ORR Notes - Profiles of Russian Leaders





Count Sergei Witte





born 1849 - died 1915.


Russian statesman and Minister of Finance from 1892 to 1903. 


Recognised importance of expanding Russia's railway network - great achievement of constructing Trans-Siberian railway. 


Urged the rapid industrialisation of Russia.


Took measures to stabilise the rouble.


Attracted foreign investment to finance industrialisation.


Removed from office in 1903 due to criticism of his policies.


Returned again in 1905 to negotiate peace with Japan and quell revolution at home. 


Six months as Prime Minister and then dismissed from office.





Vladimir Ilyich Lenin





Born in Simbirsk province in 1870


Christened V.I. Ulyanov.


Son of an education official


Studied (and received) a law degree at universities of Kazan and St Petersburg.


Older brother executed in 1887 for plotting to assassinate the Tsar.


Strongly influenced by his brother.


Developed interest in Marxism - vowed to devote life to the promotion of a Marxist revolution in Russia.


1903 Second Congress of Russian Social Democratic Party Lenin caused a split between his men of the majority - literal translation Bolsheviks - and the men of the minority (who were in fact rather more numerous!) called Mensheviks. Lenin believed a strong, disciplined and tightly-knit group of professional revolutionaries was needed, whilst Mensheviks favoured a looser, larger grouping.


Before 1917 spent much time in exile in Western Europe.


After February 1917 returned to Russia via Zurich with German military aid.


Urged immediate seizure of power by the proletariat


October 1917 led the Bolshevik Revolution - headed Soviet government until his death in 1924.





Leon Trotsky





Born Lev Davidovitch Bronstein at Yanoyka in Ukraine in 1879.


Jewish family.


Educated in Odessa.


Involved in revolutionary activities as a teenager.


Arrested as a Marxist and exiled to Siberia.


Escaped from Siberia in 1902 and joined the Social Democratic Party at the 1903 Congress in London.





Opposed Lenin's call for a tight-knit party of dedicated revolutionary leaders, warning prophetically in 1904 that the party would substitute itself for the working class, the party organisation would substitute itself for the party, and finally a dictator would substitute himself for the Central Committee. 





1905-17 Trotsky worked abroad as a left-wing journalist.


Returned to Russia in 1917, joined the Bolshevik Party and played a major role in the October Revolution. 


In Civil War became Commissar for War, creating the Red Army that was the major factor in the Bolshevik victory.


After Lenin died in 1924, involved in power struggle with Stalin over the leadership which he lost through a combination of overconfidence and unfortunate illness. 


Ousted from the Communist Party and expelled from Russia in 1929. 


Assassinated at his home in Mexico in 1940 by a Stalinist agent.

















Gregoriy Rasputin





Born in Siberia of a peasant family in 1871.


Proclaimed himself to be a mystic with hypnotic powers.


Ability through hypnosis to stop the bleeding of Tsar's haemophiliac son, Alexei.


Damaged reputation of family by alleged sexual relationship with Tsarina Alexandra.


Extravagant lifestyle and lewd behaviour scandalised Russian society.


Murdered in November 1916 by Russian noble. 





Alexander Kerensky





Born in Simbirsk in 1881


Studied law at St Petersburg and then joined the Social Revolutionary Party.


Entered the Duma in 1912 and became a strong critic of Tsarist government.


Leading part in March Revolution of 1917.


Member both of Petrograd Soviet and of Provisional Government.


Served as Minister of Justice and of War.


In July became Prime Minister.


August 1917 moved against Kornilov's troops which were advancing towards Petrograd 


Deposed however by Bolsheviks in November Revolution.


Escaped to France.


Later settled in USA where wrote many books on the Russian Revolution, before his death in 1970. 





Lavr Georgyerich Kornilov





Born in 1870.


Soldier who fought in Russo-Japanese war of 1904-5.


Commanded Russian troops in Galicia during WW1.


Appointed Supreme Commander-in-Chief of Russian army in July 1917. 


August accused of planning a military coup against Kerensky and arrested. 


Kornilov escaped and fought against the Bolsheviks in the civil war until he was killed in action in 1918. Descibed as having 'the heart of a lion and the brains of a sheep'.





Josef Vissionarich Stalin





born the son of a cobbler near Tblisi in Georgia in 1879.


Educated in a theological seminary but expelled in 1899.


Became an active revolutionary and twice exiled to Siberia, in 1902 and 1913.


Became a leading member of the Bolshevik Party and active in the October Revolution of 1917. 


Became People's Commissar for Nationalities in the first Soviet Government.


In 1922 became General Secretary of the Bolshevik Party's Central Committee.


After Lenin's death outmaneovred his political rivals and took over the leadership.


Launched a series of Five Year Plans to industrialise Russia.


Forced through a collectivisation programme on the land in which millions of peasants died. 


1939 signed the Nazi-Soviet Pact but did not stop invasion two years later.


Stalin provided strong leadership in WWII 1941-5.


After 1945 Stalin faced America in the Cold War, aided other communist regimes around the world. 


Stalin died in 1953.
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