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INTRODUCTION 
 

The British response to the Decembrist Revolt of 1825, in which a conspiracy 

among the Guards Regiments organized and led by the elite Russian nobility attempted to 

depose the Tsar, revealed important characteristics of British political values in the early 

nineteenth century.  Britons conceived of domestic stability as relying on a proper 

balance of social hierarchies in which the monarch, the nobility, and the commoners each 

behaved in proportional, class-appropriate ways.  The elite British diplomats who 

witnessed the revolt did so as aristocrats who recognized the social imbalance of Russia 

and its potential political consequences for the stability of the Russian state.  The Russian 

nobility, it seemed clear to British diplomats, was increasingly impoverished and lacked 

any credible political influence under the Tsar – an untenable situation that, in their view, 

resulted in the failed uprising of December 14, 1825 in St. Petersburg.  This domestic 

instability was complicated by a British model of international stability that relied on a 

separate idea of balance, one in which the European polities were arranged in a carefully 

calibrated balance of power designed to prevent the supremacy of any one state.  The 

British Foreign Office, therefore, was forced to address the tension between two 

conceptions of stability – one domestic and one international.  This thesis will argue that 

the aristocratic ethos of the Foreign Office both magnified the fragile social condition of 

the Russian Empire and organized the political response which subordinated this concern 

to the international stability of Europe. 
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 Despite possessing a history which dated back at least as far as the mid-sixteenth 

century, the relationship between England and Russia has remained an underexplored 

subject in European studies.  Historians such as M.S. Anderson and J.S. Bromley have 

investigated the early commercial associations linking the British Isles to the Russian 

Empire, but have largely ignored the Anglo-Russian political relationship.1  The 

Decembrist Revolt itself, while a popular subject of Russian scholarship, particularly 

among Soviet historians who experienced unprecedented access to their national archives 

in order to illuminate the “first Russian revolution,” has appeared as the subject of only a 

handful of English monographs, including the standard Anglophone works on the revolt 

by Anatole Mazour and Marc Raeff.2  An important exception to the paucity of 

scholarship approaching the Decembrist Revolt from the British perspective – and one 

which examines the subject under consideration in this thesis – is David Lang’s article 

“The Decembrist Conspiracy Through British Eyes.”3  Lang’s work, although 

instrumental in helping to point this thesis toward salient sources, was not historical, but 

political in its preoccupations, as it sought to trace the origins of the Russian Revolution 

of 1917 in the first years of the Cold War.  This thesis, in contrast, reinterprets the 

Decembrist Revolt as a historical event that provides the historian with a window on the 

political values of the British elite in the early nineteenth century.  

                                                 
1 See M.S. Anderson, Britain's Discovery of Russia, 1553-1815 (London: Macmillan, 1958), and 

J.S.Bromley, The Rise of Great Britain and Russia, 1688-1715/25 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1971). 

2 Most prominent are Anatole G. Mazour, The First Russian Revolution, 1825 (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1937), and Marc Raeff, The Decembrist Movement (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 
1966).  Both texts have contributed immensely to this project and are cited throughout. 

3 David M. Lang, “The Decembrist Conspiracy Through British Eyes,” American Slavic and East 
European Review (1949): 262-74. 
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 Intellectually, the work presented in this thesis draws on an understanding of 

aristocratic dynamism first articulated by historians Linda Colley and David Cannadine.4  

The British aristocracy was an evolving, strengthening segment of society in 1825 and 

not a static institution.  Linda Colley’s seminal work on British identity, Britons: Forging 

the Nation, 1707-1837, has explained that challenges to the ruling class in Great Britain, 

including the American Revolution, rapid industrialization and, perhaps most 

importantly, “denunciation of the landed classes as a discrete group” in mainstream 

political discourse combined to erode the legitimacy of the aristocracy at the end of the 

eighteenth century.5  It was in response to these questions that the British elite sought to 

reaffirm its identity as not separate from the Empire, but in fact, inseparable and vital to 

the social, political, and cultural fabric of Great Britain.  The landed nobility conceived of 

itself as providing the necessary balance between oppressive tyranny and chaotic 

republicanism.  It was the duty of the aristocrat to make sure that these twin evils were 

prevented from disrupting the delicate social equilibrium of Great Britain.   

This thesis delineates a binary model of domestic and international balance that, 

in the case of the former, hinges on classical ideas of property and the connections of 

property to the landed elite.  The description of the internal stability of a polity presented 

here is the intellectual descendant of J.G.A. Pocock and Roy Porter, historians who have 

explored the origins of political thought in early modern England.  In The Machiavellian 

Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition, Pocock has 

argued for an “English-speaking political tradition [that] has been a bearer of republican 

                                                 
4 David Cannadine, Aspects of Aristocracy: Grandeur and Decline in Modern Britain (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1994) and Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). 

5 Colley, Britons, 152. 
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and Machiavellian as well as constitutionalist, Lockean and Burkean, concepts and 

values.”6  In England, Pocock has stated, “republican and Machiavellian ideas had to 

become domiciled in an environment dominated by monarchical, legal, and theological 

concepts apparently in no way disposed to require the definition of England as a polis or 

the Englishman as a citizen.”7  In other words, political ideas born in ancient Greece later 

crystallized in early modern Florence and eventually took root in England in altered but 

recognizable forms.  Perfect balance, as envisioned by the ancient Greek historian 

Polybius, depended on a stable relationship between “the one, the few, and the many,” 

three status groups that, by the time the idea reached early modern Florence, were already 

associated with monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy.8  In June, 1642, two of Charles 

I’s advisors convinced the English monarch to sign His Majesty’s Answer to the Nineteen 

Propositions of Both Houses of Parliament, which asserted that “the government of 

England is vested in three estates, the king, the lords and the commons, and that the 

health and the very survival of the system depend upon maintenance of the balance 

between them.”9  James Harrington, the seventeenth-century political thinker and author 

of The Commonwealth of Oceana, was the critical figure who translated the Florentine 

tripartite model, articulating the evolution of the monarchy-aristocracy-democracy 

paradigm of ancient Greece into the king-lords-commons paradigm of early modern 

England.  Throughout this process of adaptation, the crucial, persistent element binding 

the three estates together was balance.     

                                                 
6 J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic 

Republican Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), viii. 
7 Ibid., 334. 
8 Ibid., 100. 
9 Ibid., 361. 
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The original Polybian expression of the three status groups was predicated on 

equilibrium, but hinged on property determining the basis for full political participation – 

an idea supported by Roy Porter.  In his book The Creation of the Modern World, 

historian Roy Porter has worked to restore the preeminence of the British Enlightenment 

as a catalyst for the development of modern Western Europe.10  Newton, Priestley, 

Hume, and Bentham are all well represented, but the author has reserved a special place 

for John Locke.  On this point, Pocock and Porter disagree.  Pocock has deemphasized 

the role of Locke in the interest of reaching back further into the intellectual legacy of 

British political thought.  Porter has organized his work around Locke’s legal and 

contractual context of political rights and responsibilities – a more recent intellectual 

milieu than the ancient antecedents favored by Pocock.  Both historians, however, end up 

supporting the fundamental importance of property.  If it is true, according to Porter, that 

Locke was the father of the Enlightenment, then it follows that his central idea of 

property, upon which his definition of liberty was based, was “a solution doubtless 

attractive to propertied readers” and formed a pillar of the modern world.11  Property, as 

explained by Locke, was ancient and inviolable, and since it “preceded government, it 

could not be meddled with by the prince.”12   

As the source of wealth, political power, and liberty, the idea of property predated 

mundane institutions and existed apart from them, encouraging the landed aristocrats of 

Great Britain to see themselves as a primary, unfettered element of social balance.  The 

landed aristocrats viewed themselves as inseparable from Great Britain – in a sense, no 

                                                 
10 Roy Porter, The Creation of the Modern World: The Untold Story of the British Enlightenment 

(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2000). 
11 Ibid., 186-187. 
12 Ibid., 187. 
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other group so closely identified so literally and in such a tangible way with Britannia.13  

Recent scholarship has stressed the participation of these elites in the Pocockian 

intellectual context.  Historian Stephen M. Lee, for example, has explored the ideological 

underpinnings of politicians like George Canning and Lord Liverpool, whose beliefs on 

the proper balance of society informed the reaction of British elites to the Decembrist 

Revolt and, for that matter, to all nineteenth-century revolts and revolutions.14  For elites 

like Canning, the aristocracy represented the fulcrum of political balance, owing to 

traditional perspectives of the authority derived from property.  The classical Lockean 

conception of property, it is worth mentioning, contrasted starkly with the Russian idea of 

property.  Russian landed elites, operating within a paternal system of ownership, 

identified the serfs as their property.  Lashed to the serf and not the nobility, Russian land 

existed outside the direct experience of the aristocrat, upsetting – in the mind of the elite 

British diplomat – social balance. 

The desire of elite Britons to preserve international equilibrium through balance 

of power politics complicated its parallel interests in domestic stability.  Muriel 

Chamberlain, in her book Pax Britannica?: British Foreign Policy, 1789-1914, has 

argued that it was the goal of Great Britain’s Foreign Office to maintain the peace in 

post-Napoleonic Europe by restricting any one polity from gaining an advantage over the 

rest of the continental powers.15  Canning and his Austrian counterpart and adversary, 

Chancellor Metternich, may have disagreed as to the means of maintaining international 

                                                 
13 Colley, Britons, 153. 
14 Stephen M. Lee, George Canning and Liberal Toryism, 1801-1827 (London: Royal Historical 

Society, 2008). 
15 Muriel Evelyn Chamberlain, Pax Britannica?: British Foreign Policy, 1789-1914 (London: 

Longman, 1988), 5. 
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equilibrium, but the policies of both men supported Chamberlain’s argument for the 

continuity of balance of power.  This essential component of the argument presented here 

has been largely ignored by historians of the era.  Stephen M. Lee’s work, while 

addressing Liberal Toryism in the context of internal order and balance, does not address 

foreign policy and therefore does not see the tension between domestic and foreign 

policy.  While there is good evidence to suggest that Canning made decisions in the 

interest of supporting the tripartite balance between king, lords, and commons, one of the 

conclusions of this thesis is that when confronted with competing commitments to 

domestic and international balance, Canning and other British elites in Great Britain 

could be forced to choose. 

 The first chapter of this thesis is contextual and comprises the narrative of the 

failed coup, a short history of the Anglo-Russian commercial relationship, a description 

of the major Russian and British diplomats engaging at this time, and a discussion of the 

prominent diplomatic concerns shared by both states.  Chapter Two considers the 

connections between aristocracy and monarchy, beginning with an analysis of the relative 

prestige of the British and Russian thrones through an examination of the Caroline Affair 

in Britain and Russian attitudes to Nicholas’ predecessor, Alexander I.  This chapter then 

explores the aristocratic reaction to Nicholas’ conduct during and after the revolt.  The 

chapter finishes with an investigation of the theme of regicide which persisted through 

the aftermath of the Decembrist conspiracy and galvanized British elites.  Chapter Three 

moves from a discussion of the relationship between aristocracy and monarchy to a focus 

on the similarities and differences between British and Russian nobles.  Specifically, this 

chapter highlights how British elites perceived the impoverishment and oppression of 
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Russian elites as leading to the revolt and the subversion of political stability.  Chapter 

Four examines the response of elite Britons to the Russian investigation of the 

Decembrists and its prosecution of justice.  

 British elites diagnosed the Decembrist Revolt as a consequence of the social 

disequilibrium resulting from a despotic monarchy and a weak nobility, but they were 

unwilling to attempt to correct this imbalance.  Canning was committed to non-

interference in the internal politics of nations and was not interested in playing kingmaker 

throughout Europe.  British unwillingness to affect dynastic Russia illustrated both the 

aristocratic sensibilities of the British government and its hesitance to involve itself too 

directly in the domestic affairs of its allies.  Moreover, British elites expressed an 

ambiguity toward Russia which left them more concerned about the willingness of the 

new Tsar, Nicholas I, to cooperate internationally than about his commitment to the 

restoration of political and social balance domestically.  Diplomatically, Canning used 

the revolt as leverage for a political realignment with Russia over the Eastern Question.  

Last, diplomats like Edward Cromwell Disbrowe recognized, and communicated to 

Canning, that the Russian Empire was unstable in the long term, but secure enough in the 

short term to suit British interests.  This tension between British ideas of domestic and 

international stability came into sharp relief during the Decembrist Revolt and produced 

an opportunity to observe how the aristocratic values of the British government colored 

its political response. 
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I. BRITAIN AND RUSSIA IN 1825 
 

On the morning of December 14, 1825, Anne Disbrowe awoke in St. Petersburg 

and dressed to attend the Kasan Church where ceremonies announcing the accession of 

the new Tsar, Nicholas I, were to take place.  The empire had been in mourning 

following the death of Alexander I in Taganrog, and Mrs. Disbrowe, wife of the British 

diplomat Edward Cromwell Disbrowe, was excited to cast off the gloomy mood of the 

last two weeks and join the Russian capital in celebration.  As she noted later in a letter to 

a friend, however, she had only made it to the top of her stairs “when, lo and behold, 

appeared Sir Daniel Bayley, with a tremendously long face, to tell us not to stir, for one 

of the regiments has refused to take the oaths to Nicholas, bayoneted two of their officers 

and a general…and said that they will have no other Emperor than [Constantine].”16  The 

confusion surrounding the succession to the Russian throne provided an impromptu 

organization of youthful conspirators with an opportunity for revolution.  By the end of 

the day, the new Tsar had quashed the revolt, but the insurrection and its aftermath gave 

the small British enclave in St. Petersburg a unique opportunity to examine the result of 

Russian social disequilibrium as it witnessed the brief, violent struggle.  This chapter will 

address the failed uprising, which became known as the Decembrist Revolt, and then 

describe the nature of the Anglo-Russian relationship in 1825, paying particular attention 

                                                 
16 Anne Disbrowe to Robert Kennedy, December 14, 1825: Charlotte Anne Albinia Disbrowe, 

Original Letters from Russia, 1825-1828 (London: Ladies Printing Press, 1878), 64-65.   
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to the institutions of diplomacy, the key personalities involved and Great Britain’s 

foreign policy as it related to the Russian Empire. 

 

The Revolt 

     The Decembrist conspiracy was the final iteration of a series of clandestine 

societies that coalesced in a climate of economic depression, political frustration and 

exposure to Western liberalism.  The immediate precursor to the conspiracy that erupted 

in 1825, the Union of Salvation, first organized in St. Petersburg on February 9, 1816 

under the direction of a small group of compatriots and future Decembrists, including 

Prince Sergei Trubetskoi, Ivan Yakushkin, and the Muraviev-Apostol brothers Matvei 

and Sergei.17  The end of the Napoleonic Wars coincided with, and in some ways helped 

create, economic downturns in many European states.  Russia was no exception, but its 

problems were compounded by its deep resistance to economic modernization.  Although 

Russian trade and industry expanded in the years after Waterloo, a rising national debt, 

soaring inflation, and the persistence of serfdom angered the members of the Union of 

Salvation who recognized the Russian Empire’s inability to adapt from semifeudal 

systems to Western capitalist methods.18  Alexander I’s empty promises of significant 

political reform galvanized early Decembrists, who were eventually forced into more 

drastic action.  The court nobility’s antagonism to reformers like Count Mikhail 

Speransky, the failure of constitutional government in Poland and the Tsar’s 

preoccupations with international conflicts stymied any real opportunity for political 

change and convinced the conspirators that constitutional government could only be 

                                                 
17 Mazour, The First Russian Revolution, 66. 
18 Ibid., 12-15. 
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achieved through revolution.19  Exposure to Western constitutional governments supplied 

early Decembrists with the political foils for their own increasingly autocratic empire.   

This last characteristic, a result of military service during the Napoleonic Wars, is often 

cited as the source of the liberal-constitutional contagion diagnosed during the 

Decembrist interrogations.  Speaking on the subject of travel, Prince Serge Volkhonski, 

one of the most prominent Decembrists, remarked “with a smile, that the result of 

travelling was at times very peculiar; ‘for an example’ said he, ‘take myself.  I was an 

impetuous youth, I went to Germany, France, and England, I then returned to my own 

country, where I unfortunately found that the effect of those travels was to lead to Siberia 

and the mines.’”20  Interestingly, Decembrists safely folded these Western influences into 

a burgeoning pan-Slavic movement that stressed the Russianness of the state.  Mazour 

has argued that “because of these peculiar national conditions, political liberalism and 

popular discontent fused in Russia, forming what is known as the Decembrist 

movement.”21  The historian Marc Raeff has amplified Mazour’s ideological perspective 

on the revolt.  According to Raeff, the Decembrists struck against the “lack of security 

and respect for the individual, his dignity, his honor, his property, his work, and even his 

life.”22  It was this litany of Lockean rights, implicit in the nature of propertied Britons 

but alien to Russian society, which the conspirators sought to secure. 

After the dissolution of the Union of Salvation, the Decembrists divided into two 

distinct groups that ultimately struck in the Senate Square of St. Petersburg and the 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 26-28. 
20 Lucy Atkinson, Recollections of Tartar Steppes and Their Inhabitants (London: Spottiswoode 

and Co., 1863), 241. 
21 Mazour, The First Russian Revolution, 2. 
22 Marc Raeff, The Decembrist Movement, 15. 
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Chernigovsky Regiment near Kiev.  The Northern and Southern Societies agreed on 

deposing the current government but disagreed over how to accomplish the feat and what 

the final result should resemble.  The Northern Society was comparatively moderate and 

relied on Nikolai Turgenev and Nikita Muraviev for the intellectual structure of its 

program and the poet Kondraty Ryleev for its inspiration.  It was the North that, 

according to the historian Anatole Mazour, “remained the stronghold of the conservative 

liberals, opposing the radical South led by [Pavel] Pestel.”23  One significant source of 

disagreement between the North and South was the more radical Southern Society’s 

acceptance of violence as a means to effect political change.  The more fundamental 

disagreement between the two arms of the Decembrists, however, was whether Russia 

should be reorganized as a constitutional monarchy or as a republic.  Nikita Muraviev, 

only seventeen years old, argued for the former and drew up a constitution, which 

mirrored British ideas of constitutionalism and diminished but did not eliminate the role 

of the Tsar from the political culture of Russia.  Muraviev’s constitution called for a host 

of liberalizing institutions like a parliament, but, reflecting his aristocratic background, 

did not address serfdom directly.  In fact, the dedication of Muraviev’s proposed 

document to the nobility led Pavel Pestel to proclaim it as a “legalized aristocracy” – 

anathema to the republican leader of the Southern Society.24       

The events of December 14, 1825 played out in the typically messy manner of 

abortive coups and revolutions.  In a journal entry dated December 25, 1825, Dr. Robert 

Lee, a British expatriate serving as the Crimean governor’s personal physician, suggested 

that “it is probable that a true report of these proceedings will never be obtained from any 

                                                 
23 Mazour, The First Russian Revolution, 86. 
24 Ibid., 92-94. 
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individual in this country; the versions of the affair being already as numerous as the 

individuals engaged in it.”25  The sudden death of Alexander I on December 1 and the 

temporary confusion surrounding his succession gave the Decembrists the opportunity to 

attempt their coup in St. Petersburg.  In Russia, unlike virtually every other monarchical 

government in Europe, imperial succession was not founded on primogeniture but 

imperial preference.  The emperor had the power to name any successor he or she 

wished.  The heir presumptive was the oldest of Alexander’s remaining brothers, 

Constantine, but the heir apparent, as decided in a secret pact signed in 1822, was 

Constantine’s younger brother by almost 20 years, Nicholas.  It is still not entirely 

understood why Constantine agreed to sign the document and it was not until December 

12 that the British Ambassador, Lord Strangford, could report with confidence to London 

“that the imperial crown will devolve upon the Grand Duke Nicholas.”26  Lord 

Clanwilliam, the British Ambassador to Berlin, confirmed this information after having 

received a copy of the Journal de St. Petersbourg which announced the details of 

Constantine’s formal renunciation and the ascension of Nicholas to the throne.27  The 

succession controversy in Russia took the international community by surprise and the 

Decembrists correctly guessed that many of the empire’s soldiers would be confused as 

well.  The conspirators called upon their contacts within the Guards Regiments of St. 

Petersburg and Chernigovsky to swear fealty to Constantine – a ruse intended to 

legitimize the revolt – and refuse the oath to Nicholas.   

                                                 
25 Robert Lee, The Last Days of Alexander and the First Days of Nicholas (London: Richard 

Bentley, 1854), 68. 
26 Strangford to Canning, December 12, 1825/The National Archives: Foreign Office 65/149/301.  

Hereafter, references to this source will be abbreviated TNA: FO. 
27 Clanwilliam to Canning, January 4, 1826/TNA: FO 64/146/67. 
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The Decembrist Revolt commenced early in the morning of December 14, 1825.  

A battalion of the Moskovsky Regiment rebelled under the direction of the Decembrist 

brothers Mikhail and Alexander Bestuzhev and by nine o’clock that morning took up a 

position in the Senate Square before being joined by Kondraty Ryleev and the Marine 

Guard Regiment soon after.28  Despite these early successes, there were troubling signs 

for the Decembrist leaders in the Senate Square.  Prince Trubetskoi, Colonel Bulatov and 

Alexander Yakubovich, three of the most impassioned Decembrists and, in the case of 

Trubetskoi, the proposed chief executive, were nowhere to be found.29  The regiments 

that had committed themselves to the conspiracy waited for more support to arrive but 

did little else as the leadership of the Decembrists failed to materialize.  Mrs. Disbrowe 

reported a few hours later that “the revolt is in the same state; frequent cheers are heard, 

but they will not receive the Emperor’s aide de camps.  It is said that General 

Milaradovich is wounded in the side.  Troops are marching up from all sides to surround 

the rebels.  They hardly deserve that name, poor misguided people.”30  General 

Milarodovich, the popular governor of St. Petersburg, approached the Decembrists but 

fell when Peter Kakhovsky, one of the most fervent conspirators, shot the general.   

Milarodovich succumbed to his wounds the following morning.31  Another senior officer 

sent by Nicholas to parlay with the rebels, Commander Stürler, suffered the same fate as 

Milarodovich.  The Decembrists successfully turned away a contingent of priests and 

even the youngest brother of the tsar, the Grand Duke Michael Romanov, could not 

convince the rebels to break ranks and return to their barracks.  When it became clear to 

                                                 
28 Mazour, The First Russian Revolution, 169. 
29 Ibid., 170-171. 
30 Anne Disbrowe to Robert Kennedy, December 14, 1825: Original Letters from Russia, 65. 
31 Strangford to Canning, December 15, 1825/TNA: FO 65/149/314. 
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Nicholas that the conspirators would not disperse, the Tsar finally ordered his artillery to 

fire on the rebels, scattering them from the square.  The barrage lasted for an hour and did 

not distinguish between the rebelling soldiers and the throngs of spectators who had 

accumulated throughout the day.  Many of those who survived the shelling drowned in 

the Neva River when the ice broke under the weight of the fleeing masses.32   

The firebrand Pestel, meanwhile, was still organizing the doomed Southern 

Society outside Kiev.  Nicholas’ agents arrested him before he could lead his revolt – 

betrayed by a soldier named Ivan Sherwood who had been born in Kent, England but had 

immigrated to Russia with his father when he was two years old.33  Pestel’s co-

conspirators Sergei Muraviev-Apostol and Mikhail Bestuzhev-Riumin took up the revolt 

of the Chernigovsky Regiment and provided a caliber of leadership unmatched in the 

North.  The Southern conspirators struck nearly two weeks after the revolt in the North 

failed and operated under more able management and greater support, but the response 

from local authorities was rapid and on January 3 the outnumbered Chernigovsky 

Regiment fell.  Nicholas subdued the revolt and secured his reign. 

The Russian government wasted no time in beginning its investigation of the 

Decembrist conspiracy.  For many Britons, the Decembrists were doubly seditious in that 

their actions were a revolt against their emperor as well as their class – specifically, the 

aristocratic sensibilities that ought to have better governed them.  The Decembrists 

represented a broad segment of the nobility in Russia and the leadership and most active 

members occupied the very highest strata of aristocracy in the Empire.  It is important to 

note that despite the attempt of British diplomats to depict the rebellion as an explosion 

                                                 
32 Mazour, The First Russian Revolution, 172. 
33 Ibid., 181. 
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of a disaffected social class, the Decembrist Revolt was ideological and not social in 

nature.34  The preoccupation of key ambassadors such as Strangford and Disbrowe with 

the social standing of the conspirators revealed both the degree to which elite British 

diplomats imputed their aristocratic expectations upon Russian society, and how little 

Britons actually understood Russia.  Mere days into the New Year, Lord Strangford, 

British Ambassador to St. Petersburg, reported on “the continued arrests of a number of 

subaltern officers of the guards, many of whom belong to the first families of this 

country.”35  Indeed, few of the most illustrious houses could claim innocence – the vast 

majority of the Russian elite had to acknowledge a father, brother, or son who stood 

accused.  To its credit, the Russian state recognized the manner in which it was expected 

to respond to the aristocratic diplomatic community which had witnessed the humiliating 

event and, appropriately, the official response invoked the nobility of those who stayed 

loyal to the Tsar as the primary reason for the revolt’s failure.  The official commission 

organized by Nicholas insisted that it would not “retrace all the events of that day, 

marked by the rebellion of a small number, and by the devotedness of all, by proofs of 

unanimous attachment to the throne, and by brilliant proofs of hereditary virtue in that 

august house, which the blind hate of the disorderly had dared to threaten.”36  The 

language of the aristocracy, of obeisance and fealty, was the manner in which the Russian 

state sought to interpret the embarrassing spectacle on the eve of Nicholas’ assumption of 

the throne.   
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Behind this rhetoric, however, the regime was badly shaken, and Nicholas was 

committed to arresting and convicting as many individuals as could be connected, 

however tenuously, to the conspiracy.  On January 6, Lord Strangford reported that “the 

examinations of the individuals who were implicated in the late affair have continued 

without interruption” and that further arrests were soon expected.37  Foreigners reacted to 

the investigation with great skepticism.  The accused suffered brutal emotional and 

physical treatment, and therefore it should hardly be surprising that, as Dr. Lee noted in 

his journal on April 9, 1826, “the persons actually culpable have introduced the names of 

individuals who had nothing to do with the conspiracy, and a great number of quiet 

individuals have in consequence been dreadfully harassed.”38  Though Dr. Lee did not 

mention him by name, he must have had in mind individuals like Peter Fahlenberg, a 

merchant who attended only a handful of Decembrist meetings and did not participate in 

the revolt, but was separated from his family and exiled to Siberia.39  Only a total 

effacement of the Decembrists could cleanse Nicholas’ court of their betrayal, assuage 

the Tsar’s mind and demonstrate Russian stability to foreign diplomats.   

Nicholas kept tight control over the proceedings, organizing the hierarchy of the 

accused personally and eventually approving the punishments of 121 individuals, five of 

whom, Pavel Pestel, Sergei Muraviev-Apostol and Mikhail Bestuzhev-Riumin from the 

Southern Society, and Kondraty Ryleev and Peter Kakhovsky, from the Northern Society, 

were executed by hanging.  All five men were leaders of their respective branches of the 

Decembrist conspiracy.  Pestel and Ryleev represented the intellectual and emotional 
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epicenters of the revolt, while Muraviev-Apostol, Bestuzhev-Riumin and Kakhovsky 

were their most able lieutenants.  The most conspicuous absences on the scaffold were 

Prince Trubetskoi, the Northern Society member who was supposed to replace the Tsar, 

and Nikolai Turgenev, one of the earliest architects of the conspiracy.  Turgenev left for 

Western Europe months before the revolt, and Trubetskoi fled to his brother-in-law’s 

residence – the house of Count Ludwig Lebzeltern, Austrian Ambassador to St. 

Petersburg – during the revolt.  The 116 men who avoided executions were sentenced to 

varying degrees of punishment, but the vast majority were forced into exile in Siberia, 

where most settled in the city of Irkutsk.  In fact, the sudden influx of over a hundred well 

educated, well travelled young Russian families to the distant Siberian city succeeded in 

turning the frontier village into a bustling oasis of artistic and intellectual life.40  Nicholas 

understood the implications of his pronouncements on the rebels and the Tsar sought 

international acclaim for his success against the conspiracy.  In a letter to the highly 

influential British politician Earl Grey, Princess Lieven, wife of the Russian Ambassador 

to Great Britain, claimed that “this event has given the Emperor Nicholas an opportunity 

of showing in the very first moments of his reign how great is the moderation and 

wisdom of his character, and how high are his personal powers.  His conduct has excited 

general enthusiasm.”41  Whether the British were swayed in their opinions by the talented 

Russian Princess and her Emperor remained to be seen. 
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The Anglo-Russian Commercial Relationship 

Understanding the international context surrounding the Decembrist Revolt is 

vital to an analysis of the British response.  It was the prospect of complementary 

commercial interests which first inspired contact between the two nations.  As early as 

the sixteenth century, England actively sought to expand trade with Russia, but found that 

its merchants were at the whim of Russian rulers who vacillated between encouraging 

and obstructing foreign presence in their lands.42  In many ways, Great Britain’s 

relationship with Russia was always a negotiation between the more developed British 

trade network and the unstable and mercurial character of its economic partner.  Despite 

the fundamental political and economic differences between the two states, this 

commercial relationship only strengthened over the years as Britain came to rely more 

and more on Russian timber for its navy - the largest in the world – and the Tsars, in turn, 

were willing to divest their land of its abundant natural resources in order to finance their 

myriad wars.43 

At the time of the Decembrist Revolt, Great Britain accounted for a majority of 

Russia’s international trade.  Only a few weeks after the conspiracy had been quelled, 

Ambassador Strangford wrote to London, reporting that “with respect to the shipping of 

various nations, it is highly worthy of notice that three fourths of the whole tonnage are 

British.”44  Strangford also suggested an imbalance of trade between the two partners 

which favored Great Britain, and commented on the extraordinary number of British 
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vessels, 801, either docked or en route to St. Petersburg.45  The interconnectedness of the 

British and Russian economies paid significant dividends but also made both 

governments acutely sensitive to any possible disruptions of their trade.  In the six 

months leading up to the events of December 14, there were signs that the British 

economy had over-speculated in South America and sure enough, on December 5, the 

bubble burst and the failure of a string of banks across England triggered a national 

economic crisis.46  With such a large share of the market, in the midst of a domestic 

economic crisis, it is not surprising that the news of a military revolt in the capital of the 

Russian Empire greatly distressed the British foreign officers stationed there.  Indeed, on 

the day of the revolt, Lord Strangford was found not with his family or the diplomatic 

corps, but on his way to the Bank of England in St. Petersburg to support its payment 

stoppages until peace had been restored.47  The foundation of the Anglo-Russian 

relationship was commercial, but these trading partners – one at the very Western edge of 

Europe and the other at the extreme Eastern periphery – were as politically distant as 

their relative geographies.   

  

The Institutions of Diplomacy 

The British Foreign Office was only forty years old when Canning became 

Foreign Secretary for the second time in 1822. By the time he left in 1827, having been 

commissioned by George IV to form a new ministry after Lord Liverpool’s death, the 

indefatigable son of a ruined barrister had permanently altered the structure of the 
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Foreign Office as well as the landscape of British foreign policy.  When Canning 

returned to the Foreign Office – which he had already held from 1807 to 1809 – one of 

his first orders of business was to increase the size of his support staff (including hiring 

more clerks and translators) and to standardize and streamline practices for official 

correspondence.48  The Foreign Office remained, however, an intimate collection of only 

about thirty-six staff members and by all accounts, Canning was a ubiquitous presence at 

the ministry who insisted on preparing his own reports and interacting with all of his 

diplomats personally.  According to the distinguished diplomatic historian Harold 

Temperley, it was understood at the Foreign Office that “diplomats abroad did not dare to 

act except upon instructions sent by Canning himself” – a statement confirmed by the 

chastisement of senior officers like Lord Strangford who overstepped their authority and 

incurred the Secretary’s wrath.49  There were those working at the Foreign Office who 

managed to operate without much difficulty under Canning, and those who felt 

constricted by the level of control he exercised.  The social dynamic at the Foreign Office 

illustrated the nature of the political environments Canning dominated, namely the often 

uneasy relationship of a brilliant, tireless commoner who attempted to command a 

collection of young, independent aristocrats. 

 The British Embassy in St. Petersburg housed two such elite diplomats on the eve 

of the Decembrist Revolt in 1825.  Sir Edward Cromwell Disbrowe arrived in St. 

Petersburg on April 8, 1825 and presented his credentials as Minister Plenipotentiary to 
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the Tsar five days later.50  Disbrowe, a current MP for Windsor and a long-serving 

diplomat whose previous posts included Switzerland and Sweden, was a true asset to the 

Russian Embassy.  He was Canning’s preferred man for the job – a diplomat who 

demonstrated both his knowledge of the history of Russia and his loyalty to the Foreign 

Office.  In fact, the only recorded disagreement between Disbrowe and the Foreign 

Secretary while the diplomat was stationed in Russia was Disbrowe’s unwillingness to 

remain in St. Petersburg and forego the coronation of Tsar Nicholas I in Moscow.51  But 

when Disbrowe reached the Russian capital it was not as the British Ambassador – a fact 

that perplexed several at the embassy, including Disbrowe himself who wrote, in a letter 

to his wife, “Here I am at once Minister Plenipotentiary, and I retain my rank even when 

an Ambassador is present.  It is expensive, certainly, but the post is an important one, 

consequently more likely to lead to a good Mission at least.”52  The Ambassador to whom 

Disbrowe alluded in his letter arrived six months later, in October, and was an altogether 

more unruly and difficult British aristocrat. 

 Percy Clinton Sydney Smythe, Sixth Viscount Strangford, was Canning’s 

Ambassador to St. Petersburg at the time of the Decembrist Revolt, but his appointment 

was not entirely the Foreign Secretary’s decision.  Lord Strangford was a decorated 

diplomat who was awarded both an Irish and English peerage for his services to the 

Empire.  He owed his appointment, however, not to these accolades but to a special 
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request from Tsar Alexander I.53  Strangford’s rapport with the Russian diplomatic corps 

while stationed in Constantinople from 1820 to 1824 endeared him to the Tsar and his 

Foreign Minister Karl von Nesselrode.  According to Temperley, Lord Strangford was 

“ambitious and vain, something of an intriguer, and at heart a supporter of the Neo-Holy 

Alliance, of congress policies, and of European intervention in Turkey, all of which were 

odious to Canning.”54  The Tsar and his ministers no doubt observed these qualities and 

the independent streak which ran through the British Ambassador while Strangford was 

stationed in Constantinople, seeing an alternative avenue by which they might circumvent 

direct engagement with Canning.  Canning, of course, was aware of the character of his 

diplomat (and knew of the personal correspondence between Strangford and Canning’s 

continental nemesis, Prince Metternich) and by the time he decided to dispatch 

Strangford to St. Petersburg in 1825, he had already lost confidence in his agent. 

Although Canning still hoped to employ his Ambassador effectively, Strangford’s refusal 

to follow Foreign Office policy prompted Canning to disavow Strangford in March 1826 

and arrange for his recall to London a few months later. 

 Canning supplemented the British diplomatic mission to St. Petersburg with the 

appointment of special envoys who carried out specific duties in the Russian Empire.  

The most famous of these envoys was the Duke of Wellington, who arrived in St. 

Petersburg on March 2, 1826 to convey Great Britain’s felicitations on Nicholas’ 

succession.55  The true purpose behind Wellington’s visit, however, was to promote Great 
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Britain’s interest in Southeastern Europe’s political stability – an economically and 

diplomatically crucial region for Canning.   As the hero of Waterloo, Wellington carried 

an enormous level of international prestige and, perhaps more importantly, he could be 

trusted to express absolute, selfless loyalty to his government – something that could not 

be said for the departing Strangford.  Russians celebrated the choice of the Duke and the 

Russian Ambassador to London, Prince Lieven, informed Canning of the new Tsar’s 

decision to make Wellington a Field Marshal in the Russian army – the highest rank in 

that Empire’s service.56  In addition to Wellington’s extraordinary popularity, Canning 

was aware of the Duke’s distaste for revolution, a characteristic of the special envoy that 

further enhanced his value and appeal abroad.    Canning suggested that the appointment 

be presented by his diplomatic corps as “the best proof which H.M. could give to his 

people, as well as to Europe, of the respect in which his Majesty holds the memory of his 

deceased ally [Alexander I], no less than of H.M.’s desire to cultivate the friendship of 

the present Emperor.”57  In many ways, the dutiful, prestigious, and governable 

Wellington was the perfect ambassador to Russia. 

The other notable appointments to Russia at this time reflected the same 

underlying characteristics of Wellington’s service: loyalty and flexibility.  The gentleman 

officially chosen as Ambassador Extraordinary to represent Great Britain at Nicholas’ 

coronation in May 1826 was William George Spencer Cavendish, the Sixth Duke of 

Devonshire.58  Canning’s selection was a personal friend whom he trusted completely 

and who eventually accepted the post of Lord Chamberlain in Canning’s short-lived 
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administration of 1827.59  Devonshire’s appointment over Strangford and Disbrowe must 

have distressed both men, but it bore fruit with the lifelong friendship struck up between 

the Duke and Tsar Nicholas I.  The auxiliary staff of the British Embassy in St. 

Petersburg was made up of career diplomats like Sir Daniel Bayley and Charles Bagot 

who handled much of the day-to-day clerking duties that kept the machine running.60  

Canning also turned to his representative in Berlin, the Third Earl of Clanwilliam, for 

information on Russia.  Clanwilliam, the Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs 

and Ambassador to Prussia, had originally been appointed by Canning’s predecessor, 

Lord Castlereagh, but was retained by Canning and provided up-to-date and reliable 

information on Russian affairs from abroad.61  The retention of a Castlereagh 

appointment and the genuine professionalism that characterized the relationship between 

Canning and Clanwilliam demonstrated both Canning’s practicality and his faith in his 

own ability to marshal the talent at the Foreign Office. 

The Russian Embassy in London lacked both the size and sophistication of the 

British Embassy in St. Petersburg, but enjoyed the advantage of employing two of the 

greatest diplomats of the age: Christoph and Dorothea Lieven.   It was Dorothea Lieven, 

later Princess Lieven, who held great political influence in both Great Britain and Russia 

at the time of the revolt, thanks to the favor shown to her husband as the longstanding 

Russian Ambassador to London and her own social and political acumen.62  The trust put 

in Madame Lieven’s talents extended all the way to Tsar Alexander I, who in late August 
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1825 decided to inform his Ambassador’s wife that he was contemplating a breach with 

Metternich and wished to explore the intentions of the British.63  It was wise for the Tsar 

and his Foreign Minister, Count Nesselrode, to have relied on Madame Lieven for 

information on the tenor of British foreign policy.  No other member of the Russian 

embassy in London had developed the political connections Dorothea Lieven enjoyed.  

Her familiarity with British politics and her personal rapport with Canning were 

invaluable assets which both Britain and Russia sought to turn to their respective 

advantage.  

 

The Eastern Question 

The most pressing diplomatic concern involving Great Britain and Russia on the 

eve of the Decembrist Revolt was the revival of the Eastern Question as a result of the 

Greek rebellion against the Ottoman Empire.  Europe feared a sudden dissolution of the 

Ottoman Empire, as the revolt of the Christian Orthodox Greeks from 1821 to 1829 

appeared to threaten the security of the ailing empire and the rest of the eastern 

Mediterranean.  Castlereagh and Alexander I both sought stability and a preservation of 

the status quo at the outset of the conflict, but British policy changed after Castereagh’s 

suicide and Canning’s promotion to the Foreign Office in 1822.  Canning saw 

opportunity regarding the Anglo-Russian relationship and a possible rebuke to his 

continental nemesis, Prince Metternich.  In the wake of the Napoleonic Wars, the 

Austrian Chancellor had attempted to fashion a congress system among the powers of 

Europe modeled on the alliance which toppled the French emperor, complete with its 
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system of mutual obligations and pacts – a web with Metternich at its center.  Canning 

rejected this potentially indefinite and unlimited commitment on the continent and, 

initially, sought a reaffirmation of British neutrality that would keep Britain out of 

Turkey.64  Canning was unwilling to involve Britain any further in continental politics, 

especially those which might guarantee (a particularly distasteful word to Canning) a 

military response, but if Britain and Russia could agree to a pact regarding the Ottoman 

Empire it would break Metternich’s alliance.65  The revolt of the Greeks represented an 

opportunity for Canning to redefine Great Britain’s role in the European theater and 

eventually led to a closer Anglo-Russian relationship.    

 The Greek war of independence aroused great interest among the European states, 

but it was less a territorial conflict than a religious skirmish which the great powers tried 

to twist to suit their interests.  Most statesmen recognized the incendiary possibilities of 

ethnic or nationalistic disturbances within the decaying Ottoman Empire and feared a 

spreading conflagration.66  With these fears in mind, the Duke of Wellington was sent to 

Russia and hoped to defuse, with Nicholas I’s help, the Ottoman conflict while winning 

Russia away from Austria’s side.  Ideally, in Canning’s opinion, Wellington’s 

conservative reputation and the new Tsar’s early experience with the Decembrist Revolt 

would temper enthusiasm for the Greek rebellion.  The Foreign Secretary hoped Nicholas 

would prove easier to manage than his older, unpredictable brother, and in the wake of 

the revolt “perhaps be less ready to encourage, even in Greece, the intrigues of a 
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revolutionary government.”67  For his part, Canning attempted to undermine Russia’s 

claim as protector of Orthodox Christians in the Ottoman Empire, a claim which had 

been made explicit in the Treaty of Kuchuk Kainarji in 1774, by suggesting it was forfeit 

“on behalf of subjects of the Party who had thrown off their allegiance.”68  On April 4, 

1826, Wellington signed an agreement that identified any intervention in Greece as 

relying on Russian and British complicity.  This effectively severed Russia from 

Metternich’s alliance and brought about a rapprochement with Great Britain that 

protected the interests of both governments.69    

 

Conclusion 

The realignment of Russia with Great Britain and the containment of the Eastern 

Question illustrated the evolving diplomatic relationship between the two empires – one 

which had developed past mere economic exchange.  British and Russian interests 

expanded to include effective management of post-Napoleonic crises, as in the case of the 

Greek war of independence.  In Russia, Canning found a partner strong enough to check 

Austrian hegemony on the continent and distant enough to preserve Britain’s non-

interventionist preferences.  The governing principle of Canning’s policy in Greece was 

identical to his foreign policy in general – the maintenance of a delicate equilibrium 

balancing the powers of Europe.  Canning understood international stability as resting on 

the careful calibrations set by the dominant states and his realignment with Russia was 

evidence of restoring balance by temporarily lowering the international prestige and 
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leverage of the Austrian Empire.  Nicholas’ accession was an important event that 

allowed Canning to reset his approach to a Russian alliance, engaging a young, energetic 

new Tsar instead of his older, reclusive brother.  The Decembrist Revolt represented a 

litmus test the British government could apply to the new Russian regime and also, 

significantly, provided an opportunity to demonstrate support for Nicholas I – important 

features of Canning’s rapprochement with Russia.  Canning’s effective use of his 

diplomats and ambassadors helped guarantee a favorable resolution with the Russian 

empire and the aristocratic nature of these officers provided a fascinating foil for the 

aristocratic conspirators who revolted in St. Petersburg.   
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II. A TALE OF TWO MONARCHIES 
 

The Decembrist Revolt of 1825 inaugurated the strongest authoritarian reign in 

Russia since that of Peter I over a hundred years earlier, but coincided with the nadir of 

British royalty, which had been declining in power since the seventeenth century.  The 

comparative strengths of the British and Russian monarchs could not have been more 

different; George IV, who ascended the British throne in 1820, was universally derided as 

superficial and weak, while Nicholas I quickly established his reputation in the midst of 

revolution as a decisive, iron-willed ruler.  The Decembrist Revolt revealed the tension 

between absolutism and revolution, both of which generated great anxiety among British 

elites.  Would their sympathies fall with necessary despotism or enlightened aristocratic 

revolution?  It may be surprising to note that despite their sensitivity to absolutism 

stretching back to the Glorious Revolution, and operating in an era during which the 

prestige of domestic royalty had seldom been lower, British elites expressed 

overwhelming support for the new Tsar and his authoritarian response to the conspiracy.  

The Russian revolt represented a test for the fears of the British aristocracy, indicating a 

greater dread of uncontrolled revolution than of oppressive despotism.  This chapter will 

explore elite British approval of both Alexander and Nicholas in the context of the 

uprising, but will focus on the latter during the revolt and the trials which followed. 

 The monarchy was rarely more burdensome to the aristocratic elite of Great 

Britain than in the years immediately leading up to the Decembrist Revolt.  George IV’s 
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assumption of the throne in 1820, after nearly a decade as Prince Regent, commenced a 

reign that would leave behind all others in its extravagance and petulance.  According to 

one of George IV’s recent biographers, E.A. Smith, “the pursuit of pleasure became the 

only outlet for his energies and talents.”70  In a government divided on several important 

issues, virtually everyone could agree on the low quality of George IV, wondering 

“whether the King did not suffer from an hereditary taint, were not mad like his father.”71  

The feeling, as it turned out, was mutual, as the King loathed the government of Lord 

Liverpool (indeed, any source of restraint and propriety was abhorent) and held his 

vestigial royal prerogative of dismissal over the heads of his advisors and their peers.   

The antipathy directed toward George IV could find no greater contrast than the 

Russian reverence of their Tsars, which was still on full display in the farthest reaches of 

the empire.  Britons travelling throughout Russia in the mid-nineteenth century revealed 

that even in “Siberia the lower classes perfectly adore the Emperor; there is scarcely a 

cottage without a portrait of one or the other of the Imperial family.”72  The character of 

George’s rule, in contrast, was tied to the memory of the demonstrators killed during the 

Peterloo Massacre, the Cato Street Conspiracy (in which government ministers were 

targeted for assassination) and echoed general political unrest on the continent.73  Social 

order and political stability appeared fragile both abroad and at home, and in general, 

blame was projected by aristocrats downward to the lower classes and their careless 

anarchy.  Peterloo illustrated both the growth of radicalism and the British government’s 

intolerance of it, while the Cato Street Conspiracy represented an amplification of that 
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radicalism and resentment at the reflexive passage of unpopular measures restricting 

liberties in Great Britain.  This domestic context, when considered alongside Canning’s 

intentions to restore Anglo-Russian relations, helps to explain the generally positive 

response of the British elite to Nicholas’ stern treatment of the Decembrists.  The Cato 

Street Conspiracy in particular, which occurred only five years before the news of the 

Decembrist Revolt reached London, encouraged British antipathy toward secret 

conspiracies.  But it was the Queen Caroline Affair that revealed, more than any other 

event, the British attitude toward monarchy. 

 

The Caroline Affair 

The Caroline Affair demonstrated the complexity of the British relationship to 

monarchy and informed the responses of British diplomats and aristocrats regarding the 

behavior of the Russian Tsars.  King George IV’s estrangement from his queen, Caroline, 

had cast a shadow on British government since her departure from England in 1814 and 

threatened to engulf Britain’s most prominent politicians in 1820 when she decided to 

return on the occasion of her husband’s accession.74  George IV had his wife’s name 

stricken from the liturgies in the Church of England and forced a government with more 

important concerns to address the rapidly ballooning scandal.  There existed in Great 

Britain a perception of economic instability at home and unrest abroad, and as Elie 

Halévy noted long ago, “in the critical situation through which England and Europe were 

passing the Ministers were compelled to waste entire days discussing with their sovereign 
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this contemptible and sordid domestic squabble.”75  Lords Liverpool and Castlereagh, 

Canning, Brougham and a host of other MPs and ministers were forced to squander their 

time and talent, and it seemed the entire British government felt compelled to contain the 

collateral damage generated by the public feud between the sovereigns.  This poisonous 

tincture boiled in the overwhelming public support of the Queen which was, of course, 

seized upon by the press and proclaimed on the pages of every major newspaper in 

London.76  Support for Queen Caroline complicated the picture of British monarchy and 

illustrated its central paradox: that despite the low ebb of the royal family in England, it 

was still a powerful cultural force integral to British society.  The gilded albatross of 

monarchy hung from the necks of the ministers and inspired the British masses in the 

basest, most disruptive ways.  Recent political tensions, both domestically and abroad, 

had ignited under less combustible conditions and Britain’s aristocratic government was 

aware of the potential dangers in an unhappy, rapidly mobilizing peasantry.  The great 

dangers of this time were not to be found in deliberately or inadvertently despotic 

monarchs, but within the classes below, including, in Russia, a disloyal aristocracy. 

 

Alexander I  

Before examining the response of British elites to autocracy during the 

Decembrist Revolt, it is necessary to explore their reactions to the previous Tsar, 

Alexander I.  The Emperor of Russia during the Napoleonic Wars, Alexander captivated 

the imaginations of the British in much the same way as he captured the hearts of his 
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subjects.  He was a complex, enigmatic ruler whose early flirtations with liberalism gave 

way to a reactionary conservatism and whose interests in statecraft gradually eroded 

under larger and larger waves of spiritual uncertainty, until he was finally less an emperor 

than the quiet, monkish man Dorothea Lieven found wandering his garden “reading the 

Bible or walking about with it under his arm…[in] a kind of religious coma.”77  

Eventually, Alexander’s suspicions and soul-searching drove him to the Crimean town of 

Taganrog where he took ill and died.  By that time, the distant, paternal nature of his 

relationship to his people inspired an afterlife in the popular mythology of Russia which 

claimed he had only staged his death in order to live out his days in uninterrupted 

spiritual communion with God.  It was a fitting twilight for an emperor described by one 

prominent Russianist as “the angel on the throne.”78  It is worth noting that Alexander 

acceded to that throne thanks to an aristocratic conspiracy (in which he may have been 

complicit) that assassinated his father, the unpopular Paul I.  Compared to their own 

rulers, Alexander’s eccentricities must have appeared tragically Shakespearian to the 

British.  The monarchies of the West were polluted with scandal, extravagance, and, 

perhaps worst of all, the mundane, whereas the Russian court featured an emperor who, if 

not divine himself, at least possessed a spiritual gravity greater than the bishops 

surrounding George IV.    

Alexander’s passing on December 1, 1825 shifted the tone among the British 

from admiration to pity for a monarch who had seemed unable to cope with the 

multiplication of threats facing his empire.  In a letter to a friend addressed on February 

                                                 
77 Temperley, The Foreign Policy of Canning, 344. 
78 Richard Wortman, Scenarios of Power: Myth and Ceremony in Russian Monarchy (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1995), 98.   



 35

3, 1826, Anne Disbrowe remarked that “poor Russia is in a most critical state…The 

Emperor Alexander would have been better able to have stemmed the storm, but the 

discovery of the conspiracy which was revealed to him in the beginning of his illness, 

broke his heart and his spirit…He had many excellent qualities and did much good, let 

that redeem the weakness he evinced at last.”79  Mrs. Disbrowe’s sentiments were 

reflected by the British diplomats in Russia, who believed that Alexander was aware, 

although to a limited extent, of the impending revolt and instead of acting, retreated from 

domestic and world affairs.  In pointing out the late Tsar’s “weakness,” this letter 

conveyed an impression among British observers that Alexander’s refusal to stamp out 

the developing conspiracy revealed a fault in the sovereign.  A dispatch from Lord 

Strangford to George Canning on January 5, 1826 suggested a similar weakness in the 

emperor which, he argued, allowed a revolt to foment “at a time when the mind of the 

Emperor Alexander was much imbued with liberal ideas.”80  Implicitly, such attitudes 

affirmed a preference for stronger, more authoritarian rule.  The question of Alexander’s 

liberalism remains one of the most frequently debated features of his reign, but regardless 

of the degree to which the Tsar was liberal, it seems clear that most of the British elites 

familiar with Russian governance saw it as an impediment to order and stability.  The 

tone of sympathy for the late emperor was never absent, however, as in a memorandum 

written by Ambassador Edward Cromwell Disbrowe, in which he bemoaned the fate of 

“poor Alexander I, who has done more for Russia than any three Sovereigns she ever 

possessed.”81  Indeed, popular sympathy for Alexander had reached such a level that 
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Canning was compelled to address with Ambassador Strangford, via official 

correspondence in March 1826, the issue “that some disappointment had been felt and 

expressed at St. Petersburgh, that in H.M.’s speech at the opening of the session, no 

allusion was made to the death of the Emperor Alexander.”82  An exasperated Canning 

was forced to explain the official policy which restricted mentioning the passing of any 

foreign sovereigns in speeches from the throne.  British sympathy for Alexander I on the 

eve of the Decembrist revolt, George Canning aside, revealed sentiments among the elite 

which would carry over into the early days of Nicholas’ reign – an imperial tenure whose 

authoritarian complexion differed markedly from his older brother’s, bringing the 

autocracy around to a style that satisfied international expectations of stronger Russian 

rule.   

 

Nicholas in the Revolt 

Nicholas’ reign revealed a strongly martial attitude in the Tsar that was forged 

during the days of the Decembrist Revolt.  Only 29 years old at the time of his accession, 

Nicholas I came to power after the passing of one of the most beloved Tsars in Russian 

history and in the midst of the most serious threat to the Romanovs since the Pugachev 

Rebellion against his grandmother, Catherine the Great.  Most contemporaries viewed the 

Decembrist Revolt as a stage for the new Tsar – an opportunity for Nicholas to prove his 

mettle – but a handful of careful observers recognized the ways in which the conspiracy 

shaped the young Tsar himself.  Dr. Lee warned in his journal entry of December 26, 

1825 that “the whole of these proceedings will exert a pernicious influence on the 
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character of this reign.  The Emperor Nicholas will either be a tyrant or a coward.”83  

Indeed, the historian would have to cast a glance backwards to Peter I or forward to 

Stalin in order to find a ruler in Russia as tight-fisted as Nicholas I.     

The British response to Nicholas I in the aftermath of the Decembrist Revolt 

demonstrated the remarkable desire among Britons both in St. Petersburg and at home to 

see decisive, albeit brutal action in response to a rebellion.  The characterization of the 

Tsar as triumphant hero was ubiquitous and very nearly unanimous among Russians and 

Britons alike – everywhere the expectation seemed to be one of a new monarch putting 

his house in order.  This reaction was, of course, exaggerated in the correspondence of 

Russian ministers such as Karl Nesselrode, Foreign Minister of the Russian Empire, who 

informed Ambassador Christoph Lieven in London on December 28, 1825 that “if there 

was consolation in this misfortune, it was the admirable conduct of our new sovereign.  

His noble confidence in the middle of danger, his impassibility, and his presence of spirit 

excited the enthusiasm of his soldiers.”84  Nesselrode’s language helped craft an image of 

the Tsar which imputed heroic qualities to the young monarch and portrayed Nicholas as 

a lifeline in a deluge – something Russia could hold onto to avoid being swept away in 

the revolutionary torrent which had already carried off parts of the continent.   

It is astonishing to see how rapidly the mythology of the Tsar expanded 

throughout the Empire and how closely it mirrored the sentiments of elites like 

Nesselrode.  Dr. Lee was not embellishing when he noted in his journal upon reaching 

Odessa in January 1826 that “the universal feeling prevailed that the nation had been 
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saved by the decision and courage of the Emperor Nicholas at Petersburgh on the 14th of 

December.”85  The opinions expressed by Mrs. Disbrowe supported those Russian 

members of the international elite such as Dorothea Lieven who, writing to Earl Grey on 

January 16, 1826, enthused “that this event has given the Emperor Nicholas an 

opportunity of showing in the very first moments of his reign how great is the moderation 

and wisdom of his character, and how high are his personal powers.”86  By March 1826 

Britons routinely encountered Russians who believed, as Colonel Nikolai Rajewsky did, 

that  

Russia was saved entirely by the fortitude of the Emperor Nicholas.  Had 
he not been firm and determined, and the opposite party weak and 
undetermined, the fate of the family must have been decided.  He went out 
alone and addressed his troops, who were not disposed to recognize him.  
He caused with difficulty the cannon to be brought to be fired upon the 
multitude, and it was not until night began to approach that it was done, 
and the mob dispersed.87   
 

The language of the colonel revealed three key aspects of a new narrative which were to 

be absorbed by and echoed by the British: that Nicholas acted alone, that his personal 

qualities were integral to his success, and that he was compelled to use force as a last 

resort.  These characteristics of Nicholas’ victory over the Decembrists anointed him in 

the eyes of the British as a savior-sovereign whose inherent absolutism and eventual 

despotism was excused in the midst of an uprising which had to be dealt with quickly and 

decisively. 

The narrative of Nicholas as triumphant hero appealed to the British contingent in 

St. Petersburg.  Writing to her mother in England on December 23, 1825, Anne Disbrowe 
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observed that “the Emperor Nicholas has a melancholy commencement to his reign, but 

he has also a fine opportunity of showing his talents, and considers himself happy in 

being the instrument of bringing the deep laid conspiracy to light, and of saving his 

country from all the horrors that would have ensued had a discovery been delayed.”88  

Her husband, Ambassador Disbrowe, took a more practical view of Nicholas’ behavior, 

remarking that it was very much in the Tsar’s rights to “have punished the mutinous 

officers with death,” but noted that Nicholas had abstained in favor of a thorough 

investigation.89  Clearly, elite Britons expressed support for and sympathy with the young 

emperor.  Nor did Nicholas’ impetuosity and cold, martial demeanor appear to disturb the 

British diplomats in St. Petersburg.  On the contrary, the thought of what might have 

happened had George IV been King of Russia must have passed across the minds of the 

Britons who witnessed the unsuccessful revolt, and may have persuaded them that this 

was the appropriate measure of executive authority in Russia.  The disappointment 

expressed by Britons like the Disbrowes regarding the closing years of Alexander’s reign 

as Tsar, particularly his inability to nip the growing conspiracy in the bud, encouraged the 

perception of Nicholas’ authoritarianism as necessary. 

One of the most important, and frequent, features of the new narrative organizing 

British opinion of Nicholas was the young Tsar’s reluctance to use force in quelling the 

Revolt.  Russian elites did not hesitate to highlight this aspect of Nicholas’ behavior and 

the response from prominent Britons demonstrated the significance of identifying 

restraint in a monarch.  In a letter to Earl Grey, Princess Lieven explained that Nicholas 

                                                 
88 Anne Disbrowe to Frances Middleton, December 21, 1825: Original Letters from Russia, 68. 
89 Edward Cromwell Disbrowe in Charlotte Anne Albinia Disbrowe, Old Days in Diplomacy; 

Recollections of a Closed Century. (London: Jarrold, 1903), 108. 



 40

“only set the lives of his subjects in jeopardy after having tried, during four consecutive 

hours, by every means of persuasion and kindness, using even religious exhortation, to 

bring the mutinous troops to reason.”90  In an imperial decree appearing on the front page 

of the Journal de Saint-Pétersbourg on December 21, 1825, Tsar Nicholas explained his 

decision to fire on the conspirators, stating that “to disperse the rabble of rebels it was 

necessary to use force.  We have caused pain, but we have found again the impenetrable 

paths of the Providence which punishes the Evil, and through evil, brings out the 

Good.”91  Nicholas’ frank admission of his choice and, even more startling, his 

acknowledgment of having deliberately but necessarily caused harm to his subjects was a 

novel development for the Russian throne.  The Tsar’s pronouncement in the public 

sphere was clearly intended for foreign audiences and simultaneously sought to absolve 

the monarch of responsibility for bloodshed while presenting a picture of restored 

political stability.  It worked.  The aftermath of the Decembrist Revolt saw widespread 

approval of the Tsar, particularly among Britons who, despite a long history of anti-

absolutism, viewed the Russian ruler as justified in his actions and appropriate in his use 

of force to bring the whole unfortunate business to a close.   

 

Nicholas after the Revolt 

In a letter to Prince Metternich addressed on February 16, 1826, Dorothea Lieven 

described a conversation she had with Nicholas I, a revealing exchange in which the 

young Tsar admitted “I still have one fault: I am not master of my first impulses.”  

Princess Lieven answered with her typical tact: “Bravo, Sire, you are on the way to 

                                                 
90 Lieven to Grey, January 16, 1826: Correspondence of Princess Lieven, 22. 
91 Journal de Saint-Pétersbourg, December 21, 1825. 



 41

correcting the fault, once you recognise it yourself,” but Nicholas disagreed, stating “That 

is where you are wrong.  I recognise it; I deplore it; and it persists.”92  In another letter to 

Metternich one month later, Princess Lieven expanded upon her opinion of Nicholas as a 

man “not influenced by pity when justice is what is needed.”93  Lieven’s assessments of 

her Tsar painted a far different portrait than the image of Nicholas’ older brother 

Alexander or, certainly, Britain’s George IV.  Here was a man who, although ruled by a 

martial impetuosity that challenged his court (and Europe), demonstrated a will bent 

towards order and stability – precious commodities during the first half of the nineteenth 

century.   

In the wake of the Decembrist Revolt, Nicholas wished to demonstrate to the 

collection of foreign ambassadors in St. Petersburg that he was in control of his Empire 

and therefore cultivated a persona that met international expectations of domestic and 

international balance.  In the case of a Russian ruler, this required the maintenance of 

strong absolutist rule, softened by limited moves toward Western style Liberalism.  

Moments before addressing the full complement of diplomats at his court, Nicholas 

invited Lord Strangford into a private meeting which highlighted the importance of 

Russia’s relationship to Britain and underscored the primacy of that affiliation to the 

Tsar.94  When Nicholas and Strangord joined the other foreign diplomats, Strangford 

glowingly reported, he “thanked us for the sentiments of attachment to His person which 

we had manifested on the eventful day of his accession – and in a strain of spirited 

eloquence to which I find it impossible to render justice, he called upon us, one and all, to 
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convey to our respective sovereigns, his earnest desire to deserve their confidence.”95  

Nicholas’ elevated language tempered the perceptions at court of an impetuous, despotic 

ruler and instead painted the portrait of a benevolent monarch who sought to engage his 

international equals on the familiar ground of nobility, dignity, and grace. This was a 

particularly powerful trope for Britons which resonated in the context of their own deeply 

disappointing monarch.  Nicholas’ language during this meeting was also humble and 

candid, and he fully acknowledged that the diplomats gathered around him might possess 

reservations about an emperor “of only twenty-nine years of age, unexpectedly called to 

execute the most arduous of duties.”96  Surprisingly, and almost without precedent for a 

Russian emperor, Nicholas chose to address the Decembrist Revolt directly.  In the past, 

Russian rulers abhorred any insight into their reigns which might have revealed weakness 

or incompetence.  Nicholas, however, understood that Great Britain and the international 

community needed to hear expressions of stability and control from St. Petersburg, and 

he communicated this confidence in a way that flattered the aristocratic sensibilities of 

men like Lord Strangford upon whom Canning relied. 

Nicholas’ behavior after the conspiracy bolstered the heroic narrative which 

originated during the Revolt and continued to expand over the course of the trials which 

followed.  British opinion in St. Petersburg supported the Tsar with very little dissent.  

Reporting on the investigations of the conspiracy, Ambassador Strangford mentioned in 

his dispatch of January 6, 1826 that Nicholas “has shown a magnanimity worthy of his 

high station.  He has examined most of the prisoners himself, and when suspicion has 

been shown to be groundless, he has displayed the greatest promptitude in rendering 
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justice to the individuals.”97  Strangford’s descriptions of the Tsar depicted a man whose 

personal qualities were antithetical to those of his own sovereign.  Nicholas was dynamic 

in his attempts to wrestle out the truth, judicious in his decisions and generous with his 

subjects.  Interestingly, this same dispatch from the British Ambassador contained a brief 

story outlining the arrest of Prince Suvorov, nephew of Field Marshal Suvorov – the 

highest ranking military officer in the Russian Empire and the most famous Russian 

General in history – and his subsequent release some days after his groundless arrest.98  

Clearly, no one was safe in the aftermath of the conspiracy and it was no exaggeration to 

say that Nicholas was committed to a housecleaning.  The high social standing of the 

known conspirators drew special attention to the upper class, and Nicholas committed 

himself to purging the Russian aristocracy.  Even with mounting evidence calling 

attention to abuses of imperial authority, British diplomats allowed themselves to be 

dazzled by the young and resolute Russian emperor.  Russian diplomats like Princess 

Lieven were able to shape elite British opinion of the Tsar, such as when the talented 

socialite, in writing to Earl Grey, explained that “Perfect tranquility is now restored in 

Petersburg.  The Emperor shows himself everywhere in the streets and public places, 

mingling with the people, and going without escort of any sort.  This proof of confidence 

has deeply touched the populace.”99  This image of a fearless Tsar merged with the 

reluctant oppressor conjured by Britons like Strangford who candidly expressed “the 

grief with which He [Nicholas] had found Himself compelled to employ measures so 
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repugnant to His disposition.”100  All three elements of the Tsar’s victory may be 

observed between these two statements: Nicholas’ unilateral action, the strength of his 

character, and his reluctance to use violence.  The expression of these features was 

essential in securing international public opinion and enjoyed additional traction among 

Britons who had George IV as their readiest comparison. 

British support for the Tsar was not undivided, however, and a handful of 

observers criticized the powerful narrative generated in St. Petersburg.  Even supporters 

of the new Russian regime under Nicholas understood, as British Ambassador Edward 

Disbrowe illustrated in a memorandum on the conspiracy, that “[Nicholas] has shown 

them the bayonet, and by the bayonet he must in future govern them.”101  Disbrowe’s 

comments implied two facets of the British reaction to Nicholas and the conspiracy, 

namely, the importance of restoring order and an awareness of the potential despotism 

that shadowed this political stability.  The tension between order and tyranny expressed 

itself in the writings of many Britons observing the Decembrist Revolt, but most, like 

Ambassador Disbrowe, were willing to support the young Tsar and allay fears of 

Nicholas’ burgeoning authoritarianism.  Disbrowe, a student of Russian history, 

recognized the institutional impediments to moderate rule in Russia and did not entertain 

any illusions about the character of Nicholas’ reign, but others were more explicit in their 

pessimism.  Dr. Robert Lee, in a journal entry on July 14, 1826, entertained a slim hope 

that Nicholas might show mercy, “the Emperor having become popular from the manner 

in which he conducted himself on the 14th of December, may have acquired a taste for it.” 
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He went on, moreover, to assert that “there is no doubt, if I may credit what has been 

stated to me on the best authority, that his Majesty is one of the most false characters that 

exists, and that he has a very unforgiving disposition.”102  Whether it was his distance 

from the capital or his own personal experiences abroad in the Russian Empire, Dr. Lee’s 

opinions of Nicholas differed markedly from British elites in Russia.  Even casual 

observers could agree on the “unforgiving disposition” of the Tsar, but Dr. Lee’s 

impression of Nicholas’ insincerity contradicted the opinions of men like Lord Strangford 

who insisted on a picture of the young Tsar as deeply, nobly genuine – honest almost to a 

fault.  It is worth pointing out that of all the Britons in Russia at the time of the 

Decembrist Revolt and Nicholas’ accession, Dr. Lee – who was not an aristocrat – was 

the only one who correctly anticipated the future arc of the Tsar’s reign, explaining that:  

It is only the popularity he has acquired at his accession which has given 
him the disposition to that generous line of conduct which it is said he is 
pursuing.  It is not natural to him, and it is feared that it will not continue 
during the whole of his reign.  At present, the conspiracy appears to have 
had some effect upon him; but if once its influence should be lost, and his 
love of popularity pass away, his reign will be one of severity and 
persecution.103   
 

Dr. Lee, a physician who did not share the aristocratic values of men like Strangford, was 

able to see the despotism inherent in the Russian throne and was unwilling to accept it as 

the price for political stability in the aftermath of Revolt. 

 

Regicide 

Underlying the sympathetic British attitudes to Alexander and Nicholas was the 

specter of regicide threatening both reigns.  To propertied Britons, the murder of the 
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sovereign was the ultimate betrayal by the aristocratic class of its monarch, and no other 

feature of the revolt’s repercussions galvanized reaction against the conspirators and 

generated sympathy for the Tsar as did the rumors of the Decembrist regicide.  It is 

difficult to untangle the boasts of Decembrists and the fabrications of Imperial 

prosecutors from the truth of what fate was intended to be visited upon the Russian royal 

family, but prevailing opinion and historiography have contended that the Northern 

Society sought only to replace the Tsar while the South demanded his death.104  Since the 

Northern Society organized the revolt in St. Petersburg, there is little reason to think that 

the Southern Society would have been able to see its more radical agenda come to 

fruition.  In fact, historian Anatole Mazour has identified only two Northern Decembrists 

who admitted thoughts of regicide: Alexander Yakubovich and Colonel Alexander 

Bulatov – both of whom were considered liabilities in the planning of the revolt and 

neither of whom actually appeared at the Senate Square on the morning of December 

14.105  Bulatov, who did not survive imprisonment long enough to reach his execution, 

“spontaneously avowed,” according to Lord Strangford’s account, “that during the 

greater part of Monday last, he was close to the Emperor’s person armed with a brace of 

pistols and a dagger – that he waited some hours for ‘a moment of impulse’ to destroy his 

Imperial Majesty.  He made this dreadful avowal to the Emperor in person, having 

demanded an audience for that purpose.”106  It is impossible to determine the veracity of 

the statement credited to Bulatov – after all, his interrogator was the Tsar himself and 

Nicholas was eager to paint the intentions of these traitors as darkly as possible – but the 
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perception of an attempted regicide was a potent elixir with which to invigorate the 

aristocratic sensibilities of the British elite.  Eventually, stories like Bulatov’s would find 

their way to England, but rumors of regicide had begun long before.  

In the aftermath of the Decembrist Revolt, regicide was not only believed to have 

been a threat against Nicholas, but also projected backwards as the cause of his brother 

Alexander’s death.  The idea that Alexander had been killed by the conspiracy, not 

directly, but obliquely, had taken root among British elites.  “It is indeed stated,” wrote 

the Duke of Wellington to George Canning in March 1826, “that the impression which 

this information [regarding the conspiracy] made upon [Alexander’s] mind was the cause 

of his death, as he was ashamed and even alarmed at the consequences of taking steps to 

arrest those whom he knew were concerned in the conspiracy; and his nerves were so 

much affected that his medical attendants could not prevail upon him to take 

medicine.”107  Historians of the late nineteenth century such as Thomas Frost believed 

strongly that Alexander’s flight from St. Petersburg to the Crimea was not a movement 

toward spiritual isolation, but an escape from the fears of conspiracy that haunted the 

Tsar.  Alexander was “bowed down by these ideas, pursued by a vague terror, he reached 

the dreary shores of the Sea of Asof, and there, in the little unhealthy town of Taganrog, 

he was prostrated by fever…again he heard of the conspiracy – this time from Count 

Witt; but he was now beyond the fear of sword or dagger – the hand of death was upon 

him.”108    Whether true or not, the popular perception among Russian and British elites 

was that the mere plotting of the Decembrists was sufficient to destroy their monarch.  
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The rumor of regicide continued to travel west, demonstrating a potency that would 

eventually carry it into local British publications which seized upon it as the most 

startling aspect of the attempted revolt. 

Although it did not receive a great deal of coverage in the British press, whenever 

the Decembrist Revolt managed to appear in newspapers, regicide was an inevitable 

centerpiece of the story.  The first publication of the conspiracy in a British paper, on 

February 22, 1826, reported that the “conspirators had drawn up a constitution to which 

they intended to force the senators to adhere, after murdering the whole of the imperial 

family and giving up Petersburgh to pillage.  This bloody report is incredible.”109  Indeed 

it was.  The following month the Caledonian Mercury published a story stating that “the 

Chiefs were bound by the most frightful oaths; that two of them, at the head of which was 

Mouravieff, were to assassinate Alexander; six, at the head of which was Michael Orloff, 

were to take charge of Nicholas, six of Michael and six of Constantine.  That in one 

single day the whole Imperial family was to perish, and the republic be proclaimed.”110  

The Caledonian Mercury invoked the memory of the French Revolution – a potent 

reminder of the link between regicide and republicanism – to sensationalize the general 

fear of instability and chaos which pervaded British society.  Surprisingly, the much more 

recent menace of despotism manifested by Napoleon evaporated in British fears of revolt 

and regicide.  The behavior of the British press suggested the potency of regicide as a 

narrative which encouraged support for an otherwise despotic monarch. Very few British 

subjects, and certainly no member of the British aristocracy staffing the Foreign Office or 
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the embassy in St. Petersburgh, no matter how they felt about their own King, could side 

with men who threatened the life of a royal. 

 

Conclusion  

Despite a long history of resisting despotism and enduring both the tyranny of 

Napoleon and the indignity of George IV, Britons overwhelmingly demonstrated their 

support for the Russian Tsar during and after the failed revolt.  The Caroline Affair 

illustrated both the British royal family’s loss of prestige and, paradoxically, the cultural 

necessity of its persistence – characteristics of the British relationship to monarchy which 

rendered the drama of the Russian throne that much more compelling to the British elite.  

Nicholas’ ascension to that throne was restorative.  His brother’s reign ended in the 

gradual dissolution of an enigmatic monarch who withered in the harsh light of an 

impending revolt that many Britons would eventually identify as the catalyst for 

Alexander’s death.  Although the sympathy with which Britons remembered the Angel 

Tsar never disappeared completely, the community of international elites, Great Britain 

foremost among them, welcomed the accession of Nicholas and was not disappointed in 

its expectation of a stronger, more disciplined Russian emperor.  The heroic narrative that 

followed Nicholas from his victory on the streets of his capital merged with the tenacious 

rumor of regicide to consolidate British support for this unlikeliest of British heroes.  The 

political and social instability witnessed throughout Europe at this time convinced most 

Britons that they had more to fear from their neighbors than their monarchs and 

welcomed the security that rulers like Nicholas could bring.  Clearly, the real menace was 

the conspiracy and its shadow, revolution.   



 50

 

 
 
 

III. AN ARISTOCRACY AFFIRMED 
 

If British elites in the 1820s, specifically those operating in the diplomatic sphere, 

considered the prestige of their own monarch as quite low and the prestige of the Russian 

Tsar to be quite high, then it is worth noting that exactly the inverse was true of the 

condition of the British and Russian aristocracies.  By the time of the Decembrist Revolt 

in 1825, British elites were enjoying a surge in their domestic and international influence 

even as the condition of Russian nobles continued to deteriorate.  According to the 

historian David Cannadine, the years “from the 1780s to the 1820s saw a consolidation of 

the nation’s top personnel into a new British upper class, with a heightened sense of 

privilege and extended sense of identity,” which amplified the political and social 

influence of the British aristocracy.111  Russian nobles, by contrast, experienced a 

contraction of their power in the latter half of Alexander’s reign, as the autocrat grew 

more suspicious of his court and centralized his rule before finally receding from 

governance altogether.  Even if he was amenable to leniency toward his nobles (which 

seems extraordinarily unlikely), Nicholas never had the opportunity to demonstrate it, as 

his reign was quickly defined in opposition to the aristocratic Decembrist plot.   

The redeveloped, reinvigorated upper class of Great Britain filled the most 

desirable positions in government both domestically and abroad, and it was through the 

lens of the noble British diplomat that the Decembrists were viewed.  Likewise, it was the 
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ritual and language of the nobility through which the Russian elite engaged with its 

foreign guests in St. Petersburg.  The discovery of a revolutionary plot generated by the 

sons of the most august Russian houses shook the British elites in Russia almost as badly 

as it did the Tsar, and the response from the diplomatic enclave in St. Petersburg revealed 

a collection of British aristocrats in the service of domestic order and international 

stability that was suddenly confronted with a frightening conspiracy of nobles who 

appeared to serve chaos.  The fundamental belief underlying the elite British conception 

of social stability was balance – one in which a mutual equilibrium existed between 

commoners, their nobles, and the monarch.  This chapter will explore the ways in which 

the British elite reacted to what they perceived as a Russian aristocratic revolt and how 

the revolt yielded evidence of a dangerously unbalanced society.  First, this chapter will 

introduce brief descriptions of British and Russian nobility in the 1820s and the culture 

which these two groups shared.  Second, owing to the history in both states of elite 

military service among patricians, it is useful to explore the connections between the 

aristocracies and the militaries of both Britons and Russians.  Last, this chapter will 

compare the conditions of the British and Russian nobles and how British perceptions of 

the gap between the two groups informed their ideas of the revolt and themselves.   

 

The Face of Nobility 

While the Decembrist Revolt was ideological and not social in nature, it is 

impossible to construct an analysis of the conspirators without acknowledging the 

tendency of the diplomatic community in St. Petersburg to label the revolt as aristocratic.  

Scholarship produced as early as the latter half of the nineteenth century interpreted, as 
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the historian Thomas Frost did, that the Decembrist Revolt “comprised the most 

enlightened and patriotic of the younger members of the nobility.”112  The inclination to 

romanticize was a powerful temptation in historical works like Frost’s, and his early 

exploration of the Decembrist conspirators illustrated the trend of propertied Britons to 

identify the revolt as a social uprising.  This was a relatively easy argument to make.  The 

leadership of the revolt was made up of the highest echelon of aristocrats: they were 

young, represented the finest families of the Russian Empire, and, like all revolutionaries, 

considered themselves to be patriots.  Elite Britons who witnessed the revolt saw in the 

Decembrists the same social responsibilities that motivated themselves to govern their 

state.  A sensitive, nuanced response orchestrated by the Russian Foreign Minister, Karl 

Von Nesselrode (ethnically Prussian and educated in Western Europe) developed the 

Russian government’s official report on the conspiracy and revealed that the early 

meetings of the Decembrists decided on an organizational model which “divided into 

three classes, the brothers, the men, and the nobles (Boyars).  From this latter class, 

superior to the other two, were chosen, at monthly elections, the elders or directors.”113  

In addition, according to information yielded by Prince Trubetskoi’s interrogation, “this 

title of Boyar was to remain unknown to all the members of the inferior classes.”114  The 

fundamental organization of the Decembrists, as described by the official government 

report, was intended to mirror the stratified social structure of the Russian Empire, down 

to restricting the information that would even make lower-class members of the 

conspiracy aware of that hierarchy.   
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British diplomats seized on the selection of Prince Trubetskoi as further evidence 

of the commitment of the Decembrists to conducting an aristocratic revolt.  The 

investigating commission reported an exchange between two Decembrists: “the 

exclamation of Ryleieff, who, in speaking of Prince Troubetzkoy, cried, ‘Have we not 

indeed chosen an admirable chief?’  Yakoubovitch answered, with an ironical smile, 

‘Yes!  He is finely grown.’”115  The suggestion was that the conspirators had elected not 

the most able (Pestel), or the most inspiring (Ryleev), but the most noble.  The choice 

was so catastrophic that it not only helped derail the conspiracy itself, but very nearly 

forced the recall of Count Lebzeltern, the Austrian Ambassador and Trubetskoi’s brother-

in-law, as well.116  It was upon the plane of nobility where Nicholas’ Commission of 

Inquiry successfully engaged British expectations of social balance.  The report did not 

condescend to remind the Tsar of what had transpired that day on the Senate Square, 

“Those events are known to you, Sire; they are known to Russia.  She learnt with sorrow, 

with indignation, the attempts of some individuals who sought to dishonour the Russian 

name…the measures taken soon arrested the progress of revolt.  Already the anarchy with 

which the rebels threatened the empire, pervaded their own ranks.”117  The language of 

the report made it clear that the Decembrist plot attacked the social fabric of Russian 

society – it was a dishonor which violated the hierarchy of the Empire and threatened it 

with that great bête noir of the nineteenth-century: anarchy.   

One of the most compelling examples of the aristocratic nature of the 

Decembrists, and one which resonated particularly strongly with Britons, was the manner 
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of their punishment.  These were not common criminals, and the Russian government’s 

decision to humiliate the conspirators conveyed an explicit acknowledgement of their 

nobility.  The British believed that the accused had betrayed their class and their country 

and expected an appropriate punishment.  The Caledonian Mercury reported as early as 

March 1826 that “the Nobility of the eastern provinces of Russia have demanded of the 

Emperor Nicholas, that in case any of their body shall be found implicated in the late 

conspiracy, that he shall be punished according to their ancient laws, which ordains that 

their weapons and armour shall be broken in pieces, in presence of the nobility, in their 

Hall at Reval, and declared unworthy of belonging to any noble association.”118  While it 

seems unlikely that anyone, noble or not, would demand anything of the Tsar, the feeling 

communicated by the article was genuine.  By invoking “the ancient laws” shared by the 

international community of nobles, this report illustrated the desire of Russian elites to 

engage their British counterparts using the language of nobility.  On July 13, 1826, 

Edward Cromwell Disbrowe confirmed to Canning that five of the conspirators were 

hanged early that morning and the rest of the convicted, “after having had their swords 

broken over their heads, their uniforms stripped off and burnt in presence of the populace, 

were put into the dresses of criminals and sent off in carts for life to the mines in 

Siberia.”119  The expectations of justice had been met, and while sympathy for the 

Decembrists was never entirely absent, few Britons argued with the response of the Tsar.   

The implication was clear that Russia wished to demonstrate that the conspirators 

had violated the ancient social balance between monarchy, nobility, and peasantry.  

Framing the transgression of the Decembrists in these terms was persuasive to the elite 
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Briton: it demonstrated that something had been upset in the ancient equilibrium of 

society and, perhaps more powerfully for the modern era, combined this danger with the 

threat of revolution and democratization.  The Tsar was not a despot, but a restorative 

force who sought to repair the breach between himself and his aristocracy and stabilize 

his empire against anarchy. 

It behooved a British ambassador to cultivate an ease with the French language, 

but virtually every diplomat dispatched from London was already fluent in the subtle 

winks, nods and gestures of aristocracy.  The international culture and shared history of 

nobility governed diplomatic engagement in the 1820s.  British patricians occupied the 

majority of the legislature and, where the executive was concerned, according to David 

Cannadine, “only Addington and Canning were outsiders – and their careers and 

reputations suffered accordingly.”120  The aristocratic resurgence of the early nineteenth 

century manifested politically as well as culturally and merged with the paternalistic 

ideas of British nobles who associated good aristocratic behavior with good 

governance.121  The British upper class considered itself the only group fit to govern, and, 

further, regarded responsible leadership as a requirement of the aristocracy.  The clearest 

exponents of this tendency on the eve of reform in 1831 were found among the Whigs, 

who “looked back to the seventeenth-century and the principles of the glorious 

revolution, to the Whigs’ opposition to George III’s absolutist assault on the 

constitutionalism which had developed in that earlier century,” and who therefore 

“stressed the aristocracy’s duty to curb a monarch’s abuse of executive privilege which 
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could threaten to provoke mob rule or democracy.”122  In the opinion of the Whigs, it was 

the aristocracy which held the delicate balance between despotism and democracy.  

Aristocratic precedents and attachments were the scaffolding for the connections Britons 

made with their Russian counterparts, and since government was dominated by the upper 

class, foreign policy represented another facet of the architecture.   

Landed Britons dominated the Foreign Office and arrived seeking the social 

prestige and opportunities for glamour which presented themselves to the diplomatic 

corps.  The number of aristocrats in foreign posts swelled at this time – as historian David 

Cannadine has pointed out, “the government of the British Empire was patrician in 

personnel and grandiose in style to a degree that was not to be seen again until the 1880s 

and 1890s.”123  Along with this influx of aristocratic influence to the Foreign Office was 

a notable trend of drawing these diplomats from Scotland, Wales and Ireland, as well 

England.  Anglo-Irish aristocrats such as Lord Strangford and the Duke of Wellington 

rubbed elbows with Scottish nobles like Lord Charles Somerset and the Earl of Aberdeen 

as well as English patricians like Edward Cromwell Disbrowe and the Duke of 

Devonshire.124  The evolution of the Foreign Office from an exclusively English enclave 

to a more collectively British agency revealed the homogenization of the elite which 

occurred from the 1780s to the mid-1820s, expanding from the British Isles and 

extending to foreign courts on the continent.  National elites throughout Europe long held 

more in common with each other than with the lower classes, and the renewed fears of 

revolution in the early nineteenth century acted as an additional social adhesive bonding 
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elites to one another.  The aristocracy viewed the threat of political instability across 

Europe as primarily the province of the lower classes, which had the effect of 

centripetally drawing European nobility together. 

Canning’s appointments on diplomatic missions reflected the utility of employing 

noble officers comfortable with the complex social dynamics of the international elite, 

particularly during highly ritualized activities like coronations.  The Foreign Secretary’s 

decision to dispatch the Sixth Duke of Devonshire to Nicholas I’s coronation in Moscow 

in late April 1826 instead of Lord Strangford, the British Ambassador at the time, or 

Edward Cromwell Disbrowe, Strangford’s eventual replacement, illustrated the 

seriousness with which the British government sought to engage the Russian elite.125  

Devonshire, who, as a duke from an established landed family, ranked high in order of 

precedence, was among the wealthiest nobles in Great Britain at this time.  Canning could 

count upon the Duke – the most extravagant in a family of spendthrifts – to establish a 

suitably impressive embassy for celebrating Nicholas’ coronation.  In a letter addressed 

to Canning on August 21, 1826, Devonshire informed the Foreign Office of the schedule 

of parties and receptions following Nicholas’ coronation, which included not only 

Devonshire’s own well-attended fête for the young Tsar, held on September 7, 1826, but 

also the Reception of the Nobility and Foreign Ministers on August 24, and the Ball at 

the Kremlin on August 28, as well as the Fête Given by the Club of the Nobility on 

September 3, to name only a few.126  The litany of events that Devonshire was obliged to 

attend served as reminders of the elite public performance of the coronation and the 

diplomatic consequences it held for the next stage in Russia and Great Britain’s evolving 
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relationship, but the Foreign Secretary also required the Duke of Devonshire, a man who 

had been trained all his life to understand the subtleties of court life, to interpret the data 

collected in these circumstances. 

Canning, always an astute evaluator of his agents’ abilities, selected a talented 

observer of elite society to evaluate the coronation of the new Tsar.  Writing to London 

on August 23, 1826, the day after Nicholas I’s coronation, Devonshire reported that “the 

ceremony was conducted with the greatest order and regularity, and many parts of it were 

extremely impressive and striking.”127  Devonshire did not have to suffer an obstructed 

view in the small Church of the Assumption, as the Tsar made sure that the foreign 

ambassadors and ministers “were well placed for seeing the ceremony,” which 

commenced with an imperial procession composed of “the generals of the Army, the 

representatives of the Nobility from the different Governments, and the merchants of 

Moscow who formed a very respectable part of the procession.”128  Order and regularity 

were precisely the words that Canning, and the rest of the international elite, were eager 

to hear in the wake of the Decembrist Revolt, and the Tsar, who like his predecessors had 

a preternatural ability to advertise power and control, was acutely aware of the 

importance of demonstrating these qualities to the diplomats in attendance.  Nicholas 

understood the international dialects of monarchy and nobility, and brought both to bear 

during his coronation.  Those expecting any reproach aimed at the Russian nobility 

participating in the coronation were disappointed.  Edward Cromwell Disbrowe, who 

could not be dissuaded from attending the coronation, informed Canning on August 24, 

1826 of over thirty-five promotions, commendations and appointments to the Russian 
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Empire’s “most distinguished individuals” for services rendered to the Tsar, including the 

elevation of two generals to the rank of Field Marshal and the honoring of the Lievens, 

who were anointed Princes and Princesses by Nicholas.129  Every feature of the 

coronation was carefully calibrated to restore a sense of order, prestige and nobility to the 

Russian throne, and to rehabilitate the image of the Russian court in the eyes of the 

foreign delegates in attendance.  Constantine’s participation in the ceremony 

demonstrated the peaceful devolution of the crown to his younger brother, Nicholas.  The 

conspicuous presence of the nobility in the ceremony and their rewards, taken from the 

hands of their most benevolent autocrat, demonstrated Nicholas’ commitment to the 

social balance upon which Britons assumed his authority rested – a restorative celebration 

of the ancient relationships that organized political power. 

The relationship between Russian and British elites immediately following the 

Decembrist Revolt revealed the intimacy shared by the international fraternity of 

aristocrats.  One of the most reliable voices from the diplomatic enclave in St. Petersburg 

to express sympathy for the Decembrists was Anne Disbrowe.  In a letter dated the day of 

the revolt, December 14, 1825, Anne Disbrowe confided that “it was dreadful to hear the 

firing.  Every round went to my heart.  They were the Mocofsky Regiment, joined by a 

battalion of the Fin Regiment.  Do you remember our listening to their band at the Camp?  

That polite officer who begged us to approach is now one of the rebels.  His name is 

Titoff.”130  A week later, Mrs. Disbrowe lamented that “each day adds new names to the 

list of conspirators, and almost every family trembles lest some members of its own may 
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not be implicated.”131  Mrs. Disbrowe commiserated with the “poor soldiers” who 

seemed “to have been entirely misled by their officers,” but more frequently used 

language that extended past the conspirators themselves and sympathized with the 

families and reputations of the houses from which the conspirators hailed.132  Anne 

Disbrowe understood the authority with which the Tsar ruled his empire and as the arrests 

multiplied, the anxiety of British elites like Mrs. Disbrowe rose.  The victims were not 

restricted to the conspirators, but Russian society in general, for “It was a frightful 

business, and though all is quiet for the present, many families are in the deepest distress, 

and there is still cause for alarm.  You may easily imagine how much society is affected 

by it, as of course not only the guilty, but their innocent connections and relations must 

suffer by it.”133  Mrs. Disbrowe’s reaction underscored the relationships that connected 

international elites to one another and reaffirmed elite British opinion that a healthy 

society required a healthy nobility. 

   

Military Elites 

As in Great Britain, Russian nobles gravitated toward elite positions in the 

military – an important feature of aristocratic identity which virtually guaranteed that the 

Decembrist Revolt would manifest as a military coup conducted by top officers in the 

most prestigious regiments of the Russian Empire.  Similarly, in his work detailing the 

amalgamation and resurgence of the British aristocracy in this time period, Cannadine 

has pointed out that the patrician revival in Britain “was even more marked in the armed 
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forces.”134  Not only was there an increasing number of officers in the British Navy and 

Army, but more of these posts were filled by the nobility.”135  Elite military service in 

Britain was the domain of the aristocracy, and this aspect of their identity provided a 

common ground with Russian nobles who had similarly occupied positions of authority 

and prestige in the Russian military.  Writing in his diary on August 18, 1826, Dr. Lee 

admitted that “there can be no doubt that in Russia a love of military glory is the 

prevailing passion of the great majority of the nobility.”136  In his capacity as personal 

physician to the governor of Crimea, which brought him to various regions of the Russian 

Empire, Dr. Lee was in constant contact with the aristocratic military elites who 

accompanied the governor and his entourage.  Individuals like Colonel Rajewsky and 

Colonel Grabe confirmed Lee’s ideas of a Russian aristocracy committed to 

distinguishing itself on the battlefields of Europe.  Both Russian and British elites, 

however, recognized the disparity between their respective soldiers.  On March 12, 1826, 

for example, Dr. Lee spoke with a Russian general who “said that the English cavalry 

were the finest in Europe; that the army was so small and the country so rich that we 

could afford to keep our troops better than any other nation.  He said that in Russia they 

wanted machines for their soldiers, not men too enlightened.”137  The Russian general’s 

opinions on these discrepancies allowed a glimpse into the Russian military – one of the 

largest standing armies in Europe but also one whose sheer numbers hid deficiencies in 

equipment and management.   
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If the Decembrist Revolt was an exercise of politically dissatisfied elites, it was 

also a referendum on the unhappiness of an over-drilled, poorly compensated military.  

The historian Anatole Mazour has pointed out that tempers in the Guards Regiments had 

already flared in 1821 under a general named Schwartz who was considered too heavy a 

disciplinarian.138  It was precisely within these companies that the Decembrists had their 

greatest successes in mobilizing troops to their cause.  Strangford’s earliest reports to 

Canning on the conspiracy confirmed that most of the arrests and interrogations occurred 

in the elite Chevaliers-Gardes in St. Petersburg, including eleven officers and “a 

multitude of others.”139  The Guards were the most prestigious military divisions in 

Russia and the report of tension in these ranks was one more concern weighing on 

Alexander’s mind.  Russian history featured myriad examples of plots originating in 

these elite units, owing to their proximity to the Tsar and what was considered an 

independent, aristocratic makeup – Paul I, father of Alexander and Nicholas, was the 

victim of one such assassination hatched from a nucleus of nobles in his palace guard.  

The Tsar had to be sure of the loyalty of his army, and the Decembrist coup called the 

entire apparatus into question.  In a letter to Canning written on January 6, 1826, Lord 

Strangford related an interrogation of a Decembrist named “Bestujeff”140 who felt 

“justified in overthrowing a despotic government, which was rotten to the heart – that if 

His Imperial Majesty were induced to think otherwise because His guards were faithful, 

well dressed, and well appointed, He would soon find His mistake.  ‘You have a large 

navy,’ said he, ‘but not a ship could reach Gibraltor in twelve months, so unsound is the 
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establishment.’”141  Bestujeff’s interrogation underscored the importance of swiftly 

regaining control of the empire, both politically and militarily.  The conspiracy 

represented a fundamental betrayal by the military elites – both as officers in the service 

of their country and as nobles to their crown – identities which were, of course, heavily 

intertwined.  The initial response of Britons in St. Petersburg like Lord Strangford was 

confusion as to how such intelligent, loyal men “could have been implicated in a plot so 

miserable in its organization and so mischievous in its tendency” as the Decembrist 

Revolt.142  These early observers, Russian and British alike, had missed the signs of an 

increasingly desperate aristocracy. 

 

The Condition of British and Russian Nobility 

By the middle of the 1820s, the consolidation of land and wealth among the 

British aristocracy led to the further political dominance of that class.  David Cannadine 

has stated that “In terms of parliamentary representation, as in terms of estate 

accumulation, the trend throughout the British Isles was emphatically towards the 

enhancement of patrician importance.”143  If land was wealth, and wealth was power, 

then it should be of no surprise that the amalgamation of the wealthiest estates in 

England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales succeeded in bringing the most political influence 

to an already exclusive set of families.  By 1826, landed aristocrats represented three-

quarters of parliament, and every living former Prime Minister – as well as the current 
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Premier, Lord Liverpool – was a member of the upper house.144  The existence of rotten 

boroughs further concentrated aristocratic political power, and the effective monopoly of 

the machinery of the state allowed the upper class to wield huge discretionary sources of 

income with which they routinely rewarded themselves.  It is difficult to estimate how 

much of noble wealth during this time period may be traced to the pensions and sinecures 

which they frequently bestowed, “nevertheless,” Cannadine has insisted, “there can be no 

doubt that a certain segment of the aristocracy did extremely well for themselves in these 

years out of what remained of Old Corruption.”145  British elites, often under the auspices 

of military service, collected enormous sums of public money over long periods of 

time.146  This explosion in wealth among a concentrated cluster of families occurred 

alongside a correspondingly large increase in the number of ennoblements, revealing a 

cultural feature of the aristocratic renaissance underway in the early nineteenth century: 

prestige.  Peerages represented the most frequent manner in which this prestige could be 

exhibited.  Ennoblement through the cultivation of political influence, exemplary civil or 

military service, and the assimilation of Irish, Scottish and Welsh nobles remained 

familiar methods of receiving peerages throughout the nineteenth century.147  These 

developments helped increase the power and influence of the aristocratic elite who 

attempted to insulate themselves from popular radicalism.  This is the perspective from 

which the diplomatic corps in St. Petersburg observed the actions of an antithetically 

deteriorating Russian aristocracy which, according to contemporary British accounts, 
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were exposed to the condition of the nobilities of Western Europe and struck out at their 

monarch in an attempt to correct their iniquity.   

Britons traveling outside the constellation of the court at St. Petersburg were privy 

to a view of Russian aristocrats that would have shocked the Strangfords and Disbrowes 

who saw only the most elevated and protected of the upper class.  As in Great Britain, the 

Russian aristocracy produced nobles of both great wealth and also of great poverty, but 

this dichotomy was particularly keen in Russia.  Robert Lee recognized the tenuous 

existence of the elite in Russia, and noted in his journal on March 30, 1826 that “the 

greater a man’s natural talents are in Russia the lower does he sink.  There is an utter 

debasement of character from the miserable despotism which pervades all classes.”148  A 

few months later, on August 12, 1826, Dr. Lee singled out the Russian aristocracy as 

particularly afflicted, remarking that “the nobility of this country are every year 

becoming more poor and depressed.”149  Initially, Dr. Lee’s observations heaped a great 

deal of blame on the nobles themselves, even going so far as to conclude that “the cause 

of liberty is lost for a great period in this country, by the wretched conduct of the 

individuals who composed these secret societies [the Decembrists], and by the 

unprincipled character of their proposals.”150  At this point in his travels, Dr. Lee 

perceived only the betrayal of an aristocracy to its own noble nature and the ancient 

allegiances which bound them to their monarch.  Their breach of that contract imperiled 

not only themselves but the lower classes, and the serfs in particular, who relied on their 
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landed benefactors to effect the responsible amelioration of their condition.  In a fittingly 

British interpretation of this disloyalty, Lee imputed onto the noble Decembrists  

The worst principles of French politics and morality, and they did not possess 
any of the courage in the time of danger which the French showed at the 
Revolution…Indeed Russia could have gained nothing by such men.  A state of 
fearful anarchy would have been all that could have followed for a time.151   
 

Opinions on the Decembrists continued to be debated some time later when, at an 

illustrious dinner attended by the English, French, and Russian Ambassadors, the Count 

and Countess Vorontsov, Lady Georgiana Wellesley and Prince Metternich on November 

5, 1826, the Austrian chancellor stated “that what was termed the nobility was a 

corrupted mass.”152  While Dr. Lee made an essentially Whiggish connection between 

aristocracy and freedom, Metternich appeared to affirm royal absolutism.  The two sides 

could agree, however, that the Decembrists were the lowest of the low – an immoral, 

cowardly collection who courted anarchy instead of order.     

Edward Cromwell Disbrowe was one of the first to offer a serious analysis of the 

Decembrist Revolt and his ideas manifested as a reflection of his own elite, British 

identity combined with the historic tension between aristocrats and their monarchs.  In a 

memorandum he circulated on January 10, 1826, the ambassador-in-waiting at St. 

Petersburg concluded that the conspiracy “is not the work of a few obscure individuals.  

It is a contest for power between the crown and the nobility in a nation in which a third 

class does not exist.”153   Disbrowe judged the conspiracy as a social revolt that 

interrupted the domestic balance to which every propertied Briton was committed.  The 
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causes of the troubles, as settled upon by Ambassador Disbrowe, nested in the 

deterioration of the social balance binding monarch to noble to peasant – a hierarchy elite 

Britons were particularly attuned to in the politically unstable climate of Europe at that 

time.  Writing in Moscow where he attended the coronation of Nicholas I, Disbrowe sent 

a lengthy report to Foreign Secretary Canning in which he acknowledged that “the period 

has probably now arrived when the first observance caused by the discovery of the late 

conspiracy has sufficiently subsided to enable one to form a more cool and dispassionate 

opinion of that transaction.”154  This new analysis from the ambassador amplified his 

previous reaction to the revolt and, while it did not excuse the behavior of the 

Decembrists, it did contextualize their struggle and sought to understand their motives.  

Reflecting his commitment to British ideas of domestic balance, Disbrowe’s 

interpretation identified the conspiracy as a social revolt, opening with a brief history of 

the subjugation of the Russian nobility and framing it as a prerequisite of each new Tsar’s 

reign.  Disbrowe engaged directly with what he interpreted as a symptom of the 

fundamental unbalance of Russia society – the attempt of the nobility to “obtain 

concessions in their own favour which have been as easily granted as speedily violated, 

whilst in its turn the despotism of the sovereign has sent those obnoxious individuals to 

the scaffold or Siberia.”155  Disbrowe identified this as a primary example of the diseased 

relationship between the Russian monarch and the aristocracy: the nobility, having no 

legislative recourse to address its concerns, depended completely on the capriciousness of 

the Tsar – a tolerable situation until the young nobles (and future Decembrists) witnessed 

alternative systems in Western Europe during the Napoleonic Wars.   
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Ambassador Disbrowe blamed the administration in St. Petersburg for poorly 

organizing and enforcing the responsibilities of the peasants to their nobles.  In some 

cases, “whole villages emigrated, leaving to the owner nothing but a land rendered 

improductive by want of hands to cultivate it, whilst the same tax was exacted by the 

Crown from the Noble as if his peasants had remained.”156  This represented a 

fundamental disconnection of the social system elite Britons conceived of as integral to a 

stable, functioning society.  All were culpable: the noble for not controlling his peasants, 

the peasants for not honoring their masters and the sovereign for not regulating both.  At 

the center of this dysfunctional relationship was the land itself – the successful cultivation 

and consolidation of which produced the dominance of the British aristocracy.  Disbrowe 

might well have pictured the fields of Russian nobles as a fitting metaphor for the Empire 

itself – impressively large but neglected and incapable of achieving its true potential.  

Disbrowe pointed a finger at the government, which by “diminishing the means of the 

landed proprietors, left them little in perspective but increasing debts and diminishing 

resources, and was perfectly calculated to plunge men into any attempt, however absurd, 

and however sanguinary.”157  The desperate circumstances which faced the Russian 

aristocracy eventually provoked a military coup, for, as Ambassador Disbrowe observed, 

“the officers of this army are the sons of the discontented nobility.”158  The eruption of 

the Decembrists in St. Petersburg, landed Britons felt, exposed a political system in 

Russia which had corroded from the inside out, abandoning property and alienating an 

aristocracy which lashed out hopelessly. 
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Conclusion 

 The response of elite Britons to the Decembrist Revolt was the reaction of a ruling 

class which could not, despite its sympathy for the plight of the Russian nobility, excuse 

the betrayal of a monarch and society by the aristocracy.  The enemy was anarchy, and 

regardless of the noble militarism of the Decembrists or the cruelty of the Tsar, the 

conspirators had violated their oaths at a time when Britons felt vulnerable to disorder 

and chaos.  The commitment of British diplomats to order was present during Nicholas’ 

coronation and the successful replenishment of traditional power hierarchies witnessed 

there.  It was present in the descriptions of the restorative, symbolic punishment of the 

conspirators and the fears raised by the military elite which was disloyal to its crown.  

Fundamentally, the dedication of elite Britons to international political stability 

manifested as a resurrected, ascendant aristocracy which was hesitant to support a 

revolution in the Russian Empire, where the new Tsar appeared sympathetic to British 

interests and Anglo-Russian realignment. 
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IV. THE AFTERMATH OF THE REVOLT 
 

Ambassador Edward Cromwell Disbrowe reduced the Decembrist Revolt to a 

competition between Russia’s monarch and its aristocracy – a model of power with 

which Great Britain was familiar.  British ministers and MPs understood the nature of 

political authority as a careful balance between monarchy, aristocracy and democracy.  It 

has been mentioned previously that at the time of the revolt, the prestige of the British 

monarchy was in decline while its aristocracy was ascendant, and that exactly the inverse 

was true in the Russian Empire.  The manner in which both Great Britain and the Russian 

Empire responded to the investigations of the conspiracy – both to the international 

community and to each other – illustrated these fundamental differences, but, mirroring 

the interdependence and mutuality of the traditional balance between the nobility and the 

monarchy, Anglo-Russian engagement after the conspiracy sought and achieved a 

rapprochement between the two states.  The British reaction to Russia’s investigation of 

the Decembrists revealed an expectation for order and peace which elites understood as 

necessarily resting with the emperor.  Both polities recognized social and political 

stability as the preeminent concern of the moment, and British diplomats adopted a 

foreign policy that supported its restoration.   

 This chapter will explain how British elites reacted to the official Russian 

response following the conspiracy and describe the ways in which the commitments of 

Britons and Russians to political stability revealed themselves.  The diplomatic 
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consequences of the Decembrist Revolt, the transparency of the Russian response and the 

treatment of conspirators living in exile expressed themes of aristocracy and monarchy 

which continued to inform the interactions between the two empires.  This chapter will 

begin by identifying the Decembrist revolt as a diplomatic opportunity for Canning to 

seek a rapprochement with Russia and avoid war in the eastern Mediterranean.  Next, it 

will explore the reactions of British diplomats to the official Russian response, 

emphasizing the concern among elite Britons who feared the unnecessary transparency of 

the Russian Empire in explaining the conspiracy.  Last, this chapter will show how the 

aristocratic sensibilities of the British elite were brought to bear on the case of Nikolai 

Turgenev, the famous Russian conspirator who expatriated to England.  The Russian 

Empire understood that this goal of political and social stability had to be expressed 

publicly, and the picture subsequently displayed for the British ambassadors and 

diplomats at court was control.  For the international European elite at this time, control 

and political stability were still inseparable from the social balance of commoners, elites, 

and monarchs.  Therefore, the responses of British aristocrats to Russia’s official reports 

and attempts to repatriate guilty parties were deeply rooted in aristocratic identities. 

  

Diplomatic Opportunities 

The foremost source of anxiety for Canning in the wake of the Decembrist 

conspiracy was how it might impact the new Tsar’s policies regarding the Eastern 

Question.  The situation in Greece had deteriorated to such a point that the late Tsar, 

Alexander, had been strongly considering military action.  On January 5, 1826, Lord 

Strangford received information, revealed through a conversation between Ambassador 
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Lebzeltern of Austria and Count Nesselrode, which put Great Britain on alert.  In a 

private meeting, the Austrian envoy asked the Russian Foreign Minister “what were the 

intentions of the late Emperor at the period preceding his death?  ‘War,’ replied Count 

Nesselrode.  ‘Had he lived, it would, at this hour, have already been proclaimed.’”159  

Canning must have been concerned about the potential outbreak of hostilities when the 

Duke of Wellington, writing on February 2, 1826 while en route to St. Petersburg in his 

capacity as special envoy, reported to his Foreign Secretary from Berlin that “in respect 

to the question whether it was probable that the Emperor of Russia [Nicholas I] wished 

for Peace or War, the general opinion here is, that the only remedy for the existing evils, 

is War.”160  These dispatches illustrated both the fears of how the Decembrist Revolt may 

have altered the Russian Empire’s policies in the Near East and the alacrity with which 

the Foreign Office moved to stabilize the region.  The Revolt revealed a more politically 

unstable Russia than anyone had realized, but instead of convincing the British Foreign 

Secretary to curtail his diplomatic overtures to the Russian Empire, this chain of events 

“acted as a stimulus to a statesman so supple and resourceful as Canning.”161  Canning 

still saw a great opportunity to expand British economic and political interests in the 

Levant, and his “instructions to Wellington were clearly intended to avert the possibility 

of war” and propose the intervention of Great Britain between Russia, Turkey, and 

Greece.162   

Interestingly, Canning was aided in his endeavors by rumors that suggested the 

conspiracy extended to the Austrian court in St. Petersburg.  The appearance of Prince 
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Trubetskoi at Count Lebzeltern’s house during the Revolt, Strangford informed Canning 

in January 1826, supported the contentions of a widely circulated report, “now very 

generally current in this capital, that Austria had fomented the late Conspiracy, with the 

design of alarming this government and of drawing more closely the bonds of what is 

vulgarly termed the Holy Alliance.”163  The appearance of Trubetskoi, the Decembrist 

expected to supplant the Tsar, in the house of his brother-in-law was enough to stoke the 

fears of a wider aristocratic conspiracy that reached all the way to Austria.  This 

development played right into Canning’s hands and bolstered his confidence in 

successfully driving a wedge between Metternich and Nicholas.  The language of the 

dispatch, specifically the “vulgarity” of the Holy Alliance spoken of by Strangford, 

confirmed the contempt Canning still held for Metternich’s continental congress system 

and his determination to see it undermined.  Canning correctly anticipated that Nicholas 

would be interested in a departure from the foreign policy of his late brother and 

recognized the utility of the Lievens in expediting this separation.164  Although the 

relationship between Turkey and Russia was increasingly tenuous, Canning was able to 

focus on the unexpected opportunities the Revolt created for Great Britain.   

Canning’s gambit was successful.  Nicholas was receptive to a diplomatic 

partnership with Great Britain regarding Turkey and the war of Greek independence.   

Canning relied on his aristocratic agents and their patrician counterparts in the Russian 

Empire to implement his strategies.  The Foreign Secretary, aware of Wellington’s 

commitment to the crown, instructed the Duke to cultivate a treaty with the Tsar that 

would help separate Russia from its Austrian alliance and bring about a rapprochement 
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with Great Britain that both empires found mutually advantageous.  The Duke of 

Wellington and Tsar Nicholas I signed the Protocol of St. Petersburg in April of 1826 and 

in the summer of 1827 the agreement was expanded to include France in the Treaty of 

London.165  These pacts named Great Britain and Russia as the only states which could 

arbitrate the conflict and recognized Greece as an autonomous unit under Turkish 

sovereignty.  With these agreements, Canning successfully challenged Metternich’s 

congress system of continental diplomacy.  Metternich’s political designs conceived of 

Austria as the key mediator of any international crisis and his exclusion from the Greek 

war demonstrated Great Britain’s ability to construct international alliances and maintain 

favorable international balances of power independent of the Austrian Empire.  

Canning’s ability to turn a belligerent ally away from war and reassert Great Britain’s 

neutrality may be attributed to many factors, not the least of which was his skilled 

manipulation of his own diplomats.  The agents through which Canning negotiated these 

treaties – Wellington , Strangford, the Lievens –  served the Foreign Secretary in his 

endeavors to broker an agreement that would stabilize the region in a manner that 

reflected the gentility inherent in both Russian and British diplomats: by restoring an 

appropriate balance of power. 

 

Russian Transparency 

The Russian response to the Decembrist Revolt stressed transparency and direct 

communication with Russia’s foreign allies in order to demonstrate its control of the 

situation.  Only two days after the revolt, on December 16, 1825, Lord Strangford 
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received a candidly detailed report from Count Nesselrode regarding the conspiracy.  In 

fact, Strangford and the rest of the British diplomatic enclave in St. Petersburg were 

encouraged to review the statement and return an amended copy if any discrepancies 

were recognized.166  Lord Clanwilliam, a former Under-Secretary of Foreign Affairs and 

Ambassador to Prussia at the time, reviewed a similar report sent to the Prussian court at 

Berlin on January 11, 1826.167  The Russian Empire’s primary motive in releasing the 

details of the conspiracy, made clear through the continued lionization of Nicholas and 

the frequent references to the tranquility of the capital, was the international 

advertisement of stability.  Whether it was intended or not, this transparency on the part 

of the Russian state also opened the doors to the rapprochement sought by Canning.  The 

necessity of demonstrating control gave the opportunistic Foreign Secretary the open 

channels he required to realign Great Britain with the traditionally insulated Russian 

Empire and pry it farther away from Austria.  Lord Strangford proved a useful tool in this 

regard.  The British Ambassador responded to Nesselrode’s report the next day and, 

initially declining to amend any portions of Nesselrode’s official report, joined the 

Russian state in praising the “heroic conduct of [Nicholas] who, in this memorable crisis, 

suppressed any feelings of vengeance to which He was owed.”168  Once again, it was 

made clear through the language of elite Britons in St. Petersburg that they were ready to 

accept the despotism of the Russian monarch in the interest of order.  Strangford 

eventually sent an amended copy of Nesselrode’s report back to the Russian Foreign 

Minister at the end of December in which he called into question the response time of the 
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Russian army and also the number of conspirators present in the Senate Square.169  This 

was the extent of Strangford’s criticism until a dispatch dated a month later on January 

28, 1826, in which the British Ambassador confided to Canning that “notwithstanding all 

that had been done, and all that it is still doing, this government does not appear to have 

made any discovery of sufficient importance to justify these numerous arrests, nor in 

point of fact to be nearer the source of the evil than it was the very first day that it 

commenced its investigations.”170  Russia soon learned that the level of transparency it 

practiced illustrated not only the openness of the state, but also any perceived weakness.  

In truth, there was little criticism from elite Britons regarding the investigation of the 

Decembrists.  British patricians expected a certain degree of authoritarianism to emerge 

in the wake of a revolt and were willing to tolerate this temporary tyranny so long as 

order was restored.   

British diplomats enjoyed a wealth of information on the Decembrist 

interrogations in St. Petersburg, particularly through updates on the official Commission 

of Inquiry created by Nicholas.  That foreign courts were privy to the activities of this 

commission at all spoke to the unexpected shift in policy under the new Tsar.  One of the 

hallmarks of Russian society throughout its history was an arbitrary justice system which 

fractured along provincial lines of custom, and incubated in the salutary neglect of the 

capital.  The inadequate law code and its irregular enforcement was one of the primary 

inspirations for the Decembrist Revolt.171  It was conspicuous enough even to foreign 

observers like Dr. Lee, who felt compelled to mention it in his diary on July 14, 1826, 
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when he stated that “one thing wanting to Russia is a simple good code of laws, and the 

honest administration of justice.”172  So great was the Tsar’s desire to convey his control 

and authority that he allowed the British diplomatic community access to a clearly 

insufficient justice system and what would have normally been among the most intimate 

and closely guarded of state secrets.  On February 11, 1826, Lord Strangford reported 

that he had received from Count Nesselrode “a statement of the progress of the 

Commission appointed to inquire into the origin and extent of the conspiracy.  This 

government, faithful to the system of frankness which it proclaimed at the very outset of 

these proceedings, has caused the report which I have now the honour of transmitting, to 

be communicated to all the ministers residing here.”173  The confidence exuded by the 

Russian ministers – at least early on – colored the casual, unconcerned tone of 

government representatives like Nesselrode who in early January 1826 appeared, 

according to Clanwilliam, “not to be alarmed at the extent or nature of this mutiny.”174  

Foreign diplomats, eager for a return to normalcy in St. Petersburg, echoed the assurances 

of Russian ministers and patiently awaited the official report of the Commission of 

Inquiry. 

The report published by Nicholas’ commission investigating the Decembrist 

Revolt was the strongest statement yet of the Russian government’s commitment to an 

open, international exchange of information concerning the conspiracy.  On June 5, 1826, 

Strangford wrote to London informing Canning that on the previous day, the Journal of 

St. Petersburg announced “the termination of the inquiry into the late conspiracy and the 
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formation of a tribunal for the purpose of passing judgment upon the conspirators.”175  

Nicholas’ official pronouncement, or ukase as it was known in Russia, boasted that his 

commission, “after five months of continual work, every day with an indefatigable zeal, 

sagely verified every circumstance, every deposition and have submitted to Us a 

definitive report on the conspiracy.”176  The level of detail provided in the Journal of St. 

Petersburg – published entirely in French during the government’s response to the revolt 

– was astounding.  Coverage of the conspiracy began with a front page article on 

December 21, 1825 which related with surprising candor and sentimentality “the 

deplorable events of the fourteenth” and omitted very little, including the Tsar’s reluctant 

decision to use artillery on the rebels.177  On January 5, 1826, Nicholas had a ukase 

published which related details of the arrests taking place and, tellingly, warned Polish 

subjects not to trouble the empire.178  Five days later, on January 10, 1826, the Journal of 

St. Petersburg reported the arrest of Mouraviev-Apostol, one of the five most prominent 

Decembrists, and provided a virtually complete reconstruction of the Decembrist plot at 

its highest levels.179  The flow of information continued through the summer, concluding 

in September – more than a month after the execution and banishment of the accused.  

One of the last articles, published on August 24, 1826, printed the names of every 

convicted Decembrist, including their crimes, military ranks or civil positions, and even 

their places of birth.180   
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The language of the official pronouncements in these articles gave the impression 

of a monarch in total control of his empire.  Nicholas tasked his ministers with the 

investigation of the Decembrist Revolt and they returned with an explanation pleasing to 

their autocrat.  Much of this process was a façade of which the foreign diplomats in St. 

Petersburg were certainly aware.  Nicholas, it has been mentioned, organized the 

categories of guilt for the conspirators himself and insisted on interrogating the accused 

personally.  There would be no surprises in the findings of the Commission of Inquiry.  

The Tsar’s conclusions were carefully reported by the ministers and generals who made 

up the commission.  That Nicholas publicly invoked this patina of independent 

investigation through his nobility reinforced the Tsar’s concerns that the response of his 

government reflected the balanced hierarchy which the international community 

expected.  The goal was the public demonstration of order, and the most effective way of 

conveying it to international elites was through the traditional responsibilities and 

privileges of the monarch and his nobility.  The transparency of the investigations in the 

Empire’s most important, widely distributed newspaper guaranteed the broad diffusion of 

the Tsar’s message. 

The Commission of Inquiry’s official report, originally published in Russian in 

May 1826, was soon translated into French for the benefit of the diplomats collected in 

St. Petersburg.  While Lord Strangford awaited the delivery of the report before his 

approaching departure for London, the Russian state kept him informed of the activities 

of the tribunal charged with sentencing the conspirators.  Strangford was told on June 13, 

1826 that “a deputation selected from this body was sent to the fortress to verify the 

signatures of the individuals confined there who had already avowed their guilt, and to 
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enquire whether they had anything to add to their former depositions.”181  Even a 

departing ambassador was made privy to the internal processes of judging the 

Decembrists.   

Once the Commission of Inquiry’s report had been translated it was widely 

disseminated, reaching most foreign courts within a month.  It was the Russian Chargé 

d’Affairs, Potemkin, who on July 5, 1826, had “the honor to transmit to his excellence 

Mr. Canning a copy of the final report presented by the Commission of Inquiry of His 

Majesty the Emperor.”  Potemkin assured the Foreign Secretary that based on the 

evidence within, the “traitors would be judged in front of the highest court in the 

nation.”182  A month later, on August 5, 1826, the report had found its way into the hands 

of Dr. Lee who was at that time traveling in central Ukraine – further proof of the celerity 

with which the commission’s report traveled.183  The commitment of the Russian Empire 

to an open declaration of the events of December 14 was to be made clear, along with 

Russia’s responsible trial of the accused.  Whether that fair trial actually materialized is 

doubtful, but what cannot be argued was the sensitivity of the Tsar to Western European 

ideas of order and justice.  In contrast to most of the British elites comprising the 

diplomatic corps, the writers of the Glasgow Herald regarded the Decembrists as 

“awkward barbarians” and, after having published a full account of the Commission of 

Inquiry’s report, lauded the Russian state for its efforts to divulge the truth:  

Nothing can be more disjointed, more wicked, and more ridiculous, than 
these plans – nothing more shocking than these repeated projects of 
assassination.  But in Russia (as opposed to Germany) the conspiracy has 
been formed among the Great Nobility, and must be founded on 
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something else than merely acquired opinions.  The activity of the Russian 
Committee of Inquiry deserves all praise; it has accomplished in six 
months what would hardly have been done in Germany in six years.184 

 

The opinions of elites like Edward Disbrowe and his wife Anne were more charitable to 

the personal character of the conspirators, but virtually everyone agreed that the plot was 

foolhardy and ill-conceived.  The Herald recognized, as did Ambassador Disbrowe, that 

the nature of the revolt, initiated as it was in the aristocracy of Russia, meant that 

something more unexpected and complicated was afoot and, like the ambassador, 

appreciated the need of the Russian state to explore the circumstances which made the 

conspiracy possible.  The fervor of the journal in complimenting the efforts of the 

Committee of Inquiry revealed the degree to which Britons appreciated a serious, focused 

investigation into an attempted revolution and with its tacit acknowledgment of the 

Tugendbund conspiracy in Germany, the article expressed its approval of the 

authoritarian measures of Russia as compared with Western Europe.  It was the 

transparency of the Russian state that allowed opinions like this to form in Great Britain, 

but not everyone was pleased with the Tsar’s decision to air his dirty laundry. 

 If it is true that Canning’s rapprochement with the Russian Empire and the 

restoration of political stability in the region required the type of openness demonstrated 

by Nicholas’ resolution to publicize the investigation of the Decembrist Revolt, then it 

must also be said that two of his most important diplomats expressed peculiarly 

aristocratic reservations concerning the idea.  Edward Disbrowe called his Foreign 

Secretary’s attention to the problems inherent in Russia’s transparency in a memorandum 

to Canning on June 24, 1826.  “Such a proceeding on the part of the government,” wrote 
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the Ambassador, “has not tended to restore the affection of the higher classes towards 

their rulers, whilst this public declaration of imbecility in the face of Europe has wounded 

the amour-propre of the Russians.”185  Disbrowe’s critique of Russia’s public 

investigation was twofold.  First, he pointed out that the response of the Tsar did nothing 

to repair the fundamental imbalance in Russian society – the nobility was still 

impoverished and forced into rash actions, and the autocrat appeared even more brazenly 

anti-aristocratic.  Second, the British Ambassador suggested that the government’s 

decision to reveal, in detail, the extent and severity of a political conspiracy against the 

crown hurt Russian pride.  This last point further disclosed the aristocratic facets of 

Disbrowe’s personality, which viewed the transparency of the Russian investigation as an 

abrogation of noble privileges.  Disbrowe believed, as did most British patricians, that the 

image of authority ought to be protected at all times.  It is worth mentioning that the 

British Ambassador’s superior, George Canning, was one of the first British politicians to 

routinely engage the lower classes in the public sphere.  But whereas Canning was a 

virtuoso, Nicholas was a novice who lacked the ear, nuance, and practice of conducting 

public opinion.  It will be remembered that a similar point on the opacity of power was 

allegedly made by the Decembrists themselves, who, according to the Commission of 

Inquiry, insisted that lower-class members of the conspiracy were kept ignorant of the 

actions of the elite leadership.   

 While Disbrowe’s disapproval of the Russian response was couched in issues of 

propriety and pride, the Third Earl of Clanwilliam saw more sinister potential in the 

Tsar’s public investigation of the conspiracy.  Writing to Canning from the Prussian court 
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in Berlin on January 16, 1826, Clanwilliam informed his Foreign Secretary that he was 

not the only one “questioning the policy of the extended publicity thus given to every 

circumstance connected with the late plot.”186  In his densely packed letter, Clanwilliam 

began by dividing the audiences of this Russian publicity into elites and commoners, and 

addressed the different responses of the two groups, remarking that “it is maintained that 

the higher classes would have at any rate obtained sufficiently accurate information, 

while the mass of the populace, especially in Germany, might very aptly have been 

allowed to remain under the impression that the whole affair was the sheer result of the 

momentary uncertainty as to the Succession.”187  Clanwilliam’s highly developed 

aristocratic identity was revealed, not only through the separation of the “higher classes” 

and the “mass of the populace,” but also in his anxiety over predicting the behavior of the 

latter group.  Clanwilliam clarified these fears for Canning by explaining that “In 

countries, where the public mind is unaccustomed to be so thoroughly enlightened 

respecting any political events, it certainly is matter of special consideration whether, or 

in what degree, it is expedient or even safe to expose to the view of the ignorant populace 

such a scene as that which the unraveling of this Russian Conspiracy presents.”188   

Clanwilliam’s concerns were not national pride or personal privilege, but civil 

unrest and revolution.  The sudden enlightenment of an ignorant population could indeed 

be a dangerous thing, and the ambassador’s reaction revealed the deeply ingrained 

attitude among propertied Britons, who considered political order a paramount anxiety.  

Clanwilliam appeared justified when Strangford reported to Canning on March 4, 1826 
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that “while the emperor was flattering himself that he had succeeded in discovering all 

the secret springs of the late conspiracy, a new plot was detected a few days ago, the 

object of which was the assassination of his Imperial Majesty.”189  There is no mention 

made of the new conspiracy after this dispatch, so it may be concluded that the threat was 

not as severe as supposed, but the alarm raised by British diplomats in St. Petersburg 

revealed, again through the familiar trope of regicide, the concern over Nicholas’ policy 

of transparency.  Clanwilliam concluded his report by reaffirming those fears and stating 

“it is also true, that – be the statements ever so circumstantial – the people (not 

unnaturally suspicious at such unwonted candour) will believe that much is still 

withheld,” and, Clanwilliam continued, “thus will that very exaggeration be produced, 

the prevention of which is the principal object for which these documents have been 

written and promulgated.”190  For the British ambassador to Prussia, Russian 

transparency was counterproductive and reckless – an open invitation to incite unrest 

among the masses which would threaten political stability and aristocratic hegemony.   

 

Turgenev: The Noble Expatriate 

 One of the ways the British elite demonstrated its influence in the diplomatic 

arena was Great Britain’s refusal to repatriate Nikolai Turgenev – a senior Decembrist 

who, after having helped to form the Northern Society of the Decembrists, fled to 

Western Europe in April 1825 for unspecified medical reasons, travelling first to Paris 
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and then on to London.191  The Turgenev Affair represented one of the few formal 

diplomatic disagreements between Britain and Russia in the mid-1820s, and it arose in 

part because of the friction between domestic and international policy.  The Russian 

Empire first lodged an official request for Turgenev’s extradition in a letter from 

Christoph Lieven, the Russian Ambassador to Great Britain and a man who enjoyed a 

good working relationship with George Canning, on March 1, 1826.192  In it, Lieven 

informed Canning that he “felt compelled to ask for the help of the British government in 

arresting Nicholas Tourgeneff, who has been deeply implicated in the conspiracy directed 

against the Imperial Russian government” and who, while exiled in London, was 

currently “occupied in criminal correspondence with certain individuals in Paris.”193  

Great Britain was, thanks to the glut of information from St. Petersburg, well aware of 

Turgenev’s precise role in the conspiracy, including his status as one of its founding 

members and one of the few Decembrists who consistently challenged serfdom and 

supported its repeal – a position that alienated Turgenev, a Russian aristocrat hailing from 

an old landed family and also a gifted writer and historian, from the Decembrist 

leadership.194  Lieven’s mention of communication between the London Decembrist and 

Paris was calculated to raise the specter of revolution in the mind of the British Foreign 

Secretary and showed how the Russian state, attuned to British fears of unrest, attempted 

to elevate the anxiety of elite Britons by making them aware of the machinations of a 

political intriguer like Turgenev.  Over the next few days, Canning received dispatches 
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from both Lord Strangford and the Duke of Wellington that confirmed the Tsar’s interest 

in apprehending Turgenev.  In a letter to the Foreign Secretary dated March 4, 1826, 

Strangford wrote “I am told that the only person whom the Emperor was particularly 

desirous of causing to be arrested has effected his escape and is now in England.”195  The 

next day, Wellington sent Canning another message in which he reiterated the Tsar’s 

interest in Turgenev, stating that “there is at present in London, a person of some note 

and rank in the Russian Civil Service, who is known to have belonged to the conspiracy 

here, and is supposed to have communications with the secret societies in London and 

Paris.”196  Wellington, for one, seemed unconvinced when he reported that Nicholas I 

was unable to offer any proof supporting the connection between Turgenev and either 

English or French secret societies, “although, He thinks that the publications in the 

Morning Post of December and January last, contain some very extraordinary 

information, which could have been communicated only by a person in possession of the 

most intimate secrets of the conspirators in Russia.”197  This was a curious accusation for 

the Tsar to make, considering the extensive reporting of politically sensitive information 

transmitted in the Journal of St. Petersburg.  The Russian state succeeded in impressing 

upon the diplomats in their sphere the importance of apprehending this prominent 

Decembrist and relied on the aristocratic fears of British elites to spur Canning’s 

government into action. 

 The pressure on the British government to send Turgenev back to Russia 

escalated in April and further revealed the tension between maintaining both domestic 
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and international stability.  After participating in a private meeting with Nicholas, 

Strangford informed Canning on April 4, 1826, that “the only observations made to me 

by his Imperial Majesty related to a person named Turghiniev…The Emperor told me 

that this individual is, at present, the guest and favored associate of Lord Holland, Mr. 

Brougham, and, I think, Sir James Mackintosh, and that he enjoys the sympathy and 

protection of these gentlemen in the character of a suffering Russian patriot.”198  For the 

first time during the Turgenev Affair, elite Britons – significantly, all politically active 

Whigs – were singled out for risking domestic order and disrupting the international 

equilibrium.  Nicholas’ language demonstrated the frustration of an autocrat who was 

unaccustomed to encountering any impediment to his control over the Russian 

aristocracy.  It must have rankled the young emperor, whose fortress in St. Petersburg 

was filled at this time with hundreds of nobles, that his victory over the Decembrists was 

incomplete and one of his prison cells empty because British patricians of influence had 

adopted the traitor.  Of course, Nicholas was loathe to admit this frustration and 

“solemnly protested to [Strangford] that it was a matter of perfect indifference to him, 

personally, whether, or by whom, this man was received in England.” But, the emperor 

continued, “that he thought it a matter of conscience to put his Majesty’s government on 

its guard against him, and to intimate the possibility of his being able to do a great deal of 

mischief, to disseminate revolutionary principles in those parts of England whose distress 

and discontent are now felt.”199  Once again, the Russian state addressed Great Britain in 

terms which were intended to stoke patrician fears of civil unrest, and this time these 

revolutionary threats were made explicit.   
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 It was nearly two months later when, in response to another letter from Potemkin, 

the Russian Chargé d’Affairs, Canning decided to close the door on the Turgenev Affair.  

On May 25, 1826, Potemkin wrote to the British Foreign Secretary expressing the 

continued interest of his government in Turgenev who, “now in Edinborough, was 

sowing the horrors of anarchy across the British Kingdom.”200  On May 30, 1826, George 

Canning stated that he had received both Potemkin and Lieven’s requests.201  The 

following day, Canning explained that “there exists no mode consistent with the laws of 

this country, by which the wishes of Count Lieven can be carried into effect,” and made it 

understood to both Russian officials that the subject was now closed.202  The Turgenev 

Affair placed the Russian state in an untenable position between a savvy Foreign 

Secretary who was careful to insulate himself from domestic criticism, and the Whigs 

who were committed to protecting one of their own from what they perceived as the 

predations of a tyrannical Tsar.  Canning invoked the laws of Great Britain as the reason 

for his inability to extradite the Decembrist and Nicholas was forced to respect the 

preeminence of British law on the issue.  The only law on the books regarding the 

extradition of aliens – enacted in 1793 and not amended until late in 1826 – was 

extremely limited in its application and “considered to be justified only by very 

extraordinary circumstances.”203  The most potent ally Turgenev had was a British 

Foreign Secretary who understood the ebb and flow of public opinion and, recognizing 

the domestic support for the expatriate and expecting no great consequence 
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internationally, successfully deflected the Tsar’s demands.  Turgenev never returned to 

Russia, but did publish a seminal work on the history of the political and judicial systems 

of Russia entitled La Russie et les Russes in 1847.  He had, long before the appearance of 

his great work, been tried by the Russian state in absentia and sentenced to Siberia for 

life. 

 

Conclusion 

Official engagement between the Russian Empire and Great Britain immediately 

after the Decembrist Revolt reflected familiar tropes of aristocracy and monarchy as the 

two states sought to reestablish political and social balance.  Canning took advantage of 

an energetic, well organized group of aristocratic diplomats to create a new 

rapprochement between the two empires.  From the Russian perspective, order had to be 

restored and adequately demonstrated to the foreign courts, of which Great Britain was 

the most important.  In his eagerness to illustrate his control, Nicholas rendered the 

judicial process investigating and sentencing the conspirators more transparent than any 

previous Tsar.  Indeed, this unexpected flow of information, while useful to the British 

diplomats stationed in St. Petersburg, shocked the aristocratic sensibilities of British 

elites – with the notable exception of George Canning – who feared that it might lead to 

newer, bolder revolts.  Clearly, Britons felt that social cohesion, order and stability went 

hand in hand with traditional hierarchies.  The Decembrist Revolt, which occurred in one 

of the most rigidly monarchical states in Europe, proved that revolution could strike 

anywhere.  Ambassador Disbrowe’s analysis, in which he pointed out the mass 

deterioration and impoverishment of the nobility in Russia, attempted to demonstrate how 
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a disruption in the balance between monarch, noble, and peasant might lead to 

widespread unrest and political upheaval.  Turgenev’s protection under Canning’s wing 

exemplified the commitment of the British government to maintaining domestic order as 

long as it did not jeopardize international policy.  The primary concern of the British 

elite, abroad as well as at home, was order – and the best barometer of order was a 

healthy social hierarchy in which both the aristocracy and monarchy occupied stable 

positions.   
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CONCLUSION 

The reaction of British elites to the Decembrist Revolt revealed a startling 

discrepancy between the diagnosis of the conspiracy – political destabilization from 

social imbalance – and the official British response, which accepted this imbalance by 

supporting the Tsar.  The revolt illustrated the tension between conflicting ideas of 

domestic and international stability – the former stressed a traditional balance of social 

hierarchies while the latter required a balance of power between the European states.  In 

post-Napoleonic Europe, Canning and his Foreign Office subordinated the British 

interests in the domestic stability of foreign allies to a commitment towards international 

stability.  

Great Britain’s relationship with Russia, which was founded on mutual 

commercial interest, went back as far as the sixteenth century and continued to develop 

throughout the nineteenth century.  British reliance on Russia’s vast natural resources, 

particularly the timber required for its enormous fleet, guaranteed persistent English 

interest and at the time of the Revolt in 1825, no other European country conducted as 

much trade with the Russian Empire.  George Canning was aware, of course, of the 

importance of a favorable balance of trade with Russia, and during the last few years of 

Alexander’s reign he began to explore ways in which to realign Russia with Britain and 

drive a wedge between Russia and the Austrian Empire.  Canning relied on an eminently 

aristocratic group of British (and Russian) diplomats to develop this rapprochement, 

including official ambassadors such as Lord Strangford and Edward Disbrowe, special 
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envoys like the Duke of Wellington and the Duke of Devonshire, and Russian agents like 

Prince Christoph and Princess Dorothea Lieven.  Although not an aristocrat himself, 

Canning’s time at Oxford and in the House of Commons assimilated him into the elite 

and gave the Foreign Secretary the experiences necessary to manage these personalities 

effectively from the Foreign Office.  Canning understood the channels through which 

nineteenth-century diplomacy travelled and proved deft with the nobles in his service.   

Much in the same way that the uncertainty surrounding the Russian succession 

allowed the Decembrists the chance to rebel, the uncertainty surrounding the Russian 

response to the Decembrist Revolt permitted Canning the opportunity for a 

rapprochement with Tsar Nicholas I.  The Eastern Question, which had reignited with the 

revolution of the Greeks, created an unstable diplomatic situation which threatened to 

bring Russia into the conflict as defenders of the Orthodox Christian faith and increase 

that Empire’s influence in a commercially sensitive region for Great Britain.  Canning 

elected to view the temporary confusion surrounding Nicholas’ intentions as a diplomatic 

opening which could be used to British advantage.  The Foreign Secretary’s decision to 

send the Duke of Wellington to Russia immediately after the revolt resulted in more 

information on the tenor of the new Tsar’s rule and, using Wellington’s enormous 

international prestige, eventually helped broker a treaty which cleaved Russia away from 

Austria.  George Canning’s skillful deployment of his noble representatives afforded him 

a more complete picture of the condition of the Russian Empire which he used to inform 

his decisions promoting Great Britain’s interests abroad. 

While it has become popular to devalue the importance of British monarchy in the 

history of nineteenth-century Britain, the centrality of the Caroline Affair of 1820 to 
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British politics revealed the continued relevance of the crown to elite Britons.  The 

Russian Tsars Alexander I and Nicholas I, moreover, represented powerful counterpoints 

to the international embarrassments that were King George and Queen Caroline.  The 

Caroline Affair was a sordid episode that was both politically and socially divisive while 

the responses of the imperial brothers, Tsar Alexander I and Nicholas I, to the Decembrist 

conspiracy offered the British diplomats performances of great pitch and moment.  The 

old Tsar, Alexander, was canonized as a sensitive, spiritual soul pitied for his inability to 

raise a hand against his subjects even though he was aware of their designs.  Nicholas 

was glorified as a fearless hero of the Revolt who restored order amidst the chaos of 

revolution.  The virtually unanimous approval of British elites in Russia to the conduct of 

the new Tsar illustrated not only their commitment to Canning’s plan of rapprochement 

with the Russian Empire, but also the enchantment of a nobility with a foreign monarch 

who, very much unlike their own, was strong enough to stabilize his empire.  Tales of 

Nicholas’ bravery in St. Petersburg, his personal interrogations of the conspirators and his 

apparent commitment to justice created an impression for British elites of a monarch 

whose energy, strength and tenacity in calming his empire ran contrary to the shame of 

George and Caroline.   

The report of the Decembrists’ intended regicide of the Tsar and his family 

amplified the successful public relations campaign of the Russian crown.  The specter of 

regicide was one of the most persistent rumors raised by Nicholas’ Committee of Inquiry, 

because it possessed significant traction with the international community of elites.  

Regicide was the greatest example of the willful, anarchic subversion of the traditional 

equilibrium of monarchs, nobles, and commoners that was believed to ensure social 
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stability.  The charge of regicide was even projected backwards as the cause of the illness 

and death of Alexander, further demonstrating the sensitivity of propertied Britons to this 

most insidious threat to social order.  In addition, its effect on the British ruling class was 

multiplied thanks to the memory of the French Revolution.  Nicholas understood the 

potency of regicide as a device which could simultaneously legitimize the despotism of 

his response to the conspirators and generate sympathy for the monarch, his wife, and 

family.  The Russian rumor of regicide convinced Britons that the true enemy was 

revolution and that the monarch could still be a stabilizing force. 

The preoccupation of British elites with ideas of regicide, monarchical prestige 

and social order only made sense if the ruling class consistently acted on traditional ideas 

of aristocracy.  Great Britain suffered a disadvantage with Russia regarding the prestige 

of its monarchy, but a tremendous advantage with respect to the condition of its nobility.  

The Decembrist Revolt occurred at the tail end of a period of great development and 

augmentation of the British aristocracy.  English, Irish, and Scottish patricians enjoyed 

unparalleled authority in the House of Commons and wielded greater commercial 

influence than ever while the Russian nobility languished under increasing poverty and 

tsarist oppression.  Ambassador Disbrowe was among the first to identify this disparity 

between Russian and British aristocracy and suggested in his analysis for the Foreign 

Secretary that the social imbalance was to blame for the revolt – a theory George 

Canning would have been persuaded by considering the emphasis on equilibrium that 

was so marked a feature of his own politics.204  Russian and British nobles shared some 

similarities, including a disproportionate representation in elite military divisions and 
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diplomatic posts.  The aristocratic nature of the conspirators elevated their betrayal in the 

eyes of Briton and Tsar alike and rendered it significantly different from earlier peasant 

revolts in Russia, like the Pugachev Rebellion, or even the Pentrich Rising or the Scottish 

Insurrection in Great Britain.  This was a conspiracy of the ruling class and as such, 

represented a greater threat to the social fabric of the Russian Empire and, by extension, 

to the fragile international order in Europe after Napoleon’s defeat.  Interestingly, any 

allusion to the Glorious Revolution in which British aristocrats rebelled and deposed their 

king was curiously absent from the analysis and correspondence of the elite regarding the 

Decembrist Revolt.  Nicholas’ magnanimity to his nobles during his coronation 

illustrated his commitment to restoring stability within his empire.  Regardless of the 

private sympathies which British diplomats and observers expressed for the Russian 

nobility, there could be no excuse for the betrayal of the ancient balance governing a 

working society.  In a battle between an impoverished nobility and a tyrannical monarch, 

the British elite came down firmly on the side of despotically imposed order rather than 

righteous chaos. 

One of the clearest examples of the aristocratic values organizing the response of 

British elites to the Decembrist Revolt was their reaction to Russian transparency.  Two 

of the most incisive diplomats in Canning’s employment, Ambassadors Disbrowe and 

Clanwilliam, expressed significant reservations about Tsar Nicholas’ decision to make 

the investigation of and information gleaned from the conspirators a matter of public 

record.  Nicholas’ intent in publishing the progress of his arrests and interrogations of the 

Decembrists in the French language Journal of St. Petersburg was to impress the 

international community with the candor of his government in explaining the causes of 
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the revolt and demonstrating the quality of the Russian justice system.  In fact, neither of 

these goals was met, and, more importantly, British elites reacted negatively to this 

deliberate abrogation of aristocratic privilege, believing that it further undermined the 

prestige of Russian nobles and encouraged widespread revolt among the masses.  

Disbrowe focused on the “idiocy” of any polity pointing out its own weaknesses, and 

criticized the Tsar’s failure to address the underlying enmity between the nobility and the 

crown, which would only be exacerbated by the reports of the arrests, interrogations and 

punishments of the conspirators.205  Clanwilliam, similarly, did not mince his words 

when he reported his concerns of widespread revolution to Canning.  The possibility of 

over-informing the “unenlightened” masses was politically irresponsible in the current 

European climate and courted disaster.206  Both ambassadors expressed opinions 

revealing anxieties peculiar to propertied elites and felt that the Tsar overstated the 

importance of demonstrating the openness of his court.  The information obtained 

through this unexpected Russian policy of transparency was useful for Canning’s 

rapprochement with Nicholas, but its risk violated the aristocratic sensibilities of the 

international elite. 

The Turgenev Affair demonstrated that a policy suitable to Russia was 

unacceptable when transferred to British soil.  Canning’s decision to deny the repatriation 

of one of the most prominent conspirators was in accordance with the legal precedents of 

the day, but had more to do with the Foreign Secretary’s reluctance to provoke the Whigs 

who protected Turgenev.  British aristocrats, especially those like the Whigs who saw 

themselves as the bulwark between oppressive despotism and chaotic democracy, were 

                                                 
205 Disbrowe to Canning, June 24, 1826/TNA: FO 65/150/54. 
206 Clanwilliam to Canning, January 16, 1826/TNA: FO 64/146/107. 



 97

not so committed to the vengeance of the Tsar that they would willingly sacrifice a 

gentleman to satisfy his revenge.  The pressure from St. Petersburg took the unvarying 

form of portraying Turgenev as an agent of provocation and discord whose revolutionary 

affinities would threaten the stability of the British Empire just as it had threatened 

Russia.  British elites were unconvinced, however, and instead of sowing revolution, the 

Russian expatriate settled into a life of study, producing some of the earliest and most 

important works on the political structures of his former homeland.  In Russia, Nikolai 

Turgenev was a dangerous revolutionary, but in London, he was a quiet, well respected 

historian.   

The juxtaposition of Great Britain and the Russian Empire in this thesis reveals 

two states that followed very different routes to political stability.  However, in the case 

of these two empires, this commitment to social equilibrium was respectively embedded 

in the most open and repressive polities of the nineteenth century.  While Great Britain 

achieved political stability by institutionalizing public opinion in Parliament through 

reform, Russia, particularly after the Decembrist revolt, focused even more on the 

systematic restriction of popular opinion and stronger authoritarian rule.         

The domestic stability achieved by these two empires inoculated them against one 

of the most contagious periods of political volatility in modern European history.  David 

Cannadine has mentioned that Great Britain was the most successful counter-

revolutionary state in Europe during this century, and to this category we must add 

Russia as well.207  Tsar Nicholas I accomplished this by constructing a reign that became 

famous, even by Russian standards, for its brutal repression.  Having come to the throne 
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in the midst of a widespread conspiracy and revolt, the Tsar relied on well practiced 

authoritarian measures to prevent unrest from metastasizing.  Nicholas had, by the 

1830’s, reinstituted strict censorship of the press and created the modern Russian 

incarnation of the secret police.208  The explosion of revolutions throughout the European 

continent in 1848 persuaded the autocrat to expand censorship and internal espionage as 

well as restrict foreign travel, prohibit the importation of books and even remove the 

study of law and philosophy from Russian universities.209  As a direct result of Nicholas’ 

policies, however repressive, the Russian Empire resisted even the smallest semblance of 

revolt and survived the age of liberal revolution intact.  The efforts of the Tsar during the 

tumultuous mid-nineteenth century illustrate one way in which a domestically stable 

society could protect itself from revolution, but the methods instituted by Nicholas were 

unable to be duplicated in Great Britain where the propertied elite found different ways to 

maintain its internal equilibrium. 

The period between the Decembrist Revolt and the year of revolutions in 1848 

demonstrated the success with which Great Britain sustained domestic stability through 

the institutionalization of public opinion via reform in parliament.  Beginning in 1828 

with the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts, propertied aristocrats in the House of 

Commons embarked on a legislative path that redefined and expanded citizenship by 

enfranchising first Dissenters, then Catholics, and finally much of the middle class in 

Great Britain.210  Popular antipathy toward the exclusion of Dissenters (Protestants who 

were not members of the Anglican Church) accumulated in the early nineteenth century 
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and British MPs and ministers found it harder to resist reform, worried that inaction 

would encourage drastic responses from the people.  Despite concerns from Tories like 

Peel regarding the implications inclusion, repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts passed 

in 1828.211  The extension of political enfranchisement to Dissenters opened the door for 

Catholic Emancipation in 1829.  Having unsuccessfully attempted to stifle Daniel 

O’Connell’s Catholic Association with repressive legislation, the British government was 

forced to watch as the election of 1826 returned several pro-Catholic candidates in 

Ireland with virtually no public outcry in England.212  Encouraged and eager to press their 

advantage, O’Connell’s supporters persuaded him to run against his Tory competitor, and 

to everyone’s great surprise, their champion won.  O’Connell’s election as an unseatable 

Catholic inevitably pushed Great Britain toward Catholic Emancipation in 1829 and 

announced that the government possessed the necessary constitutional apparatus to 

absorb public opinion and deliver appropriate reform.  The repeal of the Test and 

Corporation Acts and Catholic Emancipation paved the way for the Reform Act of 1832, 

which, while of immediate benefit to its aristocratic authors, would eventually expand 

citizenship to the British middle class.  By 1830, the momentum of public opinion and 

the idleness of Wellington’s ministry combined to spur the Whigs, who “came into office 

somewhat reluctantly in order to preserve property and aristocracy.”213  The Whigs 

keenly felt their responsibilities as aristocrats, specifically the necessity of maintaining 

domestic balance and averting revolution at all costs – even if this meant granting 

significant reform.  It took three separate attempts and a great deal of maneuvering upon 
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a shaky political foundation for the Grey ministry to pass reform, and when it did pass, it 

was with the understanding that the newly enfranchised upper-middle class would vote in 

such a way as to continue the dominance of the propertied elite.  At first, this was 

precisely the effect.  However, the long term consequence of the Reform Act of 1832 was 

the undermining of the Pocockian conception of balance.  The Reform Act transferred 

sovereignty to the House of Commons, where for the first time that institution embodied 

the popular will. 

   Perceptive Britons were aware of the potential for greater political change in 

Russia.  In the final paragraph of a letter written while attending Nicholas I’s coronation 

in Moscow on August 4, 1826, Ambassador Disbrowe concluded that “the late 

conspiracy failed from want of management and want of head to direct it and was too 

premature, but I think the seeds are sown which one day must produce important 

consequences.”214  The Decembrist Revolt revealed that ideas of balance could point in 

two potentially contradictory directions.  Canning, Disbrowe, and the rest of the Foreign 

Office believed that the social balance within the Russian Empire was badly disturbed by 

tsarist autocracy and would eventually find a way to recalibrate itself, perhaps violently.  

The commitment of elite Britons to preserving international stability through balance of 

power politics outweighed these concerns, however, and illustrated the ways in which the 

British government could choose between competing ideas of domestic and foreign 

stability.   
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