last royal dynasty to govern Russia, brimming with extraordinary stories of murder and torture, sex and excess, featuring madmen, monsters megalomaniacs and fanatics. This is an epic story of 300 years of high politics and low cunning – War and Peace meets Game of Thrones’

Mail on Sunday ‘Summer Reads’

‘Spellbinding . . . It takes true historical daring to tackle such an immense subject . . . Montefiore’s novelistic gift of drawing vivid characters with a few choice words never fails him . . . This monumental work is an essential addition to the library of anyone interested in Russian history and the doomed dynasty of Romanovs’

Olga Grushin, New York Times

‘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

‘Captivating . . . The story of the Romanovs has been told countless times but never with such a compelling combination of literary flair, narrative drive, solid research and psychological insight. 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 . . . Montefiore writes with subtlety and sophistication about the nature of court life, the dynamics of power and the shifting configurations of the various players’

Douglas Smith, Literary Review


‘Painstakingly researched and the attention to historical detail is breathtaking. The lives of twenty tsars and tsarinas are recorded in exquisite detail . . . the rich and vibrant history is utterly compelling. It grabs you by the hand and thrusts you into the world of imperial Russia with all its decadence and finery . . . [Montefiore’s] clear, concise narration and wonderful tone make this a delight to read. Ideal for students of history or for those just seduced by the BBC’s version of War and Peace’

Tania Findlay, The Sun

‘No author on Russia writes better than Montefiore, whose perceptiveness and portraiture here are frequently sublime . . . A marvellous read, and the last third, from fin de siècle insanity to revolutionary cataclysm, is dazzling . . . The pages on Nicholas II and Alexandra are perhaps the best ever, economical in expression, simultaneously poignant and trenchant’

Stephen Kotkin, Wall Street Journal

‘With its sordid power struggles, violence and brutality, its cast of magnificent monsters, tragic victims and grotesque “holy men”, this is an extraordinary and gripping tale . . . By turns horrific, hilarious and moving, but ultimately tragic, this is essential reading for anyone interested in Russia’

Adam Zamoyski, The Spectator

‘Wonderfully compelling and insightful . . . Sebag Montefiore provides fabulously revealing pen-portraits of the twenty Romanov tsars, as well as their spouses, mistresses and senior advisers . . . The author has already written excellent books on Catherine the Great and Stalin. This one is even better, combining as it does his expert knowledge of Russian history with the narrative wizardry displayed in his previous bestseller, Jerusalem. The Romanovs is the gripping and scarcely credible tale of the most successful royal dynasty since the Caesars, and Sebag Montefiore tells it brilliantly’

Saul David, Evening Standard

‘An impressive book that combines rigorous research with exquisite prose . . . A perceptive analysis of the Russian addiction to autocracy’

Gerard de Groot, The Times

‘Montefiore’s journey through 300 years of the Romanov dynasty is a study of brutality, sex and power . . . riveting . . . the research is meticulous and the style captivating’

John Kampfner, Observer

‘Wonderfully written and fascinating down to the last footnote . . . His style is polished, lively, informed . . . A narrative both epic and intimate in

scale . . . Montefiore is an accomplished storyteller, and what might have been a plodding succession of reigns reads instead like a novel . . . Like a novel, too, this is a hard book to put down. As historical reconstruction and as storytelling, The Romanovs is an achievement of the first rank’

David Walton, Dallas Morning News

‘This magnificent and magisterial history . . . is a wonderfully ambitious account of 300 years of Russian history . . . an authoritative and gripping account of the Romanovs. This is a superb book and it will surely become the definitive work’

Jane Ridley, The Oldie

‘This splendidly colourful and energetic book . . . is structured simply, as a helter-skelter chronological narrative of 300 years. Sebag Montefiore expertly selects the best (most shocking, bizarre, sensationally theatrical) bits from that long history . . . Sebag Montefiore rises to the gaudy, gruesome subject matter, pulling all the stops out . . . [he] is alive to the way his story resonates across time, from Genghis Khan to Gorbachev, but he doesn’t allow his erudition to hold up the narrative’s gallop’

Lucy Hughes-Hallett, New Statesman

‘A new book from Simon Sebag Montefiore is something of a literary event these days . . . His latest project is in some ways his most ambitious yet . . . However it’s one that [he] pulls off with aplomb. As much a riveting read as a prodigious work of scholarship’

Dominic Midgley, Daily Express

‘A comprehensive overview of the Romanov dynasty . . . which skilfully interweaves the personal with the political . . . Narrative history at its colourful and unpretentious best. Montefiore is a wonderful guide . . . the writing sparkles . . . The Romanovs deserves the best praise any book can get: it never bores . . . Montefiore has much to say about political machinations as he does about personal friendships and love which lifts his work far above drily academic history’

Andre van Loon, Sydney Morning Herald

‘From dramatic rise to revolutionary fall, twenty autocratic Romanov tsars and tsarinas ruled over three centuries of blood-soaked war and brutal peace, breathtaking riches and absolute power, passionate love and ruthless ambition, madness and decadence. With ease and expertise, Simon Sebag Montefiore brazenly presents the Romanov royal history as a mesmerising family saga, always spectacular and finally in 1918, tragic’

Iain Finlayson, SAGA Magazine


‘It’s like reading twenty riveting, plot-thickening novels in the space of one volume’

Caroline Sanderson, The Bookseller

‘As Simon Sebag Montefiore demonstrates in this magnificent, sweeping history, the Russian royal family was a remarkable dynasty, turning a vast but backward country into a mighty empire. Despite the extraordinary depth and range of his research, the author avoids the dryness of more academic volumes. Instead he embarks on a rollicking, racy narrative across more than three centuries of Romanov rule, weaving a tale that is packed with salacious gossip and gruesome details’

Leo McKinstry, S Magazine

‘As Simon Sebag Montefiore shows in this superlative account of the last royal dynasty that attempted the task, Russia is not an easy place to rule . . . In part, the book is a vivid family chronicle of court life full of extraordinary stories . . . a sparkling narrative of 300 years of glittering opulence and majesty, as well as thoughtless waste and frivolity . . . He is a shrewd analyst of high politics – and the low cunning needed by successful leaders’

Victor Sebestyen, Mail on Sunday

‘An immensely entertaining read . . . it features some of the most outrageous characters you are likely to find in a history book . . . The story of the last Romanovs has been told a thousand times, yet it is a tribute to Sebag Montefiore’s skill as a narrator that you turn the pages with horrified fascination’

Dominic Sandbrook, Sunday Times

‘A glorious history of the Romanov dynasty bursting with blood, sex and tears’

Peter Frankopan, Daily Telegraph

‘This enthralling and gruesome book mixes sexual exploits, torture, war, betrayal and diplomacy’

Edward Lucas, 1843 Magazine

‘The entire Romanov dynasty is a marvellously rich bag of déshabillé, despotism and occasional diplomacy, as Simon Sebag Montefiore’s feisty history brilliantly displays . . . Full-bodied and totally enthralling’

Judith Armstrong, The Australian
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INTRODUCTION

Heavy is the cap of Monomakh
Alexander Pushkin, Boris Godunov

The greatest empire is to be emperor of oneself
Seneca, Epistle 113

In Russia, nothing is more dangerous than the appearance of weakness
Peter Stolypin

 

 

It was hard to be a tsar. Russia is not an easy country to rule. Twenty sovereigns of the Romanov dynasty reigned for 304 years, from 1613 until tsardom’s destruction by the Revolution in 1917. Their ascent started in the reign of Ivan the Terrible and ended in the time of Rasputin. Romantic chroniclers of the tragedy of the last tsar like to suggest that the family was cursed, but the Romanovs were actually the most spectacularly successful empire-builders since the Mongols. The Russian empire, it is estimated, grew by fifty-five square miles (142 square kilometres) per day after the Romanovs came to the throne in 1613, or 20,000 square miles a year. By the late nineteenth century, they ruled one sixth of the earth’s surface – and they were still expanding. Empire-building was in a Romanov’s blood.

In some ways, this book is a study of character and the distorting effect of absolute power on personality. It is partly a family story of love, marriage, adultery and children, but it is not like other such stories – royal families are always extraordinary because power both sweetens and contaminates the traditional familial chemistry: the allure and corruption of power so often trump the loyalty and affection of blood. This is a history of the monarchs, their families and retinues, but it is also a portrait of absolutism in Russia – and whatever else one believes about Russia, its culture, its soul, its essence have always been exceptional, a singular nature which one family aspired to personify. The Romanovs have become the very definition not only of dynasty and magnificence but also of despotism, a parable of the folly and arrogance of absolute

power. No other dynasty except the Caesars has such a place in the popular imagination and culture, and both deliver universal lessons about how personal power works, then and now. It is no coincidence that the title ‘tsar’ derives from Caesar just as the Russian for emperor is simply the Latin ‘imperator’.

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.

Out of context, these excesses seem so overblown and outlandish that ascetic academic historians find themselves bashfully toning down the truth. After all, the legends of the Romanovs – the juice of Hollywood movies and TV drama series – are as potent and popular as the facts. That is why the teller of this story has to be wary of melodrama, mythology and teleology – the danger of writing history backwards – and cautious of methodology. Scepticism is essential; scholarship demands constant verification and analysis. But one of the benefits of narrative history is that each reign appears in context to give a portrait of the evolution of Russia, its autocracy and its soul. And in these larger-than-life characters misshapen by autocracy, a distorted mirror appears, which reflects the tropes of all human character right back at us.

If the challenge of ruling Russia has always been daunting, the role of autocrat could only be truly exercised by a genius – and there are very few of those in most families. The price of failure was death. ‘In Russia the government is autocracy tempered by strangulation,’ quipped the French woman of letters Madame de Staël. It was a dangerous job. Six of the last twelve tsars were murdered – two by throttling, one by dagger, one by dynamite, two by bullet. In the final catastrophe in 1918, eighteen Romanovs were killed. Rarely was a chalice so rich and so poisonous. I particularly examine each succession, always the best test of a regime’s stability. It is ironic that now, two centuries after the Romanovs finally

agreed a law of succession, Russian presidents still effectively nominate their successors just as Peter the Great did. Whether a smooth handover or desperate transition, these moments of extreme tension, when existential necessity demands that every reserve of ingenuity be deployed, every intrigue explored, reveal the fundamentals of power.

The essence of tsardom was the projection of majesty and strength. Yet this had to be combined with what Otto von Bismarck, rival and ally of the Romanovs, called ‘the art of the possible, the attainable, the art of the next best’. For the Romanovs, the craft of survival was based on the balancing of clans, interests and personalities of both a minuscule court and a gigantic empire. Emperors needed to keep the support of their army, nobility and their administration. If they lost all three, they were likely to be deposed – and, in an autocracy, that usually meant death. As well as playing the lethal game of politics, the sovereigns had to exude visceral, almost feral authority. An effective tsar could be harsh provided he was consistently harsh. Rulers are often killed not for brutality but for inconsistency. And tsars had to inspire trust and respect among their courtiers but sacred reverence among the peasantry, 90 per cent of their subjects, who saw them as ‘Little Fathers’. They were expected to be severe to their officials but benign to their peasant ‘children’: ‘the tsar is good,’ peasants said, ‘the nobles are wicked.’

Power is always personal: any study of a Western democratic leader today reveals that, even in a transparent system with its short periods in office, personalities shape administrations. Democratic leaders often rule through trusted retainers instead of official ministers. In any court, power is as fluid as human personality. It flows hydraulically to and from the source, but its currents constantly change; its entire flow can be redirected, even reversed. In an autocracy, the power is always in flux, as changeable as the moods, relationships and circumstances – personal and political – of one man and his sprawling, teeming domains. All courts work in similar ways. In the twenty-first century, the new autocracies in Russia and China have much in common with that of the tsars, run by tiny, opaque cliques, amassing vast wealth, while linked together through hierarchical client–patron relationships, all at the mercy of the whims of the ruler. In this book, my aim is to follow the invisible, mysterious alchemy of power to answer the essential question of politics, laconically expressed by that maestro of powerplay, Lenin: kto kogo? – who controls whom?

In an autocracy, the traits of character are magnified, everything personal is political, and any proximity to the sovereign is transformed into power, woven into a golden thread extending from the crown to anyone it touches. There were sure ways to gain the intimate confidence of a

tsar. The first was to serve in court, army or government and especially to deliver military victory; the second was to guarantee security – every ruler, not only those in Russia, needs an indispensable hatchetman; the third was mystical – to ease divine access for the imperial soul; and the fourth and oldest way was amorous or sexual, particularly in the case of female empresses. In return, the tsars could shower these servitors with cash, serfs and titles. Tsars who turned their back on the court’s brokering arrangement or who performed dramatic reversals of foreign policy against the wishes of their potentates, particularly the generals, were liable to be murdered – assassination being one of the few ways for the elite to protest in an autocracy without formal opposition. (The people’s way to protest was urban riot and peasant uprising, but for a tsar his nearby courtiers were far more deadly than distant peasants – and only one, Nicholas II, was ever overthrown by popular revolt.)

Intelligent tsars understood that there was no division between their public and private lives. Their personal life, played out at court, was inevitably an extension of politics: ‘Your destiny’, wrote the Roman historian Cassius Dio about Augustus, ‘is to live as in a theatre where your audience is the whole world.’ Yet even on such a stage, the real decision-making was always shadowy, arcane and moulded by the ruler’s intimate caprice (as it is in today’s Kremlin). It is impossible to understand Peter the Great without analysing his naked dwarfs and dildo-waving mock-popes as much as his government reforms and foreign policy. However eccentric, the system worked and talent rose to the top. It may be surprising that two of the ablest ministers, Shuvalov and Potemkin, started as imperial lovers. Emperor Paul’s Turkish barber, Kutaisov, became as influential as a born-prince. So, a historian of the Romanovs must examine not just official decrees and statistics on steel production but also the amorous arrangements of Catherine the Great and the mystical lechery of Rasputin. The more powerful official ministers became, the more the autocrats asserted their power by bypassing them to use personal retainers. In gifted emperors, this made their deeds mysterious, startling and awesome, but in the case of incompetent ones, it muddled government hopelessly.

The success of autocracy depends mainly on the quality of the individual. ‘The secret of nobility’, wrote Karl Marx, ‘is zoology’ – breeding. In the seventeenth century, the Romanovs used brideshows – beauty contests – to select their Russian brides, but by the early nineteenth century, they were choosing wives from ‘the studfarm of Europe’ – the German principalities, thereby joining the wider family of European royalty. But breeding politicians is not a science. How many families produce one outstanding leader, let alone twenty generations of monarchs, mostly

selected by the lottery of biology and the tricks of palace intrigue, with the acumen to be an autocrat? Very few politicians, who have chosen a political career, can fulfil the aspirations and survive the strains of an elevated office that, in a monarchy, was filled so randomly. Yet each tsar had to be simultaneously dictator and generalissimus, high priest and ‘Little Father’, and to pull this off, they needed all the qualities listed by the sociologist Max Weber: the ‘personal gift of grace’, the ‘virtue of legality’ and the ‘authority of the eternal yesterday’, in other words, magnetism, legitimacy and tradition. And after all that, they had to be efficient and wise too. Fearsome respect was essential: in politics, ridicule is almost as dangerous as defeat.

The Romanovs did produce two political geniuses – the ‘Greats’, Peter and Catherine – and several of talent and magnetism. After Emperor Paul’s brutal murder in 1801, all the monarchs were dutiful and hard-working, and most were charismatic, intelligent and competent, yet the position was so daunting for the normal mortal that no one sought the throne any more: it was a burden that had ceased to be enjoyable. ‘How can a single man manage to govern [Russia] and correct its abuses?’ asked the future Alexander I. ‘This would be impossible not only for a man of ordinary abilities like me but even for a genius . . .’ He fantasized about running off to live on a farm by the Rhine. His successors were all terrified of the crown and avoided it if they could; yet when they were handed the throne, they had fight to stay alive.

Peter the Great understood that autocracy required tireless checking and threatening. Such were – and are – the perils of ruling this colossal state while presiding over a personal despotism without clear rules or limits, that it is often futile to accuse Russian rulers of paranoia: extreme vigilance, backed by sudden violence, was and is their natural and essential state. If anything, they suffer from Emperor Domitian’s witty complaint (shortly before his own assassination) that ‘the lot of princes is most unhappy since when they denounced a conspiracy, no one believed them until they had been assassinated.’ But fear alone was not enough: even after killing millions, Stalin grumbled that still, no one obeyed him. Autocracy ‘is not as easy as you think’, said the supremely intelligent Catherine: ‘unlimited power’ was a chimera.

The decision of individuals often redirected Russia, though rarely in the way intended. To paraphrase the Prussian field-marshal Helmuth von Moltke, political ‘plans rarely survive the first contact with the enemy’. Accidents, friction, personalities and luck, all bounded by the practicalities of guns and butter, are the real landscape of politics. As the Romanovs’ greatest minister Potemkin reflected, the politician of any state must not just react to contingencies, he must ‘improve on events’.

Or, as Bismarck put it, ‘the statesman’s task is to hear God’s footsteps marching through history, and to try and catch on to His coattails as He marches past.’ So often the last Romanovs found themselves forlornly and obstinately trying to defy the march of history.

The believers in Russian autocracy were convinced that only an all-powerful individual blessed by God could project the effulgent majesty necessary to direct and overawe this multinational empire and manage the intricate interests of such a vast state. At the same time, the sovereign had to personify the sacred mission of Orthodox Christianity and give meaning to the special place of the Russian nation in world history. Since no man or woman could fulfil such duties alone, the art of delegation was an essential skill. The most tyrannical of the Romanovs, Peter the Great, was superb at finding and appointing talented retainers from all over Europe regardless of class or race, and it is no accident that Catherine the Great promoted not only Potemkin but also Suvorov, the outstanding commander of the Romanov era. Stalin, himself an adept chooser of subordinates, reflected that this was Catherine’s superlative gift. The tsars sought ministers with the aptitude to rule and yet the autocrat was always expected to rule in his or her own right: a Romanov could never appoint a masterful Richelieu or Bismarck. Emperors had to be above politics – and be astute politicians too. If power was wisely delegated and broad advice considered, even a moderately gifted ruler could achieve much, though modern autocracy demanded as delicate a handling of complex issues as democratic politics today.

The tsar’s contract with the people was peculiar to a primitive Russia of peasants and nobles, but it does bear some similarity to that of the twenty-first century Kremlin – glory abroad and security at home in return for the rule of one man and his court and their near-limitless enrichment. The contract had four components – religious, imperial, national and military. In the twentieth century, the last tsar still saw himself as the patrimonial lord of a personal estate – blessed by divine sanction. This had evolved: during the seventeenth century, patriarchs (the prelates of the Orthodox Church) could challenge the supremacy of tsars. After Peter the Great had dissolved the patriarchate, the dynasty could present itself as almost a theocracy. The autocracy was consecrated at the moment of anointment during coronations that presented the tsars as transcendent links between God and man. Only in Russia did the state, made up of dreary petty functionaries, become almost sacred in itself. But this also developed over time. Though much is made of the legacy of Byzantine emperors and Genghizid khans, there was nothing special in the sixteenth century about the status of tsars, who drew their charisma from the medieval royal Christology much like other

European monarchs. But, unlike the rest of Europe, Russia did not develop independent assemblies and civil institutions, so its medieval status lasted much longer – right into the twentieth century, by which time it looked weirdly obsolete even in comparison to the court of the German kaisers. This mystical mission, which justified Romanov rule right up until 1917, explains much about the intransigent convictions of the last tsar Nicholas and his wife Alexandra.

The autocracy was legitimized by its ever-expanding multi-faith, multi-ethnic empire, yet the later emperors regarded themselves as the leaders first of the Russian nation but then of the entire Slavic community. The more they embraced Russian nationalism, the more they excluded (and often persecuted) their huge non-Russian populations, such as Poles, Georgians, Finns, and especially Jews. As the Jewish dairyman Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof joked, ‘God bless the tsar and keep him . . . far away from us.’ This contradiction between empire and nation was the source of many difficulties. The court of the Romanovs was a mixture of family estate office, Orthodox crusading order and military headquarters – characteristics that, in very different ways, explain some of the zeal and aggression of the Romanov successor-regimes, the Soviet Union and today’s Russian Federation.

Even in the pre-industrial age, the tsar’s schedule was overfilled with holy ceremonies and military reviews, not to speak of factional strife and family rows, leaving precious little time to think deeply about how to solve complex problems. It was a punishing job for a born politician to hold for five years, let alone a lifetime – and many tsars ruled for over twenty-five years. Given that most elected leaders in our democracies tend to be close to madness before ten years in office have elapsed, it is hardly surprising that tsars who reigned for many decades became exhausted and deluded. The tsar’s ability to make the right decisions was also limited by the information he was given by his entourage: all the monarchs claimed they were enveloped in lies, yet the longer they ruled, the more they believed what they wished to hear. ‘Take care not to be Caesarofied, dyed in the purple,’ warned Marcus Aurelius, but it was easier said than done. The demands intensified as centuries passed. It was harder to be the director of an empire of trains, telephones and dreadnoughts than of horses, cannon and blunderbusses. Although this is a study of personal power, too much emphasis on the personal obscures the sweep of historical forces, the potency of ideas and the impact of steel, dynamite and steam. Technical advances intensified the challenges for a medieval autocracy.

When one reads of the chaotic drift and capricious decadence of the weak tsars of the late seventeenth century and the hedonistic empresses

of the eighteenth, the historian (and the reader of this book) has to ask: how was Russia so successful when it seemed to be so poorly ruled by such grotesques? Yet, even when a child or an idiot was on the throne the autocracy could still function. ‘God is in heaven and the tsar is far away,’ said the peasants and in their remote villages they cared little and knew less of what was happening in Petersburg – as long as the centre held. And the centre did hold because the Romanov dynasty was always the apex and façade of a political system of family and personal connections, working sometimes in rivalry, oftentimes in cooperation, to govern the realm as junior partners to the throne. The system was flexible. Whenever a tsar married, the bride’s family joined the core of power, and tsars promoted talented favourites, victorious generals and competent foreigners, particularly Tatar princelings, Baltic Germans and Scottish Jacobites, who refreshed this sanctum of connections, providing the social base that helped make Russia such a successful pre-modern empire.

Its heart was the alliance between the Romanovs and the nobility who needed royal support to control their estates. Serfdom was the foundation of this partnership. The ideal of autocracy was in practice a deal whereby the Romanovs enjoyed absolute power and delivered imperial glory while the nobility ruled their estates unchallenged. The crown was the greatest of the landowners so that the monarchy never became the plaything of the nobility as happened in England and France. Yet the noble network of interrelated clans served in government, at court and above all in the classic dynastic-aristocratic army which rarely challenged the tsars and instead became an effective machine of imperial expansion and state cohesion, binding gentry and peasantry under the potent ideology of tsar, God and nation. Since the Romanovs came to power in a desperate civil war, the Time of Troubles (1603–13), the regime was on a military footing from the start. Constant wars against Poles, Swedes, Ottomans, British, French, Germans meant that the autocracy developed as a command centre, mobilizing its nobility and constantly recruiting Western technology. Crown and nobility milked the resources of the serfs, who paid taxes, provided grain and served as soldiers, much cheaper to put in the field than those in other parts of Europe. The Romanovs’ success in unifying the country, and the deep fear of any further mayhem, meant that even if individual tsars might be liquidated, the monarchy was generally secure, always supported by their nobility – with rare exceptions in 1730, 1825 and 1916/17. For most of the time, the Romanovs and their retainers could cooperate in the sacred, prestigious and profitable enterprise of repelling foreign aggression and building an empire. Hence this book is a story not just of the

Romanovs but of other families too, Golitsyns, Tolstoys and Orlovs.

The nexus for this alliance was the court, an entrepôt of prizes, a club of glamour and majesty, where supposedly lightweight empresses, such as Anna and Elizaveta, proved especially adept at finessing the relationship with their swaggering magnates. This partnership thrived until the Crimean War in the 1850s when the old regime somehow had to be converted into a viable modern state. The struggle abroad required the Romanov empire to compete in a relentless geopolitical tournament of power with Britain, Germany, Japan and America, whose wealth and technology far outstripped those of Russia. Russia’s potential could be unlocked only by reforming peasant landownership, by breakneck industrialization based on Western credit and by broadening political participation and dismantling the corrupt, repressive autocracy, something the last two Romanovs, Alexander III and Nicholas II, were ideologically incapable of doing. They faced a conundrum: how to maintain their vast borders, while projecting a power proportionate to their imperial pretensions from a backward society. If they failed abroad, they lost their legitimacy at home. The more they failed at home, the less they could afford to play the empire abroad. If they bluffed and were exposed, they either had to retreat humiliatingly, or fight and risk revolutionary catastrophe.

It is unlikely that even Peter or Catherine could have solved the predicaments of revolution and world war faced by Nicholas II in the early twentieth century, but it was unfortunate that the Romanov who faced the darkest crises was the least capable and most narrow-minded, as well as the unluckiest. Nicholas was both a poor judge of men and unwilling to delegate. While he could not fill the role of autocrat himself, he used his power to make sure no one else did either.

The very success of the old ways until the 1850s made it all the harder to change. Just as the radical and murderous culture of the Soviet Union can be understood only through Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist ideology, so the often bizarre, daft and self-defeating trajectory of the last Romanovs can be understood only through their ideology: sacred autocracy. This ultimately distorted the monarchy, becoming an end in itself, an obstacle to the running of a modern state: the impossible conundrum here was to attract able politicians and to widen participation in the regime without losing its outdated pillars, nobility and church – what Trotsky called the world of ‘icons and cockroaches’.

After all, the epochs of the Great Dictators of the 1920s and 1930s, and the new autocracies of the early twenty-first century, show that there is nothing incompatible about modernity and authoritarianism – even in today’s world of the internet and twenty-four-hour news. It was the

character of tsarist monarchy and Russian society that made it unworkable. The solutions were not as simple as they now appear with the aid of hindsight, magnified by smug Western superiority. As the reformer Alexander II learned, ‘a king’s lot’, in the words of Marcus Aurelius, was ‘to do good and be damned’. Western historians scold the last two tsars for failing to institute immediate democracy. This could be a delusion: such radical surgery might simply have killed the patient much earlier.

The fate of the Romanov family was unbearably cruel and is often presented as inevitable, but it is worth remembering that such was the strength of the monarchy that Nicholas II ruled for twenty-two years – his first ten moderately successfully – and he survived defeat, revolutionary ferment and three years of world war. The February Revolution of 1917 destroyed the monarchy but the family were not doomed until October when they fell into the hands of the Bolsheviks, seven months after the abdication. Even then, Lenin contemplated different scenarios before presiding over that atrocious crime: the slaughter of parents and innocent children. Nothing in history is inevitable.

The massacre marks the end of the dynasty and our narrative but not the end of the story. Today’s Russia throbs with the reverberations of its history. The very bones of the Romanovs are the subject of intense political and religious controversy while their imperial interests – from Ukraine to the Baltics, Caucasus to Crimea, Syria and Jerusalem to the Far East – continue to define Russia and the world as we know it. 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.
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NOTE

For all Russian dates, I use the Julian Old Style calendar which in the seventeeth century was ten days behind the Gregorian New Style calendar used in the West; in the eighteenth century it was eleven days behind, in the nineteenth twelve days behind and in the twentieth thirteen days behind. For a small number of well-known dates, I use both.

On titles, I variously call the ruler by the titles tsar, autocrat, sovereign and grand prince until Peter the Great’s assumption of the title emperor. After that I use all of them interchangeably, though there was increasingly a Slavophile tone in using the Russian ‘tsar’ rather than the European–Roman ‘emperor’.

A tsar’s son was a tsarevich (‘son of the tsar’); a daughter was a tsarevna. Later all the children (and grandchildren) of monarchs were grand prince (veliki kniaz) and grand princess. These titles were traditionally translated as grand duke and grand duchess.

The crown prince was known as the heir (naslednik) but also more simply as grand duke and tsarevich (‘son of the tsar’). In 1721, Peter the Great, adopting the Roman title emperor, styled his children caesarevich (‘son of the Caesar’) or tsesarevich. I use the spelling caesarevich so that the reader can easily differentiate from tsarevich. In 1762, Catherine the Great styled her son Paul caesarevich and it became the title of the heir though the last tsar preferred the more Russian ‘tsarevich’.

To avoid long discussions of the changing meaning of the terms Slavophile and Pan-Slav, I use Slavophile generically to describe those who wished to use Russia’s Slavic identity to guide policy at home and abroad.

I use Constantinople not Istanbul for the Ottoman capital because that is what most contemporaries including Ottoman diplomats called it; I also used the Russian Tsargrad.

Russians are generally given a first name and their father’s name as patronymic. Thus the Grand Duke Konstantin Konstantinovich is Constantine son of Constantine. The Romanov names were often repeated so the family becomes increasingly complicated – even Nicholas II complained, ‘there are too many Constantines and Nicholases’, and

there were also numerous Mikhails and Alexeis. I have tried to make this easier for the reader by using nicknames or different spellings, and including lists of characters with nicknames.

On Russian spelling, I use the most familiar version, so Tsar Michael instead of Mikhail, Peter instead of Piotr, Paul instead of Pavel. But I also at times use Nikolai and Mikhail. My decisions on all these questions are solely designed to make this puzzle comprehensible and to make characters recognizable. This leads to all sorts of linguistic inconsistencies to which I plead guilty.






PROLOGUE

Two Boys in a Time of Troubles
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Two teenaged boys, both fragile, innocent and ailing, open and close the story of the dynasty. Both were heirs to a political family destined to rule Russia as autocrats, both raised in times of revolution, war and slaughter. Both were chosen by others for a sacred but daunting role that they were not suited to perform. Separated by 305 years, they played out their destinies in extraordinary and terrible scenarios that took place far from Moscow in edifices named Ipatiev.

At 1.30 a.m. on 17 July 1918, in the Ipatiev House in Ekaterinburg, in the Urals, 800 miles east of Moscow, Alexei, aged thirteen, a sufferer from haemophilia, son of the former Tsar Nicholas II, was awakened with his parents, four sisters, three family retainers and three dogs, and told that the family must urgently prepare to move to a safer place.

At night on 13 March 1613, in the Ipatiev Monastery outside the half-ruined little town of Kostroma on the Volga River 200 miles northeast of Moscow, Michael Romanov, aged sixteen, a sufferer from weak legs and a tic in his eye, the only one of his parents’ five sons to survive, was awakened with his mother to be told that a delegation had arrived. He must prepare urgently to return with them to the capital.

Both boys were startled by the exceptional occasion that they would now confront. Their own parents had sought the paramount prize of the crown on their behalf – yet hoped to protect them from its perils. But they could not be protected because their family had, for better or worse, enrolled in the cruel game of hereditary power in Russia, and their weak shoulders were selected to bear the terrible burden of ruling. But for all the parallels between these transcendent moments in the lives of Alexei and Michael, they were, as we shall see, travelling in very different directions. One was the beginning and one was the end.

*


Alexei, a prisoner of the Bolsheviks, in a Russia shattered by savage civil war and foreign invasion, got dressed with his parents and sisters. Their clothes were woven with the famous jewels of the dynasty, secreted for a future escape into a new freedom. The boy and his father, the ex-tsar Nicholas II, both donned plain military shirts, breeches and peaked caps. Ex-tsarina Alexandra and her teenaged daughters all wore white blouses and black skirts, no jackets or hats. They were told to bring little with them, but they naturally tried to collect pillows, purses and keepsakes, unsure if they would return or where they were going. The parents knew they themselves were unlikely to emerge from this trauma with their lives, but even in that flint-hearted age, it would surely be unthinkable to harm innocent children. For now, befuddled by sleep, exhausted by living in despair and uncertainty, they suspected nothing.

Michael Romanov and his mother, the Nun Martha, had recently been prisoners but were now almost fugitives, lying low, seeking sanctuary in a monastery amid a land also shattered by civil war and foreign invasion, not unlike the Russia of 1918. They too were accustomed to living in mortal danger. They were right to be afraid for the boy was being hunted by death squads.

In her mid-fifties, the Nun Martha, the boy’s mother, had suffered much in the brutal reversals of this, the Time of Troubles, which had seen their family fall from splendour and power to prison and death and back: the boy’s father, Filaret, was even now in Polish captivity; several uncles had been murdered. Michael was scarcely literate, decidedly unmasterful and chronically sick. He and his mother presumably just hoped to survive until his father returned. But would he ever return?

Mother and son, torn between dread and anticipation, told the delegation of grandees from Moscow to meet the boy outside the Ipatiev in the morning, unsure what the dawn would bring.

The guards in the Ipatiev House of Ekaterinburg watched as the Romanovs came down the stairs, crossing themselves as they passed a stuffed female bear with two cubs on the landing. Nicholas carried his ailing son.

The commandant, a Bolshevik commissar named Yakov Yurovsky, led the family outside, across a courtyard and down into a basement, lit by a single electric bulb. Alexandra asked for a chair and Yurovsky had two brought for the two weakest members of the family: the ex-tsarina and Alexei. She sat on one chair and Nicholas set his son on the other. Then he stood in front of him. The four grand duchesses, Olga, Tatiana, Maria and Anastasia – whose collective nickname was the acronym

OTMA – stood behind Alexandra. Yurovsky hurried out of the room. There were many arrangements to make. For days, coded telegrams had clicked between Ekaterinburg and Moscow on the future of the imperial family as anti-Bolshevik forces, known as the Whites, advanced on Ekaterinburg. Time was running out. A death squad waited in the neighbouring room, some of its members drunk, all heavily armed. The family, serene and quiet, were still tousled and bemused with sleep, perhaps hoping that somehow during this rushed perambulation they would fall into the hands of the rescuing Whites who were so close. They sat facing the door calmly and expectantly as if they were waiting for a group photograph to be taken.

At dawn on 14 March, Michael, dressed in formal fur-lined robes and sable-trimmed hat, accompanied by his mother, emerged to watch a procession, led by Muscovite potentates, known as boyars, and Orthodox bishops, known as metropolitans. It was freezing cold. The delegates approached. The boyars wore kaftans and furs; the metropolitan bore the Miraculous Icon of the Dormition Cathedral, which Michael would have immediately recognized from the Kremlin where he had recently been a prisoner. As an additional persuasion, they held aloft the Fyodorov Mother of God, the Romanovs’ revered icon, the family’s protectress.

When they reached Michael and his mother, they bowed low, and their astonishing news was delivered in their first words to him. ‘Sovereign Lord, Lord of Vladimir and Moscow, and Tsar and Grand Prince of All Russia,’ said their leader Metropolitan Feodorit of Riazan. ‘Muscovy couldn’t survive without a sovereign . . . and Muscovy was in ruins,’ so an Assembly of the Land had chosen him to be their sovereign who would ‘shine for the Russian Tsardom like the sun’, and they asked him to ‘show them his favour and not disdain to accept their entreaties’ and ‘deign to come to Moscow as quickly as possible’. Michael and his mother were not pleased. ‘They told us’, reported the delegates, ‘with great fury and crying that He did not wish to be Sovereign and She wouldn’t bless him to be Sovereign either and they walked off into the church.’ One can almost hear the magnificent anger of the mother and the sobbing confusion of the boy. In 1613, the crown of Russia was not a tempting proposition.

At 2.15 a.m., Alexei and family were still waiting in sleepy silence when Comrade Yurovsky and ten armed myrmidons entered the ever more crowded room. One of them noticed Alexei, ‘sickly and waxy’, staring ‘with wide curious eyes’. Yurovsky ordered Alexei and the family to stand and, turning to Nicholas, declared: ‘In view of the fact that your

relatives continue their offensive against Soviet Russia, the Presidium of the Urals Regional Council has decided to sentence you to death.’

‘Lord oh my God!’ said the ex-tsar. ‘Oh my God, what is this?’ One of the girls cried out, ‘Oh my Lord, no!’ Nicholas turned back: ‘I can’t understand you. Read it again, please.’

The Moscow magnates were not discouraged by Michael’s refusal. The Assembly had written out the specific answers that the delegates were to give to each of Michael’s objections. After much praying, the grandees ‘almost begged’ Michael. They ‘kissed the Cross and humbly asked’ the boy they called ‘our Sovereign’ if he would be the tsar. The Romanovs were wounded after years of persecution and humiliation. They were lucky to be alive. Michael again ‘refused with a plaintive cry and rage’.

Yurovsky read out the death sentence again and now Alexei and the others crossed themselves while Nicholas kept saying, ‘What? What?’

‘THIS!’ shouted Yurovsky. He fired at the ex-tsar. The execution squad raised their guns, levelled them at the family and fired wildly in a deafening pandemonium of shots, ‘women’s screams and moans’, shouted orders of Yurovsky, panic and smoke. ‘No one could hear anything,’ recalled Yurovsky. But as the shots slowed, they realized that Tsarevich Alexei and the women were almost untouched. Wide-eyed, terrified, stunned and still seated on his chair, Alexei stared out at them through the smoke of gunpowder and plaster dust that almost extinguished the light amid a diabolic scene of upturned chairs, waving legs, blood and ‘moans, screams, low sobs . . .’.

In Kostroma, after six hours of argument, the grandees knelt and wept and pleaded that, if Michael didn’t accept the crown, God would visit utter ruin on Russia. Finally Michael agreed, kissing the Cross, and accepted the steel-tipped staff of tsardom. The grandees crossed themselves and rushed to prostrate themselves and kiss the feet of their new tsar. A ruined capital, a shattered kingdom, a desperate people awaited him at the end of the dangerous road to Moscow.
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ACT I

THE RISE
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SCENE 1

The Brideshows
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CAST

THE LAST OF THE RURIKID TSARS

IVAN THE TERRIBLE 1547–84

Anastasia Romanovna Zakharina-Yurieva, his first tsarina

Ivan Ivanovich, their eldest son and heir, murdered by his father

FYODOR I, their second son, tsar 1584–98

Dmitri Ivanovich, Ivan the Terrible’s last son, mysteriously killed. Identity assumed by three impostors, the False Dmitris

THE TIME OF TROUBLES: tsars and pretenders

BORIS GODUNOV, tsar 1598–1605

THE FALSE DMITRI, tsar 1605–6

VASILY SHUISKY, tsar 1606–10

Second False Dmitri, known as the ‘Brigand of Tushino’

Ivan Dmitrievich, the ‘Baby Brigand’

Marina Mniszech, daughter of a Polish nobleman, wife of the First False Dmitri, Second False Dmitri and Ivan Zarutsky, mother of the Baby Brigand, known as ‘Marinka the Witch’

Warlords

Prince Dmitri Pozharsky, hero of the resistance

Kuzma Minin, merchant of Nizhny Novgorod, leader of the resistance

Prince Dmitri Trubetskoi, aristocrat and leader of Cossacks

Foreign invaders

King Sigismund III of Poland

Prince Władysław of Poland, later king

Gustavus Adolphus, king of Sweden


THE FIRST OF THE ROMANOVS

Nikita Romanovich Zakharin-Yuriev, brother of Anastasia, first wife of Ivan the Terrible

His son Fyodor Nikitich Romanov, later the priest Filaret

Ksenia Shestova, later the Nun Martha, Fyodor’s wife

Their son, MICHAEL, the first Romanov tsar, 1613–45

Ivan Romanov, Fyodor’s brother, Michael’s uncle, boyar

Anna Khlopova, Michael’s first fiancée

Maria Dolgorukaya, his first wife

Eudoxia Streshneva, his second wife

Irina, tsarevna, daughter of Michael and Eudoxia

ALEXEI, son and heir of Michael and Eudoxia, tsar 1645–76

COURTIERS: ministers etc.

Fyodor Sheremetev, Romanov cousin, boyar and
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