
POINTS TO CONSIDER
Tsar Nicholas Il came to the throne of the Russian Empire in
1894. His was to be a tragic reign and he was to be the
last tsar By the time he was murdered in 1918, Nicholas
had abdicated, the Russian Empire had col!apsed and a
new revolutionary force, the Bolsheviks, had seized power.
This book describes these dramatic events and explains
why they occurred. Patticular attention is paid to the events
of 1917 τ the year of the Russian Revolution. This first
chapter sets the scene by examining:

ω The main features of Imperial Russia: the land, the people and
the character of the tsarist system that Nicholas operated
ω The problem of political and economic reform that Russia

faced as it tried to come to terms with the modern world
ω The opponents of tsardom
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The Crimean War
Emancipation of the serfs
Assassination of Alexander Il
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1 | The Land, the People and Tsardom

To understand the problems that were to dominate the reign of

Nicholas Il, we need to grasp the character of the Russia that he

inherited.

Russia's geography and peoples
In 1894 Imperial Russia covered over eight million square miles, an

area equivalent to two and a half times the size of the USA today (see

Figure 1.1). At its widest, from west to east, it stretched for 5000 miles;

at its longest, north to south, it measured 2000 miles. It covered a

large part of two continents. European Russia extended eastward

from the borders of Poland to the Urals mountain range. Asiatic

Russia extended eastward from the Urals to the Pacific Ocean. The

greater part of the population, which between 1815 and 1914

quadrupled from 40 million to 165 million, was concentrated in

European Russia. It was in that part of the empire that the rmjor

historical developments had occurred and it was there that Russia's

principal cities, Moscow and St Petersburg, the capital, were situated.

The sheer size of the Russian Empire tended to give an

impression of great strength. This was misleading. The population

contained a wide variety of peoples of different race, language,

religion and culture (see Table 1.1). Controlling such a variety of

peoples over such a vast territory had long been a major problem

for Russian governments.

Table 1.1: The major nationalities of the Russian Empire according to
the census of 1897 (in millions, defined according to mother tongue)

Russian (Slav)
Ukrainian
Polish
White Russian (Belorussian)
Jewish (defined by faith)
Kirgiz/Kaisats
Tartar
Finnish
German
Latvian
Bashkir

The tsar

55.6
22.4
7.9
5.8
5.0
4.0

3.1
1.8
1.4

1.3

Lithuanian 1.2
Armenian 1.2
Romanian/Moldavian 1.1
Estonian 1.0
Mordvinian 1.0
Georgian 0.8

Tadzhik 0.3
Turkmenian 0.3

Greek 0.2

Bulgarian 0.2
Uzbekh 0.1

The peoples of the Russian Empire were governed by one person,

the tsar (emperor). Since 1613 the Russian tsars had been members

of the Romanov dynasty. By law and tradition, the tsar was an

absolute ruler. There were no restrictions on his power. The people

owed him total obedience. This had been clearly expressed in the

'Fundamental Laws of the Empire' issued by Nicholas I in 1832.

The tsar's absolute rule was exercised through three official bodies:

The Imperial Council ð a group of honorary advisers directly
responsible to the tsar
The Cabinet of Ministers ð ran the various government
departments
The Senate ð supervised the operation of the law.

Key question
How had Russia's
geography 

helpedshape its history?

The Romanov
dynasty
The Russian
monarchy was
hereditary. Between
1613 and 1917,
Russia was ruled by

members of the

House of Romanov.

'Fundamental Laws

of the Empire'
Article I of this
document declared:
'The Emperor of all

the Russias is an

autocratic and
unlimited monarch.

God himself ordains

that all must bow to

his supreme power,

not only out of fear

but also out of

conscience.


