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PREFACE to the Source Collection on the Russian Revolution

Insert Source here:

This is a collection of sources provided by members of the Euroclio 

network and curated by three members of the Historiana team.   It 

is not a comprehensive overview of the Russian Revolution. Its 

purpose is to provide some insights into how politicians, diplomats, 

senior military officers, other officials, revolutionaries, eye 

witnesses, bystanders, newspaper editors and journalists, ordinary 

people and even children perceived some of the key events in 

Russia from January 1917 through to December 1922. We hope that 

this transnational and multiperspective collection will widen 

students’ understanding of what happened in Russia in those critical 

years. 

The sources have been provided by history teachers and historians 

from 13 countries, including the Russian Federation, neighbouring 

states that in 1917 were part of the Russian Empire, states that 

were then allies or enemies of Russia and even states which were 

neutral non-combatants in 1917. To obtain these sources the 

contributors turned to their own national digital and physical 

archives. Where necessary, contributors summarised texts in 

English. 

For EUROCLIO this was a pilot experiment in collecting historical 

sources and we are very grateful to everyone who took part. We 

think the experiment was successful and EUROCLIO will be planning 

further crowd-sourcing of collections on other significant moments 

and developments in world history in the future.

Bob Stradling, Louise Sträuli and Giulia Rossi
Summer 2019  

Painting by British artist David 

Jagger, entitled The Bolshevik 

(1918).  The image combines the 

features of several Bolshevik 

leaders. 
Source: Canadian War Museum
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Introduction
THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

This collection is divided into four sections. These are: The February Revolution, The October 

Revolution, The Civil War and The Historiography of the Revolution. In addition, if you go directly to 

Source Collections on the Historiana menu you will find two more short source collections: Cartoons 

and Caricatures 1917-1922 and Drawings about the Revolution by Russian children in 1917. 

The revolution in February 1917, though unexpected, did not emerge out of thin air. There was a 

revolutionary tradition in Russia which paralleled attempts at social and economic modernisation. 

According to Michael Lynch the official records of the Ministry of the Interior show that there were 712 

peasant uprisings between 1826 and 1854 [The Emancipation of the Russian Serfs, History Review, No.47 

(2003)].  After defeat in the Crimean War (1853-1856) the Russian armed forces were severely 

weakened and discredited. They were not in a position to continue to suppress uprisings across the vast 

territories of the Russian Empire.  In 1861 Tsar Alexander II abolished serfdom. Western history 

textbooks often present serfdom as the last vestige of  European medieval feudalism.  But it is perhaps 

worth noting, as the Russian historian, Alexander Chubarov has pointed out, that the emancipation of 

the serfs took place four years before President Lincoln emancipated slaves in the United States, and 

that Russian emancipation “was carried out on an infinitely larger scale, and was achieved without 

civil war, and without devastation or armed coercion.” [The Fragile Empire, New York 1999 p.75]

Emancipation of the Russian peasantry did not necessarily reduce political unrest in the rural areas. 

A scheme to provide peasants with mortgages to buy land was soon undermined by the rapidly rising 

population seeking to buy land, the increasing price of land and a series of bad harvests which made it 

increasingly difficult for peasants to meet their mortgage payments.  From the 1880s onwards some of 

the intelligentsia, dissatisfied with the pace of political reform,  formed a revolutionary movement, the 

Narodniks (or ‘Populists’) which looked to an increasingly disillusioned peasantry for support. When this 

did not materialise they turned to revolutionary terrorism, culminating in the assassination  of 

Alexander II.



The declaration of the emancipation of the Serfs in 
1861. 

Painting by Boris Kustodiev (1907) depicting Russian peasants 

listening to the declaration of emancipation being read out 

to them.
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Introduction
THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT (continued)

By the time of his death from a terrorist bomb Alexander II had already begun to abandon his 
liberal reforms. His assassination now brought a period of severe repression of any activity 
thought to be challenging to the established autocracy.  Tsar Alexander III was far more 
conservative than his late father: censorship of the press was increased, liberal officials and 
judges were removed from office and the powers of the Okhrana, the secret police, were 
increased. It was not long before the prisons and penal colonies were overcrowded with political 
prisoners.The new Tsarist’s government also introduced a policy of ‘Russification’ which led to 
discrimination against national and religious minorities throughout the Empire. 
The emancipation of the serfs also freed them up to leave the land and seek industrial work in 
St. Petersburg, Moscow, Kiev and other cities as Russia started to attract capital investment, 
mainly from France and Britain, in factories, mines, oil fields and railways. But the urban 
development of these cities did not keep pace with industrialisation. The stock of housing was 
insufficient to accommodate all the former serfs pouring into the cities looking for work in the 
factories. Living conditions deteriorated and the workforce faced exploitation, long hours and 
poor working conditions. The bad harvests and the fall in agricultural production meant that 
there were food shortages in every city. When the Russian economy took a downturn in the first 
decade of the 20th century the new working class was radicalised.
By the turn of the new century the Tsarist regime under Alexander III and his successor, Nicholas 
II, had succeeded in creating unrest and dissatisfaction with the status quo amongst three 
significant social classes: the peasants, the industrial proletariat in the cities and the newly 
emerging middle class that wanted constitutional reforms. What is more the opposition to the 
Tsarist political elite was becoming more organised and yet also divided on the changes which 
they wanted to be introduced.  The policy of ‘Russification’ had also encouraged demands for 
greater political autonomy or independence amongst Ukrainians, Poles, Finns, and the peoples of 
the Baltic states. 



Russia’s Social Pyramid.
Political cartoon by 
Nicholas Lokhoff (1901)
Nicholas Lokhoff was born in Pskov 
near the Estonian border and 
studied law at the University in St 
Petersburg. His involvement in 
student political activism brought 
him to the attention of the 
authorities and he fled to 
Switzerland where he met Lenin.  
While there he beame active in 
the Russian Social Democratic 
Party and wrote articles  for the 
party newspaper, Rabochaya Mysl. 
He was also a talented artist and 
produced this cartoon in 1901 
which was copied and widely 
circulated around Europe. Starting 
at the top and reading down the 
cartoon the captions say: ‘We rule 
you!’ [the Tsar and political elite] ; 
‘We persecute you!’ [the church]; 
‘We shoot you!’ [the police and 
army] and [referring to the 
capitalist class] ‘We exploit you!’. 
And all this rests on the shoulders 
of the working class and peasantry.



Introduction
THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT (continued)

1904 was not a good year for the regime. In January Russia had gone to war with Japan over 
their competing claims on Manchuria and Korea. After a year-long siege of Port Arthur, the 
Russian naval base on the coast of Manchuria,the base was lost, and the Russian Pacific fleet was 
sunk before the Russian Baltic fleet could come to their rescue. These setbacks caused alarm in 
Russia. Opposition to the Tsar’s government intensified and unified around the demand for a 
representative national assembly and constitutional rights. Opposition parties and movements 
began to organise petitions to send to the Tsar outlining their grievances and demands. 
During 1904 a Russian Orthodox priest, Father Gapon, who had also been a rather gullible spy for 
the secret police, got permission from the authorities to establish an Assembly of St Petersburg 
Factory Workers.   His aim was to create a Christian trade union movement across Russia. By 
December 1904 Gapon was being encouraged not only by the workers but also by the opposition 
parties  to organise a petition. On 22 January 1905 he led a peaceful march of workers and their 
families to the Winter Palace in St Petersburg to present their petition personally to the Tsar, 
now Nicholas II. This reflected the popular view that the cause of all their problems was not the 
Tsar (‘The Little Father’) but his Ministers and if he knew the real situation he would surely look 
favourably on their petition.  It was a Sunday and over 200 000 people began to converge on the 
Winter Palace singing hymns and carrying portraits of the Tsar and icons of the Virgin Mary.  Then 
Cossack cavalry charged into the crowd attacking them with their sabres and as people fled they 
were shot at by the Guardsmen protecting the Palace. Although exact figures of casualties is not 
known the death toll was in the hundreds, possibly over 1000.  The following day workers went 
on strike in protest against the massacre; there were street demonstrations in the cities; 
peasant uprisings in the rural areas’; and mutinies in the army and navy. The unrest continued 
for most of 1905 and a revolutionary assembly or Soviet of Workers’ Deputies was established in 
St Petersburg representing 200 000 workers. Its chairman was a 25 year-old man using the 
assumed name of Yanovsky, whose birth name was Lev Davidovitch Bronstein, and who, later, 
was much better known as Leon Trotsky, one of the leaders of the Bolsheviks in 1917.



Bloody Sunday in St Petersburg painted by the Polish artist

Wojciech Kossak in 1905.

The painting depicts the Cossack cavalry charge near to the 

Troitsky Bridge over the River Neva. As the survivors ran they 

were fired on by the lines of guardsmen defending the Winter 

Palace.



The petition began:

“We workers, inhabitants of 

St. Petersburg, have come to Thee. We are 

unfortunate, reviled slaves, weighed down 

by despotism and tyranny. Our patience 

exhausted, we ceased work and begged our 

masters to give us only that without which 

life is a torment. But this was refused; to 

the employers everything seemed 

unlawful. We are here, many thousands of 

us. Like the whole of the Russian people, 

we have no human rights whatever. Owing 

to the deeds of Thy officials we have 

become slaves.”

The final sentence was:

“Sire, do not refuse aid to Thy people! 

Demolish the wall that separates Thee 

from Thy people. Order and promise that 

our requests will be granted, and Thou wilt 

make Russia happy; if not, we are ready to 

die on this very spot. We have only two 

roads: freedom and happiness, or the 

grave.”

The Petition which Father Gapon and the workers of St Petersburg 

were trying to present to the Tsar on Bloody Sunday, 22 January 1905 

Source: Wikimedia Commons Public Domain



Introduction
THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT (continued)

The revolution continued throughout 1905.  For nine months the government seemed to be 
panicking and unable to restore order. There were ongoing student demonstrations, mass industrial 
strikes in most of the major cities, and in some of the rural areas peasants seized land from the 
landlords. By mid-October St Petersburg, the capital city of the Tsarist government, was being run by 
the executive committee of the St Petersburg Soviet. Also in October there was a mutiny by sailors at 
the naval base at Kronstadt near St. Petersburg. But three developments emerged at roughly the 
same time in the late autumn of 1905. First, the revolutionary fervour of the workers was beginning 
to wane and many started returning to work.  Second, the government began a classic “divide and 
rule” approach. They assured the liberal bourgeoisie that the Tsar would agree to a parliamentary 
assembly. Since the liberals had taken control of the revolution this effectively left the Soviet of 
Workers’ Deputies vulnerable to any counter-revolutionary action against them. The government 
also promised the peasantry that the mortgage repayments on the land they had purchased would 
be reduced and ultimately abolished. This pacified the more militant peasants and the land seizures 
stopped. Third, in September 1905 the Tsar and his government decided to sue for peace in the war 
with Japan. While many Russians saw the defeat as shameful the possibility of continuing the war 
was even less popular. More significantly, the end of the war meant the return of loyal troops who 
could then take an active role in suppressing the remaining revolutionary forces. The building which 
housed the St Petersburg Soviet was stormed after a  five-day siege and the leaders were arrested 
and imprisoned. Much of rural Russia was placed under martial law for the next 18 months and 
forces were also dispatched throughout the regions of the Empire to suppress the threatened revolts 
by national minorities. The revolution had  collapsed with thousands of dead and wounded and 
nearly 80 000 imprisoned. 



Three of the leaders of the 1905 Revolution (from left to 

right) Alexander Parvus, Leon Trotsky and Leo Deutsch 

who were arrested in 1905 and imprisoned in the Peter 

and Paul fortress in St. Petersburg. 

Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Introduction
THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT (continued)

Lenin in January 1917, while he was still in Switzerland, described the 1905 Revolution as 
‘a prologue’ for global revolution, by which he meant that it had revealed all the basic 
processes necessary for a successful proletarian revolution and all the pitfalls that needed 
to be avoided [lecture given to a meeting of young workers in Zurich, Switzerland on 9 
January 1917, Lenin Internet Archive 2005].  As several historians have observed, the 
1905 revolution was both a dress rehearsal for 1917 and also an education for those 
revolutionaries who felt that the counter-revolution which began in December 1905 was 
merely a temporary setback. They began meeting in secret or in exile to analyse what 
would need to be done to ensure that the next revolution – often seen as the next phase 
of the revolution begun in 1905 - would be successful. Key to this was the role of the 
army, what Lenin called ‘the last prop of Tsarism’. Many ordinary soldiers and sailors had 
joined the workers on the streets in 1905.  But when the forces loyal to the Tsar returned 
from the Russian-Japanese War they locked the rebellious soldiers and sailors in their 
barracks and followed their officers in brutally suppressing the revolution.      



Information on Vladimir Lenin found in the files of the 

Okhrana, the Tsarist Government’s secret police. The file 

had been opened after his arrest in 1896. 

Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Introduction
THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT (continued)

Although Tsar Nicholas II had agreed to the establishment of a parliamentary assembly –
the Duma – his ministers soon began to limit its political powers. The Duma could not pass 
legislation without the Tsar’s approval and the government introduced a second chamber 
(the state council) whose members were mainly appointed by the Tsar, which could also 
veto laws proposed by the elected chamber. The Kadets were the largest party in the April 
1906 election and formed a majority coalition with other liberal progressives. After just 
over two months of bitter debates, with the Tsar’s government being accused of reneging 
on its promises during the revolution, the Tsar dissolved the Duma.  For the next six 
months the Tsar’s government ruled through emergency powers. The second Duma was 
elected in February 1907. The Kadets and the other liberal reformists lost half their seats, 
mainly to the Social Democrats and Social Revolutionaries.  The second Duma was even 
more politically divided than the first and was dissolved after three months. Another 
election was held in November 1907. The Tsar’s Prime Minister and Minister of the Interior 
Pyotr Stolypin introduced new electoral laws which limited the electoral franchise and 
thereby reduced the representation of the working class and peasantry in the Duma. A 
tame Duma dominated by right-wing and moderate parties survived for five years. The 
fourh Duma, elected in November 1912 was also very conservative. But by early 1914 the 
repressive measures taken by the government led even the conservatives in the Duma to 
support a resolution highly critical of the Ministry of the Interior: [it] “systematically 
scorns public opinion and ignores the repeated wishes of the new legislature. The Duma 
considers it pointless to express any new wishes in regard to internal policy. The 
Ministry’s activities arouse dissatisfaction among the broad masses who have hitherto 
been peaceful. Such a situation threatens Russia with untold dangers.”  [cited by Thomas 
Riha in T.G. Stavrou (ed) Russia Under the Last Tsar, Minnesota 1969 p.111.]



The State Duma or Parliamentary Assembly sitting in 

session at the Tauride Palace, St Petersburg in 1912.

Source: Russian National Library Digital Archive
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THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT (continued)

When war broke out in 1914 the revolutionaries, particularly the Bolsheviks, were caught 
on the back foot. In July 1914 there was a week-long general strike and the veterans of 
the 1905 revolution were predicting that this time the government would be overthrown. 
And then on 1 August the Tsar declared war on Germany. The square outside the Winter 
Palace in St Petersburg was filled with crowds of people cheering the Tsar and singing the 
national anthem. The British journalist, Arthur Ransome, was present in the crowd and 
observed: “The strikes of a few days before were forgotten. War, as so often before and 
after, had for the moment welded the nation into one or had seemed to weld it.” [A. 
Ransome, The Autobiography, 1976, p.168]. 
Most of the socialists committed themselves to the war, except for the Bolsheviks. As a 
result of their opposition to the war they were labelled as traitors and pro-German and 
many were forced to either go underground or, like Lenin, go into exile in neutral 
countries like Switzerland. Many of the young political activists were called up and went 
to the Eastern Front. Those working in the industries that directly supported the war 
effort – steelworks and manufacturers of weapons and ammunition – now found 
themselves working under military supervision. 
But Russia suffered a series of major defeats in late 1914 and during 1915 and it soon 
became apparent that her economy was unable to cope with the demands of an 
industrialised war.   Ordinary soldiers at the Front were becoming disillusioned  and many 
deserted. On the home front there were serious shortages of food and fuel and the long 
hours, poor working conditions and low wages led to industrial strikes from late 1915 
onwards. By the beginning of 1917 there was little popular support for the war (or for the 
Tsar and his incompetent ministers) in the cities or the countryside. 



US Senator Elihu Root 

addressing a crowd of 

Russian soldiers at Perm 

railway station, June 1917

The Mission led by Senator Root 

had been sent by President Wilson 

to find out what Russia needed by 

way of financial, material and 

military assistance to stay in the 

war. One of the members of the 

Mission was General Scott, US 

army chief-of-staff. He wrote to 

his wife on 14 June 1917 that the 

large numbers of soldiers, 

unaccompanied by officers, at 

railway stations on their route 

from Vladivostock to Moscow 

indicated that military discipline 

had broken down. He later found 

out that over 5 million troops were 

absent from the Eastern Front. 

Source: Library of Congress, Hugh 

L. Scott Papers, Box 5.

Source: Wisconsin History Website

Date: June 1917

Photographer: Cyrus McCormick (a member of the 

Root Mission)
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