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ix

authoR’s note

in writing about Russian history, you are faced by an 
immediate problem: what do you call the country you are 
writing about? it has been known as Rus, muscovy, Russia, 
the Russian empire, the soviet union, the union of  soviet 
socialist Republics, the Russian Republic. not only Rus-
sians live in this country: at various times its inhabitants 
have included ukrainians, Poles, tartars, people from the 
Baltic, the caucasus, central asia and many other places. 
each name has political and historical overtones about 
which there is passionate disagreement among scholars, 
politicians, journalists and ordinary people.

there is a particular problem about how to name the 
state based on the medieval city of  Kiev. most Russians 
call it Kievan Rus and believe that their modern state is its 
direct descendant. that is something that many ukrain-
ians vehemently deny. they call the city Kyiv, and insist on 
the ukrainian spelling of  other proper names too. i have 
tried to use whichever spelling seemed appropriate to the 
historical period. But many people will inevitably disagree 
with me.

Part of  the book that follows is an attempt to explain 
why these differences are so important. i apologise for 
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nevertheless finding it simplest to use the words ‘Russia’, 
‘Russian’ and ‘Kiev’ for much of  the time.

*

in transcribing Russian words into english, i have deliber-
ately avoided the standard scholarly systems. i have tried 
instead to make things as easy as may be for the non-Rus-
sian speaker (Russian speakers will be able to work out the 
original spelling for themselves).

the sounds should therefore be spoken as written. 
sounds that do not exist in english are represented thus: 
‘kh,’ sounds like ‘ch’ in ‘loch’; ‘zh’ sounds like ‘ge’ in 
‘rouge’. an ‘e’ at the beginning of  a Russian word is usually 
pronounced ‘ye’. thus ‘yeltsin’, not ‘eltsin’; but ‘mount 
elbruz’, not ‘mount yelbruz’ (because in Russian the ‘e’ 
in this case is a different letter). while ‘ë’ is pronounced 
‘yo’. thus Fedor is pronounced Fyodor, and i so spell it 
and similar names such as semen/semyon. ‘Khrushchev’ 
and ‘Gorbachev’ are pronounced ‘Khrushchyov’ and ‘Gor-
bachyov’, but i have chosen to stay with the more familiar 
spellings.

i use familiar english versions: ‘moscow’, not ‘moskva’; 
‘Peter’, not ‘Pëtr’; ‘alexander’, not ‘aleksandr’. But i depart 
from consistency when that feels best. so, for example, i 
prefer ‘mikhail’ to ‘michael’.

People unfamiliar with them find Russian names 
very hard to remember. it’s almost impossible to make it 
easier, but it may help occasionally if  you remember that 
between the first name and the surname in Russian comes 
the patronymic, which ends in -ovich/-evich for a man 
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and -ovna/-evna for a woman. one can’t distinguish in 
english between two men both called John Johnson. But 
ivan ivanovich ivanov is John Johnson son of  John, and 
ivan stepanovich ivanov is John Johnson son of  stephen. 
it is perfectly proper to refer to someone by his or her first 
name and patronymic. thus the last President of  the soviet 
union and the first two Presidents of  the Russian Repub-
lic could be respectfully addressed as ‘mikhail sergeevich’, 
‘Boris nikolaevich’ and ‘Vladimir Vladimirovich’.

i have spelled the last syllable of  Russian names, where 
appropriate, as ‘-sky’. i have left Polish names ending in 
‘-ski’, since that is how they are spelled in Polish.

this book is too short to support scholarly notes or a 
bibliography. i have, however, attributed direct quotations 
in endnotes. and i have added a very short and personal 
list of  books.
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1

Prologue

nation, myth, histoRy

Russia is a country with an unpredictable past.

Popular Russian saying

everyone has a national narrative, constructed from fact, 
fact misremembered and myth. People tell themselves 
stories about their past to give some meaning to the con-
fusions of  their present. they rewrite their stories from 
generation to generation to adapt them to new realities. 
they omit, forget or wholly reinvent episodes that are 
uncomfortable or disgraceful.

these stories have deep roots. they feed our patriot-
ism. they help us understand who we are, where we come 
from, where we belong. our rulers believe them no less 
than we do. they hold us together in a ‘nation’ and inspire 
us to sacrifice our lives in its name.

the British have their ‘island story’ of  undeviating 
progress from magna carta towards power, freedom 
and democracy, punctuated by shining victories over the 
French: winston churchill wrote it up in his grandilo-
quent A History of  the English-Speaking Peoples. the english 
acquired, exploited and then lost three empires in 600 
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years. the descendants of  their imperial subjects think of  
them as greedy, brutal, devious and hypocritical. that is 
not at all how they think of  themselves.

But the ‘nation’ is a slippery thing. nations are like 
amoebas. they emerge from the depths of  history. they 
wriggle around. they split by binary fission, recombine 
in different configurations, absorb their neighbours or are 
absorbed by them, and then disappear. war, politics, dynas-
tic marriage, popular referendums shift provinces from 
one side of  a frontier to the other. ordinary people can be 
born in one country, grow up in another and die in a third, 
all without leaving their home town. ask a Frenchman 
who was born in alsace-lorraine in 1869. ask an austrian 
Jew who was born on the border of  slovakia and hungary 
in 1917. ask a Pole who was born before the second world 
war in what is now the ukrainian city of  lviv, which since 
its foundation as levhorod in the thirteenth century has 
been known to its Polish, austrian, German and Russian 
rulers as lwów, lemberg and lvov. 

Few of  the states in today’s europe existed before the 
First world war. when columbus discovered america, 
Germany, italy, Russia and even France and Britain were 
still fragmented and the Polish-lithuanian union was on 
the way to becoming the largest state in europe.

the idea of  ‘europe’ is itself  largely an artificial con-
struction, an attempt to bring under one roof  a collection 
of  countries at the western end of  the euro-asian land 
mass, each very different from the others, ranging from 
iceland to Romania, from norway to Greece, from spain 
to estonia, loosely bound together by a tradition of  chris-
tianity and a murderous record of  domestic persecution, 
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bloody rebellion and violent religious conflict at home, 
endless war for power and loot, genocide, slavery and 
imperial brutality abroad.

By those depressing standards Russians have as good 
a claim to be european as anyone else. Partly because of  
its huge extent eastwards into asia, both Russians and 
foreigners nevertheless wonder whether Russia is part of  
europe at all. many of  their immediate neighbours con-
sider them asiatic barbarians, and point angrily to the 
sufferings that the Russians have inflicted on them over 
the centuries. napoleon was right, they think, when he 
allegedly said, ‘scratch a Russian and you’ll find a tartar.’ 

more than a thousand years ago a people arose on the 
territory of  today’s Russia whose origins are disputed. 
they adopted the orthodox version of  christianity from 
Byzantium, thus irrevocably distinguishing themselves 
from those elsewhere in europe who chose Roman 
catholicism. they developed their own slavonic lan-
guage. they created ‘Kievan Rus’, which for a while was 
the largest and one of  the most sophisticated, if  also one 
of  the most ramshackle, states in europe. it is from here 
that today’s Russians, ukrainians and Belarusians trace 
their origins.

But Kievan Rus was invaded and destroyed in the thir-
teenth century by the mongols. its splintered fragments 
were reassembled over the following centuries under the 
name of  muscovy by the hitherto insignificant northern 
city of  moscow. the new state was struck down by internal 
strife, economic disaster and Polish invasion. it recovered, 
and Peter the Great and his successors transformed it into 
an imperial Great Power, a dominant force in european 
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politics. in the nineteenth century Russia helped to define 
the nature of  modern european culture.

Russia’s existence was again seriously challenged by 
napoleon, by the Germans and as a result of  the wounds 
the Russians inflicted on themselves in the twentieth 
century. stalin put Russia back on the map, transformed 
the economy and won the war against Germany, all at 
a horrendous human cost. then in 1991 the empire flew 
apart. Russia collapsed again into poverty, incoherence 
and international irrelevance. For many Russians it was 
Vladimir Putin, whom they elected president in 2000, who 
saved them from unbearable humiliation and restored 
Russia to something like its rightful place in the world.

edward Gibbon said that ‘history is little more than 
the register of  the crimes, follies and misfortunes of  
mankind.’1 Russians, like the rest of  us, prefer to believe 
that their history has progressed in a straight and posi-
tive line. they explain away troubling events – such as the 
brutal reigns of  ivan the terrible or stalin – as necessary 
stages on the path to greatness.

the Russians are fascinating, ingenious, creative, senti-
mental, warm-hearted, generous, obstinately courageous, 
endlessly tough, often devious, brutal and ruthless. ordi-
nary Russians firmly believe that they are warmer-hearted 
than others, more loyal to their friends, more willing to 
sacrifice themselves for the common good, more devoted 
to the fundamental truths of  life. they give the credit to 
the Russian soul, as broad and all-embracing as the Russian 
land itself. their passionate sense of  Russia’s greatness is 
paradoxically undermined by an underlying and corrosive 
pessimism. and it is tempered by resentment that their 
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country is insufficiently understood and respected by 
foreigners.

Russian reality is coloured by the disconcerting and 
deeply rooted phenomenon of  ‘vranyo’. this is akin to the 
irish ‘blarney’, but lacks the overtone of  roguish charm. 
individuals, officials, governments tell lies if  they believe it 
serves their interests, or those of  their bosses, their organ-
isation or the state. they were doing it in the sixteenth 
century, when english traders advised their colleagues to 
deal with Russians only in writing, ‘For they bee subtill 
people, and do not alwaies speake the trueth, and think 
other men to be like themselves.’ they are doing it today. 
they are little concerned if  their interlocutor is aware that 
they are lying, though that does not stop Russian govern-
ments from punishing those who challenge their veracity. 

ordinary Russians may find it easier to believe what 
their government says. But there are limits. disgust with 
the entangling lie drives many of  the characters in dosto-
evsky’s novels to extravagant confession. the systematic 
mendacity of  soviet officials and ideologists was a constant 
theme of  dissident writers such as alexander solzhenistyn. 
as repugnance grew among ordinary people too, it helped 
to bring down the soviet regime”.

churchill remarked that Russia is a riddle wrapped in 
a mystery inside an enigma. that has become an excuse 
for intellectual laziness. But understanding Russia is a chal-
lenge, and you have to start by trying to disentangle the 
facts from the myths created both by the Russians them-
selves and by those who dislike them. the Encyclopædia 
Britannica described Russia in 1782 as a ‘very large and 
powerful kingdom of  europe, governed by a complete 
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despotism and inhabited by vicious and drunken savages’. 
the marquis de custine, a French reactionary deeply at 
odds with his own society, visited Russia briefly in 1839. 
the book he wrote, La Russie en 1839, was highly intelli-
gent, perceptive, witty, biased and profoundly superficial. 
he saw little of  Russian society apart from the aristocracy, 
who he concluded had just enough of  the gloss of  euro-
pean civilisation to be ‘spoiled as savages’ but not enough 
to become cultivated. they were like ‘trained bears who 
made you long for the wild ones’. custine’s book was 
compulsory reading in the us embassy in moscow in the 
1960s. it reflects the attitudes of  many foreign observers 
today. it is not the best starting point for any attempt to 
understand the country.2

some argue that there was never anything as coherent 
as a Russian national state. most Russians, though, seem 
to have little doubt. whatever is meant by a ‘nation’, they 
believe that theirs is exceptional, chosen by God or history 
to bring enlightenment to a benighted world. this messianic 
sense of  mission was born out of  orthodoxy in medieval 
muscovy and has survived ever since. it was promoted by 
dostoevsky and a host of  others in the nineteenth century. 
in the twentieth century the Bolsheviks shared the sense of  
mission, although for them God was replaced by history 
working its way through the instrument of  communism. 
But their Brave new world began to look suspiciously like 
the old Russian empire under another name. 

Russians and those who wish them well can be forgiven 
for despairing at the disasters they so regularly inflict on 
others and on themselves. after the soviet collapse they 
returned to the idea that modern Russia had an exclusive 
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claim to the inheritance of  the orthodox state of  Kievan 
Rus. Vladimir Putin was consumed by the idea that ‘our 
great common misfortune and tragedy’ was the division 
since 1991 between Russia and ukraine, between the parts 
of what he called ‘essentially the same historical and spiri-
tual space’. the obsession fuelled his invasion of  ukraine 
in February 2022.

*

a fascination with Russia and its people has occupied me 
for much of  my life. i was there as the soviet union col-
lapsed. that colours some of  the judgements that follow 
in this short and, i hope, measured history.

even before the Berlin wall came down it seemed as if  
ukraine’s desire for independence might trigger the disin-
tegration of  the soviet union. By the early 1990s neither 
a war between Russia and ukraine nor the possibility that 
the Russian democratic experiment would fail as disas-
trously as Germany’s weimar Republic seemed beyond 
imagination.

some of  my other judgements were sadly wrong. 
Russia has not yet lost its imperial itch. Putin’s brutal 
invasion of  ukraine has postponed for many decades the 
prospect that Russia will become the modern democratic 
state at peace with its neighbours which so many coura-
geous Russians had fought so hard to create.

But no people should ever be written off  as beyond 
redemption. i hang on to the golden image of  the Firebird, 
which flits through the dark forests of  Russian folklore to 
symbolise the hope that Russia will see better days.
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BiRth oF a nation

‘are you christians or some sort of  catholics?’

elderly Russian village lady, 1991

in 1952 Vladimir’s grandmother had him baptised into the 
orthodox christian faith even though stalin was still alive, 
and the soviet union was still the ‘first atheist state in his-
tory’. as President Vladimir Putin half  a century later, 
that baby regularly attended the great ceremonies of  the 
Russian orthodox church. he was reverting to an ancient 
tradition.

The Lesson of Byzantium

more than a thousand years ago, Russians chose ortho-
dox christianity in preference to catholicism. that choice 
profoundly affected their history and still dramatises 
the differences between Russia and the rest of  christian 
europe.

when the soviet union collapsed, lifelong commu-
nists discovered that they had been believers all along. 
By 2008 nearly three-quarters of  adult Russians identified 
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themselves as orthodox christians. whether their faith 
and that of  their president was ‘genuine’, whatever that 
might mean, was not the point. it was a matter not of  faith 
but of  identity. orthodox christianity was once more a 
central factor in Russian life and politics. orthodox chris-
tianity replaced communism as the professed ideology of  
the Russian armed forces. in 2020 the armed forces got 
their own ornate cathedral in moscow. orthodox priests 
routinely sprinkled new missiles with holy water and in 
2022 the Patriarch blessed the soldiers invading ukraine. 

Rumour said that Putin had a spiritual confessor, Father 
tikhon shevkunov, the head of  the sretensky monastery, 
just up the road from the lubyanka, the headquarters of  
the secret police, the KGB, for which Putin once worked. 
in 2008 shevkunov produced a television film entitled Fall 
of  an Empire: The Lesson of  Byzantium, about the sacking 
of  Byzantium, the capital of  orthodox christendom, by a 
motley gang of  crusaders in 1204. only by commandeer-
ing Byzantium’s material and intellectual riches, claimed 
shevkunov, could catholic europe become civilised. 

shevkunov comes to a forceful conclusion: ‘the venge-
ful hatred of  the west towards Byzantium and its heirs 
continues to this day. […] without understanding this 
shocking, but undoubted, fact, we risk not understanding 
not only the history of  long gone days but also the history 
of  the twentieth and even the twenty-first century.’

to western ears that sounds extreme. For many Rus-
sians it nevertheless reflects an emotional and historical 
reality. what happened in Byzantium still affects their 
view of  the world.1
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Christianity Divided

christianity was divided from the beginning. christ’s fol-
lowers soon split between st Paul, who wanted to carry 
the Gospel to the outside world, and those who believed it 
should be reserved to the Jews, among whom it was first 
propounded.

christ’s favourite disciple, Peter, was the first bishop of  
Rome. his successors claimed to be the guardians of  the 
truth he had received from christ himself, and therefore 
entitled to act as the spiritual head of  all christians.

But the emperor constantine the Great transferred his 
capital from Rome to the Greek city of  Byzantium in 324, 
and renamed it constantinople after himself. it became 
the christian as well as the imperial capital. its inhabit-
ants had no doubt that theirs was the only truly orthodox 
faith. For them the Roman church was uncultured and 
uncivilised, ‘barbarians almost without writing, altogether 
illiterate’, as one Byzantine historian put it in the twelfth 
century.2

the split widened. in the name of  the same loving God, 
all sides anathematised, persecuted and often killed those 
they considered heretics. all over christendom church and 
state competed for authority. disputes over doctrine acted 
as a surrogate for conflicts over power. Byzantine emper-
ors claimed to rule by divine right. so did european kings 
such as charles i of  england and louis XiV of  France. the 
Papacy, for centuries a powerful secular state itself, never 
hesitated to meddle in the affairs of  those around it. those 
who escaped from the grip of  the pope fell into that of  
their local monarch. Religious conflict soaked europe in 
blood until the late seventeenth century.
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But with the enlightenment scepticism grew, until by 
the twentieth century many europeans believed that reli-
gion was a declining force that would eventually disappear.

that belief  was, to put it mildly, premature. although 
that quintessential product of  the enlightenment, the 
american constitution, separates church and state, no 
american politician dares openly disbelieve in God. in 2011, 
60 per cent of  the British population still called themselves 
christian. militant islam once again began to play a major 
part in national and international politics.

in eastern europe the Roman catholic church helped 
oppressed peoples preserve their identity under com-
munism. orthodoxy helped the Russians to survive 
occupation by the mongols, the oppressions of  the tsars, 
the relentless atheistic brainwashing of  the Bolsheviks and 
stalin’s bloody repression.

the orthodox connection runs like a thread through 
Russian history. sometimes the church has been in col-
lusion with the secular power. sometimes it has been in 
violent conflict. sometimes it has been almost lost to sight. 
But from the tenth century, when Prince Vladimir of  Kiev 
chose to be baptised, to the twenty-first, when President 
Putin embraced it for his own purposes, the church has 
always been present.

Byzantium

the Byzantine empire was the longest-lived in history. 
it lasted for twice as long as the Roman empire which 
preceded it, and much longer than the ottoman empire 
which replaced it. a thousand years ago the city of  Rome 
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