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Introduction

Russia, the vast expanse that stretches from Eastern Europe to the Pacific Ocean, has
long captivated the world with its immense landscapes, dramatic history, and
enigmatic character. As the largest country on earth, Russia has been shaped by the
diversity of its terrain—from frozen tundras to endless steppe, from dense forests to
mighty rivers. But it is perhaps the tumult of its history, rather than its geography
alone, that has given rise to a nation both deeply rooted in tradition and constantly
reinventing itself amid global transformations.

This book, A History of Russia, seeks to offer a comprehensive account of the Russian
past, tracing its evolution from the earliest archaeological traces of human settlement
through the rise of powerful principalities, to the formation of one of the world’s most
consequential empires, forward to the seismic revolutions of the twentieth century,
and into the complexities of contemporary Russian society and politics. In doing so, it
approaches the Russian past not as a series of isolated episodes, but as a dynamic,
interconnected narrative where each epoch sets the stage for the next.

The story of Russia is one of recurring cycles—fragmentation and unification,
subjugation and rebellion, innovation and resistance to change. The early emergence
of the Kievan Rus’, with its blend of Slavic, Norse, and Byzantine influences,
established cultural foundations whose echoes persist to this day. Centuries of Mongol
domination reshaped Russian institutions and introduced enduring patterns of
authority and governance, even as the rising principality of Moscow turned submission
into opportunity, and later into empire.

With the Romanov dynasty, Russia expanded across continents, bringing together a
patchwork of peoples and cultures under the rule of the tsars. Reformers and
visionaries, from Peter the Great to Catherine the Great and Alexander Il, initiated bold
transformations—at times forcibly—seeking to propel Russia alongside the powers of
Europe. Yet, the social and political structures of imperial Russia remained fraught
with deep inequalities, culminating in the explosive revolutions of the twentieth
century.

The Soviet era imposed its own vision of society and power, forging a new superpower
with global ambitions. The magnitude of Soviet achievements and
tragedies—collectivization, purges, industrialization, global conflict, and Cold War
rivalry—engulfed millions and redrew the map of the twentieth century. The collapse
of the USSR, followed by wrenching changes in the post-Soviet era, has left Russia
once again searching for identity, stability, and its place in the modern world.
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As this volume unfolds, it becomes clear that the history of Russia defies easy
categorization. It is a tale of resilience and adaptability, of moments of extraordinary
creativity and harrowing calamity, of visionary leaders and everyday people enduring
the sweep of events. By shedding light on Russia’s past, we gain essential insight not
only into the country itself, but into the broader currents that have shaped world
history. In exploring the Russian experience, we come face to face with enduring
questions of power, culture, faith, and the meaning of national destiny.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Peoples of Ancient
Russia

Before the first stones of Kyiv were laid or the name Rus' echoed in chronicles, the
vast stage upon which Russia's history would unfold was already present: a colossal
landmass stretching across the eastern portion of the European plain and deep into
Asia. This geography is not merely a backdrop; it is a central character in the Russian
story, shaping migrations, defining economies, and influencing the very nature of the
societies that rose and fell upon it. To understand the origins of Russia, we must first
understand this immense and varied terrain and the diverse collection of peoples who
inhabited it in antiquity.

Imagine a plain of unparalleled scale, relatively flat and crisscrossed by slow-moving,
navigable rivers that served as natural highways. This is the heartland of what would
become European Russia. To the north lay the vast, impenetrable taiga—coniferous
forests that stretched to the Arctic tundra, home to hardy peoples sustained by
hunting and trapping. In the center was a mixed forest zone, suitable for early
agriculture but still challenging, giving way further south to the fertile forest-steppe.
And south of that lay the open, sweeping Eurasian steppe, a corridor for countless
nomadic migrations from deep in Asia into Europe.

The Ural Mountains, often cited as the boundary between Europe and Asia, were less a
formidable barrier and more a porous, wealth-rich range traversed by peoples and
trade routes for millennia. To the west lay the Baltic Sea and the plains leading
towards Central Europe; to the south, the Black and Caspian Seas offered connections
to the sophisticated empires of Byzantium, Persia, and the Arab world. These seas and
their riverine tributaries—the Dnieper flowing south to the Black Sea, the Volga
winding south to the Caspian, the Northern Dvina meandering north to the White
Sea—would become arteries of commerce and conquest.

This immense land was not empty in prehistoric times. Archaeological evidence
reveals a sequence of cultures inhabiting the East European Plain, dating back tens of
thousands of years. Hunter-gatherers adapted to the retreating ice ages, followed by
the gradual adoption of agriculture and settled life in certain regions during the
Neolithic and Bronze Ages. These early inhabitants left behind burial mounds
(kurgans), pottery, and tools, offering tantalizing glimpses into their lives but little in
the way of written records.

In the southern steppe zone, a succession of powerful nomadic empires dominated the
landscape for centuries before the rise of the Slavs. From around the 9th century BCE,
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the Cimmerians roamed these lands, followed by the Scythians (from the 7th century
BCE), known for their fearsome cavalry, elaborate goldwork, and widespread
influence. Herodotus, the ancient Greek historian, described the Scythians and the
peoples living on the fringes of their territory, providing some of the earliest external
accounts of the region.

The Scythians were eventually supplanted by the Sarmatians, another Iranian-
speaking equestrian nomadic group, who controlled the steppe from roughly the 4th
century BCE until the 4th century CE. These groups, while based in the south,
interacted extensively with the peoples to their north, engaging in trade, raiding, and
sometimes forming alliances. Their legacy persisted in local place names and
archaeological finds long after their political dominance waned.

The great movements of the Migration Period in Europe also impacted this region.
Germanic tribes like the Goths passed through the southern lands in the 3rd and 4th
centuries CE, establishing a short-lived kingdom before being displaced by the arrival
of the Huns. The Huns, originating from Central Asia, swept across the steppes in the
late 4th century CE, initiating a chain reaction of migrations that reshaped the
European continent.

Following the Huns came other nomadic groups, including the Avars in the 6th century
and various Turkic tribes. Among the most significant of these were the Khazars, who
by the 7th century CE had established a powerful khanate centered near the lower
Volga. The Khazar Khaganate controlled crucial trade routes linking the Baltic and
Scandinavia with the Middle East, collecting tribute from neighboring tribes, including
early Slavic groups. Their influence extended north into the forest-steppe, acting as a
significant political and economic force on the borders of the future Rus' lands.

Meanwhile, in the vast forest zones to the north of the steppe, lived a variety of Finnic
and Baltic tribes. Peoples such as the Chuds, Merya, Muromians, Ves', and others
inhabited the areas around lakes Ladoga and Iimen, the upper Volga, and the Oka
river basins. These groups lived primarily through hunting, fishing, and simple
agriculture. They were largely decentralized, organized into tribal communities, and
would later interact extensively with the expanding Slavic population, in some cases
being assimilated.

It is within this complex and dynamic environment that the East Slavs began to
emerge and expand. While the precise origins of the Slavs are debated, linguistic and
archaeological evidence suggests a homeland perhaps located in the area of the
Pripyat Marshes, straddling modern-day Ukraine and Belarus. From this "cradle," likely
starting in the early centuries CE, Slavic tribes began a gradual process of migration
and settlement, moving eastward and northward onto the East European Plain.

These early East Slavs were not a unified nation but rather a collection of distinct
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tribes, each with their own name and territory mentioned in later chronicles: the
Polyanians along the middle Dnieper, the Derevlians in the forests to the west, the
Krivichians near the headwaters of the Dvina and Volga, the Iimen Slavs around Lake
Imen, the Radimichians and Vyatichians further east, and others. Their expansion was
often a process of gradual infiltration and settlement rather than outright military
conquest, although conflict with existing populations and other Slavic tribes certainly
occurred.

Their economy was based on slash-and-burn agriculture in the forested areas,
supplemented by hunting, fishing, beekeeping, and rudimentary crafts. They lived in
small, often fortified settlements (gorods) or scattered villages. Society was likely
organized around tribal elders and chieftains. Religious beliefs were pagan, centered
around the worship of nature spirits and deities like Perun (god of thunder) and Veles
(god of the underworld and cattle), though specific practices varied among tribes.

The East Slavs gradually spread across the river systems, establishing settlements
along key waterways. These rivers not only provided sustenance and allowed for
internal movement but also connected them to the wider world—to the Baltic in the
north via the Neva and the Gulf of Finland, and crucially, to the Black Sea and the
Byzantine Empire in the south via the Dnieper, the "Route from the Varangians to the
Greeks." This interconnectedness through rivers became a defining feature of the
region.

By the 8th and 9th centuries CE, the East European Plain was a patchwork of peoples:
scattered East Slavic tribes settling the river basins, Finnic and Baltic groups holding
the northern forests, and the powerful Khazar Khaganate dominating the southern
steppes and controlling access to the lucrative trade routes to the south. This was a
fluid world of shifting allegiances, tribal rivalries, and intermittent conflict, but also one
of increasing interaction and the gradual formation of larger tribal confederations.

It was into this complex, diverse, and geographically defined environment that new
external forces would soon arrive, drawn by the potential for trade and tribute, and
ready to play a pivotal role in forging these disparate tribes and territories into
something resembling a state. The stage was set for the dramatic events that would
lead to the birth of Kievan Rus’, the first major political entity on the path to modern
Russia.
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