Stalin and the Tsars: Stalin’s emulation and rehabilitation of lvan the Terrible and
Peter the Great
By Henry Rugg

Introduction

‘The people need a Tsar’ Stalin is reported to have said at a dinner party attended by senior
communist party officials in 1926." Talk had turned to the topic of governing Russia in the absence
of Lenin. ‘Don’t forget we are in Russia, the land of the Tsars. The Russian people like to have one
man standing at the head of the state,’ he hastened to add. No one attending the party took
exception to the comment, but in retrospect it was a defining statement of Stalin’s Tsarist cast of
mind, and the revealing of a self-justifying political creed that would later become realised in full. As
early as 1926 Stalin had himself in mind as the great chief of Russia, the heir to the Tsarist throne.

A voracious reader with an especially large appetite for early modern and pre-revolutionary
Russian history 2, Stalin was versed in the nation’s Tsarist tradition and the attempts of past Tsars
to put an end to centuries of subjugation under the Tatar yoke, overcome the hostile encirclement
of the Rus’ and later attempts to establish and expand a centralised, modern state.® As we will see,
Stalin looked to historical antecedents to confirm his place in history, seeking legitimisation in the
parts of Russia’s tsarist past that allowed him to enact his self-identity: the great tsars, national
builders and evil despots, Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great are the two Tsars with whom Stalin
felt the most affinity. Between himself and the two Tsars, Stalin found a legitimating parallel with a
powerful allure; for they provided a model — set in historical circumstances remarkably similar to
that which Stalin faced in the late 20s and 30s — that confirmed and informed Stalin’s economic
and social policies. It Is no surprise therefore that Stalin’s Great Purge of 1936-38 and the Five
Year Plans followed in remarkably similar fashion to Ivan’s IV reign of terror and Peter the Great’s
industrialisation campaign respectively .

As Stalin set out to emulate the two Tsars, he simultaneously then personally saw to their
rehabilitation in popular history and culture, altering their negative depictions to positive ones,
which will be the focus of the latter part of this essay. In elevating the two Tsars to the status of
national heroes, the parallel would now serve his image. It would place him as the natural heir to
the great nation builders, as the man set on completing the campaign — that they started with good
intentions but failed to complete — to overcome Russia’s backwardness. The second aspect of the
rehabilitation of lvan and Peter was that it formed part of a wider shift in the Soviet Union’s interwar
domestic policy known as ‘National Bolshevism’; born out of the need to create national heroes to
engender a strong sense of a national identity and bolster support for a potential war.®

Viewing the Stalin period through the prism of his Tsarist influence, we can chart the dynamic,
fluctuating relationship between Stalin, the Tsars and the Soviet state.

Stalin and the Bolshevik ‘Boyars’

The enduring popular image of lvan IV Vasilyevich, the 16" century Tsar, is one of a despotic
tyrant. His epithet Grozny, or ‘The Terrible’ is better reflected in English by terms such as ‘inspiring
terror’ or formidable,” due to his ruthless expansion of the Tsardom in the 1550s through
conguests of the Tatar khanates of Astrakhan and Kazan, almost doubling the territories of Russia

! Recounted by Pyotr Chagin, one of the leaders of the Leningrad Party organisation, who was a close friend of Kirov and was present at the
dinner
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As a leader determined to overcome Russia’s backwardness through industrial development,
Stalin was consciously emulating Peter the Great. w0 e
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