RUSSIAN REVOLUTION WHO’S WHO – REVOLUTIONARIES

This Russian Revolution who’s who contains brief biographical summaries of significant revolutionaries and reformers. Click or tap links to open or close profiles. These profiles have been written by Alpha History authors.

Alexander Antonov (1888-1922) was the main leader of the peasant uprising that broke out in the Tambov in the early 1920s. Antonov was an industrial worker who joined the Socialist-Revolutionary party during the rising political unrest in 1904. He is best known for leading the Tambov militia, or ‘Blue Army’, during its 1920-22 resistance to Bolshevik rule. He was eventually located and killed by the CHEKA.

Inessa Armand (1874-1920) was a French socialist who provided support to Lenin during his exile in Paris. She returned to Russia with him in April 1917 and became active in the new Soviet government, heading up the Zhenotdel women’s department. Letters between Armand and Lenin suggest a close personal relationship; some historians have speculated that the two were lovers and that Lenin, his wife Krupskaya and Armand lived in a virtual menage a troi. Armand’s death from cholera in 1920 deeply affected Lenin.

Nikolai Bukharin (1888-1938) was a Russian socialist and Bolshevik leader who played an important role in the new society. Born in Moscow to a family of school teachers, Bukharin became involved in left-wing political groups as a teenager, serving as a foundation member of the Komsomol (the Bolshevik youth league). By 1912 he was one of the party’s brightest one theorists, working – and occasionally disagreeing – with Lenin himself. Like Trotsky, Bukharin was exiled in New York at the time of the February Revolution, though he swiftly returned to Russia. Bukharin’s politics were more anarchistic and internationalist than those of Lenin: he opposed the signing of the Brest-Litovsk treaty, believing that a continuation of the war would incite socialist revolution in Germany. Bukhrain later lost faith in the international revolution and became an enthusiastic supporter of Lenin’s New Economic Policy. He joined the Politburo in 1924 and supported Stalin’s ascent to power, before falling out with the dictator over land collectivisation. Bukharin was eventually condemned for disloyalty and executed during Stalin’s purges in the mid-1930s.




Felix Dzerzhinsky (1877-1926) was a minor aristocrat of Polish birth who became a loyal Bolshevik and the party’s feared security boss. In his teens, Dzerzhinsky was expelled from school for involvement in radical political groups. He later joined Marxist parties in Lithuania and his native Poland, before travelling into Russia to support and work with revolutionaries there. Dzerzhinsky did not join the Bolsheviks until 1917 but his devotion to the revolution was spotted by Lenin. By July 1917 Dzerzhinsky was a member of the Bolshevik Central Committee; he later contributed to the planning of the October Revolution. But it is as chief of the fearsome CHEKA that Dzerzhinsky is best known. His attention to detail and his ruthlessness made Dzerzhinsky an ideal security head: he once famously described the mission of the CHEKA as “organised terror”. Dzerzhinsky headed the CHEKA for more than four years until its dissolution and replacement by the GPU in 1922. He remained in the upper echelons of the Soviet government, serving in ministerial roles until his death in mid-1926.




Georgy Gapon (1870-1906) was a Russian Orthodox priest and political agitator who contributed to political unrest in 1904-5. Gapon was born to an impoverished peasant family in Ukraine and in his teens received religious training. He later moved to St Petersburg where he worked as a teacher, organising charitable relief for the city’s poor, including industrial workers and their families. Gapon was recruited by the Okhrana to organise a zubatovshchina (state-run workers’ association) but it seems his real loyalties were with suffering workers. Charismatic and a compelling orator, by 1904 Gapon was organising factory workers into militant sections. In January 1905 he drafted a petition of workers’ demands for presentation to the tsar; this petition was being carried by protestors when they were gunned down by imperial troops on ‘Bloody Sunday’. Gapon later condemned the tsar’s response to this violence and openly called for revolution. He was hanged by SR agents in 1906 after they discovered his contacts with the Okhrana. (See also Bloody Sunday)

Adolf Joffe (1883-1927) was a communist revolutionary, diplomat and politician. Closely aligned with Trotsky, Joffe was involved in the Petrograd Soviet during 1905. He spent several years exiled in Siberia before returning in 1917 and eventually supporting the Bolsheviks. He later led the negotiating team at Brest-Litovsk, though the unpopularity of the treaty reduced his influence in the party. He committed suicide in 1927.

Lev Kamenev (1883-1936) was a long-serving Bolshevik revolutionary and, later, an important Soviet political leader. Kamenev was one of two Bolshevik leaders who opposed Lenin’s wish to seize power in October 1917. He later became chairman of the Moscow Soviet, a Politburo member and (with Grigory Zinoviev) was instrumental in the rise of Stalin. Kamenev was another victim of Stalin’s purges and show trials during the mid-1930s.

Fanya Kaplan (1890-1918) was a young Jewish woman who joined the Socialist-Revolutionaries in her teens. In 1906 she was sentenced to life imprisonment for involvement in terrorist acts, though she was later released. She is best known for her August 1918 attempt to assassinate Lenin, which led to her being dubbed ‘the Russian Charlotte Corday’. After shooting Lenin twice at a Moscow factory, Kaplan was arrested, tortured and executed. Despite suspicions to the contrary, it seems she acted alone rather than with the backing of the SRs or another group.




Alexander Kerensky (1881-1970) was a left-wing political leader who vied with Lenin for control of Russia during the tumultuous months of 1917. Ironically, Kerensky was born and raised in Simbirsk, also Lenin’s hometown; his father had been a teacher at Lenin’s school and later gave the future Bolshevik leader a written reference. Kerensky trained as a lawyer and provided advice to individuals who had been mistreated by the government. In 1912 he was elected to the fourth Duma as a member of the labour-aligned Trudovik party; he quickly took a lead role into investigations into the Lena River shootings that year. In March 1917 Kerensky was appointed Minister of Justice in the new Provisional Government, the only socialist in the cabinet. A series of government breakdowns enabled him to rise to War Minister (May) and then prime minister (July), largely because of his ambition and brilliant oratory. But Kerensky’s support for the war and his failed June Offensive in Galicia eroded his support and made him a target for more radical socialists. By September 1917 he had alienated those on the political Left and Right, while the Provisional Government commanded little support from either the people or the military. Kerensky fled the Winter Palace during the October Revolution, married an Australian woman and made his home in the United States, where he worked as an academic. (See also Alexander Kerensky)




Alexandra Kollontai (1872-1952) was arguably the leading female socialist revolutionary, particularly after 1917. Born into a Ukrainian military family, Kollontai married young but the marriage failed, in part because her true interest was in Marxist politics. She joined the SDs in 1899, worked with industrial labour groups and was a witness to the events of ‘Bloody Sunday’ in 1905. After the outbreak of World War I, Kollontai spent time in several European countries, where she attempted to convince socialist groups to oppose the war. She joined the Bolshevik movement in 1915 and supported Lenin’s call for revolution in October 1917. Kollontai is best known for leading Soviet social reform, particularly improvements to the rights and conditions of women. She served as Commissar for Social Welfare and helped set up the ‘women’s bureau’ Zhenotdel. In the early 1920s Kollontai supported the Workers’ Opposition faction, which criticised the party for allowing excessive bureaucracy and crippling decision-making by workers. She held no position of domestic influence thereafter but served as Soviet ambassador to Mexico and Sweden.




Nadezhda Krupskaya (1869-1939) was the wife of Vladimir Lenin and a notable Bolshevik revolutionary in her own right. Krupskaya was born in St Petersburg to a lower middle-class family that had previously boasted noble titles. She was a keen student with an interest in literature, history and politics. After completing her own education the young Krupskaya worked as a tutor while participating in political discussion groups during her spare time. She met Lenin in 1894 and they married four years later, during one of his periods in exile in Siberia. A member of the Social Democrats from the outset, she voted with Lenin at the 1903 party congress and thus became part of the Bolshevik faction. Krupskaya did not always agree with her husband, nor did she obediently yield to him. She later believed Lenin’s call for an October 1917 revolution was premature, though she came to accept it. After 1917 Krupskaya held high positions in both the Communist Party and the Soviet government, particularly in the fields of education (where she was deputy commissar) and the Soviet youth movement Komsomol.




Vladimir Lenin (1870-1924) was the Bolshevik leader, the instigator of the October Revolution and, until his death, the dominant figure in the new society. He was born Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (‘Lenin’ was a revolutionary codename adopted later) in Simbirsk, his father a former peasant who had become a successful teacher. The Ulyanovs were politically aware and liberal minded, regularly discussing – and criticising – Russian government and society. In 1887 Lenin’s older brother, Aleksandr, was arrested and executed for involvement in an assassination plot against Tsar Alexander III. This had a profound effect on the young Lenin, who began studies in law while mixing with radical student political groups. By the mid-1890s Lenin had met his future wife, Krupskaya, and was involved in Marxist groups in St Petersburg. In 1895 Lenin was forced out of western Russia and into exile, where he would spend 18 of the next 22 years. He lived as a European nomad, spending time in London, Paris, Munich and Geneva and writing extensively about Marxism and contemporary political and economic systems. In 1902 Lenin published What is to Be Done?, a cry for better organisation and discipline in Marxist revolutionary groups. The following year he put these ideas into practice by forcing a split in the Social Democrats, Russia’s largest Marxist party. Lenin’s faction was dubbed the Bolsheviks (‘majority’). Lenin was soon forced back into foreign exile but the abdication of the tsar in 1917 allowed him to return to Russia. Arriving in April, he took command of the situation by issuing his April Theses, which demanded “Peace, Bread and Land” for the people, a boycott of the Provisional Government and socialist revolution at the earliest opportunity. From that point forward, the fate of the Russian Revolution – and indeed Russia – was shaped if not written by Lenin’s impatient and obsessive determination to craft a socialist state. (See also Vladimir Lenin)

Prince Georgy Lvov (1861-1925) was a Russian aristocrat and the nation’s first post-tsarist prime minister. A member of the liberal-democratic Kadets, Lvov sat in the Duma from its formation in 1906 and also participated in charitable causes and war relief. He served as prime minister in the Provisional Government between March and July 1917, after which he escaped to France and lived out his days in exile.




Julius Martov (1873-1923) was an influential Russian Marxist who was the most prominent member of the Mensheviks. Born to a Jewish middle-class family, Martov became interested in left-wing politics as a student. His early years were spent working closely with Lenin; indeed the two were considered friends. He joined the SDs in 1900 and, with Lenin, founded the party newspaper Iskra. Martov and Lenin’s collaboration diminished following the 1903 party split. Martov became the de facto leader of the Mensheviks. He argued the party should agitate against bourgeois government but not directly attempt to overthrow it. Unlike right-wing elements in the Menshevik movement, he opposed World War I, along similar lines to Lenin. Martov is perhaps best known for walking out of the Soviet congress the day after the October Revolution. He returned to sit as a delegate in the short-lived Constituent Assembly but played no significant role in Russian politics thereafter.




Karl Marx (1818-1883) was a German political philosopher whose writings provided the ideological impetus for a revolution in Russia. Born in Prussia to a middle-class Jewish family, Marx was trained and worked briefly as a lawyer – but his true interest was in political and economic theory, particularly the works of Georg Hegel. In 1844 Marx began a collaboration with Friedrich Engels that saw them undertake critiques of capitalist economies and societies in Europe. Their first major text was The Communist Manifesto, published in 1848, in which Marx and Engels argued that mankind was moving through a series of socio-economic phases, defined by ownership of capital and ‘class struggle’. Marx’s condemnation of capitalism and his theory of revolution became a guiding light for left-wing political movements across Europe – including the Russian Social Democrats and their factional offspring, the Mensheviks and Bolsheviks. Marx himself died in exile and in comparative poverty and was buried in London. (See also Marxism)

Pavel Milyukov (1859-1943) was the founder and leader of the Kadets and the first foreign minister in the Provisional Government. A historian and academic, Milyukov sat in the first State Duma, where he offered strong criticism of the government. He supported the tsarist government after the outbreak of war but by late 1916 was again condemning it. He is best known for his April 1917 telegram to the Allies, promising to keep Russia in the war until its completion. The public backlash forced his resignation from the Provisional Government. After October 1917 he fled to France, where he lived out his days in exile.

Vyacheslav Molotov (1890-1986) was a Bolshevik revolutionary, Soviet commissar and future national leader. Molotov joined the Social Democrats as a teenager. Within three years was working for Pravda, the Bolshevik newspaper, during which he formed a close alliance with Stalin. After the February Revolution Molotov voted to oppose the Provisional Government; he later became an important member of Milrevcom. Molotov sat on the party’s Central Committee but was neither liked nor respected by Lenin. After Stalin’s ascension to power, he became a member of the Politburo and, later, commissar for foreign affairs.

Georgi Plekhanov (1856-1918) was a Marxist revolutionary and a founding member of the Social Democrats (SDs). Though he voted with Lenin at the 1903 SD congress, Plekhanov later opposed the Bolsheviks on many issues. He supported the war effort, argued that the February Revolution was premature and disrupted, and dismissed Lenin as a German agent. Plekhanov was forced to flee Russia in 1918.

Fyodor Raskolnikov (1892-1939) was a socialist naval officer stationed at Kronstadt. A member of the Bolsheviks, Raskolnikov twice led the Kronstadt sailors into Petrograd with the intent of providing military support to a Bolshevik revolution. He later served as a diplomat for the Soviet Union, before being murdered by Stalinist agents.

Mikhail Rodzianko (1859-1924) was a former tsarist military officer who later became a liberal-conservative politician. Rodzianko entered the third Duma in 1907; four years later he was elected as its chairman. In late 1916 and 1917, he sent Nicholas II a series of telegrams warning of the escalating tensions in Petrograd; most were ignored. Rodzianko then led the negotiations that resulted in the tsar’s abdication. He later fled Russia to Serbia, where he died three days after Lenin.

Alexander Shlyapnikov (1885-1937) was the most prominent spokesperson for the Workers’ Opposition, the anti-statist Bolshevik faction that emerged in 1920. Closely linked to industrial workers and their unions, Shlyapnikov served as Minister for Labour in 1918. Over time he became critical of the Soviet regime’s centralised control of labour, adopting a syndicalist line. Shlyapnikov was excluded from positions of influence and later executed during the Stalinist purges.




Joseph Stalin (1879-1953) would become known as the ruthless dictator who dominated Russia from the late 1920s to his death in 1953 – but Stalin’s role in the Russian Revolution was comparatively minor. Born Ioseb Dzhugashvili to a poor family in Georgia, Stalin began training for the priesthood but was expelled from the seminary before graduating. He became a Marxist and joined Lenin’s Bolshevik faction in 1903. Stalin’s early contribution to Bolshevism was largely practical: he raised funds for the movement by extortion or robbing banks; at other times he was involved in the production and dissemination of propaganda. This naturally made him a wanted man: Stalin spent much of the decade before 1917 either in prison or in exile. After the abdication of the tsar, Stalin returned to Petrograd and muscled his way into the editorship of Pravda; in his first editorials, he pledged to support the Provisional Government. After April, Stalin fell in behind Lenin, supporting the overthrow of the government. Through 1917 he continued in charge of Pravda, while managing Lenin’s personal security. During the Civil War Stalin served in the Politburo, Sovnarkom and as Commissar for Nationalities, a portfolio that gave him responsibility for non-Russians in the old empire. In 1922 he was appointed General Secretary of the Communist Party, a position he used to expand his support in the party hierarchy, allowing him to seize power after the death of Lenin.

Yakov Sverdelov (1885-1919) was a talented young Bolshevik leader who worked closely alongside Lenin in 1917 and with the Soviet government during the first months of its rule. He also served as chairman of the Congress of Soviets Central Executive Committee. Trotsky described him as a “superb organiser”, while many considered him to be Lenin’s natural successor as leader of the Soviet Union. Sverdelov died in uncertain circumstances in 1919, probably of influenza.




Leon Trotsky (1879-1940) was a leading socialist writer, thinker and organiser, the second-most influential revolutionary after Lenin. Born Lev Bronstein to a Jewish-Ukrainian family, Trotsky became involved in Marxist groups while a student. He attended the 1903 Social Democratic party congress, where he sided with Julius Martov and the Mensheviks, but he later attempted to reconcile and reunite the party’s divided factions. Trotsky made important contributions to the 1905 Revolution, particularly in the formation and organisation of the St Petersburg Soviet. He was later arrested and forced into exile, before escaping abroad. Trotsky returned to Russia in 1917 and over the course of the year began to align with Lenin and the Bolsheviks. In October he oversaw the operations of the Military Revolutionary Committee and the Red Guards; the Bolshevik revolution later that month succeeded largely because of Trotsky’s planning. In the new society, he served as Commissar for War, playing critical roles in the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, the emergent Red Army and the Civil War. Trotsky was viewed as the natural successor to Lenin – but he also alienated several individuals in the Bolshevik party, which allowed Stalin to undermine and replace him after Lenin’s death. Trotsky went into exile and wrote extensively about the revolution and left-wing politics in general before he was murdered by a Stalinist agent in Mexico. (See also Leon Trotsky)

Grigory Zinoviev (1883-1936) was a foundation member of the Bolsheviks and participated in party decision-making at the highest levels. Zinoviev returned to Russia with Lenin in April 1917 but opposed Lenin’s push for an armed revolution in October that year. He later served as a commissar, a Politburo member and director of the Comintern. After Lenin’s death, Zinoviev sided with Stalin against Trotsky, allowing Stalin to seize control of the party. Zinoviev was later tried and executed on Stalin’s orders.

RUSSIAN REVOLUTION WHO’S WHO – TSARISTS

This Russian Revolution who’s who contains brief biographical summaries of significant tsars, tsarists and others associated with the old regime. These profiles have been written by Alpha History authors.

Alexander III (1845-1894) was the father of Nicholas II and the second-last Romanov tsar of Russia. The young Alexander grew to be the epitome of a strong autocratic tsar: he was loud, masculine, physically imposing and often short-tempered. He was also dismissive of liberal and reformist ideas – a perspective strengthened by the bloody assassination of his liberal-minded father, Alexander II, at the hands of populist revolutionaries. Alexander ascended to the throne in 1881 determined to crush revolutionary movements, to restore the iron grip of tsarist autocracy and to ‘make Russia Russian’. During his 13-year rule, he expanded and strengthened the secret police (Okhrana) and imposed Russian language, culture and religion on peoples across the empire. This policy of ‘Russification’ made him enormously unpopular – but he also had the advantage of being greatly feared, both by those he ruled and those in his inner circle. The tsar died in 1894 and the crown passed to his son, Nicholas, who Alexander had privately believed was unsuited for leadership.

Alexandra (1872-1918) was the Tsarina (queen consort) of imperial Russia during the reign of her husband, Nicholas II. Known to family members as Alix, she was born in the German state of Hesse, the daughter of the Hessian grand duke and a granddaughter, through her mother’s line, of Queen Victoria of Great Britain. She met Nicholas, her second cousin, in 1884 and they married a decade later. Unlike other royal unions of the time, Nicholas and Alexandra’s marriage was based on love and affection, rather than political expediency. It also required Alexandra to convert from Lutheranism to the Russian Orthodox faith, to which she grew devoted. Alexandra was a strong-willed, sometimes obstinate woman who exerted considerable influence over the tsar. She urged him to maintain the autocracy and impose his will over Russia while supporting and strengthening Nicholas’ own misguided beliefs. She is perhaps best known for her infatuation and devotedness to Grigori Rasputin, the Siberian faith healer whose political manipulation of the tsarina further discredited the tsarist regime. Alexandra was shot with the rest of her family in Ekaterinburg in July 1918. (See also Tsar Nicholas II)

Sergei Alexandrovich (1857-1905) was a Romanov grand duke and an uncle and brother-in-law of Tsar Nicholas II. In 1891 Alexandrovich was appointed governor-general of Moscow, which he ruled with a mix of oppression, charitable works and urban improvements. In February 1905, weeks after ‘Bloody Sunday’, Alexandrovich was assassinated by radical SRs, literally blown to pieces when a bomb was tossed on his lap.

Anton Denikin (1872-1947) was a general in the tsarist Imperial Army and, later, an important White commander during the Civil War. Like General Kornilov, who he supported, Denikin was born to peasant stock but rose through army ranks. In 1919 he led a failed attempt to recapture Moscow from the Bolsheviks – as well as instigating anti-Semitic pogroms and campaigns of ‘White Terror’ that claimed thousands of lives. He fled Russia in 1920 and spent the rest of his life in France and the United States.

Fyodor Dubasov (1845-1912) was a tsarist naval officer known for his violent suppression of urban and peasant uprisings. In 1905 Dubasov was appointed governor-general of Moscow, which was gripped by unrest and insurrection. Dubasov moved armed troops and artillery into the city and ordered them to fire on large mobs, killing hundreds. He became a hated figure and a target of assassins, who almost claimed his life in 1906.

Alexander Kolchak (1874-1920) was a Russian admiral, most notably the commander of the Tsar’s Black Sea Fleet during World War I. Kolchak later became the titular ‘supreme commander’ of the White Armies, though in reality, he was unable to coordinate their efforts. He was captured, tried and executed during the Russian Civil War.

Lavr Kornilov (1870-1918) was a leading general in the tsarist Imperial Army, best known for conspiring against the Kerensky government in August 1917. Born into a Cossack family in what is now Kazakhstan, Kornilov entered the military at age 15 and proved himself an excellent soldier, both on the battlefield and in positions of responsibility. He worked his way up through the ranks and by the outbreak of World War I was a major-general. Politically, Kornilov was conservative, nationalist and bitterly opposed to socialism. He lost faith in both the tsarist and Provisional Governments because both had shown themselves incapable of managing the war effort and crushing radicalism. In August 1917 Kornilov made arrangements to move troops into Petrograd to seize control and restore order in the capital; this imposition of martial law, he claimed, had been authorised by Kerensky. Kornilov was subsequently arrested and detained, before escaping and taking the helm of a White Army regiment in the first months of the Russian Civil War. He was killed by Bolshevik artillery in southern Russia.

Nicholas II (1868-1918) was the last tsar of Russia until he was forced to abdicate following the February Revolution. A member of the Romanov dynasty that had ruled Russia for more than three centuries, Nicholas was the son of Alexander III, though the two were not alike in either their physical presence or leadership. While Alexander III a was dominant, overbearing and intimidating ruler, the young Nicholas was short, softly-spoken and reserved. Though not unintelligent, Nicholas was deeply religious, anti-Semitic, political conservative and easily influenced by those around him, particularly his wife Alexandra. The young Nicholas received training as a cavalry officer, though his education in politics and matters of empire were neglected by his father. Still, when Nicholas came to the throne in 1894 he was determined to maintain the autocracy he had inherited. Imperial expansion was another of his aims, leading Nicholas to instigate the ill-fated war with Japan (1904-5) which caused domestic unrest at home and almost cost him his throne. But while the tsar promised political reform, he had learned little from the debacle of 1905 and he returned to policies of reaction and oppression. Like other European monarchs, Nicholas was drawn into World War I, where Russia’s lack of economic development and military modernisation were cruelly exposed. His decision to take personal command of the army (September 1915) had no disastrous effect on the war effort but it spelt the beginning of the end for his regime. In March 1917 Nicholas, with both politicians and generals against him, was forced to abdicate. He and his family were executed by Bolshevik partisans in Ekaterinburg some 16 months later. (See also Tsar Nicholas II)

Nicholas Nikolaevich (1856-1929) was a grand duke of the Russian nobility, a first cousin to Tsar Nicholas II and, until 1915, commander-in-chief of the Russian army. He entered the military as a teenager and within years had seen action in the Russo-Turkish War (1877-78). Later he became a military trainer and inspector, tough and authoritarian but fair enough to earn the respect of the men he commanded. According to an apocryphal legend, in 1905 Nikolaevich refused the tsar’s order to take command of the military and crush the growing rebellion. In 1914 Nikolaevich put in charge of Russian forces on the Western Front, despite having no experience at combat command. His leadership was not disastrous but nor was it talented or adaptive enough to overcome the enormous structural problems in the Russian army. In September 1915 the tsar replaced him as battlefield commander. Nikolaevich served out the way in safe postings. After the Bolshevik revolution, he fielded requested to join the White movement but continually resisted these overtures.

Vyacheslav von Plehve (1846-1904) was a tsarist minister and police chief who oversaw the expansion of the Okhrana in the 1880s. Loyal to tsarism, Plehve was the individual held most responsible for the brutal repression of revolutionary groups under Alexander III. He was assassinated in St Petersburg, a bomb hurled into his carriage by SR agents.

Konstantin Pobedonostsev (1827-1907) was an ultra-conservative Russian politician, an administrator of the Russian Orthodox Church and influential advisor to Alexander III. He was known for his hatred of democracy, his intense anti-Semitism and his enforcement of autocracy. He played an important role in shaping and reinforcing the traditionist views of the young Nicholas II.

Alexander Protopopov (1866-1918) was a conservative politician, a member of the Octobrist Party and a deputy in the third and fourth Dumas. A fervent supporter of the tsar and his autocracy, Protopopov was both a friend of Rasputin and a favourite of the Tsarina, who pushed for his appointment as interior minister in September 1916. He was arrested after the February Revolution and later executed by the Bolsheviks.

Grigori Rasputin (1869-1916) was a Siberian-born faith healer and starets (‘spiritual teacher’) who ingratiated himself with the royal family in the years prior to revolution. Rasputin journeyed to St Petersburg in 1905, probably to join the throng of occultists and spiritualists who ministered to the city’s aristocracy. Learning that the infant tsarevich Alexei was chronically ill, Rasputin arranged an appointment with his mother. Whether by persuasion, hypnotism or some other force, Rasputin managed to convince the tsarina of his ability to ease the boy’s suffering. The Romanovs supplied him with an apartment in the capital and he became a regular visitor to the Winter Palace. When not with the Romanovs, Rasputin was usually engaged in drunken parties or carousing with low-rent prostitutes. He also began to exert considerable political influence over Alexandra, particularly after the tsar had left for war in 1915. This interference discredited the Tsarina and the monarchy and led to the conspiracy that took Rasputin’s life in 1916. (See also Grigori Rasputin)

Alexei Romanov (1904-1918) was the only son of Nicholas II and Alexandra and the tsarevich (heir apparent) to the Russian throne. Alexei, a shy and humble boy, suffered from haemophilia, a genetic blood disorder he inherited from his mother. His painful bleeding episodes prompted his mother to seek the counsel of Rasputin. Alexei was shot by Bolshevik agents in Ekaterinburg, three weeks before his 14th birthday.

Petr Stolypin (1862-1911) was a Russian politician and minister who led the tsarist counter-revolution after 1905. Born to an aristocratic family, Stolypin received a university education, entered the public service and rose quickly through the ranks of the bureaucracy. By the age of 40 Stolypin was serving as a provincial governor, where he demonstrated a willingness to use the police and military to quell unrest and impose tsarist policies. In 1905 Stolypin became Minister for the Interior; months later the tsar appointed him chief minister. Stolypin responded to the 1905 Revolution by ordering the repression of militant workers and political groups; his actions increased government executions to such an extent that the hangman’s noose was dubbed ‘Stolypin’s necktie’. Stolypin also initiated land reforms and manipulated Russia’s electoral laws to dilute anti-tsarist dissent in the Duma. He was assassinated while attending the theatre in 1911; the motives of the assassin remain in dispute. (See also Tsarist reaction)

Sergei Witte (1849-1915) was a Russian politician prior to World War I, known mainly for his economic reforms and his liberal political views. Born to an affluent family in what is now Georgia, as a young man Witte worked in the tsarist bureaucracy, specialising in transport and railways, before moving into private industry. In 1892 Witte was recruited into Alexander III’s ministry and given responsibility for transport, communications and finance. He undertook several important economic reforms, including a state monopoly on vodka production, the construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway, the introduction of the gold standard and incentives to attract foreign investment in industrial projects. Witte’s changes facilitated the rapid expansion of Russia’s industrial sector, though they made him unpopular with the conservative elite. In 1905 Witte negotiated the treaty that concluded the Russo-Japanese War; he then advised the tsar to introduce liberal political reforms, including a constitution and an elected assembly. These recommendations resulted in the October Manifesto, a document Witte reportedly drafted. (See also Russian industrialisation)

