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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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The greatest weight of pre-judgement and legend, martyrdom and romance hangs over Nicholas and Alexandra. Thousands of books have been written on every aspect of the last imperial couple, who have become a publishing-internet industry. The atrocious killing of the family both overshadows and over-illuminates their lives. After all, Nicholas and his family are now saints. Generations of biographers and bloggers portray Nicholas as a loving family man and, with his wife, as the definition of a romantic couple, but this study treats them and Rasputin as both intimate and political figures in a fresh, unvarnished
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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


[image: images]


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 chief minister


Mikhail Saltykov, Romanov cousin, royal cupbearer and armsbearer


Prince Ivan Cherkassky, Romanov cousin of Circassian descent, boyar


Prince Dmitri Cherkassky, Romanov cousin of Circassian descent, boyar


Prince Dmitri Pozharsky, patriotic warlord, later boyar and chief commander


Prince Dmitri Trubetskoi, aristocrat and Cossack warlord, candidate for tsar











 


Michael was in no rush to proceed to Moscow, but Moscow was desperate for him to arrive. In the civil war, the contestants for supremacy – aristocratic magnates, foreign kings, Cossack chieftains, impostors and adventurers – had fought their way towards Moscow, hungry to seize the crown. But Michael Romanov and the Nun Martha were unenthusiastic. There has never been a more miserable, whining and melancholic procession to a throne. But the plight of Russia early in 1613 was dire, its trauma dystopian. The territory between Kostroma and Moscow was dangerous; Michael would pass through villages where dead bodies lay strewn in the streets. Russia was far smaller than the Russian Federation today; its border with Sweden in the north was close to Novgorod, that with Poland–Lithuania close to Smolensk, much of Siberia in the east was unconquered, and most of the south was still the territory of the khanate of the Tatars. But it was still a vast territory with around 14 million people, compared to about 4 million in England at the time. Yet Russia had almost disintegrated; famine and war had culled its population; the Poles were still hunting the boy-tsar; Swedish and Polish–Lithuanian armies were massing to advance into Russia; Cossack warlords ruled swathes of the south, harbouring pretenders to the throne; there was no money, the crown jewels had been looted; the Kremlin palaces were ruined.


The transformation of Michael’s life must have been convulsive: the court of a tsar had to be reconstructed, courtier by courtier, silver spoon by silver spoon, diamond by diamond. He and his mother were undoubtedly terrified of what awaited them in the capital and they had every reason to be anxious. Yet now this teenager of an untitled noble family, whose father was lost in a foreign prison, found greatness thrust upon him, a greatness that he owed, above all, to the family’s first patron, Ivan the Terrible.


Thirty years after his death, Ivan still cast his dread shadow over Russia and the boy Michael. Ivan had expanded the Russian empire – and almost destroyed it from within. He had first boosted its splendour and then poisoned it – a fifty-year reign of triumph and madness. But his first and favourite wife, the mother of his first brood of sons, was a Romanov – and the founder of the family’s fortunes.


Ivan himself was the scion of a royal family descended from Rurik,



a semi-mythical Scandinavian prince who, in 862, was invited by Slavs and other local tribes to rule them, becoming the founder of the first Russian dynasty. In 988, Rurik’s descendant Vladimir, grand prince of Rus, converted to Orthodoxy in Crimea under the authority of the Byzantine emperor and patriarch. His loose confederation of principalities, known as Kievan Rus, bound together by the Rurik dynasty, would ultimately extend almost from the Baltic to the Black Sea. But between 1238 and 1240 it was shattered by the Mongol armies of Genghis Khan and his family who, during their two centuries of Russian dominion, allowed Rurikid princes to rule small principalities as vassals. The Mongols’ view of a single universal emperor under God and their brutally arbitrary judicial decisions may have contributed to the Russian idea of autocracy. There was much mingling and marriage with the Mongols; many famous Russian families were descended from them. Gradually the Russian princes started to challenge Mongol authority: Ivan III the Great, grand prince of Moscow, had collected many of the Russian cities, particularly the republic of Great Novgorod in the north and Rostov in the south, under the Muscovite crown and in 1480 he decisively confronted the Mongol khans. After the fall of Byzantium to the Islamic Ottomans, he claimed the mantle of leadership of Orthodoxy. Ivan married the last Byzantine emperor’s niece, Sophia Paleologue, which allowed him to present himself as heir to the emperors. Ivan the Great started to style himself ‘Caesar’, which was russianized into ‘Tsar’, his new imperial status allowing his monkish propagandists to assert that he was regathering the territories of Rus.1 His son Vasily III continued his work, but Vasily’s son predeceased him so it was his grandson Ivan IV, Ivan the Terrible as he became, who succeeded to the throne as a toddler. His mother may have been poisoned and the child was traumatized when the rivalries of courtiers erupted into violence, growing up to be as magnetic, dynamic and imaginative as he was volatile and unpredictable.


At his coronation in 1547, when he was sixteen, Ivan was the first grand prince to be crowned tsar. The young autocrat had already launched his ritual search for a wife. In a tradition that derived from both of the precursors of tsardom – Mongol khans and the Byzantine emperors – he called a brideshow. Every choice of royal bride raised new clans to power and destroyed others. The brideshow was designed to diminish such turbulence by virtue of the tsar’s deliberate choice of



a girl from the middle gentry. Five hundred virgins were summoned from throughout his realm for this Renaissance beauty-contest, which was won by a girl named Anastasia Romanovna Zakharina-Yurieva, the great-aunt of the boy Michael.


The daughter of the minor branch of a clan that was already at court, Anastasia was ideal, thanks to her combining a safe distance from influential potentates with a comforting familiarity. Ivan knew her already since her uncle had been one of his guardians. She was descended from Andrei Kobyla, whom the grand prince had promoted to the rank of boyar2 in 1346–7, but her branch of the family stemmed from his fourth son, the boyar Fyodor, who was called Koshka – ‘the Cat’. Each generation was known by the name of the male in the generation before, so the Cat’s children were dubbed the Koshkins, an appropriate designation given the Romanov family’s feline gifts for survival. Anastasia’s great-grandfather, Zakhar, and her grandfather, Yuri, were boyars, but her father Roman died young. However, he gave his name to the Romanovichi, who would become known as the Romanovs.


Soon after the coronation, on 2 February 1547, Ivan married Anastasia. The marriage was a success. She gave him six children of whom two male heirs survived, Ivan and Fyodor, and she had the gift of being able to calm his manic temperament. Yet he still exhausted her with his unpredictable frenzies and constant travels. At first his reign prospered: he marched south-eastwards on a Christian Orthodox crusade to defeat the Islamic Tatars, the descendants of Genghis Khan who were now divided into smaller khanates. First he conquered the khanates of Kazan and Astrakhan – triumphs he celebrated by building St Basil’s Cathedral on Red Square; he despatched merchant adventurers and Cossack buccaneers to begin the conquest of vast, rich Siberia; he brought in European experts and merchants to modernize Muscovy and fought the Commonwealth of Poland–Lithuania to control the rich cities of the Baltic. But it was to be a long war which undermined the sanity of the tsar and the loyalty of his overmighty grandees, many of whom had their own links to the Poles. At the same time, he was often at war with the other regional power, the khanate of the Crimean Tatars3 to the south.




In 1553, Ivan fell ill. His wife’s brother Nikita Romanovich tried to persuade the courtiers to swear allegiance to the tsar’s baby son – but they refused, because they favoured his adult cousin, Prince Vladimir of Staritsa. The tsar recovered but emerged fixated on the treachery of his nobles and the independent allegiances of Prince Vladimir and the other magnates. In 1560, Anastasia died at the age of twenty-nine. Ivan was distraught, convinced she had been poisoned by hostile grandees.4 She may indeed have been poisoned, but she may just as easily have died of a disease or well-intentioned medicine. Either way, the defections and intrigues of his own magnates now sent Ivan into a spiral of violence: he suddenly withdrew from Moscow to a provincial stronghold whence he divided the realm between his private fief, the Separateness – Oprichnina – and the rest of the country. He unleashed a fearsome corps of black-clad upstart henchmen, the oprichniki, who astride black horses decorated with brooms and dog’s heads, to symbolize incorruptibility and ferocious loyalty, launched a reign of terror. As Ivan lurched between spasms of killing, praying and fornication, no one was safe. His instability was exacerbated by the fragility of his dynasty: only his son Ivan seemed likely to survive to adulthood since the youngest Fyodor was not strong. It was essential to marry again – which became an obsession like that of his contemporary Henry VIII. While he sought foreign brides, a princess from the dynasty ruling Sweden and Poland in the hope of winning the Polish throne, and an Englishwoman, possibly even Elizabeth I herself, Ivan worked his way through as many as eight wives, three of whom may have been poisoned, and some of whom may have been murdered on his own orders. When his second wife, a Tatar princess, died in 1569, another suspected victim of poisoning, he went berserk, purging his own ministers, cutting off noses and genitals, then descending with a posse of dog-headed oprichniki on to the cities of Tver and Novgorod, killing virtually their entire populations, treating victims with boiling then frozen water, hanging them from hooks inserted through their ribs, roping women and children together and pushing them under the ice. Taking advantage of Ivan’s demented distractions, the Tatar khan captured and burned Moscow.


After the oprichniki had done his bidding, Ivan reunited the tsardom but then abdicated and appointed a Tatar khan’s son, converted to



Christianity, as grand prince of Russia before taking back the throne. There was some method in the madness: Ivan’s cruelties broke the power of the territorial magnates – even though they were garnished with the personal sadism of his diabolical idiosyncrasy. Anastasia’s brother Nikita Romanovich remained the uncle of the heirs to the throne, but the Romanovs were no safer than anyone else from the tsar. In 1575, at least one Romanov was killed and Nikita’s lands ravaged.


At a brideshow in September 1580, Ivan chose a new wife, Maria Nagaya, who gave him the son, Dmitri, that he craved. Yet, in 1581, in a rage he killed his own eldest son by Anastasia, Ivan, driving his iron-tipped staff into the boy’s head, the awful climax of his reign. He had already debased Russia, but now he condemned it to chaos for the heirs to the throne were his other son by Anastasia, the weak and simple-minded Fyodor – and the baby Dmitri.


On Ivan the Terrible’s death in 1584, Nikita Romanovich helped ensure the succession of his nephew Fyodor I. But Nikita died soon afterwards and his influence was inherited by his son Fyodor Nikitich Romanov, future father of Michael.


Tsar Fyodor left the ruling to his able minister Boris Godunov, who had risen as one of Ivan’s oprichniki and now consolidated his power by marrying his sister to the tsar. The last Rurikid heir was Ivan’s youngest son, the eight-year-old Dmitri, who now vanished from the scene. He officially died from a knife wound to the throat, self-inflicted during an epileptic fit. This would have been such a freak accident it may actually have happened, but inevitably many believed he had either been assassinated by Godunov – or been spirited away to safety.


When Tsar Fyodor died childless in 1598, the Muscovite line of the Rurikid dynasty was extinct.


There were two candidates for the throne – Fyodor’s minister and brother-in-law Boris Godunov, and Fyodor Romanov, eldest nephew of the late Tsarina Anastasia, and son of Nikita Romanovich, who was known as the best-dressed boyar at court. Fyodor Romanov married Ksenia Shestova, but of their six children, including four sons, only one daughter and one son survived: the future Tsar Michael was born in 1596 and was probably raised in a mansion near Red Square on Varvarka Street.5 He was showered with gifts but his childhood was not stable for long.




Godunov was elected tsar by an Assembly of the Land, so he was the nearest thing to a legitimate ruler after the extinction of the rightful dynasty, and he was initially backed by Fyodor Romanov. Godunov was gifted, but luck is essential in politics and he was unlucky. His enduring achievement took place on his eastern borders, where his Cossack adventurers managed to conquer the khanate of Sibr, opening up the vastness of Siberia. But Russia herself suffered famine and disease, while Boris’s own illness undermined his tenuous authority.


Fyodor Romanov, whose intrigues and escapes displayed all the agility of his cat-like ancestors, helped spread the fatal rumours that Ivan the Terrible’s late son Dmitri had escaped and was still alive. A showdown was nearing, and the Romanovs brought military retainers into Moscow. When Michael Romanov was only five, his world was destroyed.


In 1600, Godunov pounced on Fyodor and his four brothers, who were accused of treason and sorcery; their servants testified under torture to their practice of witchcraft and stashes of ‘poisonous herbs’. Tsar Boris burned down one of their palaces, confiscated their estates and exiled them to the Arctic. To ensure that Fyodor Romanov could never be tsar, he was forced to take holy orders, under a new priestly name Filaret, while his wife became the Nun Martha. Michael was sent to live with his aunt, the wife of his uncle Alexander Romanov, in the remote village of Belozersk. He remained there for fifteen frightening months before he and his aunt were allowed to move to a Romanov estate fifty miles from Moscow. Three of the five Romanov brothers were liquidated or died mysteriously. ‘Tsar Boris got rid of us all,’ Filaret remembered later. ‘He had me tonsured, killed three of my brothers, ordering them strangled. I now only had one brother Ivan left.’ Godunov could not kill all of the Romanovs, with their special connections to the Rurikid tsars, not after the murky demise of Tsarevich Dmitri. The vanishing of royal children at the hands of power-hungry relatives has a fitting way of destroying the very power they seek.


The whispering campaign percolated through the land and convinced many that the real Rurikid heir, Tsarevich Dmitri, had been raised in Poland and was now ready to claim his throne; this unleashed the mayhem that became known as the Time of Troubles.


This first pretender to the throne was almost certainly not the real Dmitri but, even now, no one is sure of his real identity – hence he is usually known as the False Dmitri. He may have been a renegade monk who had lived in the Kremlin, where he learned about court life. Dmitri was probably brought up to believe he was the real prince and that gave him an unshakeable belief in his destiny. In October 1604, as power leeched away from Godunov, the False Dmitri, backed by the Poles, his



army swelled by Cossack6 freebooters, marched on Moscow. Given the feverish popular reverence for Russia’s sacred monarchs, the resurrection or survival of the rightful tsar seemed a Christ-like miracle. Godunov died of a brain haemorrhage and was succeeded by his son, Fyodor II. But the boy’s throat was cut before the mysterious pretender took the city.


On 20 June 1605, the False Dmitri triumphantly entered Moscow. Ivan the Terrible’s last wife, the mother of the real Dmitri, accepted him as her long-lost son. This brazen showman was crowned tsar, but as he desperately tried to reconcile his different backers, Polish and Russian, Orthodox and Catholic, boyar and Cossack, he summoned back the Romanov brothers and appointed Filaret metropolitan of Rostov, a promotion that would keep him out of Moscow. Michael, now ten, and his mother moved with Filaret to Rostov.


The tsar fell in love with the daughter of his Polish backer, Marina Mniszech, whom he married and crowned in the Dormition Cathedral. The fact that she was a Catholic Pole shattered his mystique and she soon became loathed as ‘Marinka the Witch’. Nine days later, at four in the morning, the boyars rang the bells and blockaded the palace. Dmitri leapt from a window but broke his leg and was shot and stabbed at least twenty-one times. Deciding who should be tsar next, the boyars weighed the claims of the Romanovs, taking account of their link to the rightful dynasty. One brother, Ivan, was unpopular, the other, Filaret, was a monk, so that left Filaret’s son, Michael. But he was too young. Finally, the leader of the coup, Vasily Shuisky, a member of another branch of the Rurikid dynasty and a feckless conspirator, was chosen as Tsar Vasily IV while Filaret became the patriarch of the Orthodox Church.


False Dmitri’s disembowelled body was exhibited naked: ‘his skull had been stove in and his brain lay beside him’, a minstrel’s bagpipes were stuffed in his mouth to suggest he played the devil’s tune and his genitals were laid alongside the rest of these giblets. Filaret Romanov plotted against Vasily IV until he was sacked and ordered to his see of Rostov.




The genie of the undead Tsarevich Dmitri now stalked the land. The reservoir of popular faith in the extinct dynasty of Ivan the Terrible was deep: more than ten different adventurers led armies claiming to be sons or grandsons of Ivan the Terrible. But one pretender, a second False Dmitri, even more mysterious than the first, became a real threat.


A former teacher, fluent in Polish and Russian, possibly a converted Jew, advanced to Tushino outside Moscow where he was joined by Marinka the Witch, widow of the First False Dmitri. When she met the coarse Second False Dmitri, nicknamed the ‘Brigand’, she shuddered. She had no choice but to recognize him as her husband. They then married – in secrecy, since if the Brigand really was the False Dmitri they were already married. She was soon pregnant.


Meanwhile Filaret was reunited with his ex-wife Martha and his son Michael in Rostov – but their trials were not over. In Moscow, Tsar Vasily Shuisky was losing the war against the Brigand, so he called in the help of the king of Sweden who advanced into Russia and occupied Novgorod.


The Brigand’s Cossacks conquered the south and advanced on Rostov, where Filaret rallied the defence until October 1608 when he was captured. The Brigand appointed him patriarch. The disintegration of Russia was irresistibly tempting to the neighbouring Poles and Swedes who were rivals for power around the Baltic and were both closely linked to Russian boyars and merchants. Ivan the Terrible had fought a twenty-four-year war against both kingdoms for control of the Baltic and Poland itself. The kingdom of Poland and the grand duchy of Lithuania had recently merged into a huge new state, which included most of today’s Poland, Ukraine, Belarus and the Baltic states. Ivan’s demoniac sacking of Novgorod had no doubt persuaded that trading city that it might be happier under Swedish rule. So it was inevitable that these rising powers would be tempted to feast on the carcass of Russia.


As the Swedes swallowed Novgorod and the north, the king of Poland, Sigismund III, was reluctantly drawn into the war by the intrigues of his own magnates and the need to restrain Sweden. The Brigand fled to the south, while Vasily IV was overthrown in a coup by the seven key boyars, who included Ivan Romanov: the ex-tsar was made a monk and later died in a Polish jail. They met to choose a new tsar. Filaret proposed Michael. But when news arrived that the Brigand had raised a new Cossack army in the south, the boyars decided they needed an adult with an army and elected Władysław, son of the Polish king, as tsar.


Moscow itself was occupied by Polish mercenaries who looted the royal treasures of the Kremlin. Filaret was sent to negotiate with the Polish king, leaving Michael behind in the Polish-occupied Kremlin with his uncle Ivan.




Filaret, who seems to have been genuinely committed to a Polish tsar, met King Sigismund outside Smolensk and demanded that Władysław convert to Orthodoxy, but the Poles saw no reason for their prince to forsake Catholicism. Filaret was arrested and imprisoned in Poland while, to counteract the Polish candidate, Novgorod proposed that the Swedish king, Gustavus Adolphus, become tsar of Russia. Russia seemed doomed until December 1610, when, in the absence of a tsar, it was the head of the Orthodox Church, the Patriarch Hermogen, who dared to speak out and call for a holy national war against the foreign invaders. Hermogen, captured by the Poles, paid for his courage with his life, but out of this uprising came the election of the Romanov tsar.


The call was answered in Nizhny Novgorod by a coalition of patriots and adventurers. The Brigand had been murdered by his own bodyguard in revenge for one of his many atrocities, but the pretence was not quite over. Marinka the Witch, Polish tsarina of two False Dmitris, now gave birth to a son. Under the banner of her toddling pretender known as the ‘Baby Brigand’, she and her Cossacks rode to join the militia in Nizhny Novgorod. In March 1611 this unlikely alliance marched on Moscow. In vicious fighting, the Poles set light to Moscow and retreated to the Kremlin, where they held Michael and the boyars as prisoners. But the militia failed to defeat the Poles and fell apart.


Finally in the autumn of 1611, back in Nizhny Novgorod, a capable soldier but middle-ranking nobleman, Prince Dmitri Pozharsky, and a local merchant, Kuzma Minin, gathered an army of national liberation and advanced on Moscow, backed by an aristocratic warlord and former supporter of the Brigand, Prince Dmitri Trubetskoi – while Marinka the Witch and the Baby Brigand fled south.


The patriots defeated the Poles, cut off their supply lines and then besieged the Kremlin, where the Poles and boyars started to starve. Bodies lay around the fortress; a merchant found a sack of human heads and limbs near the walls. Michael Romanov remained within this charnel-house with his mother. Finally, on 26 October 1612, the boyars including young Michael Romanov emerged from the Kremlin – and the Poles surrendered: most were slaughtered. Apart from the Baby Brigand in the south, the civil war was over.


The patriots immediately called an Assembly of the Land to elect a new tsar to save the motherland. But the boyars, who had only narrowly escaped being butchered by the Cossacks, were warned that as punishment for their treason they were not to appear at the Assembly. Lucky to be alive, Michael Romanov and his mother vanished into the countryside, seeking sanctuary at the Ipatiev Monastery. No one knew



where they had gone – and initially no one cared. The Romanovs, tainted collaborators, were surely finished for ever.


Eight hundred delegates arrived at the dilapidated Kremlin in the freezing month of January 1613: they camped in roofless halls and met sometimes in the Riverside Palace, at other times in the Dormition Cathedral. They fasted in the hope of receiving divine guidance but remained divided: the magnates supported the Swedish prince Karl-Filip, the king’s brother, while the gentry and Cossacks insisted on a Russian tsar. Prince Pozharsky was the hero of the hour but he was not a boyar, his family neither rich nor eminent. The Cossacks proposed their leader Prince Dmitri Trubetskoi, who was a scion of Lithuanian royalty and successful freebooter, but for everyone else he was tainted by his closeness to the Brigand.


When these had all been rejected, the ataman of the Don Cossacks proposed Michael Romanov. Voices shouted that he was too young. The Assembly voted him down. Then a petition was submitted proposing Michael, who gained supporters as the everyman candidate – he appealed to conservative boyars as cousin of the last rightful tsars, to the Cossacks because his father had been the Brigand’s patriarch. He was too young to have any personal enemies or to be blamed for his uncle’s Polish collaboration – and the absence of his father meant that no one controlled him. He was an immaculate pawn.


On 7 February, Cossacks won the vote for ‘our lawful Tsar Michael Fyodorovich’, but some of the boyars, who had joined the Assembly, favoured the Swede. The Cossacks surrounded their palaces, accusing them of selling out to foreigners. The crowds backed the innocent boy. The boyars put up Ivan Romanov as a stop-Michael candidate, but he himself proposed the grandest and richest of the boyars, owner of 134,000 acres, Prince Dmitri Mstislavsky, who refused.7 Michael’s cousins Fyodor Sheremetev and Prince Dmitri Cherkassky canvassed for him, but even they were not delighted by their candidate. He was barely literate, sickly and unintelligent, but at least his domineering father Filaret was in captivity and the overweening Trubetskoi was bought off with the gift of vast estates and semi-royal titles. ‘Let us have Misha Romanov,’ wrote Sheremetev, ‘for he is still young and not yet wise; he



will suit our purposes.’ But the Cossacks took the decision out of their hands as one of the Polish nobles told the prisoner Filaret: ‘The Don Cossacks made your son sovereign.’


The decision had to be unanimous. After two weeks, the Assembly fasted for two days and then, on 21 February, voted rank by rank for Michael. Outside the Kremlin in Red Square the crowd waited until the metropolitan of Riazan Fyodorit stood on the platform and cried: ‘Michael Fyodorovich Romanov!’ Thus by popular acclaim, and by election, like a Cossack chieftain, Michael was chosen. But everyone understood that these shoddy wheeler-dealings had to be forgotten and effaced: only God’s blessing could make a true tsar. And then there was another problem: where was the new tsar? No one knew exactly.


As soon the rumours about Michael reached the Poles, they despatched Cossacks to kill him. He was somewhere around Kostroma. They scoured the area, learning that a peasant called Ivan Susanin knew where he was. ‘While we the Great Sovereign were in Kostroma,’ wrote Michael later, ‘the Poles and Lithuanians came into the region and Susanin misled them and they tortured him with great and immeasurable torments to get him to reveal where the Great Sovereign was. But Ivan, though he knew all about us, suffered but did not tell them so they tortured him to death.’8


Yet Michael was still oblivious. On 2 March 1613, the delegation set off from Moscow to find their tsar but, as we saw in the Prologue, when they did offer him the throne, his mother cried out that ‘they had never wanted to be tsar. Michael wasn’t old enough, and all ranks of people had sinfully betrayed earlier sovereigns, and that was why these sins had lost Muscovy the blessing of God! And seeing all this treachery, lies, shame and murders and outrages to earlier sovereigns how would even a true tsar be treated after such duplicity and betrayal?’


As the negotiations developed, the Nun Martha’s argument became a little more practical and focused: ‘the boy’s father Filaret was oppressed’ in a Polish jail. Would the king of Poland punish the boy’s father? And how could the boy accept the throne without his father’s permission?


The delegates had been instructed that, if Michael baulked, they were



‘to plead with him in every way to take pity and be our tsar because by this election God had chosen him’. Martha wondered how they would fund an army in a ruined country. How could he crowned when the crowns had been pillaged? How would they reach Moscow across bandit-infested badlands?


The grandees replied that no one would betray Michael Romanov because he was the heir of the last true tsar Fyodor whose mother was a Romanov. All ranks had unanimously elected him. And they would arrange to free his father. This convinced the Romanovs. Michael accepted.


In faraway Poland, his father Filaret was informed that his son had been elected tsar. He was infuriated by his son’s acceptance without his permission. ‘When I left him, he was so young and without family.’ He shrugged: ‘What was my son to do?’


As he processed towards Moscow, Michael complained every step of the way. On 19 April he stopped at Yaroslavl, where he again panicked: ‘It had never even entered our thoughts that we could reign over so many great realms – we aren’t even of mature age. The Muscovite realm is in ruins and the Muscovite people so feeble-minded on account of their sins . . . How will a lawful hereditary ruler fare in Moscow, let alone myself?’


‘Have mercy on us orphans, Great Sovereign,’ replied the grandees, pleading with the tsar to hurry. Michael lingered in Yaroslavl where the ‘Cossacks incessantly importune us and we have nothing – how are we to pay our soldiers? We can expect the Lithuanians and Swedes very soon!’ And he needed royal regalia: without this, he would be an emperor with no clothes.


On 17 April he finally started to travel. ‘We’re coming slowly with little transport and our servicemen in poor condition with many of our musketeers and Cossacks having to travel on foot,’ he grumbled to the Assembly – and ‘not many of my courtiers have even arrived’. When he reached the Trinity Monastery near Moscow, he specified which Kremlin apartments he wanted repaired for himself and his mother. On 28 April, he and his mother had a very public tantrum. Metropolitan Fyodorit and boyar Fyodor Sheremetev wrote urgently to Moscow that ‘the Sovereign and his mother spoke angrily and tearfully to all the ranks assembled at the monastery’.


‘You did us obeisance and said you’d come to your senses and give up banditry, but you spoke falsely,’ cried the mother.


‘We, your slaves,’ replied the warlords Pozharsky and Trubetskoi, ‘have endured hunger and hardship and harsh sieges. Now there are many with us waiting outside Moscow who petition you Our Sovereign



to be graced by your presence.’ In other words, it was time to stop whining.


On 2 May Michael entered the holy city as bells rang from all the churches. Moscow was regarded by Russians as their sacred capital, a new Jerusalem. Even in this age of religious fervour, foreigners were amazed by the ritualistic piety of the Russians and their severe code of behaviour. Russian men wore long beards, as sacred tribute to God, and long robes, kaftans, with pleated sleeves that hung almost to the floor, on their heads sable or black-fox hats. Musical instruments and smoking were banned and noblewomen, whether virgins or wives, were restricted to their family terem, the separate living quarters of Muscovite women, where they were veiled and hidden. Yet none of this stopped the practice of the national pastime, drinking. Ordinary women were to be seeing lying around the streets, blind drunk.


Michael processed into the sixty-four-acre Kremlin, the fortress, palace and sacred esplanade of this New Jerusalem – now a pitiful sight. There was rubble heaped in the squares; chairs and beds had been used as firewood; the palaces had served as charnel-houses, full of bodies that had been piled up during the long sieges. The rambling complex of royal residences – the three-storey wooden Terem Palace with its gilded, frescoed throne room, the Golden Chamber and the connected Palace of Facets – were being hurriedly repaired to be ready for the coronation. (The new tsar’s alterations, adding two stone storeys where the royal family would live, would take three years to complete.) In the first months, Michael stayed in the palaces of his nobles, who traditionally had their own residences within the Kremlin.


The Kremlin had been founded on this hill between the Moskva and Neglinnaya rivers as the prince’s residence in the mid-twelfth century at a time when Moscow was a minor town compared to the chief Russian principalities, Vladimir and Rostov, and to the republic of Great Novgorod. In 1326, Ivan I, known as Moneybags, built the Dormition Cathedral, where grand princes were crowned, and the Cathedral of the Archangel Michael, where they were buried. Ivan had promoted Moscow as the centre of religious and royal authority, but Ivan the Great was the real creator of the Kremlin as Michael would have known it. Advised by his Italian-educated wife, the Byzantine princess, Ivan hired Italian Renaissance masters to rebuild both the cathedrals, raise his Ivan the Great Tower, craft his Palace of Facets, and fortify this acropolis with the crenellated red walls and battlements that now seem so Russian, and were then seen as exotically Italian.


Michael paraded through the Temple Mount of this holy precinct to pray in the five-domed Dormition Cathedral, where he received the oaths



of allegiance. The boy had to assume the sacred charisma of monarchy and there was only one way to do this – via the rituals of coronation. The monarchy had ceased to exist: the coronation must transform Michael into the personification of its restoration. Yet this mystical moment started with an unholy row.


On the morning of 11 July 1613, the day before his seventeenth birthday, the boy tsar met the boyars in the Golden Chamber, but the meeting soon degenerated into a dispute about precedence, the combination of family pedigree and length of service that in this restored court assumed paramount importance. Michael commanded that the rules of precedence were in abeyance during the coronation, but when his secretary announced that his uncle Ivan Romanov would bear the crown rather than the swaggering warlord Prince Trubetskoi (who had wanted to be tsar himself), the latter refused to allow this because his ancestry was superior. ‘It is true your ancestry is superior to Ivan Romanov’s,’ replied Michael. ‘But he must now be accorded higher rank because he is my uncle.’ Trubetskoi reluctantly agreed to carry the sceptre instead.


At two o’clock that afternoon, Michael, clad in the Byzantine-style golden robes that had earlier been blessed by Metropolitan Efrem (the senior clergyman – there was no patriarch because the tsar’s father Filaret was still in prison), entered the Palace of Facets. The boyars prostrated themselves before the frail boy.


As thirty-three Kremlin bells pealed, the courtiers and boyars, bearing on scarlet cushions the crown, orb (held by Pozharsky), sceptre and golden salver of the newly crafted royal regalia, emerged out of the Red Porch to bow thrice then process down the Red Staircase and across Cathedral Square towards the Dormition Cathedral. Then came the cathedral’s archpriest sprinkling holy water, so ensuring that Michael would step only on sanctified ground. The tsar entered the cathedral to the chanting of the hymn ‘Many Years’ rendered without musical instruments as none were used in Orthodox services. When he stood in the church before the icons of the golden iconostasis, Efrem asked for God’s blessing. Then it was Michael’s turn and the boy, who had never before taken part in such a ceremony let alone spoken formally in public, declared that Russia had suffered terrible trials in the fifteen years since the death of the last rightful tsar, his cousin Fyodor, son of Ivan the Terrible. Now Russians must restore peace and order.


Efrem tied a reliquary of a splinter of the True Cross around the boy’s neck, then blessed his head and pronounced the benediction as if ordaining a priest, an act of consecration. Next he placed on his head the fur-rimmed Crown (or Cap) of Monomakh, embellished with rubies



and emeralds, and handed him the orb and sceptre. Michael sat on the throne of Monomakh. The Cap had never been owned by the Byzantine emperor Constantine Monomakh who gave it his name, but was a royal Mongol helmet, adapted in the fourteenth century, while the wooden throne, carved with lions and Byzantine scenes, had actually been built for Ivan the Terrible. Efrem declared Michael to be grand prince, tsar and sovereign autocrat of Russia. Afterwards, Michael took off the crown, placed it on the golden salver and passed it to his uncle Ivan Romanov, handing the sceptre to Trubetskoi (who had grumbled about this order of things) and the orb to his cousin Sheremetev. His head was then anointed with the holy oil that bestowed his sacred charisma. Then, in the ritual followed by every tsar until 1896, he emerged to walk to the Archangel Cathedral next door to pray at the graves of Ivan the Terrible and Fyodor, while Prince Mstislavsky thrice threw coins over the tsar to celebrate the prosperity of Russia’s bridegroom. In fact he was in dire straits.


Michael was surrounded by fractious boyars, some of whom had aspired to be tsar themselves. The kings of Sweden and Poland were gathering armies to crush him; the Tatar khan ravaged the south and the Baby Brigand, the false grandson of Ivan the Terrible, held court in Astrakhan. The country was ruined. The chances of success must have seemed no better than even.


Michael was inexperienced politically and even his supporters described him as dim and placid. Foreigners noticed his genial smile, but during his long reign there are only a couple of occasions when he became angry enough to make any impression. He was ill much of the time. His eye twitched and his legs were unsteady, but it is hard to tell whether he was simply a weak nonentity or whether his frailties were the symptoms of traumas experienced in the Troubles. He was punctiliously pious – as was expected of a true tsar. He liked new technology, collected clocks and enjoyed Western entertainments, employing a troupe of acrobats, clowns and dwarfs in his Poteshnye (Amusement) Palace. Dwarfs and freaks were regarded as lucky mascots, but they were also expressions of the exceptionalism of royalty: Michael’s favourite companion was the dwarf Mosiaga. There was dancing, drums were played and tightropes walked. The tsar was an avid gardener and hunter. Everything suggests a passive, good-natured and cheerful boy who lived for routine and order. We have no lifelike portraits: his image as sweet-natured tsar was more important than his ability to make decisions.


The boy tsar initially shared power with the boyars and the Assembly. He agreed that he would not ‘execute anyone without fair trial and in



conjunction with the boyars’. The Assembly remained almost permanently in session. The Kremlin was dominated by Pozharsky and the heroes of the uprising, who were despatched in every direction to fight the regime’s enemies. Michael’s election was an act of patriotic defiance, his mission to co-ordinate the rout of foreign invaders, and thus from the very start the Romanovs had to provide military leadership.


First his generals defeated the army of the Baby Brigand and Marinka the Witch, both of whom were captured. Her latest husband, the Cossack ataman Zarutsky was impaled with a spike up his rectum on Red Square; Marinka was starved to death; the four-year-old Baby Brigand was hanged from the Kremlin walls. This was no time to take chances. Tatars, Poles and Swedes were at least bloodied. On 15 October 1615, the Swedes agreed the Peace of Stolbovo. Novgorod was returned, but Gustavus Adolphus laid the foundations of a Swedish empire in Livonia; Russia was cut off from the Baltic.


Michael could now concentrate on the chief enemy, the Poles, with Pozharsky as his best commander. Yet no one could forget that Michael’s father, Filaret, was still a Polish prisoner. The tsar’s first letter to Filaret made clear that the old man was potentially the real force in the government: ‘to the most venerable and exalted Metropolitan, father of fathers, Great Sovereign Filaret, worthy of sacred and divinely adorned rank, diligent seeker of lost sheep: your son, scion of your eminently illustrious stem, Michael, Tsar and Grand Prince, Autocrat of all Russia, bows his head zealously to the ground . . .’


In Polish captivity, meeting his son’s first envoy under the eyes of his captors, Filaret had to square his former allegiance to the Poles with the election of his son as tsar: ‘I’ve acted in good faith until now, but now my own son has been elected sovereign. In this way, you committed an injustice to me. You could have elected someone else but now you did this without my knowledge . . .’ And here was the crux: ‘He became sovereign not through his wish but by the Grace of God.’ While the Poles were determined to destroy Michael, they were unlikely to release his father – and at some point the tsar would have to call a brideshow to choose a wife.


Michael and the people who had elected him desperately wanted a real sacred tsar with the splendour of a royal court – to make it seem as if the atrocities of the last ten years had never happened. Ritual had to be performed, antiquity restored, but the court had to be created afresh – and everything new had to seem traditional. The disintegration that followed the death of Ivan the Terrible had shown what could happen when the autocrat had destroyed all opposition but left the autocracy



without a base. From the very start, the Romanovs ruled with a core of great families whom they rewarded with grants of land, pomestia, held temporarily in return for military service.


First Michael’s retainers restored the ceremony of sacred monarchy. In the vaulted audience chamber, illustrated with biblical scenes, the young tsar, wearing robes set with diamonds and a diamond-studded sable-trimmed hat, the gold sceptre in his hand, sat on a raised throne with four gilded pillars each surmounted with a golden eagle. Beside the throne was a gold imperial apple as large as a skittle ball on a silver pyramid and a gold basin and ewer and towel. On each side stood boyars and officials in white damask robes, lynx-fur hats and white boots with gold chains around their necks, gleaming silver axes over their shoulders.


Michael’s life was dominated by religious services that could often last from dawn till dusk, and strict observation of all festivals – which covered nearly all the days of the year. On the Feast of Epiphany, 6 January, the tsar, surrounded by courtiers and his musketeers, the streltsy, an elite regiment founded by Ivan the Terrible, gathered around a hole broken in the ice of the Moskva River to ‘bless the waters of the Jordan’, a ritual that promoted Moscow as Jerusalem, Russia the Holy Land.


The calibrated hierarchy of court was recreated. In all autocracies, favour is measured by proximity to the ruler. In Moscow this was expressed as ‘beholding the bright eyes of the Sovereign’. The court was the entrepôt of power where the nobles offered their recognition and service to the monarch, who in response distributed jobs, land, power, titles and marriages and in turn expected them to help command his armies and organize the mobilization of his resources. The court brokered power, enabled participants to amass wealth, bonded them in their shared loyalty to the monarchy – but it also allowed them to compete without resorting to civil war or revolution. Here they played out their conflicts – political rivalries, sexual intrigues – which were adjudicated by the monarch and his trusted henchmen. No one could forget the Troubles, and the autocracy was regarded as essential not just to unite the country and reconquer lost lands but also to prevent any slide back to mayhem. Once established, the Romanovs were rarely challenged as the rightful dynasty.


Every morning the boyars and courtiers9 approached the Red Staircase



that led from Cathedral Square up to the private apartments in the Terem Palace. The junior officials, ‘the people of the square’, waited at the bottom, but the lucky few, ‘the people of the apartments’, could go on up. The royal suite was a line of rooms of increasing and impenetrable sanctity. Only the very highest could reach the Golden Chamber, the third chamber next to the royal bedchamber. The tsar was so sacred that no one was allowed to look him in the eye, and he was greeted by his subjects with total prostration. If he was bled by doctors, the blood was blessed and buried in a special blood pit to prevent sorcery.


As ever in the Kremlin, security was paramount. Just in case his much promoted, sweet-natured sanctity was not enough, Michael ordered that anyone hearing ‘the tsar’s word or deed’ – a fearsome phrase which meant that someone suspected treason – was to inform his enforcer, Prince Yuri Suleshov, a converted princeling of the Tatar Golden Horde, who ran the Office of Investigations. Even now, the court had a strong Tatar flavour with many converted princelings, none more powerful than Michael’s half-Tatar cousins, the princes Cherkassky. The court was restored, but Michael could no longer afford to wait for his father to return. He had to find a wife, a magnificent but perilous role in a court where poison was just another political tool. In late 1615, he called a brideshow.


Courtiers fanned out across the kingdom to select teenaged virgins, mostly from middling gentry families, who were despatched to Moscow where they lived with relatives or in a specially chosen mansion. These candidates, perhaps as many as 500 of them, were reduced to around sixty girls, primped and groomed by their families.


The contestants first appeared before a jury of courtiers and doctors who weeded out the weakest. Descriptions were sent to the tsar and his advisers, but apart from beauty and health, the essential details were any kinship ties to Kremlin clans. As they waited nervously, their family trees were researched in detail.


This ancient tradition fascinated foreign visitors who regarded it as the most exotic of Muscovite customs. It projected the mysterious but



wholesome majesty of autocracy but was really a practical response to the tsars’ difficulty in attracting foreign wives to their isolated and faraway court. The shows were designed to calm the brutal competition between court factions by using an open ritual to choose a respectable maiden from the provincial gentry. The tsars wished to marry beneath themselves to avoid any links to boyar factions who did not want the bride to be connected to their rivals. Yet they each secretly hoped to promote a girl related (however distantly) to themselves.


The best girls were selected for the next stage, the viewing (smotriny), at which the tsar himself whittled down the contestants, who were now examined by the head of the Great Court Office and by royal doctors to assess their fecundity, the point of the entire exercise. The rejected were given presents and sent home, but the lucky six or so finalists moved into a special Kremlin mansion, then were presented to the tsar who signalled his choice by giving his handkerchief and gold ring to the chosen maiden.


The brideshows were not as fair as they looked: they could not be rigged but they could be manipulated. The last girls presented to the tsar were the result of the very intense politicking that the ritual was designed to avoid. The art of winning brideshows was to get more than one suitable candidate into the viewing. More than that the courtiers could not do. The tsar did not control the finalists, but no one could control whom he chose at the final viewing.


The winner and her father changed their names to signify their new status as royal in-laws; the girl assumed the title of tsarevna, and she and her mother moved into the Terem Palace to be trained – but also to be guarded because, as Michael’s bride was about to discover, the winner was in danger.


Just before Christmas 1615, the girls arrived to be inspected by Michael who chose Maria Khlopova, of middling gentry, by giving her the ring and kerchief. Changing her name to Anastasia, and receiving the higher title ‘tsarina’, she, her grandmother and her aunt were installed in the top storey of the Terem Palace while her uncle Gavril Khlopov joined the royal retinue. But this threatened the most powerful of Michael’s courtiers. Fyodor Sheremetev, the cousin who had travelled to Kostroma to offer him the throne, ran much of the government, but Mikhail Saltykov, nephew of the tsar’s mother Martha, who had been with them in Kostroma, had the most to lose. Saltykov and Martha opposed Khlopova.


About six weeks after the betrothal, the tsar, Saltykov and the fiancée’s uncle Khlopov were inspecting Turkish sabres in the Armoury. ‘Such sabres could be made in Moscow,’ boasted Saltykov, who as royal



armsbearer ran the Armoury. The tsar handed a sabre to his prospective uncle-in-law asking if he really thought the Armoury could match the workmanship.


‘Not as good,’ replied Khlopov. Saltykov grabbed the sword back and the two men argued in front of the tsar.


Soon afterwards, the bride vomited and fainted before the whole court. She had eaten too many sweets, her uncle later testified, but this case of possible food poisoning raised fatal questions: was she healthy enough to bear children and had her family hidden a secret disease? The tsar, or his mother, ordered Saltykov to supervise the girl’s health – with breathtaking naivety or malevolence. Saltykov started dosing her with potions from the Pharmacy, after which she began suffering convulsions and vomiting. Everyone was horrified – as they were meant to be. Probably backed by the tsar’s mother, the mastermind behind this malign intrigue, Saltykov suborned the doctors to say the girl was concealing an incurable disease and was incapable of having children. The poor girl along with her family were exiled to Siberia, her father appointed governor of faraway Vologda. After six weeks of royalty, the girl and her family were ruined. Michael loved the girl, yet he did not investigate further: he did not feel strong enough to overrule his mother. But this was not the end of the story.


In October 1617 Prince Władysław of Poland advanced with his army to Viazma, 150 miles to the east, and dug in. On 9 September the following year, Michael summoned the Assembly to mobilize the nation, his appeal reeking of panic. On 1 October, the Poles attacked Moscow and reached the Arbat Gates, but as winter set in, mutinies and famine broke the Polish army in this last battle of the Troubles. On 2 February 1619, Michael agreed to the fourteen-year Truce of Deulino that gave Poland possession of Smolensk. It was a humiliation, but Michael had held the kingdom together, no small feat – and he got something back that was almost as important.


On 14 June 1619, Michael, now aged twenty-three, accompanied by excited crowds, travelled to the Pryesna River five miles outside the city, and waited. A carriage with its own escort was approaching. When it was close, his father, Filaret, grey-bearded, and almost seventy, climbed out. After nine years’ separation, son and father were both so moved that they hugged and prostrated themselves on the ground for a long time, weeping with joy. When they set off home, Filaret rode in a sleigh while Michael walked alongside back to Moscow, which welcomed them to the sound of bells and cheers. A week later, in the Golden Chamber, Filaret was nominated patriarch by the visiting Theophanes, patriarch of Jerusalem.




Filaret, masterful and cantankerous survivor of Ivan the Terrible and Fyodor, of exile and tonsure, of two False Dmitris and Polish captivity, was never going to be a mere clergyman. Michael appointed him grand sovereign, effectively co-tsar – they ruled together in a diarchy. The patriarch, who had only a ‘fair knowledge of the Scriptures’, had waited too long for power. He was ‘irascible, suspicious and so imperious that even the tsar was afraid of him’ – and his political skills have led some to compare him to his contemporary, Cardinal Richelieu.


The letters of tsar and patriarch show how father and son addressed each other formally. ‘We pray Almighty God that we shall see your holy fair and angelic face and kiss your Holiness’s head and bow down to do obeisance,’ wrote Michael. Filaret went through the motions of advising – ‘And how will you, Sovereign, command on the Crimean business?’ – but then he answered his own question: ‘To me, the Sovereign, I think that . . .’ They received ambassadors sitting side by side on identical thrones, sometimes diplomatically playing different roles. ‘Don’t declare it is written by me,’ Filaret instructed Michael in one case.


There was respect but not intimacy. ‘The natural affections of the son’, noticed a Dutch envoy, were ‘directed much more towards his mother than towards his father on account of the long separation.’ Yet they worked things out together. ‘It’s written, O Sovereign,’ wrote the tsar to his father, ‘that you Great Sovereign and our father and pilgrim, wish to be in Moscow for the Feast of the Trinity but that’s not convenient for you because the roads will be impassable in your carriage. Perhaps it would be better if you came on the Monday . . . But let it be as our Great Sovereign wishes.’


Filaret was the strongman of the Kremlin, and no one did more to establish the Romanovs. He was the impresario behind an array of ostentatious ceremonies and architectural improvements to project the prestige of the crown.10 He ruled through a trusted coterie – his much younger brother Ivan, and his cousins, Sheremetev and the half-Tatar Prince Ivan Cherkassky. If any boyar stepped out of line, he was liable to be imprisoned. Nine of them were exiled. Filaret spent much time adjudicating



between boyars, who feuded constantly over precedence and frequently resorted to physical violence. Many boyars remembered him as one of them: the gruff but loyal Prince Lykov-Obolensky once swore at Filaret in church. Now it was lonely at the top: Filaret grumbled to his son that his only friends were Cherkassky, Lykov and his brother Ivan.


Yet Filaret’s purpose, the Romanov mission, was to mobilize Russia. He ‘administered everything concerning tsardom and army’, and he saw his most urgent task as preparing for vengeance against Poland. Tax collecting was reformed; the Church disciplined and its lands co-opted by the dynasty, laying the foundations for its wealth. The landowners were given greater control over their serfs in return for their readiness to fight. As border clashes with Poland intensified, Filaret knew that his Polish and Swedish enemies were technically far ahead of Russia, but with Europe now being ravaged by the Thirty Years War, experienced mercenaries were plentiful and he hired English and Scottish officers to modernize the army. But the dynasty needed an heir: the tsar must marry.


Michael refused to consider any other candidates for four years, still dreaming of the poisoned Maria Khlopova. But in 1621 Filaret offered his son’s hand to two foreign princesses, only for the Western monarchs to rebuff these uncouth parvenus – surely to Michael’s relief because he now persuaded his father to return to the case of Maria. Filaret ordered his doctors Bills and Bathser to examine the exiled girl, now in Nizhny Novgorod, and they returned with the news that she was entirely healthy. Filaret then turned on Armsbearer Saltykov: why had he claimed that she suffered from an incurable illness?


Filaret and Michael, sitting in judgement with Ivan Romanov, Ivan Cherkassky and Sheremetev, tried Saltykov and his brother. Sheremetev was sent to Nizhny Novgorod to interview Maria, who explained that she had vomited only once – until Saltykov had given her a tincture from the Royal Pharmacy.


Michael was enraged. Saltykov was dismissed and banished for ‘hindering the Tsar’s pleasure and marriage treasonably. The Sovereign’s favour to you . . . was greater than you deserved, but you acted solely for own enrichment to make sure that no one but you enjoyed the Sovereign’s favour.’ Saltykov escaped with his head only because he was protected by the tsar’s mother, who ensured the Saltykovs were not destroyed – and could one day return.


Now Michael presumed he could marry Maria Khlopova, but the Nun Martha refused to bless the match: the girl was spoilt goods. The tsar’s mother had a better candidate, her relative Princess Maria Dolgorukaya.



The tsar remained close to his mother, and she presided over the brideshow in which Michael selected her choice. On 19 September 1624, he married Dolgorukaya, a triumph for his mother’s intrigues. But, four months later, the bride died.11


There was no time to mourn: Michael had to marry again, and fast. At the brideshow viewing, Michael presented Eudoxia Streshneva, daughter of poor gentry, with the ring and kerchief. Filaret had her closely guarded in the Terem Palace during the engagement. On 5 February 1626, they were married and spent their first night with the traditional kernels of wheat between their sheets, sheaves of rye beneath the bed and the icons over it.


Eudoxia suffered the constant interference of her mother-in-law, the Nun Martha, but even without that, the life of a tsarina was stiflingly puritanical and limited. Households were supposedly run according to the joyless Domostroi, household rules written by a sixteenth-century monk, which specified that ‘disobedient wives should be severely whipped’ while virtuous wives should be thrashed ‘from time to time but nicely in secret, avoiding blows from the fist that cause bruises’.


Royal women were secluded in the terem, not unlike an Islamic harem. Heavily veiled, they watched church services through a grille; their carriages were hung with taffeta curtains so that they could not look out or be seen; and when they walked in church processions, they were concealed from public gaze by screens borne by servants. In the Terem Palace, they sewed all day, and would kneel before the Red Corner of icons when entering or leaving a room. They wore sarafans, long gowns with pleated sleeves, and headdresses called kokoshniks, while make-up and even mirrors were banned as demonic. The rules were more relaxed lower down the social ladder. Merchants’ wives blackened their teeth, wore white make-up, daubs of rouge, and had their eyebrows and eyelashes dyed black, ‘so they look as if someone has thrown a handful of flour at their faces and coloured their cheeks with a paintbrush’. The lower classes had more fun, bathing nude in mixed bathhouses, carousing in the streets, but it was precisely to avoid this lairy wassailing that the piety of the terem was so rigidly enforced.


Yet Tsarina Eudoxia thrived there. The first of their ten children, Irina, was born exactly nine months after the wedding: tsarinas gave



birth in the bathhouse of the Terem Palace. Each child was celebrated with a banquet in the Golden Chamber. After another daughter, an heir, Alexei, was born in 1629, followed by two more sons.


Filaret, the ex-prisoner of the Poles, was spoiling for a fight with Poland even though few boyars felt that Russia was ready. In April 1632, he got his chance: King Sigismund III died. The Commonwealth of Poland–Lithuania was a huge country, stretching from the Baltic to near the Black Sea, but it was an awkward union of two separate realms, a constitutional contradiction with two governments and one parliament, which was elected by the entire nobility and in which every delegate had a veto. This parliament, the Sejm, chose its kings, leaving royal elections open to foreign machinations. Poland’s idiosyncratic rules, overmighty magnates and widespread bribery often left the country languishing in anarchic limbo. After the Polish occupation of Moscow during the Troubles, Poland would remain Russia’s ancestral enemy.


Filaret’s war began in farce and ended in tragedy. He amassed an impressive 60,000 men but this antiquarian Muscovite army led by bickering boyars was obsolete. Only his 8,000 mercenaries under the Scotsman Colonel Leslie and the Englishman Colonel Sanderson could compare to the modern armies in the Thirty Years War.12 When he sent two boyars to take Smolensk, they argued over precedence and had to be dismissed.


The new commanders, the boyar Mikhail Shein, who had shared Filaret’s Polish imprisonment, and the lord-in-waiting Artemii Izmailov, started to besiege Smolensk in August 1633, but the fortress was reinforced by Władysław IV, the newly elected Polish king who still claimed the Russian throne. By October, the Russians had lost 2,000 men in one skirmish and were facing food shortages. Shein was a blowhard who on his departure had boasted to the tsar that ‘when most of the boyars were sitting by their firesides’ he alone was fighting – ‘no one was equal to him’. But he was soon in a panic. Michael tried to calm Shein with the pious reflection that ‘many things happen in war and still God’s mercy exists’, but the situation in the camp deteriorated.


Leslie and Sanderson hated each other so bitterly that the Scotsman accused the Englishman of treason. As they brawled in front of the army, Leslie shot Sanderson dead. Shein started negotiating with the



Poles and on 19 February 1634 he surrendered, marching out past King Władysław who finally saw his chance to take Moscow. As the Poles advanced, Shein and Izmailov were arrested, tried for treason and for kissing the Catholic cross, and beheaded. But the Polish advance was abruptly stopped by news that Murad IV, the Ottoman sultan,13 was invading Poland. On 17 May, Poland and Russia signed the Perpetual Peace. Władysław kept Smolensk – but finally recognized Michael as tsar.


In October 1633, at the height of the crisis, Filaret died aged eighty, followed by Martha. Michael, thirty-five, ruled through his relatives Cherkassky and Sheremetev, while his heir, Alexei, as exuberant as his father was docile, was growing up in the cosy gloom of the Terem Palace.


When Alexei was five, Michael appointed a well-born if penurious nobleman, Boris Morozov, as his tutor. Traditionally princes were given only an elementary education, but Morozov taught him about the technology of the West, introduced him to Latin, Greek and Polish and helped him build up a library. His father, who loved gardens and gadgets, gave him a market garden and showed him his latest toy, a gilded organ with mechanical cuckoos and nightingales. Father and son also shared a taste for entertainments, employing sixteen dwarfs dressed in red and yellow outfits.


Morozov was an excellent choice and unusually for princes growing up in the fissiparous Kremlin, Alexei had a happy childhood. Morozov arranged that Alexei should be taught with twenty other boys, and when he was nine he was joined by a boy four years older named Arteem Matveev. As Michael himself reflected later, Morozov – who spent thirteen years ‘living constantly with us’ – had almost become one of the family.


Then, in 1639, two of Michael’s sons died almost simultaneously, one aged five, the other just after being born. The family tragedies took their toll on the tsar. In April 1645 he fell ill with scurvy, dropsy and probably



depression. Three doctors analysed the tsar’s urine. He wept so much that the doctors seriously diagnosed a deluge of tears in his stomach, liver and spleen, which deprived his organs of natural warmth and chilled his blood. They prescribed Rhenish wine laced with herbs and a purgative, with no supper. On 14 May they ordered another purgative. On the 26th they found the royal urine to be colourless because his stomach and liver were not working ‘due to too much sitting, cold drinks and melancholy caused by grief’, the seventeenth-century diagnosis of depression. But he didn’t improve. Sheremetev, who had offered him the throne thirty years earlier, personally nursed Michael but to no avail.


On 12 July, he fainted in church. ‘My insides’, he groaned, ‘are being torn apart.’ His belly was massaged with balsam as his court realized that the tsar, forty-nine years old, was dying. Amid a stench of sweat and urine, the chanting of priests, the flickering of candles and the swinging of censers, royal deathbeds were theatres of dignity and sanctity – he who had lived like a king was expected to know how to die like one. Monarchs do not die like the rest of us: the tsar passed away but the power was passed on very much alive. Their deathbeds were public and practical transactions. Courtiers mourned a beloved master, but they also participated in the end of one reign and beginning of another. The transfer of power is always the ultimate test of a regime’s stability – but until 1796 there was no law of succession in Russia so deathbeds were dangerous political crises which often deteriorated into lethal tournaments. Whispered last words were regarded as sacred, but a moment after the last breath only the whims of the new tsar really mattered. Such fraught setpieces were simultaneously family occasions and state ceremonies. Last-minute death-chamber intrigues could change everything.


The tsarina and heir were summoned along with Morozov and the patriarch. Michael said goodbye to his wife, blessed the heir with the kingdom and told Morozov: ‘To my boyar I entrust my son and implore you, even as you’ve served us joyfully, living with us for thirteen years, so keep serving him now!’


At 2 a.m. he took confession. Alexei noticed that his father’s belly ‘stirred and rumbled’, the rattle of death. As Michael died, Nikita Romanov, son of Ivan and therefore Alexei’s second cousin, emerged into the antechamber to be the first to take the oath of loyalty to the new tsar, repeating that no foreigners be recognized as tsar and that every citizen was obliged to report any ‘evil designs’ – while a single bell tolled and the widow and daughters howled in grief. There would be no Assembly to confirm the succession. The Romanovs no longer needed one. Alexei was tsar by God’s will and none other.











SCENE 2


The Young Monk
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CAST


ALEXEI Mikhailovich, tsar 1645–76, ‘Young Monk’


Maria Miloslavskaya, tsarina, his first wife


Sophia, their daughter, later sovereign lady


Alexei Alexeievich, their eldest surviving son and heir


FYODOR III, their third son, tsar 1676–82


IVAN V, their fifth son, tsar 1682–96


Natalya Naryshkina, tsarina, Alexei’s second wife


PETER I (THE GREAT), their son, tsar 1682–1725


Irina Mikhailovna, tsarevna, sister of Tsar Alexei


Nikita Ivanovich Romanov, the tsar’s cousin, son of Ivan Romanov


COURTIERS: ministers etc.


Boris Morozov, Alexei’s tutor and chief minister


Ilya Miloslavsky, his father-in-law and minister


Nikon, patriarch


Bogdan Khitrovo, courtier, ‘Whispering Favourite’


Afanasy Ordyn-Nashchokin, minister


Arteem Matveev, Alexei’s childhood friend and chief minister


Prince Ivan Khovansky, general, ‘Windbag’













 


Tsars were buried simply and quickly. The next day, 14 July 1645, Alexei, clad in black as he received condolences around the open coffin, led the simple procession from the Terem Palace to the Archangel Michael Cathedral where tsars were laid to rest, before eating the honeyed porridge of the funeral banquet. Moscow was tense: there had not been a peaceful handover of power for sixty years. The coronation must be arranged urgently. The Tatar khan was attacking in the south and the Polish king harboured one of the three new pretenders on the loose. Even thirty years after the Troubles, no one could ignore Russia’s so-called ‘three plagues – typhus, Tatars and Poles’.


On 18 August, the tsar’s mother Eudoxia died – the teenager had lost both parents within five weeks. Alexei went on pilgrimage to Sergiev Posad, then fasted and prayed to purify himself. On 28 September, wearing the blessed red, gold and white robes, the tsar processed down lines of musketeers to be crowned in the Dormition Cathedral, and afterwards his cousin Nikita Romanov threw the coins.


The new tsar looked the part and lived it too: six feet tall, burly, energetic and healthy, with a lustrous red beard, he enjoyed falconry and hunting. At first, it was said he passed much of his time with the women in the terem, where he had spent his childhood, yet he swiftly imposed himself on his court in a way his father had never managed.


Alexei was the one of the best-prepared heirs. His personal papers reveal an intelligent, restless and sharp-tongued reformer who did not suffer fools gladly. He wrote poems, made sketches and constantly wrote down ideas on every possible subject; he always sought foreign technology to improve his army and palaces – foreshadowing the approach of his son Peter the Great.14 His rages were dangerous and he was quite capable of thumping a minister in the middle of a Council meeting. When the steward of his monasteries got drunk, he wrote him a letter calling him ‘a God-hater, Christ-seller, singleminded little Satan, damned scoffing enemy, wicked sly evildoer’; but, typically, the man’s punishment was merely to have this read out in public and to atone sincerely.




He could be as tender as he was cruel. After his top boyar Prince Nikita Odoevsky lost his son, Alexei comforted him: ‘Don’t grieve too much. Of course you must grieve and shed tears but not too much . . .’ But he was always the God-blessed autocrat, a playful tormentor of his courtiers. When he felt better after being bled, he forced all his courtiers to be bled too, even his old uncle who protested he was too weak. ‘Perhaps you think your blood more precious than mine?’ said Alexei, who then struck him and watched as he was bled.


Alexei awoke at 4 a.m. each day, prayed in his private chapel for twenty minutes, before receiving those retainers privileged to see ‘the bright eyes’, until at 9 a.m. he heard a two-hour mass. At Easter, he would pray standing for six hours, prostrating himself more than a thousand times.


At dinner at noon, he ate alone while the boyars ate at nearby tables: sometimes to reward a victory, he invited one of them to join him or sent them one of his dishes. Formal banquets were marathons of gourmandizing – seventy dishes of bear meat, beef, pigeon, sturgeon, accompanied by vodka, beer or kvass, a traditional Slavic drink of low alcoholic content.


After a siesta, Alexei was back in church for vespers before more meetings, games of chess and backgammon and further prayers. He was known as the ‘Young Monk’, and his religiosity was so all-consuming that even visiting churchmen were physically exhausted by a few days in the Kremlin. A coterie of Zealots of Piety, protégés of the tsar’s confessor, encouraged him to launch a campaign of puritanical moral regeneration to reform the vices of Muscovites. Adam Olearius, a German visitor, noted voluptuous dances, bare-bottomed mooning, drunken naked women splayed outside taverns and of course ‘lusts of the flesh’, and added that Muscovites were ‘addicted to sodomy, not only with boys but with horses’. It is unlikely that equine sodomy was really popular in the backstreets of Moscow, but binge-drinking women were then as now a sign of a rotten society. Alexei enforced the ban on musical instruments, smoking, swearing and drinking, denounced sexual immorality and pensioned off his dwarfs and replaced them with an irreproachably respectable retinue of cripples and monks. Diabolical mandolins were burned in a bonfire of the instruments in Red Square. ‘Take care that nowhere should there be shameful spectacles and games,’ he ordered, ‘and no wandering minstrels with tambourines and flutes.’ He noted his own act of charity: ‘Gave six roubles, ten kopeks each, to sixty people.’


Straight after the coronation, he retired his father’s minister Sheremetev, now aged sixty-nine, and promoted his ex-tutor Boris Morozov, whom he called his ‘father-substitute’, to be chief minister with a



constellation of offices – Treasury, Musketeers and Pharmacy – and a luxurious palace within the Kremlin. In one of his first decisions, Morozov organized a brideshow.


Six maidens reached the final to be viewed by the tsar. On 4 February 1647, he selected Efemia Vsevolozhskaya. The wedding was quickly scheduled for the 14th to avoid poisoning or maleficence but at a public ceremony the girl fainted as the crown was set on her head, sparking fears of witchcraft or epilepsy. Whether she had been poisoned or was just unlucky, Morozov, who had favoured another candidate, exploited her misfortune. She was given the fine linens prepared for her wedding as a parting present, expelled from the terem and exiled with her family. Alexei found consolation in bear-hunting.


When the bride-search was resumed, Morozov favoured the two daughters of a protégé. They were ideal because, if the tsar married one sister, Morozov could marry the other. Morozov had probably placed one of the girls among the final six beauties – but at the viewing the tsar had foiled his plan by choosing Vsevolozhskaya, who then conveniently fainted. Now Morozov arranged for the tsar to encounter the intended girl in his sister’s apartments.


She was Maria, daughter of Ilya Miloslavsky, nephew of the long-serving secretary of the Foreign Office. Well-travelled by Muscovite standards, Miloslavsky had started as a wine-server to an English merchant and had travelled to Holland to hire Western experts.


On 16 January 1648, Alexei rode through a frozen Moscow alongside the sleigh bearing his fiancée Maria. Prince Yakov Cherkassky, the third richest boyar, was best man. Afterwards, the couple held court, sharing a throne in the Hall of Facets. Alexei banqueted on swan stuffed with saffron, she on goose, suckling pig and chicken. The tsar’s Zealots persuaded the groom to ban any dancing or carousing. They drank just kvass, no vodka, and observed none of the traditional pagan fertility rituals. Nonetheless Maria swiftly fell pregnant and their partnership lasted twenty-one years, producing five sons and eight daughters. Maria would be the quintessential Muscovite wife, a paragon of pious modesty closeted in the terem.


Ten days later, Morozov, fifty-seven, married the teenaged Anna Miloslavskaya, making him the tsar’s brother-in-law. While her sister Maria was marrying a strapping young monarch, it must have been a miserable match for Anna. According to the tsar’s English doctor, Anna was a ‘succulent black young lass’ who preferred young flirtations rather than her old husband, ‘so that, instead of children, jealousies were got’. The marriage soon proved its value to Morozov: it saved his life.




Morozov had raised the salt tax four times yet, while he promoted austerity, his own nose was deep in the trough. Within a couple of years, though he had inherited just 100 serf households, he was the second richest boyar, while his cousin, the chief of investigations Ivan Morozov, was the fifth richest. Soon he was the most hated man in Moscow, where the discontent reflected a concurrence of war, revolution and famine across Europe.


On 1 June 1648, when Alexei was returning from one of his many pilgrimages, he suddenly found himself surrounded by an angry crowd, who seized his bridle but also offered him the welcoming gifts of bread and salt: the mob denounced the bloodsuckers of Alexei’s own government, particularly Morozov’s ally Leonid Pleshcheev who ran Moscow. Alexei promised to investigate and rode on. The protesters closed more menacingly on Pleshcheev’s retainers, who galloped their horses into the crowd, striking out with their whips and arresting ringleaders. As Alexei came down the Red Staircase next morning on his way to church, a crowd demanded the release of the prisoners. When they saw Morozov, they chanted: ‘Yes and we’ll have you too!’ The crowd beat up boyars and demanded the head of Pleshcheev.


The mob rampaged towards Morozov’s palace, beat his steward to death, threw one of his servants out of a window, pillaged his treasures and raided his wine cellars, drinking so manically that they literally bathed in alcohol. They caught his terrified young wife Anna but let her go with the consolation: ‘Were you not the sister of the Grand Princess, we’d hack you to bits!’ They also raided the palaces of the loathed ministers. The tax collector Chisyi was sick in bed but managed to hide under a birch broom until a servant betrayed him by pointing at it. They beat him, dragged him outside ‘like a dog’ and, stripping him naked, finished him off on a dungheap: ‘That’s for the salt [tax], you traitor!’ The mob then surrounded the Terem Palace.


Morozov and his ally Peter Trakhaniotov secretly escaped from the Kremlin. The popular Nikita Romanov, the tsar’s cousin, came out to promise the crowd that abuses would be punished; in response they blessed the tsar but demanded Morozov and his henchmen at once. Nikita swore that Morozov had fled; only Pleshcheev remained. They bayed for blood. Alexei reluctantly gave him up. As Pleshcheev appeared, they cudgelled him to ‘such a pulp that his brains splattered over his face, his clothing torn off and the naked body dragged through the dirt around the marketplace. Finally a monk came and chopped the remnants of the head off the trunk.’ In the chaos, Morozov, unable to get out of the city, slipped back into the Kremlin. Alexei announced that



he was dismissing Morozov and instead appointed Nikita Romanov and Prince Yakov Cherkassky.


Gangs got drunk on barrels of looted liquor, quaffing out of shoes, hats and boots, and lighting fires until, suddenly, the whole wooden city caught alight. The crowd found Pleshcheev’s head, trampled on it, soaked it in vodka and lit it before throwing his mangled torso into the flames along with the disinterred bodies of his allies. Trakhaniotov, who had taken refuge at the Trinity Monastery, was brought back and beheaded on Red Square.


When a smouldering calm finally descended upon Moscow, Alexei, accompanied by Nikita Romanov, addressed the crowd in Red Square, apologized for the crimes of his ministers and promised lower prices, but then, speaking with dignity, he added: ‘I’ve sworn to give Morozov to you and I cannot completely justify him but I cannot give him up. This person is dear to me, the husband of the tsarina’s sister. It would be hard to hand him over to death.’ Tears ran down his face. ‘Long live the tsar,’ cried the crowd. On 12 June, guarded by musketeers, Morozov left for imprisonment in a monastery on the White Sea in the Arctic north – though Alexei wrote by hand to the abbot: ‘Believe this letter. See to it you protect him from harm . . . and I shall reward you.’


On 12 July, Alexei made another concession, calling an Assembly of the Land to draft a new law code that was meant to protect the people and reassure the nobles. ‘The time of confusion is receding,’ wrote Alexei to Morozov’s keepers on the White Sea, ordering them to send his ‘father-substitute’ southwards in stages for his discreet return to Moscow. On 1 September, as the Assembly gathered in the Kremlin, Prince Nikita Odoevsky presented the new Code that promised ‘justice equal for all from greatest to least’, but at a time when the English Parliament was about to try an anointed king for his life, there was nothing populist about Alexei’s laws. During a period of instability and fear, the tsar consolidated his legitimacy by agreeing an alliance with the nobles that would be the foundation of Romanov rule until 1861. He confirmed noble grants of land which were gradually being transformed into permanent holdings. Justice would be dispensed by landowners to their peasants, who were now serfs totally owned by their masters and prohibited from leaving the estates. If they escaped, they could be hunted down.15




The death penalty, including new delicacies such as burying alive and burning, was imposed for sixty-three crimes. The punishments were savage – but probably no more so than those in England. The essential tool was the knout, mentioned 141 times in Alexei’s Code: a rawhide whip, often with metal rings or wires attached like a cat-o’-nine-tails, that ripped off the skin and cut to the bone. Ten strokes could kill and anything over forty was close to a death sentence. In return for Romanov autocracy and military mobilization at the top, Alexei granted noble tyranny over the peasantry, 90 per cent of the population. Nobility would be defined by the privilege of owning other human beings, setting a Russian pattern of behaviour: servility to those above, tyranny to those below.


Alexei felt confident enough to sack his new ministers and promote his father-in-law Miloslavsky, a coarse rapscallion with ‘limbs and muscles like Hercules’ who was ‘covetous, unjust and immoral’, a sex pest and peculator who soon built himself a Kremlin mansion on the spoils of office. Alexei was so irritated by him that he actually slapped him during a Council meeting. When he grumbled about a minister ‘with every sort of evil, sly Muscovite trait’, he was surely thinking of his father-in-law. But he granted real power to an altogether more impressive character.


Nikon, who resembled a biblical prophet, was the son of a peasant. After the death of his three children, he had persuaded his wife to take the veil so that he could become a monk in the freezing far north. Six feet six, brawny, wild-eyed, haughty with an abrasive and dogmatic style, he performed a thousand genuflections a day and his fasts were so stringent that he saw visions. As a member of the Zealots, he encouraged the austerities of Alexei, who appointed him metropolitan of Novgorod where he proved himself by suppressing the 1648 riots.


Alexei called Nikon ‘my special friend’ and ‘the Great Shining Sun’,



and they shared a worldview of sacred monarchy. When Charles I of England was beheaded, Alexei was disgusted: he expelled the English from Russia. Meanwhile the Polish borderlands of Ukraine were degenerating into ferocious civil war as the Orthodox people rebelled against the Polish Catholic nobility. If the world was tilting in a dangerous way, Nikon preached that the Orthodox mission of the Russian tsar must be purified, ready for a crusade against the Catholic Poles and the Islamic Tatars.


Patriarch Paisos of Jerusalem, visiting Moscow, encouraged this imperial-sacred mission by hailing Alexei as ‘King David and Constantine the Great, the new Moses’. Nikon took up the mission as Alexei prepared his army for the crusade. On 25 July 1652, Nikon was enthroned as patriarch, processing around the Kremlin walls with Alexei himself holding his bridle, one of the rituals of his installation. ‘In you,’ wrote Alexei, ‘I’ve found someone to lead the Church and advise me in governing the realm.’ Nikon started to sign most of the tsar’s decrees.


Nikon, obsessed with Moscow’s role as the New Jerusalem,16 believed that the corruption of the realm was equalled only by the deviations of the Church: he first turned on foreigners, forbidding them to wear Russian dress and confining them to a so-called Foreigners’ or German Quarter where they could pray in their infidel Protestant churches, smoke their tobacco and party with their whores. Despite this, Russia continued to hire ever more foreign military experts. As for the church, its pure Byzantine services had been tainted with innovations sanctioned under Ivan the Terrible that must be purged: henceforth the sign of the cross must be made only with three fingers instead of two. Nikon claimed that he was returning to the correct Byzantine usage, but traditionalists known as the Old Believers were prepared to die unspeakable deaths rather than make a cross with three fingers. As Nikon repressed these dissidents, a dystopic hell was descending on Ukraine – and the Orthodox rebels appealed to the tsar, offering him an irresistible opportunity to expand his empire and redeem the lost lands of Kievan Rus.


The Orthodox leader in Ukraine was Bogdan Khmelnitsky, a Cossack officer who had served the Ottoman sultans and Polish kings, learning Turkish and French before retiring to farm – until his ten-year-old son was near-fatally wounded by a Catholic nobleman. Khmelnitsky



launched a Great Revolt, fired by Cossack hatred for Polish Catholic lords. But he and his rebels also resented the Jews who often served as the agents for Polish magnates. They exercised this loathing on the large communities of Jews who had found refuge in tolerant Poland after the persecutions that had expelled them from Spain and much of western Europe. Elected hetman of the Zaparozhian Cossacks, Khmelnitsky unleashed his apocalyptic horsemen in a savage purge of Catholics and Jews. Somewhere between 20,000 and 100,000 Jews were massacred in such gleefully ingenious atrocities – disembowelled, dismembered, decapitated; children were cutleted, roasted and eaten in front of raped mothers – that nothing like this would be seen in the bloodlands of eastern Europe until the Holocaust of the twentieth century.


Khmelnitsky won the backing of the khan of the Crimea, whose superb Tatar horsemen enabled him to defeat a series of Polish armies. In December 1648, he rode a white horse into Kiev and declared himself not just the hetman of a new Cossack state but the grand prince of Rus. This astonishing ascendancy did not last long: when his Crimean allies deserted him and the Poles defeated him, he turned in desperation to a new protector. In January 1654, he swore fidelity to Tsar Alexei, who in return recognized Khmelnitsky’s hetmanate. For Russians, this was the moment Ukraine became theirs; for Ukrainians, the occasion when Russia recognized their independence.17 In fact, it was just an expedient military alliance in a war sponsored by Alexei to attack Poland and to conquer Ukraine.


Once Khmelnitsky had agreed to contribute 20,000 Cossacks against Poland, Alexei declared war. On 23 April 1654, in a state of religious exaltation, thousands of troops assembled in the Kremlin to be blessed by Nikon. ‘When battle commences you and your men must go forward singing on God’s mission. Go into battle joyfully!’ wrote Alexei to his general, Prince Nikita Trubetskoi, sounding like his contemporary Oliver Cromwell. Alexei was going to war too: he therefore bestowed on Nikon the title ‘great sovereign’ that had been held by his grandfather: perhaps their relationship resembled that of Michael and Filaret.


On 18 May, accompanied by Morozov and Miloslavsky, the tsar, still just twenty-five years old, led his Great Regiment out of Moscow



towards Smolensk. Dressed in a pearl-encrusted robe and bearing orb and sceptre, he rode in a gilded carriage lined in crimson satin and drawn by horses with pearl-set hooves, escorted by twenty-four hussars and twenty-five standards, his personal ensign the golden eagle fluttering overhead. He laid siege to Smolensk and started to bombard the fortifications, Alexei directing the guns with a ballistic talent that would be shared by his son Peter the Great. On 16 August, he tried to storm the walls, but the Poles detonated a mine under a tower filled with Russian troops – ‘Don’t grieve about the assault – we gave them a beating,’ Alexei reassured his sisters in Moscow. On 23 September, Smolensk fell, followed by thirty other towns, and his experience allowed the tsar to assess his entourage more rigorously: he still loved Morozov but he despised Miloslavsky. ‘Two spirits are riding with us,’ he complained; ‘one exudes cheer, reliability and hope, the other is sultry, stormy and vile: how can one trust two-faced men?’


In February 1657, the Muscovites, who had just recovered from an outbreak of plague, welcomed Alexei as he paraded sixty Polish standards – the first tsar since Ivan the Terrible to celebrate such a victory. He now found Nikon ever more domineering, but the patriarch remained as great sovereign when Alexei went back to war and captured Minsk and swathes of today’s Ukraine, Belarus and Lithuania. He proudly added White Russia to his list of domains. But, alarmed by his victories, Sweden invaded to spoil the party.


It made sense to negotiate with Poland and turn his guns on Sweden, but, at Nikon’s insistence, Alexei went to war against the Swedes before he had secured peace with the Poles. Sweden was a sophisticated European power, tempered by the Thirty Years War – and Alexei found himself in a quagmire. Then there was the problem of Nikon, who now asserted the superiority of the patriarch over the tsar.


The glowering priest and the young autocrat openly clashed during a service. ‘You’re a quarrelsome peasant,’ said the tsar.


‘Why do you revile me?’ answered the patriarch.


Alexei had to back Nikon’s suppression of all resistance to his religious reforms, but his entourage must have grumbled to him about the patriarch’s intolerable self-righteousness. Alexei ceased to consult him, half revering, half loathing this ‘son of a bitch’. The military situation was deteriorating. On the death of Khmelnitsky, the Poles offered the Cossacks a better deal than the Russians and they switched sides with disastrous consequences. Yet Nikon, who had promoted the war, now revelled in the plenitude of the great sovereign, lecturing the tsar as if he were a neophyte. He lived magnificently amid his own quasi-royal court, and his 30,000-rouble robes were so jewel-encrusted that he struggled



to stand in them. There were rumours of lissom nuns cavorting in his cloisters.


The courtier must not only obey the monarch’s orders but anticipate his unspoken wishes, wishes that the monarch may not even recognize himself. Sensing Alexei’s resentment, the boyars suddenly united in hostility to Nikon. Alexei’s mother’s family, the Streshnevs, loathed him – Simon Streshnev named a lolloping mastiff ‘Nikon’ and taught it to make the patriarchal blessing with its paw – a sign of the way the patriarch was regarded in the tsar’s intimate circle.


On 4 July 1658, Alexei did not invite Nikon to a banquet for the visiting Georgian king Teimuraz.18 Nikon sent one of his courtiers, Prince Dmitri Meshchersky, to inquire – surely it was an oversight. Meshchersky found the chief armourer Bogdan Khitrovo, nicknamed the ‘Whispering Favourite’, guarding the Red Staircase, brandishing his jewel-encrusted staff of office to hold back importuning crowds. He punched Meshchersky.


‘You shouldn’t strike me – I’m here on duty.’


‘Who are you?’ asked Khitrovo, who knew perfectly well.


‘The patriarch’s servitor.’


‘Don’t make so much of yourself. Why should we respect the patriarch?’ and with that he smashed him on the head with his baton, sending him bleeding back to Nikon. The patriarch was next confronted by the boyar Prince Yuri Romodanovsky who told him, ‘You insult the tsar’s majesty. You call yourself Great Sovereign.’


‘The tsar gave me that title . . .’


‘Yes,’ retorted Romodanovsky, ‘and now the Tsarish Majesty forbids it.’


The old showman tried to call the tsar’s bluff in public, a gambit that could have cost him his life. In the middle of his service in the Dormition Cathedral, he declared, ‘I can no longer be your shepherd . . . The Great Sovereign has violated his oath . . . I have to leave this temple and this city.’ Before a scandalized congregation, he then changed into a monk’s cowl and waited for the tsar to change his mind. But Alexei



did not. Nikon left for New Jerusalem. But he had one more card to play.


Alexei was a different man from the one who had launched the crusade in 1654. He returned a confident warlord who had seen how the Polish lords lived. He commissioned an English agent to buy tapestries, trees, lace, singing parrots and royal carriages to embellish his newly sumptuous palaces and hired mineralogists, alchemists, glassmakers and an English doctor, Samuel Collins, who soon noticed that ‘he begins to make his court and edifices more stately, to furnish his rooms with tapestries and contrive a house of pleasure’. Engaging 2,000 new foreign officers, he reformed the army and studied ballistics technology.


Rid of Nikon, he realized that every ruler needs a chancellery to enforce his orders, creating a new Office of Secret Affairs. When boyars missed his dawn church services he registered their names and had them collected with hands bound behind their backs and, wearing their robes, tossed into the river where they might easily have drowned or died of the cold. ‘This is your reward’, he laughed, ‘for preferring to sleep with your wives instead of celebrating the lustre of this blessed day.’ He relished this despotic bullying, writing to his friends, ‘I have made it my custom to duck courtiers every morning in a pond. The baptism in the Jordan is well done. I duck four or five, sometimes a dozen, whoever fails to report on time for my inspection.’


But these games were deadly serious. He put the old boyars in their place. When he had to promote a military bungler like Prince Ivan Khovansky, nicknamed the ‘Windbag’, the tsar did so ‘even though everyone called you a fool’. He indulgently reprimanded the Whispering Favourite Khitrovo for keeping a harem of Polish sex slaves and he was infuriated by the whoremongering of his own father-in-law Miloslavsky: Alexei told him either to give up sex or to marry fast.


Now the war lurched towards disaster. The Poles and Swedes made peace with each other, so that Poland and its Cossack and Tatar allies could turn on Russia. In June 1659, Alexei’s army was routed by a Polish–Cossack–Tatar coalition, losing as many as 40,000 men, and his gains in Ukraine and Livonia. But the tsar had found a brilliant new minister to guide him out of this crisis: Afanasy Ordyn-Nashchokin, son of a poor noble from Pskov, secured peace with the Swedes at Kardis. Alexei consulted the Council. There the bovine Miloslavsky suggested that if he were appointed to supreme command he’d bring back the king of Poland in chains.


‘What!’ Alexei shouted. ‘You have the effrontery, you boor, to boast of your skills? When have you ever borne arms? Pray tell us the fine



actions you have fought! You old fool . . . Or do you presume to mock me impertinently?’ Seizing him by the beard, he slapped him across the face, dragged him out of the Golden Chamber and slammed the doors behind him.


Nashchokin19 recommended not just peace with Poland but a real alliance if not a union under Alexei as king of Poland. But meanwhile his general Prince Grigory Romodanovsky struggled to hold on to eastern Ukraine. When he did well, Alexei praised him, but when he failed he received a furious epistle that must have made his hair stand on end: ‘May the Lord God reward you for your satanic service . . . thrice-damned and shameful hater of Christians, true son of Satan and friend of devils, you shall fall into the bottomless pit for failing to send those troops. Remember, traitor, by whom you were promoted and rewarded and on whom you depend! Where can you hide? Where can you flee?’


The people too were feeling the strain.


On 25 July 1662, Alexei and his family were attending church at his favourite Kolomenskoe Palace outside Moscow when a huge crowd started calling for the head of his father-in-law Miloslavsky, who as Treasury boss was hated for devaluing the coinage with copper. Sending his family to hide in the tsarina’s apartments, Alexei emerged to reason with the crowd while he summoned reinforcements from Moscow, not realizing the capital was in the hands of the rioters and that more protesters were approaching.


Alexei was on his horse ready to ride back to Moscow when this furious sea of humanity washed over him. He was manhandled, the tsarina insulted, and his retainers were about to draw their swords when his troops charged the crowd from behind. ‘Save me from these dogs!’ cried Alexei and spurred his horse. The mob was driven into the river and many were arrested. Alexei attended the torture chambers and specified the punishments: ‘ten or twenty thieves’ hanged at once, eighteen left to rot on gibbets along the roads into Moscow and a hundred at Kolomenskoe; tongues were ripped out, bodies dismembered.


When he was riding through Moscow, he wielded the tsar’s traditional steel-pointed staff, the very one with which Ivan the Terrible



had murdered his son. When a man rushed through his guards, Alexei killed him with the staff. It turned out that the man had not been paid. ‘I killed an innocent man,’ but the commander who didn’t pay him ‘is guilty of his blood’ and was dismissed.


The Copper Riot shook the tsar, who suffered palpitations, nosebleeds and indigestion which his doctors Collins and Engelhardt treated with laxatives, opium and hellebore to slow the heart. Yet his boisterous activity shows an astonishingly tough constitution, as his brood of sons proved. His eldest was also named Alexei and now Maria gave birth to another son, Fyodor. When the carefully educated eldest turned thirteen, he was presented as the heir.


On the night of 18 December 1664, a convoy of ten sleighs swept into the snow-covered Kremlin, halting outside the Dormition Cathedral. Out stepped Nikon. Alexei ordered his immediate departure, but this mysterious visitation exposed the seething conflicts around the tsar.20


Alexei ordered that everyone must obey the new rules of Orthodox ritual – or die. He tried conciliating the leader of the Old Believers, Avvakum, but he remained defiant. Two well-connected female courtiers, Feodosia Morozova, sister-in-law of his late minister, and Princess Eudoxia Urusova, were obdurate. They were banned from court, then arrested and offered liberty if they just crossed themselves in the new way, but when Alexei visited them in the dungeons Morozova defiantly gave him the two fingers. Alexei was determined not to create martyrs, so he had them tortured then starved to death. Avvakum had his wife and children buried alive in front of him; he himself was just exiled. But across Russia, Old Believers were burned alive. Many fled to Siberia and to the Cossack badlands; some fortified the Arctic island monastery of Solovki.


In December 1666, Nikon was tried and found guilty, deposed as patriarch and exiled. The destruction of Nikon removed any rival to the tsar, who became the sacred vicegerent of God on earth, while the Church became simply the religious arm of the monarchy. As this problem was solved, in January 1667, Nashchokin negotiated peace with Poland, winning Smolensk and (for an initial period of two years) Kiev. The Cossack hetmanate was divided between Poland and Russia, and,



four centuries after the fall of Kievan Rus, the reconquest of Ukraine had begun. Nashchokin was promoted to chief minister. Just as Alexei added Little Russia to his titles, tragedy swooped on the new-minted ‘tsar of all the Russias’.21


On 3 March 1669, the forty-three-year-old Tsarina Maria, after twenty-one years of marriage, gave birth to her thirteenth child, but the child and the mother died soon afterwards. The tsar’s elder sons, Alexei Alexeievich, thirteen, his heir, and the frail Fyodor attended the funeral. There were also two sickly toddlers, Simon and Ivan. In June, Simon died. Alexei had earlier taken a mistress, Ariana, who bore him a son, Ivan Musin-Pushkin. But he needed more legitimate heirs.


In November, Khitrovo, chief of the Great Court Office, organized a brideshow. Alexei viewed thirteen maidens in small groups of two to eight girls. Then on 17 January 1670, the tsarevich Alexei died of an illness, leaving Fyodor as heir (followed by the handicapped baby Ivan). A new marriage was imperative. An air of panic pervaded the brideshows. In April, the tsar narrowed his choice to Ovdotia Beliaeva and Natalya Naryshkina. Beliaeva was backed by the tsar’s eldest sister, the spinster Irina, now aged forty-two, while Naryshkina was the ward and niece by marriage of Alexei’s boyhood friend and courtier Arteem Matveev.


Beliaeva was still the front runner, though Khitrovo wondered if her ‘skinny arms’ implied a lack of fecundity. Her uncle tried to persuade the official doctor to attest to her healthiness while accusing Khitrovo of witchcraft. Just as the tsar seemed about to choose Beliaeva, two anonymous letters were found in the Hall of Facets and the Tower Hall of the Kremlin accusing Naryshkina of unknown but diabolical machinations probably involving the bewitchment of the tsar – and alleging she had flirted with a Polish nobleman before she came to Moscow.


The tsar ordered the arrest of Beliaeva’s uncle and female servants and relatives who were all tortured but revealed nothing. The letter-writer was never discovered, but the perpetrator was surely the tsar’s sister and her two Miloslavsky cousins. Instead of destroying Naryshkina, they destroyed their own candidate. Alexei saw Naryshkina again, possibly at Matveev’s house, where he may have held some of the viewings.


Matveev, who had been educated with Alexei then had commanded his bodyguard and run his intelligence service, lived differently from the other Muscovites – and his protégée seemed different too. Matveev



was married to Mary Hamilton, daughter of a Scottish Catholic refugee from Puritan England, who was not hidden in a terem but was educated, well dressed and free spoken in a house that was a treasure trove of Western sophistication, inhabited by actors and musicians, decorated with paintings, and even mirrors, usually banned in the terem.


The eighteen-year-old Natalya Naryshkina, who had ‘dark wide eyes, rounded sweet face, high forehead, whole figure beautiful, and limbs well proportioned’, was the daughter of a colonel from Smolensk related to Matveev’s wife. ‘I’ve found a suitable mate in you, Little Pigeon,’ said the tsar. Encouraged by Tsarevna Irina and the Miloslavskys, the families of the other girls now accused Matveev and Khitrovo of enchanting the tsar and bewitching the doctors with sorcery to reject their daughters. Sorcery was often a symptom of political conspiracy. Alexei personally ran the investigation, writing on one of the accusations: ‘Save me Lord from the sly, the iniquitous!’ A reference to his sister? If so, she failed again. In spring 1670, as Alexei prepared to marry Natalya, a Cossack freebooter named Stenka Razin led an army of runaway serfs and Old Believers up the Volga towards Moscow.


At the tsar’s wedding on 22 January 1671, Natalya Naryshkina was ‘blooming with youth and beauty’, but his eldest daughter was older than the bride. His six surviving daughters were kept in monastic splendour and teeth-gnashing boredom in the Terem Palace, but Alexei had had them educated. The most intelligent of them, the thirteen-year-old Sophia, especially hated the bride and her Naryshkins, who threatened to displace the Miloslavskys as the leading family at court.


On 16 June, Alexei celebrated the defeat of the Cossack uprising of Stenka Razin in a very different ceremony. Razin was tortured on the platform in Red Square, to Alexei’s gruesome specifications: he was knouted, his limbs were dislocated and forced back into their sockets, he was burned with a red-hot iron and cold water was dripped on to his head, drop by drop, before he was dismembered, quartered alive, beheaded and his innards fed to dogs. But the legend of Razin would long haunt the Romanovs.


The wedding changed everything. The new tsarina’s patron, Matveev, took over the government22 while the two Miloslavskys were despatched



to govern distant provinces. On 30 May 1672, Natalya gave birth to a sturdy son, Peter. Alexei celebrated by promoting her father and Matveev to lords-in-waiting. The Ottomans, suddenly resurgent after decades of harem intrigues, invaded Poland where Cossacks acclaimed a new impostor as the tsar’s dead son Simon, a frightening echo of the Troubles. Alexei dreamed of being ‘an all-conquering emperor to drive the Turks out of Christian lands’ and sent troops into Ukraine. The Cossacks surrendered the False Simon, who in September 1674 was tortured by Alexei’s ministers to reveal his backers. In Red Square, his limbs were sliced off and the twitching trunk was impaled up his rectum – a warning to all False Simons.


As he negotiated with the West in the face of the new Ottoman threat, Alexei started to remodel his palaces, probably inspired by the magnificence of Louis XIV, the Sun King. He commissioned the first play ever performed for a tsar and at Preobrazhenskoe, one of his constellation of suburban palaces around Moscow, he built the first tsarist theatre and watched a play artfully based on his own romance with Natalya, The Comedy of Artaxerxes (which the tsarina and the children could enjoy through the grilles of a partition). This was such a success that he built a Kremlin theatre and a new Palace of Amusements23 on the site of old Miloslavsky’s mansion, and gave Natalya twenty-two more dwarfs.


The tsarina started to open the curtain of her carriage and show her face to the public, then she went out unveiled in an open carriage and emerged from behind the screen at church, while Alexei held parties at which he ‘drank them all drunk’. Amid the fun, there was a flash of future glory: as Alexei held a diplomatic reception, there was a scuffling outside the hall and the door was kicked open by the irrepressible little Peter who ran in – pursued by his mother.


While the tsar and his young wife visited their pleasure palaces, Peter followed in a ‘small carriage all encrusted with gold’, while ‘four dwarfs rode alongside and another behind, all riding miniature horses’. But Peter was four and the heir was now the sickly teenager Fyodor. As the Miloslavskys plotted against the Naryshkins, it seemed unlikely Fyodor would outlive the energetic tsar.




When the tsar enjoyed his young family, he directed a small war against the 500 armed Old Believers who had fortified the Solovki island monastery in the Arctic. On 22 January 1676, he received the news that his troops had stormed it. During a comedy that night in his new theatre, Alexei, still only forty-seven, fell ill, his body swelling up alarmingly. Matveev, head of the Pharmacy, supervised the medicines. The drugs were made up by the doctors, then in front of everyone each potion was tasted first by the doctors, next by Matveev, then by the gentlemen of the bedchamber, and if all showed no signs of poison, the tsar himself drank – and Matveev finished the draught. But nothing could save the tsar from dying of renal and cardiac failure.


‘When I ruled the empire,’ he reflected, ‘millions served me as slaves and thought me immortal,’ but now ‘I smell no sweet odours and am overcome by sorrow for I am nailed to my bed by cruel disease . . . Alas I’m a great emperor, yet I hold the smallest worms in dread.’ Fyodor was so ill, he was stretchered into the death chamber, where his father placed the sceptre in his hands and advised him to follow the advice of the Whispering Favourite Khitrovo.


‘I’d never have married’, said Alexei to the sobbing Natalya, ‘if I’d known our time was to be so short,’ for he could no longer protect her. The new tsar Fyodor would be a Miloslavsky.


At night on 29 January, Alexei died. His chaplain Savinov was just preparing his valedictory charter when the patriarch beat him to it and placed his own version in the hands of the still-warm tsar. As widow and children mourned, the tournament for power started over the body. Savinov shouted, ‘I’ll kill the patriarch – I’ve already raised 500 men!’ The daggers were out.
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