Chapter 18: Eighteenth Century Russia – Lesson 3

Opening the Lesson:
1. Russia played no role in the Scientific Revolution or in the intellectual revolution of the Enlightenment, yet had two monarchs who are considered Enlightened Despots – Catherine the Great and Alexander I. The question is – why were they considered E.D.?

Developing the Lesson:

I: The Monarchy Between Peter the Great and Catherine the Great

A. Instability Reigned

1. The throne changed hands seven times between 1725 and 1762 

a. Peter abolished hereditary succession so he could name his successor

b. The way was opened for all kinds of intrigue

      2. 
French became the language of the nobility and the ruling classes

B. Elizabeth

1. Peter’s youngest daughter came to the throne in 1741 and managed to keep it

a. Her one claim to fame was her 15,000 dresses

b. She named her nephew, who would be Peter III, to succeed her and chose Catherine to be his wife in 1744

2. Peter III succeeded Elizabeth in 1762 but remained Czar only six months

III. Catherine the Great  r.1762-1796

A. Background

1. Catherine was a German princess from a small, poor and insignificant German state, but her mother was related to the Romanovs

2. She was intelligent, attractive and only 15 when married to Peter who was stupid and ugly

3. Unlike Maria Theresa she wore out a long succession of lovers dying at 67 with her 23 year old lover by her side – if she was physically vigorous she was also one of great intellect

B. How Catherine Came to the Throne

1. She was ignored by her husband and as a result she studied Russian, became Orthodox, and carefully cultivated friends at Court

2. As Elizabeth approached death, Catherine plotted against her husband

3. Catherine took as her lover, Gregory Orlov, an officer with four officer brothers who commanded considerable support among the the soldiers in St. Petersburg

4. Peter’s decision to withdraw from the Seven Years’ War following Elizabeth’s death alienated the army

5. Peter died “accidentally’ while with the Orlov brothers
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C. Catherine’s Goals as Czarina

1. Bring the sophisticated culture of Western Europe to Russia

a. She imported architects, sculptors, musicians, and intellectuals

b. She bought western art in wholesale lots

c. Corresponded with Voltaire and Jefferson

d. She offered to publish the Encyclopedie when France banned it, sent Diderot money, and was praised in the West for her actions

2. She supposedly intended to set up a government based on the ideas of Montesquieu but was able to institute only a few reforms

a. Catherine was dependent on the nobles and the military

b. Like Elizabeth I of England, her throne was never secure

c. Is there any comparison to Maria Theresa

D. Catherine’s Domestic Affairs/Actions

1. She began with sincere and ambitious projects

a. She restricted the practice of torture 

b. Allowed limited religious toleration

c. Sought a simplified law code but none was produced

2. Any attempt at reform was halted by Pugachev’s Rebellion

E. Pugachev’s Rebellion 1773-74

1. If she intended to help the serfs, the intention ended with the rebellion

2. The uprising of the serfs was led by Emeliam Pugachev, a Cossack

a. Pugachev claimed to be Peter III and issued decrees abolishing serfdom, taxes, and army service

b. Thousands joined him slaughtering the landlords over a vast area in southwest Russia

c. Pugachev proved no match for Catherine’s well-trained army and he was captured and executed

3. The rebellion was a turning point in domestic reform

a. The serfs were now seen as dangerous and the nobles were seen as the foundation of her throne

b. Nobles were freed from taxes and military service, and given absolute control over the serfs

c. Like Prussia, the power of the government now rested on an understanding between the monarch and the nobles; the nobles supported the monarch in exchange for power over the peasants

F. Catherine’s Foreign Policy

1. Her main goal was territorial expansion and she accomplished more than Peter the Great

2. The partitioning of Poland

a. This was her greatest success

b. Poland was a weak and decentralized nation with an elected king

c. Poland demonstrated the dangers of failing to build a strong absolutist government at this time
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d. All decisions in Poland had to have unanimous agreement of the nobles

e. When Russian armies scored great victories against th Turks in the Russo-Turkish War of 1768-74, Russia threatened to upset the balance of power

f. Prussia suggested going easy on Turkey and partitioning Poland to compensate Russia

g. Poland was partitioned again in 1793 and 1795 until she was no more

3. Russo-Turkish Wars

a. Russia wanted a warm water port on the Black Sea

b. Catherine also wanted to throw the Turks out of Europe and revive the Byzantine Empire

c. Russia gained lands along the northern coast of the Black Sea

C. Results of Catherine’s Expansionist Policies

1. Russification

2. Provided her with vast new lands to give to her faithful servants and many lovers

3. Russia obtained her warm water port and the right of passage through the Bosporus and the Dardanelles

II. Paul and Alexander I

A. Paul  r.1796-1801

1. He was motivated by desire to undo his mother’s work – why?

a. Catherine had forced him to marry at 19 in 1773 to ensure succession of the throne

b. First wife died within 3 years and Catherine married him again to the niece of  Frederick the Great

c. He was resentful of mother because saw the throne as rightfully his; he was distrustful because of father’s murder and feared for his safety which made him very moody and constantly nervous

d. Paul was well-educated; spoke French, German. Latin, and Italian

e. He and his second wife had nine children and lived quietly

2. Actions while Czar

a. He restored compulsory service of the nobles

b. Ordered nobles to pay taxes and imposed corporal punishment on nobles for crimes they committed

c. As result of French Revolution –

1) All Russian students were called home and refused permits to leave Russia

2)  Banned foreign books and music, and censored all news

3)  Anyone dressing in French fashions was likely to be exiled to Siberia

4) People were ordered to kneel when his carriage passed or whenever they passed the palace
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3. The end of Paul

a. A group of nobles broke into the czar’s bedroom and murdered him

b. When the czar’s guards arrived it was announced that the czar had died of a stroke

c. Alexander was then presented as the new czar

B. Alexander I  r.1801-1825

1. Background

a. He was taken from his parents, raised by Catherine, and forced to marry at 16

b. Made his father angry by the affection he showed Catherine

c. Well-educated 

d. Developed callouses on his knees after becoming czar because he spent so much time praying for forgiveness

2. An Enlightened Despot?

a. Issued a decree that when a serf was freed he must be given land

b. A constitution was drafted making Russia a limited monarchy with a Duma but was never put into practice

c. Allowed the Poles the right to use their language and have their own army, but he remained ruler

Concluding the Lesson:

1. Alexander is most remembered for the fight against Napoleon and the mysterious end to his reign

