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Drawing of Rasputin in 1913 by Yelena Klokacheva in pencil and crayon.
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A map of the Russian Empire in 1914, showing major cities and the Trans-Siberian and Chinese Eastern Railways. The Russian Empire borders Austria-Hungary in the west, includes Poland and the Grand Duchy of Finland, and borders the Ottoman Empire and China to the south.




Introduction

‘This man was unique,’ a famous Russian writer observed of Rasputin. ‘One of a kind, like a character out of a novel, he lived in legend, he died in legend, and his memory is cloaked in legend.’ Nadezhda Lokhvitskaya, known by her nom de plume of ‘Teffi’, had the rare distinction of being read and enjoyed by both Tsar Nicholas II and Vladimir Ilich Lenin. She also happened to be one of the many women whom Rasputin attempted to seduce, yet he certainly met his match in her case.

My fascination with Rasputin dates back a long way, even before I started researching my previous book Russia: Revolution and Civil War. How on earth could a barely literate peasant from Siberia have had such a devastating effect on the course of history? He had no official position. He had no forces at his command. He was a devoted monarchist, not a revolutionary. And yet, unintentionally, he contributed more than any other individual to the collapse of the greatest autocracy in the world. The poet Alexander Blok, who worked on the Extraordinary Commission examining the whole question just after the February Revolution of 1917, wrote:

Whoever this man was, the sphere of his influence was enormous. His days passed amidst the unique atmosphere of hysterical adoration and permanent hatred: some prayed to him, others sought to destroy him. The uniqueness of the lecherous moujik who was killed by a shot in the back at Yusupov’s ‘party with a gramophone’ was above all due to the fact that the bullet that finished him off struck the very heart of the ruling dynasty.

Yet the striking image of that bullet destroying the Tsarist regime is far too simplistic. The mortal wounds were cumulative, and had already been inflicted.

The imperial officer corps was so demoralised by the exaggerated accounts of political and financial corruption, to say nothing of the totally untrue stories of Rasputin’s debauchery with the Empress and even her daughters, that when the February Revolution broke out in 1917 hardly a single sword was raised in defence of the Tsar. Seldom has the cause-and-effect chain of history been so influenced by a single man of humble origins and by wild rumours. Rasputin’s importance provides an intriguingly different angle on the so-called great man theory of history.

There is another aspect to what Teffi called ‘the legend’ which is equally intriguing. The myths and the lies which swirled around him were the fake news of their day. Rasputin himself was partly responsible for them through boasting of his connections with the imperial family. Yet the consequences reveal the phenomenon, all too often overlooked by historians, that rumour and conspiracy theories can produce even more powerful effects than reality.

Rasputin and the Downfall of the Romanovs is not a conventional biography, although the extraordinary story of the relationship between the Siberian peasant and the imperial family naturally provides its core. The story serves to focus on that no-man’s-land between truth and myth, between fact and fantasy, which is an essential part of the story of Rasputin and, increasingly, of our own today.

When, early in 1868, the Dowager Empress was pregnant with her firstborn, the future Tsar Nicholas II, she is said to have been traumatised by a prediction or a dream. She became terrified that her son would be killed by a Russian peasant, a moujik. According to Professor Alexander Bokhanov and others, all her life she ‘lived under the pressure of the prophecy’. So, when she suddenly heard thirty-eight years after the dream that her son and daughter-in-law had become besotted with a peasant called Rasputin, she was horrified. Within the Romanov family, she led the opposition to his influence at court.

In 1919, Rasputin’s daughter Maria told Nikolai Sokolov, the investigator into the massacre of the imperial family, that the Tsar had told her father that he knew he would be killed by a peasant. Professor Bokhanov wrote that the Dowager Empress heard this prediction from an unnamed old woman. Yet in the central Russian state archive there is a so-called ‘Diary of Rasputin’ with the dramatic dream in full, supposedly relayed to Rasputin by the Empress Alexandra. In this version, the Tsar’s mother asked an old family wet-nurse to interpret it. The ‘Diary’, which was deposited in the archive in the early 1920s, has been denounced as a fraud by experts, and yet the story clearly has a strong element of veracity. The forger must have known Rasputin or a close member of his entourage very well. At any rate, the whole story was well known within the imperial family.

An old friend and neighbour of ours in the country, Princess Olga Romanoff, heard of her great-grandmother’s dream from her father Prince Andrei. He also happened to be the brother of the beautiful Grand Duchess Irina married to Prince Yusupov, Rasputin’s assassin. For all these reasons, the dream, whether true or false, is a good example of Teffi’s comment that Rasputin’s life was ‘cloaked in legend’. Above all, it emphasises the fundamental fact that when it came to Rasputin’s effect on the course of events, perception was far more powerful than reality.

His vertiginous rise to influence was so improbable that it gripped not just Greater Russia, but foreign countries too. Most press accounts simply expressed disgust in one form or another. Yet, fortunately for the historian, a number of highly intelligent men and women observed him closely and their accounts are the most illuminating. Rasputin’s own published works were so heavily edited by those around him, including the Tsaritsa herself, that little of his own chaotic utterances remains. The only exceptions, which must be treated with great caution, are a handful of newspaper interviews.

One should not forget the saying of the great nineteenth-century poet Feodor Tyutchev that Russia cannot be understood with the mind alone. Neither can Rasputin. He combined spiritual innocence and rampant lust; intense religious faith and cynical opportunism; boasting and paranoia; instinctive generosity and cupidity; self-knowledge and fantasy. He convinced himself that he genuinely loved women, yet he sometimes resorted to rape. All the paradoxes of his character, as well as the astonishing story of his life and death, defy conventional logic.

NOTE ON DATES

Since the narrative finishes before the Bolshevik government changed dates to the Gregorian calendar on 31 January 1918, all early-twentieth-century dates are given in the Old Style Julian calendar, which was thirteen days behind that used in the West.

Russian names are given in transliterated form yet mostly without patronymics to save space. I have also followed the usual practice of giving Tsars the anglicised version of their names. Nicholas II was referred to often as the Emperor, or the Sovereign, and I have followed the form used in the original correspondence or description. The wife of Tsar Nicholas, the Tsaritsa, was most frequently referred to as the Empress Alexandra Fyodorovna. The Tsarevich was described also as the Heir, or Alexei Nikolaevich.
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Crossroads in Siberia

Just beyond the Ural Mountains, the village of Pokrovskoe lies along the bank of the River Tura. This rough settlement, which included the family home of Grigory Efimovich Rasputin, could hardly have provided a greater contrast with the life of the Tsar of All the Russias. Yet it so happened that on 27 April 1918, Pokrovskoe was on the route taken by the Red Guards escorting the Tsar and Tsaritsa on their final journey to Ekaterinburg. The parents had left Tobolsk accompanied only by their eighteen-year-old daughter Maria. They had been forced for the moment to leave behind the Tsarevich Alexei, who was ill, and their other three daughters.

Because ice remained on the Tura, the royal prisoners could not travel by the usual riverboat, a paddle-wheel steamer. The former Empress Alexandra Fyodorovna and Grand Duchess Maria travelled in a tarantass, an elongated open conveyance with a canvas hood. Nicholas, the deposed Tsar, made no complaint at the jolting of his rustic cart, a crude two-wheeled aba, which lurched crazily at every pothole along the muddy route between the river and the forest of birch and pine.

The small convoy halted in Pokrovskoe at midday to change horses. They found themselves opposite the Rasputin family home. The Tsaritsa stood staring at the two-storeyed wooden building. She knew all about the birthplace of the peasant Man of God they had called ‘Our Friend’. Two years before, Rasputin had predicted that ‘Willing or unwilling they will come to Tobolsk, and they will see my village before they die.’ Hidden among their luggage she had four icons he had given them as well as all his letters, which she treasured.

A year and four months before, Alexandra Fyodorovna had heard with baffled horror how news of his murder was greeted. Performances in Petrograd theatres were interrupted and audiences jumped up to cheer and sing the national anthem, ‘God Save the Tsar’. His assassins had been fervent monarchists, not revolutionaries. Yet, as she constantly told herself, only the privileged had rejoiced. One high-born lady who had excitedly announced the news to a ward full of wounded soldiers had been greeted by a hostile silence. ‘Yes,’ a soldier finally said to her, speaking for his comrades. ‘There was only one moujik who ever got close to the throne, and the lords and masters murdered him.’

While the Tsaritsa remained deep in thought, Grand Duchess Maria made a hurried sketch of the house. Rasputin’s widow, Praskovya Fyodorovna, and two of their children gazed back at the imperial party in fearful fascination from a window. Suddenly, one of the Red Guards realised what was happening. He began shouting and brought his rifle to the shoulder. Praskovya pulled her family back out of sight.

[image: A sketch of Rasputin’s house by Grand Duchess Maria. The simple pencil sketch shows a two-storey house with a gated courtyard to its left.]
The hurried sketch of Rasputin’s house in Pokrovskoe by Grand Duchess Maria before the Bolshevik guards realised what was happening.

This incident took place just three months before a Bolshevik detachment in Ekaterinburg herded the Tsar, the Tsaritsa, the Tsarevich and the four Grand Duchesses down into the cellar of the ‘House of Special Purpose’ to be slaughtered. These Red Guards had covered the walls leading downstairs with obscene graffiti. They depicted Rasputin ‘with bare and exaggerated genitals’, and another of him receiving oral sex from the Empress. Along with all his family, Nicholas II, Tsar of All the Russias, was then murdered not by a single moujik as his mother had feared but by a group of them, firing into flesh and bone at point-blank range. Rasputin had indeed been wrong when he predicted to the Tsar ‘that moujiks would never kill him and that it was going to be an intellectual who would’.

For the Bolsheviks there appeared to be a form of poetic justice in the way that the last of the Romanovs should be killed on the road to Siberia, where they had exiled so many of their opponents over the centuries. Yet their own victims, dispatched eastwards to the camps for deadly labour, would suffer even more than their fellow revolutionaries who had plotted against the old regime.

Ever since the early seventeenth century, the vastness of Siberia with its huge rivers, tundra and silent forests had offered opportunities, whether for fur-trading, fishing, farming, timber or gold. It had long provided the Tsarist government with an obvious form of punishment, through sentences of exile or forced labour further east along the ‘road of chains’.

Siberia was a different country to Great Russia west of the Urals. It had neither serfdom nor large estates. With its untamed woodland and wild animals, this seemingly endless region was marked by the violent attempts to conquer it. Although haunted by savage folk tales and semi-animist beliefs, Siberians tended to be much more independent, even anarchic in outlook. They were also self-reliant, a necessary quality in a land of such cruel conditions.

[image: A black-and-white photograph of a troika of horses pulling an improvised sleigh in a Siberian village.]
A Siberian village with a troika of horses pulling an improvised sleigh.

Grigory Rasputin’s father Efim was a poor but industrious peasant. The family name, a common one in Siberia, means crossroads. Like many of his fellow villagers, Efim turned his hand to different trades according to the season. On a small plot of land he grew cabbages, made hay and kept a dozen or so horses and cattle. He joined others fishing in the River Tura for sterlet, taimen, trout, pike and sturgeon. For certain periods, he worked the main post road from Tobolsk to Tyumen as a carter of goods or conveying passengers in his own tarantass. In winter its wheels were replaced by runners, turning it into a sleigh, because business increased when the frozen Tura became no longer navigable by paddle steamer.

Efim had married in 1862. His wife Anna lost their first four babies. Finally, in January 1869, a son survived. At his christening he was named after the Cappadocian mystic St Grigory of Nyssa. The lack of reliable records later stimulated the invention of numerous stories about the boy’s childhood and youth. He never had a brother who supposedly died after the two of them went swimming together in the river. And the popular story that when ill in bed he identified a horse thief in the village is very probably another myth, created subsequently to bolster his reputation as a soothsayer. Grigory Efimovich Rasputin, known as ‘Grisha’, was also believed to be a horse whisperer and was frequently vilified as a horse thief, although no charges were ever made against him. He was, however, remembered as a drunken troublemaker in his youth.

As well as its pot-house for the sale of vodka, Pokrovskoe had a white church with green domes and a tower, a post-station, a simple shop selling agricultural implements and a wooden landing stage on piles driven into the riverbed. Mud-caked pigs were herded along the bank by peasant women wearing head-kerchiefs and brightly coloured overskirts held up by broad shoulder straps.

The Rasputin family home was an izba made of logs caulked with moss. The only external decoration consisted of elaborately carved window frames. It had a separate outbuilding, a gornitsa, for lodging guests and pilgrims. Inside the family sanctum, small oil lamps illuminated crudely painted icons while cockroaches hid in dark corners. As well as cabbage soup, Grigory’s mother cooked fish soup. It remained his favourite food even during the period of his greatest fame before his death. At his apartment in St Petersburg during the First World War he would dip into the large tureen with his unwashed hands, picking out chunks of fish to offer to his high-born lady followers. Few would reject this mark of approval.
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Young Rasputin

In the summer of 1886, when Rasputin was just seventeen, he met a young peasant woman called Praskovya Dubrovina during a religious feast at the Monastery of Abalak. With fair hair and deep-brown eyes, Praskovya was more than three and a half years older than him. She was ‘a simple but intelligent woman’. He courted her for six months, married her and brought her back to Pokrovskoe to live in the family izba, according to custom. Apart from his later infidelities, which did not seem to concern her, Rasputin generally treated her well, and she in turn proved a deeply loyal wife.

Years later Metropolitan Veniamin recounted a highly unlikely story of Rasputin’s about Praskovya and his earliest search for religious faith. The Empress had asked Rasputin to dictate to her the story of his life. She then instructed Veniamin to rewrite it in the same notebook bound in yellow saffiano leather, rendering it into a more literary style. Praskovya at first ‘did not believe in her husband’s holiness’, the Empress had written. ‘He then offered to give her proof. They got into a rowing boat on a local river, and he claimed that this boat then went upriver on its own, without oars being used. After that, Grigory Efimovich (as he usually was addressed) decided to “walk around the holy places” as was a common practice among pious peasants, pilgrims and wanderers.’

A rather more credible account suggests that his spiritual transformation came after losing three children in infancy. Rasputin and Praskovya’s firstborn, a son, died at six months. Rasputin, shaken by the tragedy, is said to have walked to the Monastery of Verkhoturye to seek guidance from a famous hermit called Makary. In the end, out of seven pregnancies, only three children survived: two daughters, Matryona (who later changed her name to Maria) and Varvara, and a son, Dmitry.

‘Something happened in my father’s life when I was still a little girl,’ his daughter Maria stated when interrogated in December 1919 during the civil war by White authorities in Irkutsk. ‘This changed both his own life and the subsequent life of our entire family. My father had lived as an ordinary peasant before that, working on the land. Then, all of a sudden he left his family and became a pilgrim. Something must have happened in his soul: he stopped smoking, drinking and eating meat, and he went on a pilgrimage.’

[image: A black-and-white photograph of a young Rasputin and his three children: Maria, Varvara and Dmitry.]
Rasputin with his three children, Maria, Varvara and Dmitry.

Rasputin told so many different versions of his early life to different people that it is impossible to establish a clear chronology, although the start of his years of pilgrimage probably took place before he was thirty. Even his motives are not entirely clear. He was certainly fascinated by people and by the mystical aspects of Orthodoxy, yet he knew he did not want to be a priest and was far too restless to be a hermit or a monk submitting to an imposed discipline.

On other occasions, Maria said that he had received the call from God one day when he was ploughing. ‘Coming to the end of a furrow he lifted his head and was dazzled by a marvellous radiance that emanated from a glorious apparition. Before him in the sky, veiling the sun from him, was the Holy Virgin, looking at him and making gestures with her hand.’ Rasputin saw her as the exact image of the icon of the Virgin of Kazan, the most sacred icon in Russia. He fell to his knees in prayer, ‘determined to obey the command that the celestial vision had given him’. He repeated this version to almost everyone, including the Tsar, but many, including some fellow villagers, remained dubious.

Rasputin recounted later that he went to consult the hermit Makary again about the significance of his vision. So, taking up his pilgrim’s staff and a pouch prepared by his faithful Praskovya with some dried bread, tea leaves and sugar, he set out on the 500-kilometre journey to Verkhoturye in the Urals. After praying at the reliquary containing the bones of St Simeon the Just in the great Monastery of St Nicholas, he carried on to the Blessed Makary’s hut almost a dozen kilometres away deep in the forest. The holy elder lived alone surrounded by his beloved chickens, with whom he conversed, no doubt on theology.

Makary, evidently impressed by his spiritual zeal, urged the illiterate Rasputin to learn to read and study the scriptures. When Rasputin eventually returned home in 1897 or soon afterwards, he announced his intention to take to the road as a wandering pilgrim, a strannik. Praskovya cannot have been pleased to be abandoned but she appears to have accepted his decision. The calling was respected as ‘an extremely characteristic Russian phenomenon’. His father, on the other hand, is said to have been angered at the prospect of losing his family farmworker.

Stranniki were typically nineteenth-century Russian pilgrims in the sense that they had no particular goal: they moved from one monastery or holy place to another across the vast land mass in their search for God and understanding. There were hundreds of thousands of them, perhaps even a million. Around the time of Rasputin’s birth some 170,000 visited the Monastery of the Caves in Kiev each year. Tolstoy, with his very mixed feelings about the official Orthodox Church, admired stranniki. He even walked for five days dressed as a strannik with a little sack from Moscow home to Yasnaya Polyana. His anarchist sympathies may have influenced him because the Tsarist authorities regarded them as disruptive vagabonds. In War and Peace the devout Maria Bolkonskaya, bullied by her tyrannical father, envies the stranniki and is tempted to become one herself. The vast majority were of peasant stock, yet there were even a few nobles and officers from Imperial Life Guard regiments who had received the call.

A true strannik, especially those who had made an oath of penance, wore little more than rags or jute sacks and walked barefoot, carrying heavy chains. They would knock at the door of a peasant family’s izba to beg for shelter and food. In exchange for lodging, the strannik would recount the story of his travels and religious experiences. The following morning he would usually be given some dried bread to keep him going on the road to the next monastery, where he would pray for those who had shown him kindness. At the monastery he would stay in a simple lodge built to house poor travellers and pilgrims. Most remained for just a night, while others remained for weeks or months, studying and praying with the monks.

On his pilgrimages Rasputin would work in fields and barns with peasants he met to earn a little money, which would often be stolen later by robbers. Although still semi-illiterate, Rasputin was absorbing knowledge wherever he could find it while searching for spiritual guidance. He had a good memory and learned many passages from the Holy Scriptures, which he would quote at the slightest opportunity. While speaking he twisted his long russet beard, often jerking his limbs and uttering enigmatic and ungrammatical phrases. In church he could not stand still and kept crossing himself. His insatiable curiosity also led to him asking very direct questions, which some found impertinent.

Whether or not some of Rasputin’s religious experiences and visions were brought on by starvation, which was the case with many mystics, he clearly believed in them. On Rasputin’s return to Pokrovskoe, his family and acquaintances saw that a profound change had taken place. He began to hold impromptu prayer meetings in the cellar of the family izba, much to the anger of the local priest, who saw this as a deliberate threat to his authority. Like many spiritual seekers Rasputin was inspired by the wilderness, but he loved singing and also dancing, which encouraged the local priest to denounce him for organising orgies.

In 1900, restless once again, Rasputin set off on foot for the Orthodox Church’s sacred peninsula of Mount Athos. He was accompanied by his friend and fellow wanderer Dmitry Ivanovich Pecherkin from Kuligi, a village some 300 kilometres from Pokrovskoe. No women or beardless men, not even chickens or cows, were allowed on the rocky promontory. Rasputin hated the atmosphere and the absence of women. He wanted to leave, apparently after witnessing the rape of a young monk by elders. Pecherkin, however, decided to stay and remained there for almost thirteen years.

Although Rasputin could be tactile with men as well as with women, he showed no indication of any homosexual tendency. His sensuality was fixated on women, as was his idea of temptation, sin and repentance. Life was an internal struggle between good and evil, between spirituality and the longings of the flesh. The Tsar’s head of security, General Spiridovich, wrote later on the basis of police agent reports: ‘He used to lie on a bed with a naked woman, talking to her while forcing himself to conquer the desire to possess her.’ This curious mortification of the flesh had echoes of the forbidden Khlyst sect, but every investigation into Rasputin concluded that he had never belonged to it.

No Christian country had as many religious sects as Russia, largely because of the savage attempts of Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great to bring their recalcitrant subjects to heel. The imposition of Orthodox liturgy in the seventeenth century led to the great schism forcing ‘Old Believers’ into opposition. Thousands were put to death by torture or burned at the stake, while many thousands more committed suicide. The Russian Orthodox Church suffered a certain disintegration at the periphery. Even into the twentieth century one sect, the Skoptsy, believed in self-castration and mastectomy as ways of getting closer to God.

The Khlysty, who dated back to the seventeenth century, rejected so many of the basic tenets of the Orthodox religion that they were treated as heretics. Their name, which meant the whip, suggested self-flagellation and mutilation, yet their ceremonies in sealed rooms or caverns consisted more of whirling dances to the point of collapse to achieve heightened spiritual states. Overexcited critics claimed that this led on to indiscriminate copulation when it was more likely to have prompted a speaking in tongues. Yet there was a belief, and not just among the Khlysty, that to be saved you had to sin to achieve sincere repentance. This was an idea which clearly appealed to Rasputin, since he tended to use it as his main seduction technique with women. As a result, outraged conservatives later would accuse Rasputin of being a secret Khlyst.

The fact that Rasputin had created an oratory with icons and oil lamps in a cellar under his stable convinced his enemy, the local priest, that he was a covert member of the sect. His jealousy and resentment grew as Rasputin’s fame spread across western Siberia, bringing travellers and pilgrims to pray with him and sing psalms. The pattern of Rasputin’s life was set. He would always evoke either devotion or hatred, but then that was hardly surprising. As the Russian scholar Sir Bernard Pares emphasised, ‘Rasputin’s life was an extraordinary alternation of erotics and devotion.’

In the opinion of Metropolitan Veniamin, Rasputin became a controversial figure because ‘people have always wanted strong sensations … and he ended up in a society where true holiness was never popular, where sin ruled wide and deep. Add to that the incredible fame that could have carried away even a truly holy person. Temptation led Grigory Efimovich astray. Sin proved too strong.’

OPS/images/img_12.jpg
Russian Empire 1914 I

Trans-Siberian Railway and
Chinese Eastern Railway

600 800 Miles
—_ )
—T— T T T 0
500 1200 Kms %
Ny ©

2y
Barents Sea .

ARCTIC OCEAN

GRAND DUCHY
OF FINLAND

Y
e

.
=
<
A

-

Lake Lake
Ladoga %Onegn

Helsingfors
> Vologda

M

« St Petersburg Verkhgturye & AN \ ( Okhotsk &

Viatka % Tolzcilsk
% N

oKostroma Perm
'® Riga gg‘j‘g;ym 4 Eerin ePokrovskoe N Sea of
~_ . o e _ Ekaterinburg Tomsk o Krasnoyarsk
Vitebsk / Moscow, “Viadjmir - eKazap = ) t4 Okhotsk
Sarov ) Novo Lake
Tulae g Chelyabins Nikolaevsk Baikal
Chita

Orel ® '/ Samara DR ekt
POLAND { Ve th o renburg rkuts|
s Kursk o .OYOX)C7 ;/Samtov = 8 ~

§
Kovel $ < £
ovel Kiey ® " ( $
iev ’K.h kv 0, S 5 °/

ﬁ‘saritsyn t /
( OUTER Khabarovsk!
MONGOLIA

. g
Lake
Balkhash

@ Tashkent
Bukhara & S and Peking o Sea of
Port Afthur Japan
KOREA

Mount
Athos,

Mediterranean Sea






OPS/images/img_11.jpg





OPS/images/img_22.jpg





OPS/images/WN_Logo.jpg
WCGN

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





OPS/images/img_20.jpg
¥ CansHlibeds,

Nowm ¥





OPS/images/cover.jpg





OPS/images/img_26.jpg





