
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Exceptional Tyrant: Ivan the 
Terrible 

 
Charles J. Halperin 

2024 XI 



Article: The Exceptional Tyrant: Ivan the Terrible 

Royal Studies Journal (RSJ), 11, no. 2 (2024), 206. 

The Exceptional Tyrant: Ivan the Terrible 
 

Charles J. Halperin 
INDEPENDENT SCHOLAR 

 
Abstract: Even historians who disagree on the nature of Muscovite political culture agree that 
Tsar Ivan the Terrible (Ivan IV) (b. 1530, r. 1533–1584) was a tyrant, either as the 
personification of Muscovite authoritarianism or an exception to the Muscovite political 
culture of consensus. This article examines Ivan IV’s categorization as a tyrant within the 
context of which rulers are designated tyrants in world and Russian history; the changing 
meaning of the concept of “tyrant;” and the typologies of tyrants proposed by political 
scientists. Despite the often-subjective nature of applications of the term “tyrant,” historical 
studies and political science analyses offer valuable insights into the problem of Ivan IV as a 
tyrant. The ubiquity of tyrants impugns the credibility of arguing that Ivan IV was an 
exception as the only tyrant in Muscovite history. The variety of “tyrannical” behavior 
undermines the notion that to be a Russian tyrant a ruler had to imitate Ivan IV’s version of a 
tyrant, which drew upon his exceptionally charismatic and semiotic actions. The types of 
tyrant suggest that the supposed “continuity” of tyrants in Russian history may obscure more 
significant differences than similarities among Ivan IV’s successors. Rather than fixate on 
whether Ivan IV “was” or “was not” a tyrant, it is more productive to focus on Ivan IV’s 
behaviour as sometimes that of a tyrant, and sometimes not, and to explore the different 
perceptions of Ivan IV as a tyrant by different segments of Muscovite society, defined 
geographically or socially. 
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n popular discourse “tyrants” can be found not just in political offices but in all 
areas of human endeavour, serving as corporate CEOs, athletic coaches, university 
presidents, or just heads of families. Any person in a position of authority over 
other people can be a tyrant. This article focuses on one of the most infamous 

individual rulers ever called a “tyrant,” Ivan the Terrible (Ivan IV) (b. 1530, r. 1533–1584). 
Europeans labeled Ivan IV a tyrant during his own lifetime. Outside Russia, he has been 

I 



Article: The Exceptional Tyrant: Ivan the Terrible 

Royal Studies Journal (RSJ), 11, no. 2 (2024), 207. 

depicted as a tyrant ever since. Eventually many Russian authors agreed. A recent forum on 
Russia’s political culture revealed that even historians who agree that Ivan IV was a tyrant 
disagree on whether he was the embodiment of Muscovite political culture or an exception.1 
This dichotomy of opinion reflects the debate between the two major paradigms of Muscovite 
political culture in current historiography. The authoritarian school contends that the ruler 
dominated the lay and ecclesiastical elite. The consensual school asserts that the ruler 
cooperated with the elite.2 Whether Ivan IV was typical or exceptional as a tyrant resonates 
with these contending theories. This article will explore Ivan IV’s nature as a tyrant from 
several perspectives. Analysis of the history of the concept of tyrant shows that its meaning 
changed in response to circumstances. Political scientists have formulated typologies of 
different types of tyrants. Therefore, the continuity of tyrants in Russia may be more apparent 
than real. Examination of who qualifies as a tyrant in European history shows that tyrants 
were ubiquitous.3 Therefore, if Ivan IV was exceptional as the only tyrant in Muscovite history, 
then Europe was far more subject to tyrants than Muscovy, which would reverse the 
widespread interpretation of “Russian exceptionalism” as an authoritarian state in contrast 
to “democratic” Europe. On the other hand, the variety of tyrants in history impugns the 
notion that Ivan IV’s successors had to imitate his uniquely charismatic and semiotic behavior 
to qualify as a tyrant. Indeed, examination of other Eastern Slavic rulers deemed tyrants will 
demonstrate that Ivan IV was very likely not the only Russian early modern tyrant. Even so, 
as a tyrant or not Ivan IV would still more resemble contemporary European rulers than either 
his predecessors or successors. Rather than discard the concept of a tyrant entirely, historians 
need to “de-reify” it. Rather than fixate on whether Ivan IV “was” or “was not” a tyrant it is 

 
1 In the older periodisation Ivan IV’s reign belonged to the Muscovite period (1462–1689); in the newer 
periodisation, to the early modern period (1462–1801). 
2 Marshall Poe, “The Truth About Muscovy,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 3, no. 3 (Summer 
2002): 473–86; Valerie A. Kivelson, “On Words, Sources, and Historical Method: Which Truth About Muscovy?” 
Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 3, no. 3 (Summer 2002): 487–99; Charles J. Halperin, “Muscovy 
as a Hypertrophic State: A Critique,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 3, no. 3 (Summer 2002): 
501–7. Of course this is a simplification. The consensus school concedes that some coercion was utilised; the 
authoritarian school concedes that the central government lacked the ability to control everything. 
3 I share the view that ‘Europe’ is an intellectual construct. All ‘European’ countries did not evolve identically 
politically. In this article, I address the historiography that presupposes the existence of such a pattern. I do not 
compare Russian and ‘European’ history substantively. 
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more productive to focus on Ivan IV’s behaviour as sometimes that of a tyrant, sometimes not, 
and to explore the different perceptions of Ivan IV as a tyrant by different segments of 
Muscovite society, defined geographically or socially. In this way, the concept of tyrant can 
better our understanding of Ivan IV’s character and reign. 
 
Was Ivan IV as a Tyrant an Exception in Muscovy? 
In a recent forum on authority and power in Russia, Oleg Kharkhordin identified the 
combination of “almost limitless secular power and supreme spiritual authority” in one 
person as the key to Ivan IV’s bloody reign.4 Ivan IV’s main epistolary opponent, Prince Andrei 
Kurbskii, “adamantly defended the need to limit the tsar’s powers by advice from or 
deliberation with the aristocratic councils,” while Ivan IV insisted on eliminating aristocratic 
counsel entirely.5 German mercenaries “vividly described how a tyrant enjoyed the tortures 
and executions of those detained.” As autocrat (samoderzhets), Ivan IV insisted that he held the 
country in his own hands.6 In her comment on Kharkhordin’s presentation, Nancy Shields 
Kollmann opines that Kharkhordin erroneously generalizes about all Muscovite rulers from 
Ivan IV’s behaviour. Ivan IV’s oprichnina was a never-to-be-repeated exception.7 It did 
constitute an illegitimate “tyrannical concentration of secular and spiritual authority and 
power. No other Muscovite ruler so overstepped his lawful authority.”8 

Extrapolating, to Kharkhordin the unlimited authority of the Muscovite ruler was 

 
4 I will not engage Kharkhordin’s use of the word “exception.” In his theory, a ruler who was above the law was 
in a full-time “state of exception” in which he could use his absolute power for good or for tyranny. 
5 After he defected to Muscovy’s enemy Poland-Lithuania, Kurbskii exchanged letters with Ivan IV and wrote a 
history of his reign. A minority of specialists in Muscovite history, all outside Russia, consider these works 
forgeries. 
6 Oleg Kharkhordin, “Authority and Power in Russia,” Slavic Review 80, no. 3 (Fall 2021): 469–88, here 179–84, 
quotations 479, 480n.29, 482, 483n.38. During Ivan IV’s reign “autocrat” had multiple meanings. A ruler with 
unlimited authority was not the most salient. See Charles J. Halperin, “Ivan IV as Autocrat (samoderzhets),” Cahiers 
du monde russe 55, no. 3/4 (July-December 2014): 197–213. 
7 In 1565 Ivan IV established the oprichnina, a state-within-a-state, which he used to institute mass terror. The 
black-robed oprichniki (the armed corps of the oprichnina) rode black horses with dogs’ heads and brooms on their 
saddles. The dogs’ heads symbolised their status as “dogs of the tsar.” The brooms conveyed their mission to 
sweep treason from the realm. Ivan IV abolished the oprichnina in 1572. 
8 Nancy Shields Kollmann, “A Muscovite Republic?” Slavic Review 80, no. 3 (Fall 2021): 492–97, quotations 492, 493. 
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always at risk of serving tyranny. The best example of such a tyrant is Ivan IV. To Kollmann 
Ivan IV was the exception within Muscovite political history, not its personification. Ivan IV’s 
oprichnina was unique in Muscovy’s consensus-oriented political culture. Other Muscovite 
rulers did not imitate Ivan IV. Kharkhordin and Kollmann agree with each other and with 
contemporary foreigner accounts that Ivan IV was a tyrant. However, to Kharkhordin this was 
normative for a Russian ruler, to Kollmann this was an exception, at least in degree, for a 
Russian ruler. Kollmann never states and does not believe that Ivan IV was the only tyrant in 
Muscovite history. As a heuristic conceit, this article will explore the hypothetical theory that 
Ivan IV was an “exception” as a Muscovite tyrant. Before doing so, it is appropriate to outline 
the main features of Ivan IV’s reign. 
 
Historical Background: Ivan IV9 
Upon the death of his father, Vasilii III (b. 1479, r. 1505–1533), Ivan IV became Grand Prince of 
Muscovy in 1533 at the age of three. Ivan IV’s reign can conveniently be divided into four 
periods: his minority, the period of reforms, the oprichnina, and the post-oprichnina. His 
minority lasted from 1533 to 1547 when he became the first ruler of Moscow to be crowned 
tsar. Obviously, Ivan IV did not exercise much authority during most of his minority. During 
the period of “reforms” from 1547 to 1564, domestic policy, the central administration, and 
local government were reformed and a new law code was issued. In foreign policy, Muscovy 
conquered the Tatar Khanates of Kazan’ on the middle Volga River and Astrakhan’ on the 
lower Volga River. Ivan IV began an initially successful invasion of Livonia (modern-day 
Estonia and Latvia), and Muscovy acquired direct access to the Baltic Sea. How much Ivan IV 
contributed to policy during this period remains an open question. 

From 1565 to 1572 Ivan IV employed the oprichnina to impose a reign of terror on 
Muscovy. He launched a brutal punitive expedition against the northwest cities of his realm. 
Torture and executions abounded. Mass terror ceased with the abolition of the oprichnina in 
1572. During the last years of his reign, Ivan IV’s cruelty, arbitrariness, and violence abated 
but did not disappear. Muscovy lost the Livonian War as economic depression wracked the 
country. The European image of Ivan IV as a tyrant derives largely from war propaganda in 

 
9 Charles J. Halperin, Ivan the Terrible: Free to Reward and Free to Punish (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
2019). 



Article: The Exceptional Tyrant: Ivan the Terrible 

Royal Studies Journal (RSJ), 11, no. 2 (2024), 210. 

German and Latin during the Livonian War. The most influential sources by a Russian 
criticizing Ivan IV were not composed in Muscovy but in Poland-Lithuania by Kurbskii. Hostile 
war propaganda and Kurbskii’s self-serving autobiographical works later influenced modern 
historiography in Russia. Ivan IV’s reputation as a tyrant still dominates historical scholarship 
outside Russia. Overall judgments of his character and rule in Russia have frequently been 
ambivalent, oscillating from one extreme, tyrant, to another, statesman.10 The subjective 
element in characterizing a ruler as a tyrant, to which we now turn, facilitates that 
ambivalence. 
 
What Is a Tyrant? 
Despite the heterogeneity of definitions of tyrant and the often subjective, even arbitrary 
application of the term to rulers from ancient times to the early modern period, historical 
studies of tyrants provide a very useful context for understanding Ivan IV’s status as a tyrant. 
That tyrants are a universal element of history does not mean that all tyrants conform to a 
single model. Waller Newell declares that “tyranny is a permanent feature on the human 
landscape - found in every century” and in every region of the world.11 Any ruler with absolute 
power is a tyrant, regardless of his achievements.12 Mario Turchetti asserts that tyranny is “as 
old as the history of man” and “apparently omnipresent among human organized society.”13 
The definition of a “tyrant” was adapted to changing circumstances.14 That definition has not 
always been clear, consistent, or stable. Some passages in the Old Testament depicted all 
monarchs as tyrants.15 In its earliest usage in ancient Greece sometimes the term was neutral. 

 
10 Charles J. Halperin, “The Pendulum Swings: Ivan the Terrible in Russian Historiography,” Ulbandus Review 19 
(2022): 165–84. 
11 Waller Newell, Tyrants: A History of Power, Injustice and Terror (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016), v. 
Although this book lacks footnotes and is written in a distracting pop-culture idiom, the extensive bibliography 
of suggested readings attests to its scholarly foundation. 
12 Newell, Tyrants, 35. 
13 Mario Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2001), 
31, 991. Turchetti does not discuss tyrants, only tyranny and tyrannicide (Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de 
l’Antiquité à nos jours, 9). 
14 Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 9–21. 
15 Jennie Grillo, “‘A King Like the Other Nations,’” in Evil Lords: Theories and Representations of Tyranny from Antiquity 
to the Renaissance, ed. Nikos Panou and Hester Schadee (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 28–43; 
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A tyrant was a temporary and illegitimate ruler who assumed power to oppose the aristocracy. 
However, not all tyrants opposed the aristocracy. One type of tyrant was elected as a short-
term dictator. Although such definitions of a tyrant did not judge his behaviour, soon 
discussion of tyrants highlighted their personal evil. Any oppressive ruler was deemed a 
tyrant. Aristotle and others defined all monarchs who governed for their own self-interest, 
rather than the general good, as lawless tyrants. Although rare, a tyrant was not always 
lawless. Some tyrants, even if inadvertently, served the general good. An illegitimate usurper 
tyrant might legitimize himself by ruling justly in the common interest. On the other hand, a 
legitimate monarch who inherited his throne could become a tyrant by acting like one. A 
tyrant could rule with or without the consent of his subjects, if without such consent by force, 
if with it by deceit. Any ruler who enjoyed absolute authority was above the law and therefore 
a tyrant.16 Aristotle defined a tyrant as a ruler who treated the state as his private property 
and his subjects as slaves.17 According to Tacitus, Roman emperors did exactly that.18 There 
was a strong anti-monarchical discourse in republican Rome.19 In early Byzantine thought any 
arbitrary or unjust ruler could be accused of being a tyrant. Those who sought to usurp the 
throne were tyrants, unless they succeeded, which indicated divine approval.20 In Carolingian 
texts, the concept of tyrant was legal and moral.21 Rather than making “tyrant” and “king” 
synonyms, some medieval thinkers made then antonyms. Because a king was by definition 
“good,” a “bad king” became an oxymoron. However, if a people were incapable of benefitting 
from a good king, then a bad king was defensible.22 

During the Renaissance authors adapted Aristotle’s definition of a tyrant as a ruler who 

 

Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 197–98. 
16 Nino Luraghi, “The Discourse of Tyranny and the Greek Roots of the Bad King,” in Evil Lords, 12–27; Brecht 
Buekenhout, “Aristotle and the Preservation of Tyranny,” Classical Philology 116, no. 1 (January 2021): 102–12. 
17 On Classical Greece see Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 31–123. 
18 Hester Schadee and Nikos Panou, “Introduction: Tyranny and Bad Rule in the Premodern West,” in Evil Lords, 2. 
19 Yelena Baraz, “Discourse of Kingship in Late Republican Invective,” in Evil Lords, 44–61. On Rome see Turchetti, 
Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 124–84. 
20 John Haldon and Nikos Panou, “Tyrannos baileus,” in Evil Lords, 100–19. 
21 Sumi Shimahara, “Evil Lord and the Devil: Tyrants and Tyranny in Carolingian Texts,” in Evil Lords, 120–37. 
22 Cary J. Nederman, “There Are No ‘Bad Kings’: Tyrannical Characters and Evil Counselors in Medieval Political 
Thought,” in Evil Lords, 138–57. On the Middle Ages, see Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 
217–90. 
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puts his own interests above those of his kingdom by applying it to any ruler who professed to 
owning the persons and property of his subjects.23 Some Renaissance authors simply 
contradicted themselves, sometimes treating all rulers as tyrants, sometimes not.24 
Machiavelli criticized all Italian princes for seeking their own interest, not the common good, 
which fits Aristotle’s definition.25 However, according to Gabriele Pedullà, Machiavelli did not 
use the word “tyrant” in The Prince, preferring a euphemism, “new prince.” Machiavelli did 
use the term “tyrant” in his Discourses, where he distinguished good from evil princes. 
Therefore, not all princes were tyrants.26 During the Reformation and Catholic Reformation 
religion determined the perception of tyrants. Catholics considered Protestant rulers tyrants, 
while Protestants considered Catholic rulers tyrants. Religious toleration was itself the mark 
of a tyrant. The sixteenth-century French Wars of Religion demonstrate the widespread use 
of tyrant accusations. Lucien Bély’s observation that French anti-royal Catholics were 
“obsessed with tyranny” fits all sides in the conflict. Outside France this paradigm resulted in 
the creation of the “black legend” of Spanish tyranny.27 Note that entire categories of rulers 
were classified as tyrants based upon religion, descent, or geography. What Glenn Burgess 
writes of the reign of Charles I in England probably applies to all of Europe. Even in decades 
when authors did not discuss tyrants, “the doctrine of tyrant remained readily available and 

 
23 Marshall T. Poe, “A People Born to Slavery”. Russia in Early Modern European Ethnography, 1476-1748 (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2000), 152–57. 
24 Hester Schadee, “‘I Don’t Know Who You Call Tyrants’: Debating Evil Lords in Quattrocento Humanism,” in Evil 
Lords, 173–91. On the Renaissance see Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 291–365. 
25 Roger Boesche, Theories of Tyranny from Plato to Arendt (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1996), 124. 
26 Gabriele Pedullà, “Machiavelli’s Prince and the Concept of Tyranny,” in Evil Lords, 191–210. See also Boesche, 
Theories of Tyranny from Plato to Arendt, 111–65; Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 350–55. 
27 Robert v. Friedeburg, “Introduction, ” in Murder and Monarchy: Regicide in European History, 1300-1800, ed. Robert 
von Friedeburg (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire, England: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 11, 26; Conal Condren, 
“The Office of Rule and the Rhetorics of Tyrannicide in Medieval and Early-Modern Europe: An Overview,” in 
Murder and Monarchy, 57–59; Mark Greengrass, “Regicide, Martyrs and Monarchical Authority in France in the 
Wars of Religion,” in Murder and Monarchy, 176–92; Teresa Malinowski, “L’Expérience Polonaise d’Henri III dans 
les Écrits de la Ligue: un Réquisitoire contre le Valois Tyran,” in Le Prince, le despot, le tyran: figures du souverain en 
Europe de la Renaissance aux Lumières, ed. Myriam-Isabelle Ducrocq and Laïla Ghermani (Paris: Honoré Champion 
Éditeur, 2019), 95–112; Lucien Bély, “Murder and Monarchy in France,” in Murder and Monarchy, 195–211, 
quotation 198. On the Reformation see Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 374–511. 
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known.”28 This rich history of tyrants in history renders implausible any notion that Muscovy 
could have escaped the phenomenon entirely or endure only one tyrant-ruler. At the same 
time, the flexibility and subjectivity of the concept permits historians to reach mutually 
exclusive conclusions on whether a specific ruler was a tyrant. 

Determining if a ruler ruled by force or consensus is not always as easy as these authors 
imply. If a tyrant gained his subjects’ consent via duplicity, then his subjects would not 
perceive him as a tyrant. This possibility mitigates the probative value of the contention of 
some Russian apologists of Ivan IV who contend, relying upon a selective interpretation of 
Russian folklore, that if the “people” (narod) held a positive view of his rule, then he could not 
be a tyrant.29 Suffice it to say that tyrants usually insist that they are acting for the general 
welfare, not private motives. Tyrants often claimed popular consent even when they ruled by 
coercion. Finally, rulers could switch between methods of social control or utilise both 
simultaneously. 

Discussions of tyrants by political scientists have never been brought to bear on the 
question of whether Ivan IV was a tyrant. They, too, provide useful insights for an analysis of 
Ivan IV’s reign. Political scientists have delineated several types of tyrants.30 Machiavelli 
distinguished static tyrants who sought only to preserve their own power in their own states 
from mobilising tyrants who needed the consent and assistance of the masses to undertake 
territorial expansion.31 Franz Neumann identifies three types of tyrants. Simple tyrants were 
predictable and corresponded to Machiavelli’s static tyrants. Caesaristic tyrants sought 
popular support, matching Machiavelli’s mobilising tyrants. Totalitarian tyrants may or may 
not be Caesaristic.32 Like Neumann, Newell delineates three types of tyrants. The garden 
variety tyrant (Nero, Franco, Duvalier, Mubarak) treats his country as private property, even 
if his country sometimes benefits from his rule. This type derives from Aristotle’s exposition. 
The reformer-tyrant (Alexander the Great, Caesar, Louis XIV, Henry VIII, Napoleon, Ataturk, 

 
28 Glenn Burgess, “Regicide: The Execution of Charles I and English Political Thought,” in Murder and Monarchy, 
215. 
29 See Maureen Perrie, The Image of Ivan the Terrible in Russian Folklore (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1987). 
30 Boesche, Theories of Tyranny from Plato to Arendt, 1–110. 
31 Boesche, Theories of Tyranny from Plato to Arendt, 163. 
32 Boesche, Theories of Tyranny from Plato to Arendt, 396. 
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Nebuchadnezzar) tries to improve his country. His subjects may not perceive him as a tyrant. 
After the Renaissance, reformer-tyrants built modern states. Newell does not list Ivan IV as a 
tyrant but does mention that Ivan IV began the Russian adaptation of Byzantine 
Caesaropapism. This assertion is consistent with Kharkhordin’s encapsulation of Ivan IV‘s 
political ideology.33 So-called enlightened despots fall into the category of reformer-tyrants. 
Finally, the millenarian-tyrant (Hitler, Stalin, Castro) pursues revolutionary change via a 
totalitarian state, easily equated to Neumann’s totalitarian tyrants. Because Newell’s 
millenarian-tyrants only arose during the French Revolution,34 they would have been 
unknown to Machiavelli. Boesche’s list of mobilising tyrants, Alexander the Great, Julius 
Caesar, and Oliver Cromwell, however, fits Machiavelli’s definition of expansionist tyrants. 
Despite Newel, they predate the French Revolution. The very variety of tyrant types according 
to political scientists should lead historians to be more cautious in describing both a sixteenth-
century and a twenty-first century ruler as a “tyrant.” The seeming similarity of authoritarian 
rule subsumed under the term “tyrant” may mask far greater dissimilarities in type of tyrant. 
Moreover, some criteria of a tyrant may be difficult to apply. That a tyrant is someone who 
leads his country into unnecessary wars or wars without just cause sounds objective .35 
However, who determines if a war was necessary or unjust remains problematic. 
Differentiating reform from revolutionary tyrants also poses problems. What seems like a 
revolutionary change to contemporaries may in retrospect have been a reform, and vice versa. 
I will return to the question of which category or categories of tyrant fit Ivan IV below. 

For all that, the lists of ruler-tyrants that could be generated from the works of 
historians and political scientists are largely congruent. Definitions aside, on the whole 
scholars of both disciplines know a tyrant when they see one. However, contemporary and 
scholarly judgments differ in individual cases. Aside from confessional identifications of 
tyrants, in which Protestants and Catholics held mutually exclusive views, two designations 
of tyrants stand out as the most contested, both in ancient history. The first pertains to 
Alexander the Great.36 The second case is Julius Caesar, which has unintended consequences. 

 
33 Newell, Tyrants, 80. 
34 Newell, Tyrants, 3–5, 94, 119. 
35 Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 340–41, 499. 
36 Isabelle Ducrocq and Laïla Ghermani, “Introduction,” in Le Prince, le despot, le tyran, 25; Christine Sukic, “‘We Have 
Made a God of our owne Bloud’: Alexander the Great as Hero and Tyrant on the Early Modern Stage,” in Le Prince, le 
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If Caesar was not a tyrant, then Brutus might be. However, some authors think both were 
tyrants.37 Still, no author on tyrants would disagree that tyrants were and are a feature of the 
history of all countries in all periods. Looking at ancient, medieval, and early modern 
European history, it seems safe to say that no monarchy was totally free of tyrants. Nor were 
people, at least authors, ever free from fear of tyrants. In studying tyranny, authors name 
tyrants, or at least rulers accused of being tyrants. Newell at first adduces Alexander the Great, 
Julius Caesar, Louis XIV, Henry VIII, and Napoleon as reformer tyrants. He then adds Elizabeth 
I,38 Louis IX, Peter the Great, Frederick the Great and Catherine the Great.39 His 
“representative” tyrant list is not intended to be exhaustive. It omits Ivan IV, who was clearly 
a tyrant in Newel’s view.40 If Ivan IV was an exception among Muscovite rulers because he was 
a tyrant, then Muscovy would have been an extraordinary exception to a universal historical 
phenomenon. 
 
Who Was a Tyrant in Ancient, Medieval, and Early Modern Europe 
For a better overall appreciation of which rulers have been depicted as tyrants we may consult 
a multi-authored anthology entitled Great Leaders, Great Tyrants? Thirty-six professional 
historians treat fifty-two leaders.41 Not all the “leaders” were rulers. The editor, Arnold 
Blumberg, who presumably made the selection, found tyrants in all times and all places. Only 
David M. Crowe, discussing Mikhail Gorbachev, alluded to the original meaning of “tyrant” in 

 

despot, te tyran, 113–28; Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 106. 
37 Condren, “The Office of Rule Rule and the Rhetorics of Tyrannicide in Medieval and Early-Modern Europe,” 56; 
Ducrocq and Ghermani, “Introduction,” 24; Susan Levin, “From King Log to Despot: The Turning Point of 
Varennes in the Republican Press,” in Le Prince, le despot, le tyran, 274–75; Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de 
l’Antiquité à nos jours, 145, 151–53, 174, 279–80, 302, 327, 499. 
38 Gyles Fletcher might have been shocked at Elizabeth I’s inclusion on the list of tyrants; see below. 
39 Newell, Tyrants, 3–5, 94. He added that because Peter the Great and Catherine the Great inherited the throne 
legally, technically they did not qualify as reforming tyrants/charismatic usurpers/revolutionaries (Newell, 
Tyrants, 119). This overlooks the qualification that a legitimate ruler could become a tyrant via tyrannical 
behaviour. 
40 Newell, Tyrants, 80. 
41 Arnold Blumberg, ed., Great Leaders, Great Tyrants? Contemporary Views of World Rulers Who Made History (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood Press, 1995). 
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antique Greece.42 The book was designed for undergraduate students. Each contributor 
presented the case for and against labelling a specific person as a “tyrant,” leaving the 
ultimate decision up to the reader. By definition, a serious case can be made that each leader 
was a tyrant. For the sake of argument we will assume that they were all guilty as charged.43 
One entry raises an intriguing qualification. Leopold II, King of Belgium, was a constitutional 
monarch at home but an absolute monarch, ergo tyrant, in the Congo Free State.44 Thus a ruler 
may be a leader in some places but a tyrant elsewhere, as Jean Bodin already knew.45 I will 
apply this distinction to Ivan IV below. 

Great Leaders, Great Tyrants? includes the following non-East Slavic (Russian and 
Ukrainian) tyrants from medieval and early modern Europe in approximate chronological 
order: Richard II,46 Richard III,47 Henry VIII,48 Charles V,49 Elizabeth I,50 Philip II,51 Charles I 

 
42 David M. Crowe, “Mikhail Sergeevich Gorbachev (1931-), General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union” in ed. Blumberg, Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 99. 
43 When convenient I have supplied references to additional scholarly publications. 
44 Arnold Blumberg, “Leopold II (1835-1909), King of the Belgians” in ed. Blumberg, Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 
159–63. 
45 Mario Turchetti, “La Leçon de Jean Bodin (1530-1596) sur la Distinction ‘Vitale’, oubliée, entre Despotisme et 
Tyrannie,” in Le Prince, le despot, le tyran, 64. 
46 George B. Stow, “Richard II (1367-1400), King of England” in ed. Blumberg, Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 276–82. 
According to Christine Carpenter, “Resisting and Deposing Kings in England in the Thirteenth, Fourteenth and 
Fifteenth Centuries,” in Murder and Monarchy, 99–121, during the War of the Roses both sides habitually identified 
rulers from the other as tyrants. 
47 William B. Robison, “Richard III (1452-1485), King of England” in ed. Blumberg, Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 286–
89. 
48 W.M. Spellman, “Henry VIII (1491-1547), King of England” in Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 102–8. However, 
according to Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 395, most of his subjects perceived Henry 
VIII as a nationalist, opposing foreign (papal) interference in English affairs. 
49 Eleanor L. Turk, “Charles V (1500-1558), Holy Roman Emperor” in ed. Blumberg, Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 
45–51. 
50 Clifton W. Potter, “Elizabeth I (1533-1603)” in ed. Blumberg, Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 65–71. Cf. James Burns, 
“Pro Me Si Mereor In Me: Kingdom and Tyranny in Scotland, 1437-1587,” in Murder and Monarchy, 149: Mary Stuart, 
whose enemies considered her a tyrant in Scotland, was ordered executed by Elizabeth I, whose subjects 
considered her a tyrant. 
51 Paul L. Hauben, “Philip II of Habsburg (1527-1598)” in ed. Blumberg, Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 248–54 Hauben, 
“Philip II of Habsburg (1527-1598)” in ed. Blumberg, 248-254. 
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(Stuart),52 Oliver Cromwell (a ruler but not a hereditary monarch),53 and Louis XIV.54 There is 
little doubt that Newell would accept everyone named here as a tyrant. In addition, we may 
note that failed Visigothic rebel would-be kings were called tyrants, unless they were 
successful.55 In fifteenth-century French politics the metaphor of the tyrant “played a very big 
role.”56 If Charles I (Stuart) makes the list, then surely James II (Stuart) belongs too.57 Any 
catalog of tyrant rulers has to include Renaissance Italian dukes or princes, such as Cesare 
Borgia or Lorenzo de Medici.58 Swedish King Erik XIV’s insanity made him a tyrant.59 The 
eighteenth century had no lack of tyrants.60 If ancient, medieval, and early modern Europe had 
a surfeit of tyrants, it is difficult, again, to believe that Ivan IV was alone as an outlier as a 
tyrant in early modern Russia. 

 
Who Was a Tyrant in Early Modern Ukraine and Russia 
The East Slavic candidates as tyrants in Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, other than Ivan IV, are 
not all equally obvious choices: Bohdan Khmel’nyts’kyi, Stenka Razin, Peter the Great, 
Catherine the Great, Petr Stolypin, and Stalin. Khmel’nyts’kyi was elected Hetman of the 
supposedly democratic Ukrainian Cossacks, but he was a ruler, unlike Russian Cossack ataman 
(commander) Razin,61 and Stolypin, a minister under the last Tsar, Nicholas II. The book omits 

 
52 Gerald W. Morton, “Charles I (1600-1649), King of England, Scotland and Ireland” in ed. Blumberg, Great Leaders, 
Great Tyrants?, 38–44. See also Burgess, “Regicide,” 212–26; Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité a nos 
jours, 583–85, 587–90. 
53 Arnold Blumberg “Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658) Lord Protector of the Commonwealth” in ed. Blumberg, Great 
Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 52–57. 
54 Andrew Trout, “Louis XIV (1638-1715), King of France” in ed. Blumberg, Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 164–69. 
55 J. N. Hillgarth, “Murder and Monarchy in the Visigothic Kingdoms,” in Murder and Monarchy, 75–82. 
56 Neithard Bulst, “France in the Fifteenth Century,” in Murder and Monarchy, 122–35 (quotation 128). 
57 Burns, “Pro Me Si Mereor In Me,” 150. 
58 Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours, 344, 356–64. 
59 Turchetti, Tyrannie et tyrannicide de l’Antiquité à nos jours includes among rulers accused of being tyrants Philip 
of Macedon (106), Tiberius (142, 176), Marc Anthony (145), medieval anti-papal Holy Roman Emperors (238), 
twelfth-century English local and regional rulers (256n.1), and William of Orange (465). 
60 Volker Sellin, “The Breakdown of the Rule of Law: A Comparative View of the Deposition of George III, Louis 
XVI and Napoleon I,” in Murder and Monarchy, 259–83. 
61 The list does not include Russian Cossack ataman Emel’ian Pugachev, mentioned below, another pretender to 
the throne. 
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Emperor Paul I, assassinated in 1801 as a tyrant. Curiously, Lenin failed to make the list. On 
chronological grounds I have excluded from this discussion Stolypin and Stalin. The easy 
initial conclusion is that Ivan IV’s “exceptional” status cannot be sustained in comparison with 
these examples. 

Alexander Sydorenko praises Hetman Bohdan Khmel’nyts’kyi (b. 1596, r. 1648–1657), 
the father of Ukrainian independence, for leading the Ukrainian Cossack rebellion against 
Polish rule. However, Sydorenko accuses him of betraying Ukrainian commoners and killing 
more Jews than anyone prior to Hitler. Poles and Jews consider Khmel’nyts’kyi a bloodthirsty 
tyrant.62 Sydorenko thereby advances a qualification analogous to that we saw for Leopold: a 
ruler was a tyrant to some people but not others. The division for Leopold was geographic, at 
home versus abroad in a colony. For Khmel’nyts’kyi the division was ethnic and religious, 
Poles and Jews versus Ukrainians. As we shall see, this distinction also fits Ivan IV. Apparently 
Ukrainian commoners did not label Khmel’nyts’kyi a tyrant for betraying them. 

Stenka Razin, as discussed by Harry Piotrowski, led a failed Cossack rebellion in 
Muscovy in 1670–1671. He was hardly a ruler. Leaving aside whether he was a tyrant, this 
chapter is of interest for what it says about someone else. According to Piotrowski, Razin 
fought against Russia’s “triumphant autocratic tradition.”63 Within the context of Great 
Leaders, Great Tyrants? Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich (b. 1629, r. 1645–1676) could be deemed a 
tyrant. Aleksei hardly looked the tyrant during the 1649 Moscow uprising that coerced him 
into dismissing his closest advisor. However, Aleksei later repressed the Razin uprising, 
arranged the deposition of Nikon, Patriarch of Moscow (the head of the Russian Orthodox 
Church),64 and persecuted the Old Believers who opposed Nikon’s liturgical reforms. 
Therefore, at different stages of his reign Aleksei ruled first by consensus and then as a tyrant 
by coercion. This pattern strongly parallels Ivan IV’s reign. 

Piotrowski presents Peter the Great (b. 1672, r. 1682–1725) as a heavy-handed 
autocratic ruler who utilised cultural Westernization to enhance the Muscovite hypertrophic 
state. He strengthened serfdom. He did all he could to preclude the development in Russia of 
interest groups that might have checked state power such as a viable bourgeoisie. As a tyrant, 

 
62 Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 133–39. 
63 Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 265–75; quotations 268, 269, 272, 275. 
64 In 1589 the metropolitan of Moscow, head of the Russian Orthodox Church, was elevated to the rank of 
patriarch; see below on Metropolitan Filipp. 
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Peter the Great destroyed traditional Russia. His policies toward the Russian Orthodox Church 
led the Old Believers to consider him the Anti-Christ. “Peter’s overriding concern was the 
state,” but he failed to achieve stability. According to Piotrowski, the Petrine regime, with “its 
reliance on force, military might, secret police, arbitrariness, and an antagonistic relationship 
to the outside world, continued to exist until the end of the twentieth century.”65 Peter the 
Great’s devotion to the state disqualifies him as a tyrant according to Aristotle’s definition, 
but otherwise he emerges from Piotrowski’s analysis as a full-blown tyrant. The Anti-Christ is 
virtually an apocalyptic tyrant. That the tyrannical “Petrine regime ... continued to exist until 
the end of the twentieth century” taints all of Peter the Great’s Romanov, Soviet, and post-
Soviet (at least up to 1995, when this anthology was published) successors as tyrants, 
consistent with Kharkhordin’s point of view. 

Arnold Blumberg praises Catherine the Great’s (Catherine II, b. 1729, r. 1762–1796) 
achievements. He observes that to the philosophes “tyranny was not regarded as evil, provided 
that it was adopted for the good of a sovereign’s subjects,” as was Catherine the Great’s case. 
Her successors continued her anti-Jewish policy.66 Catherine the Great, like Peter the Great, is 
a perfect example of Newell’s reformer/tyrant. 

Other than Ivan IV, Great Leaders, Great Tyrants? encompasses one early modern 
Ukrainian leader, Hetman Khmel’nyts’kyi, one Muscovite tsar, Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich (by 
my interpretation), and two eighteenth-century early modern Russian rulers, Emperor Peter 
the Great and Empress Catherine the Great. The 1773-1775 rebellion of the Cossack Emel’ian 
Pugachev was repressed by Catherine the Great with even greater violence than that of Razin 
during Aleksei Mikhailovich’s reign. If we do no more than accept these leaders as tyrants, 
leaving aside Piotrowski’s obiter dictum concerning Peter the Great’s successors to 1995, then 
depicting Ivan IV as the only Muscovite or early modern Russian ruler-tyrant cannot be 

 
65 Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 233–41, quotation 240. Nancy S. Kollmann, “Torture in the Hoover Library,” 
Canadian-American Slavic Studies 45, no. 4 (November 2022), 436, 442, describes Peter the Great as the first ruler in 
‘Muscovite history’ to stage what Foucault called a “spectacle of suffering,” surely the action of a tyrant, the mass 
public torture and execution of the musketeers (strel’tsy) after their revolt. In so doing, she adds, Peter the Great 
broke with “Muscovite tradition.” Ivan IV’s 1570 public torture and executions in Moscow might well have earned 
him that accolade. If Ivan IV’s actions became part of the “Muscovite tradition,” then Peter the Great was not 
violating that tradition. Alternatively, both Ivan IV and Peter the Great could have been violating “Muscovite 
tradition.” 
66 Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 27–31, here 27, 29, 30. 
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sustained. 
 
Ivan the Terrible as a Tyrant 
Europeans began demonising Ivan IV as a tyrant during his reign, but no one has ever asked 
when Russians first applied that term to Ivan IV. The first Russian, but not in Russia, to 
designate Ivan IV as a muchitel’, frequently translated as “tyrant” and vice versa in Muscovite 
texts, was Kurbskii.67 During Ivan IV’s reign no Muscovite in Russia called him a tyrant, 
whether Ivan IV violated Muscovite political culture or not. The second source which 
putatively employed the term is the vita of Metropolitan Filipp, murdered at Ivan IV’s order. 
This text is usually dated to the 1590s during the reign of Ivan IV’s son Tsar Fedor Ivanovich. 
In the Tulupov Redaction Filipp criticizes Ivan IV by asserting that he was authorised by God 
to do justice, not, in my translation, to achieve the “status of tormentor” (ne muchitel’skii san’ 
derzhati).68 David Goldfrank translates this phrase as “not to hold the rank of tyrant.”69 This 
passage does not occur in the Kolychev Redaction, but it called Maliuta Skuratov, Ivan IV’s 
oprichnik henchman who committed the assassination, a muchitel’.70 In Orthodox Christian 
discourse a “tormentor” was someone who killed a saint, which fits Skuratov prophetically 
because Filipp was canonized in 1652. Probably different monks compiled the two redactions, 
but even so it seems plausible that the phrase “status of a muchitel’ ” was meant to convey the 
technical meaning of “tormentor,” “hagiocide” (my neologism), not the generic “tyrant.” No 
ambiguity attaches to the composition of the scribe Grigorii Kotoshikhin, who fled Muscovy 
for Sweden during the reign of Aleksei Mikhailovich to avoid imprisonment. In his account of 
Aleksei Mikhailovich’s reign he declares that Ivan IV ruled “in a tyrannical manner” (tiranskim 
obychaem).71 Ivan IV punished his own subjects, imposed much “torment” (muchitel’stvo) on 

 
67 Prince A. M. Kurbsky’s History of Ivan IV, ed. J. L. I. Fennell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), applied 
the word “muchitel” to Ivan IV (220–21, 228-29, 230–31, 292–93 [twice]), Vasilii III (256–57 [three times], 258–59), 
and to others (176–77, 184–85) such as the Mongol conqueror Batu who executed the later canonised Prince 
Mikhail of Chernigov. Fennell’s translation impedes locating these usages. He translated muchitel as “torturer” 
or “tormentor” by context, and twice translated unrelated phrases as “torturer” or “tormentor” (238–39, 292–
93). 
68 I. A. Lobakova, Zhitie mitropolita Filippa. Issledovanie i tektsy (St. Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 2006), 188. 
69 I wish to thank David Goldfrank for consultation. 
70 Lobakova, Zhitie mitropolita Filippa, 223. 
71 Grigorii Kotoshikhin, O Rossii v tsarstvovanie Alekseia Mikhailovicha. 4th ed. (St. Petersburg: Tipografiia Glavnago 
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Russian princes, boyars, and commoners, and killed his own son.72 A marginal note informs 
readers wishing more information to consult (the publications of) Peter Petreius. Kotoshikhin 
uses what became the standard Russian cognate for “tyrant,” tiran. Petreius (Peer Peerson) 
was a Swedish diplomat who visited Muscovy during the first decade of the seventeenth 
century. Kotoshikhin borrowed his depiction of Ivan IV as a tyrant from Petreius.73 

An ample number of texts composed in Muscovy between 1598, the death without heir 
of Ivan IV’s son Tsar Fedor, and 1689, the accession of Peter the Great, display a highly critical, 
not to say hostile, attitude toward Ivan IV.74 Nevertheless, except for the ambiguous phrase in 
the Tulupov Redaction of the vita of Metropolitan Filipp, not one characterises Ivan IV as a 

 

upravleniia udelov, 1906), 1. Cf. Russia in the Age of Aleksei Mikhailovich, tr. Benjamin Phillip Urof, ed. Marshal Poe 
(Warsaw/Berlin: De Gruyter Open 2014), 29, “like a tyrant.” 
72 Historians do not agree on whether Ivan IV was responsible for the death of his son Tsarevich Ivan. See Paul 
Bushkovitch, “Possevino and the Death of Tsarevich Ivan Ivanovich,” Cahiers du monde russe 55, no. 1/2 (January-
June 2014): 119–34. 
73 A. Shemiakin, tr., Petr Petrei di Erlezunda, “Istoriia o velikom kniazhestve Moskovskom, proiskhozhdenii 
velikikh russkikh kniazei, nedavnykh smutakh, proizvedennykh tam tremia Lzhedimitriiami i o Moskovskikh 
zakonakh, nravakh, pravlenii, vere i obriadakh,” Chteniia v Imperatorskom Obshchestve istorii i drevnostei rossiiskikh 
pri Moskovskom universitete, 1866, Pt 1, v. 56, 120, 121, 126. The word tiran was first used in Muscovy after Ivan IV 
established the oprichnina in 1565 by the monk Zinovii Otenskii in his refutation of the heretical views of Feodosii 
Kosoi, but without reference to a specific ruler. Any unjust ruler is a tiran. See Inok Zinovii, Istiny pokazanie k 
voprosivshim o novom uchenii (Kazan’: Universitskoe izdatel’stvo, 1863), 376 cited in N. M. Zolotukhina, Zinovii 
Otenskii o vlasti, prave i pravosudii (Moscow: Norma Infra-M, 2013), 162, 167, 242–44, who proposes that here and in 
an epistle to two monks imprisoned at Ivan IV’s orders in the Solovetskii Monastery Zinovii was undoubtedly 
referring to Ivan IV as a tiran. Zinovii did not name Ivan IV as a tyrant in the epistle either. Whether Zinovii meant 
that Ivan IV was a tyrant remains an open question. The boyar Vasilii Shuiskii ruled briefly as tsar during the 
“Time of Troubles” (Smutnoe vremia), an interregnum between the death of the last Muscovite ruler of the 
Daniilovich clan, Ivan IV’s son Fedor Ivanovich, in 1598 and the accession of the first Romanov tsar in 1619, 
characterised by mass social unrest and foreign intervention. In the first half of the seventeenth century Ivan 
Khvorostinin depicted Shuiskii as a tiran. Russkaia istoricheskaia biblioteka, v. 13 (St. Petersburg: 
Arkheograficheskaia kommissiia, Tipografiia I. N. Skorokhodov, 1891), col. 546: the people lived “under tyranny” 
(v tiranstve) under Shuiskii. 
74 Charles J. Halperin, “How Quickly They Forgot: Ivan IV in Muscovite Historical Memory,” Vestnik Sankt-
Peterburgskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, seriia 2: Istoriia, 2018, v. 63, no. 1, 223–43. This article did not discuss 
the Extract on the Second Marriage (Vypis’ o vtorom brake) of Grand Prince Vasilii III, which also criticised Ivan IV 
but did not call him a tormentor. See A. A. Zimin, “Vypis’ o vtorom brake Vasiliia III,” Trudy otdela drevnerusskoi 
literatury 30 (1976): 132–48. 



Article: The Exceptional Tyrant: Ivan the Terrible 

Royal Studies Journal (RSJ), 11, no. 2 (2024), 222. 

tyrant. It is at least curious, and perhaps more, that the two Russians from Ivan IV’s lifetime 
through the seventeenth century who unambiguously called him a tyrant, Kurbskii and 
Kotoshikhin, did so from outside Muscovy. Nikolai Karamzin’s History of the Russian State, 
published in the first half of the nineteenth century, like Kotoshikhin, uses the modern term 
tiran for tyrant and tirantstvo for “tyranny.” He also used muchitel’ and muchitel’stvo to mean 
tyranny and tyrant. He described both Ivan IV’s mother and Muscovite puppet khan of Kazan’ 
Shah Ali as tyrants.75 Karamzin used foreign accounts of Ivan IV’s reign but was also very 
dependent upon Kurbskii’s History. Karamzin’s History was so popular that its periodisation of 
Ivan IV’s reign into a “good” (reforms) half and then a “bad” (oprichnina) half became standard 
in Imperial Russia. His designation of Ivan IV as a tyrant, on the other hand, did not. 

Whether Ivan IV was an “exceptional tyrant” depends upon the definition of the term. 
Ivan IV’s reign was exceptionally violent in comparison to the reigns of his predecessors and 
successors. It is a moot point, however, if violence eo ipso makes Ivan IV (or any ruler) a tyrant. 
As we have seen, the Razin and Pugachev revolts made Aleksei Mikhailovich’s and Catherine 
the Great’s reigns highly violent. None of Ivan IV’s successors except Stalin imitated the 
oprichnina in its political use of mass terror. They could have decided not to do so because they 
thought that the oprichnina had failed, or that it succeeded, or that it was too violent, or that 
it was “illegal,” but we have no evidence.76 Given the eclectic use of the term, it would not be 
productive to insist that no early modern Russian ruler could be called a tyrant unless he (or 
she) copied the oprichnina. Not all contemporary Muscovite sources during Ivan IV’s reign even 
portrayed the oprichnina as illegitimate. Some sources did depict its catastrophically violent 
consequences, but others treated it as no more than a fact of life.77 Ivan IV’s other 
idiosyncrasies, such as marrying seven times or installing a converted Mongol descendant of 

 
75 N. M. Karamzin, Istoriia gosudarstva Rossiiskago, ed. P. N. Polevoi (St. Petersburg: Izdanie Evg. Evdokimova, 1892), 
VIII: 6 (muchitel’stvo meaning “tyranny,” not “hagiocide”), 27 (Elena Glinskaia), 50, 51–52, 82 (Shah ali); ix: 3–4, 
14, 25, 78, 79, 85, 91, 107n.329 (quoting a foreign source), 131, 143–44, 164, 143–44, 168, 198, 270, 273 (Russia 
suffered more from the “autocrat-tormentor” (Samoderzhets-Muchitel’) Ivan IV than from the Mongol Yoke; God 
sends tyrants (tirany) to punish sinners and test the faithful; here muchitel’ means “tyrant”). 
76 In sixteenth-century Muscovy “illegal” meant in violation of Divine Law. Muscovy was not a constitutional 
state, so there was no constitutional law for a ruler to violate. A ruler was expected to respect custom (obychai) 
and tradition (starina), but those terms were negotiable. 
77 Charles J. Halperin, “Contemporary Russian Perceptions of Ivan IV’s Oprichnina,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian 
and Eurasian History 18, no. 1 (Winter 2017): 95–124. 
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Chingis Khan, Simeon Bekbulatovich, as “grand prince of Moscow” for about a year, also 
distinguish him as exceptional, but not necessarily a tyrant. Ivan IV’s coronation as tsar and 
conquest of Kazan’ “violated” Muscovite political culture but he would never have been called 
a tyrant by Muscovites because of them. Indeed, some of his “violations” of Muscovite political 
culture became part of Muscovite political culture.78 

Making a case that Ivan IV was exceptional among European tyrants because of his 
exceptional (meaning extreme) violence requires us to define levels of violence as levels of 
tyrant-ness. Sergei Bogatyrev compares Ivan IV and Philip II, but only in terms of religion. 
Bogatyrev describes neither as a tyrant.79 Ivan IV’s extremist apologists in Russia draw 
comparisons between Ivan IV and contemporary or near contemporary European rulers. Such 
authors invariably insist that Ivan IV was no worse than supposedly civilised European rulers 
who were at least as violent, if not more violent, than Ivan IV, but are not defamed as tyrants 
because of Eurocentric bias. These authors usually invoke Henri IV for his role in the St. 
Bartholomew’s Day massacre, (Bloody) Mary (Tudor) for her execution of Protestants, and 
King of Spain Philip II for his repression of the Dutch revolt against Habsburg rule.80 If Ivan IV 
were the only Muscovite tyrant-ruler, then, ironically, he would have had more in common 
with his violent European counterparts than his Russian predecessors or successors. That 
similarity would make him a tyrant just as much as those European rulers. Nevertheless, the 
violence Ivan IV perpetrated is often considered “worse” qualitatively because his victims 
were innocent, whereas European rulers targeted actual political, social, or religious 
opponents. I am as skeptical that all of Ivan IV’s victims were innocent as that all European 
victims were guilty. Nor does religious prejudice make mass murder “rational.” 

Ivan IV’s resemblance to more or less contemporary European rulers, whether he or 
they were tyrants or not, crops up in other areas too. Stephen Greenblatt graphically describes 

 
78 Charles J. Halperin, “Ivan the Terrible and Muscovite Political Culture,” in Seeing Muscovy Anew: Politics - 
Institutions - Culture, In Honor of Nancy Shields Kollmann, ed. Valerie A. Kivelson, Michael Flier, Daniel Rowland, and 
Erika Monahan Downs (Bloomington, IN: Slavica Publishers, Inc., 2017), 49–65. 
79 Sergei Bogatyrev, “Ivan the Terrible and Phillip the Prudent,” Russian History 47, no. 1 (June 2020): 11–35. 
80 For example, the extremist fringe group of Russian monarchists, Russian Orthodox Christian fanatics, and anti-
Semites that unsuccessfully advocated Ivan IV’s canonization by the Russian Orthodox Church frequently invoke 
this argument. Charles J. Halperin, Ivan the Terrible in Russian Historical Memory since 1991 (Boston: Academic 
Studies Press, 2021), 49–70. 
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the atmosphere at Henry VIII’s court: “[T]he survival rate of those closest to Henry VIII 
roughly resembles the actuarial record of the First Politburo.” “Anything short of abject 
flattery had to be put to the autocratic ruler with tactful indirection.” “Conversation with the 
king must have been like small talk with Stalin.” “[C]ourt poetry was a game that could prove 
fatal.” Henry VIII was a “ruthless despot.”81 These sarcastic observations could readily be 
applied to Ivan IV (substituting “petitions” or “proposals” for court poetry, which did not exist 
in Muscovy in Ivan IV’s time). In addition, Ivan IV, like Henry VIII and Elizabeth I, was 
charismatic, unlike Ivan IV’s predecessors or successors through the seventeenth century.82 
Ivan IV’s oprichnina violence was redolent of semiotic significance; the black uniforms of the 
oprichniki, the brooms and dogs’ heads on the black horses, the oath of loyalty, the pseudo-
monastic order the Ivan IV created in the “capital” of the oprichnina, Aleksandrovskaia 
sloboda, reflect a level of symbolic value not duplicated in Russia until Peter the Great’s 
parodic All-Drunken Synod, which was not an instrument of mass terror.83 There is no 
sixteenth-century European counterpart to the oprichnina either. 

Ivan IV’s predecessors could be and were described as tyrants. Ivan III (b. 1440, r. 1462–
1505), grandfather of Ivan IV, conquered the city-state of Novgorod, destroyed its political 
institutions, deported most of its elite, and confiscated their land as well as half of the property 
of the Novgorod Orthodox Church. At different times he put his second wife and his son or his 
daughter-in-law and his grandson in prison. Sigismund von Herberstein’s classic portrayal of 
the ruler in Moscow as a tyrant depicted Ivan IV’s father, Vasilii III.84 Without using the word 
“tyrant” at least one Russian agreed. Courtier Ivan Bersen Beklemishev harshly criticised 
Vasilii III for ruling arbitrarily. Vasilii III, he complained, ignored the elite in making political 
decisions.85 Vasilii III tyrannically forced his first wife to take the cowl so he could sire a son 

 
81 Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1980), 15, 121, 136–37, 137, 137, 139. 
82 Halperin, Ivan IV and Muscovy, 359–76. 
83 Ernest A. Zitser, The Transfigured Kingdom: Sacred Parody and Charismatic Authority at the Court of Peter the Great 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004). 
84 450 Jahre Sigismund von Herbersteins Rerum Moscoviticarum Commentarii 1549-1999, ed. Frank Kämpfer and Reinhard 
Frötschner (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2002). 
85 Akty sobrannye v bibliotekakh i arkhivakh Rossiiskoi imperii Arkheograficheskoiu Ekspeditsieiu Imperatorskoi Akademii 
Nauk, v. 1: 1294-1598 (St. Petersburg, Tipografiia II otdeleniia sobstvennoi E. I. V. Kantseliarii, 1836), no. 172, 141–
45. 
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by her replacement. Historians who support the consensus paradigm of Muscovite political 
culture contend that foreigners like Herberstein were fooled by the “facade of autocracy” 
(meaning unlimited, absolute rule), which the Muscovite elite hid behind to facilitate 
consensus. Vasilii III’s authority was deliberately more apparent than real.86 If Vasilii III was 
not a tyrant but Ivan IV was, then Ivan IV infused tyrannical substance into Muscovy’s 
autocratic facade. In that case Muscovy’s political structure either could not or did not prevent 
a tyrant from ruling.87 

The same applies to Ivan IV’s successors. Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich repressed Cossack 
rebels and religious dissidents, not to mention arranging the removal of the patriarch of the 
Russian Orthodox Church. Peter the Great and Catherine the Great often and deservedly grace 
lists of tyrants with their presence. The number of Russians who died as a result of Peter the 
Great’s Great Northern War, which he eventually won, and in the process of building St. 
Petersburg in the middle of a lethal swamp dwarfs all the casualties of Ivan IV’s policies by far. 
Catherine the Great repressed the Pugachev Revolt and all political dissent in a reaction to the 
French Revolution. She tyrannically partitioned Poland. She repressed the Uniates, Orthodox 
Christians who recognised the authority of the pope, and compelled them to switch their 

 
86 Nancy Shields Kollmann, Kinship and Politics. The Making of the Muscovite Political System, 1345-1547 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1987). 
87 Kollmann, “A Muscovite Republic,” 496 suggests several possible explanations for the Muscovite failure to 
revolt against Ivan IV. Perhaps sixteenth-century Moscow lacked the population density that permitted the 
residents of Constantinople to contest the authority of the Byzantine Emperor. Perhaps Byzantine ideas of the 
“symphony” of secular and ecclesiastical authorities did not sufficiently penetrate society “when even the elite 
was generally illiterate.” Perhaps “society preferred equilibrium to revolt.” However, the Moscow riot of 1547 
destroyed Glinskii clan influence at Court. The evidence of signatures suggests that the failure of Muscovites to 
apply Byzantine-derived notions of limits on royal authority cannot be attributed to illiteracy. (See Charles J. 
Halperin, “Three ‘Hands’ and Literacy in Muscovy During the Reign of Ivan IV: ‘I Affix My Hand,’ ‘By My Own 
Hand,’ and ‘My Man’s Hand’, Signatures and Signatories: Literacy and Documentation in Muscovy during the 
Reign of Ivan IV,” ” Canadian-American Slavic Studies 51, no. 1 (January 2017): 29–63 and Charles J. Halperin, 
“Signatures and Signatories: Literacy and Documentation in Muscovy during the Reign of Ivan IV,” Jahrbücher für 
Geschichte Osteuropas 70, no. 1-2 (2022): 60–71.) The oprichnina hardly promoted stability in Muscovy, but many 
conservative European opponents of tyranny opposed tyrannicide because its consequences in terms of social 
disorder would be worse than the problem. They contended that a tyrant’s subjects should just be patient until 
God settled the matter. Muscovites might very well have followed such advice without reading tracts making that 
argument. 
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allegiance to the Russian Orthodox Church. 
Already during his lifetime and soon thereafter Ivan IV was demonised as a tyrant by 

Europeans. Two examples suffice. Albert Schlichting, a German mercenary who served Ivan IV 
and then betrayed him, damned Ivan IV as a tyrant in the very title of his pamphlet.88 Gyles 
Fletcher wrote Of the Russe Commonwealth after he visited Muscovy after Ivan IV’s death. On his 
first page he informed Queen Elizabeth I that he was describing a “tyrannical state,” 
completely unlike Elizabeth I’s England, “without true knowledge of God, justice, or written 
law.”89 In Great Leaders, Great Tyrants? Sydorenko follows their lead. He adheres to Karamzin’s 
good Ivan/bad Ivan periodisation of Ivan IV’s reign. Sydorenko regurgitates the textbook 
“black book” portrayal of Ivan IV as a tyrant who made Russia a great state via massive 
executions and deportations of his subjects. In the process of doing so he instituted serfdom, 
murdered his son, and established autocracy and absolutism. Ivan IV ruthlessly sought 
unrestricted power, which he used to destroy Russia.90 

The standard portrayal of Ivan IV as a tyrant can be qualified in light of the above 
discussion of European and other Russian tyrants. In the Muscovite perspective Ivan IV during 
his “good” period resembles the initial years of Aleksei Mikhailovich’s reign when he was still 
young. At that time, he could be influenced by popular demand. Ivan IV and Aleksei 
Mikhailovich were hardly tyrants during their early adulthood. Neither could have been a 
tyrant during his entire reign. Like Leopold II of Belgium, a tyrant only in the Congo Free State, 
Ivan IV could have been viewed as a tyrant in Kazan’ after its conquest by his Tatar and Muslim 
subjects, in those parts of Livonia temporarily occupied by Muscovite troops by Livonian 
Germans and Estonians, and in Polotsk and other temporarily annexed regions of the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania by Lithuanians and Ruthenians. In these cases, political, religious, social 
and ethnic elements all played a part. Finally, when in 1563 Muscovy conquered Polotsk, then 

 
88 Hugh F. Graham, tr. “A Brief Account of the Character and Brutal Rule of Vasil’evich, Tyrant of Muscovy (Albert 
Schlichting on Ivan Groznyi),” Canadian-American Slavic Studies 9, no. 2 (Summer 1975), 204–72. 
89 Rude & Barbarous Kingdom. Russia in the Accounts of Sixteenth-Century English Voyages, ed. Lloyd E. Berry and Robert 
O. Crummey (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1968), 109. Apparently, some scholars of Fletcher’s writings 
contend that he thought Elizabeth I was a tyrant but tried to cover that risky thought up. In any event Fletcher 
ignored the existence of written law in Muscovy. 
90 Great Leaders, Great Tyrants?, 126–32. Ivan IV’s policies may have facilitated the development of serfdom in 
Muscovy, but serfdom was not instituted until 1649. 
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in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, now Polatsk in Belarus, Ivan IV ordered the massacre of all 
Jews, which turned to be all Jews, who refused to convert to Orthodox Christianity. Jews 
everywhere would have been justified in calling Ivan IV a tyrant as they later did 
Khmel’nyts’kyi. 
 
Conclusion 
The typology of tyrants helps distinguish various aspects of Ivan IV’s rule. He was a legitimate 
hereditary ruler, so he was not a usurper or, as in classical Greece, a temporarily elected 
dictator. He claimed that his highest priority was the salvation of the Russian people, the faith, 
not the state. He never asserted that his private well-being was his highest priority. If only 
rhetorically he did treat all his subjects as his slaves, a very Aristotelian tyrant attribute. 
However, he never sought to eliminate or replace the aristocracy, just to control it. The very 
creation of the oprichnina belies the claim that Ivan IV thought of Muscovy as his private 
possession. Otherwise, he renounced direct authority over half his private property, the land 
not included in the oprichnina. According to the typologies of tyrant formulated by Machiavelli 
and political scientists, Ivan IV could fit either the static, everyday tyrant or the reformer-
tyrant. He might even qualify as a millenarian-tyrant if we accept the argument that the 
purpose of the oprichnina was purify Russia morally in anticipation of the imminent End of 
Days.91 He might also be classified as a revolutionary-tyrant if we erroneously subscribe to the 
view that the intent of the oprichnina was a “revolution from above” to impose arbitrary one-
man rule on a country that was evolving in the direction of “European” democracy or to 
replace the recalcitrant aristocracy, to whom he assigned rule of the territory not included in 
the oprichnina, as the ruling class with the servile gentry.92 Or he could be considered a tyrant 
for leading Muscovy into an unnecessary and in the end unsuccessful war by invading Livonia. 
Ivan IV’s cruelty and violence, injustice, morality, and impiety (by ordering the murder of a 
future saint, Metropolitan Filipp) all reflect the behaviour of a tyrant. Different definitions of 
a tyrant illuminate different aspects of Ivan IV’s policies. 

Marshall Poe notes that as a tyrant Ivan IV was identified by European writers with the 

 
91 A. L. Iurganov, “Oprichnina i strashnyi sud,” Otechestvennaia istoriia 1997:3, 52–75. 
92 For example Alexander Yanov, The Origins of Autocracy. Ivan the Terrible in Russian History, tr. Stephen Dunn 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981). Like all theories about Ivan IV’s rule, Yanov’s is contested. 
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“mythic tyrants of biblical and classical times” including Nero, Tarquin, Valerius, Dionysius, 
Decius, Maximus, Julian the Apostate, Heliogabalus, Caligula, Domitian, and of course 
Pharaoh.93 Neither Poe nor those contemporary and later authors who invoked this analogy 
comment on the irony of treating Ivan IV as a barbarian tyrant while projecting onto him the 
image of European (my emphasis) ruler-tyrants, save Pharaoh, who is still part of the European 
tradition.94 Ivan IV was unexceptional as a European ruler because he was a tyrant. Newell 
insists that Henry VIII—whom he considers a tyrant, not Ivan IV—“blazed the path” to Peter 
the Great and Frederick the Great, both tyrants.95 It is more likely that Peter the Great 
emulated a contemporary European ruler like Charles XII than the earlier Henry VIII. To be 
sure at least formally Peter the Great proclaimed that the Great Northern War completed Ivan 
IV’s Livonian War by extending Russian authority to the Baltic Sea. If Ivan IV were an 
exception as a tyrant just in Muscovy, meaning the only tyrant in Muscovite history, then 
Muscovy was an exception in the early modern world, because the list of tyrants demonstrates 
that few if any other European countries escaped having more than one tyrant-ruler during 
the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries. However, a strong case can be made that Ivan IV was 
not the only tyrant in early modern Russia. Russian exceptionalism of the Whig variety 
contrasts “freedom-loving” Europe with “servile” Russia. This theory requires treating all 
European tyrants as exceptions and all Russian tyrants as normative, which is not persuasive. 

Neither of the two paradigms of Russian political culture nor the concept of Ivan as a 
tyrant should be reified.96 Neither paradigm can be applied to Ivan IV’s reign as a whole. The 
consensual model best fits the period of reforms, the hypertrophic model best fits the 
oprichnina. Neither fully explains either period in its entirety because there were arbitrary and 
cruel punishments of aristocrats in the former and reforms in the latter. Neither fits Ivan IV’s 
minority at all. These paradigms are not wrong, just misused. Every period of Ivan IV’s reign 
had elements of both in varying proportions.97 The same may be said of characterisations of 

 
93 Poe, “A People Born to Slavery,” 159. 
94 The same would apply to Nebuchadnezzar. Ducrocq and Ghermani, “Introduction,” 25. 
95 Newel, Tyrants: A History of Power, 15. 
96 Charles H. Halperin, “The Nature of the Muscovite State During the Reign of Ivan IV: The Tyranny of Concepts,” 
in The State in Early Modern Russia: New Directions, ed. Paul Bushkovitch (Bloomington, IN: Slavica Publishers, Inc., 
2019), 77–95. 
97 Kollmann, “A Muscovite Republic,” 496, allows for such an approach, writing “I have never thought that 
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Ivan IV as a tyrant. Sometimes in some ways he definitely qualifies, but at other times and in 
other ways he does not. Ivan IV’s contradictory personality never lacked tyrannical impulses, 
but he did not always succumb to them. He was less tyrannical during the reforms, more 
tyrannical during the oprichnina. Goldfrank opines that terms like “despot” and “tyrant” are 
pejoratives, no more than (in my words, not his) subjective value judgments, substance-less 
invective.98 This thought can be traced to Thomas Hobbes, who wrote that there was no such 
thing as a “tyrant.” Use of the term was merely an excuse to express anti-monarchical 
sentiment, a word for disliked rulers. To be sure, Hobbes was defending rulers against 
accusations they were tyrants, hardly Goldfrank’s purpose.99 Although it is tempting to 
succumb to Goldfrank’s obiter dictum, historical scholarship on Ivan IV would be better 
enhanced by taking a more nuanced approach, treating “tyrant-ness” as a Weberian ideal type 
that never existed in actual history. One might even tentatively suggest that this relativistic 
approach to the concept of tyrant might be applicable to more rulers than Ivan IV, and more 
countries’ history than Russian. 
 
Acknowledgments: I wish to thank the anonymous readers for the Royal Studies Journal for their 
constructive comments. 
 
  

 

‘consensus’ fully expresses Muscovite political culture.” 
98 David Goldfrank, “Aristotle, Bodin, and Montesquieu To the Rescue: Making Sense of the Despotism Issue,” 
Forschungen zur osteuropäischen Geschichte 58 (2001), 48n.49. 
99 Ducrocq and Ghermani, “Introduction,” 47; Blandine Kriegel, “Le Prince, le Tyran, le Despot, Figures du 
Souverain chez Bodin, Hobbes, Spinoza ou le Prince moderne, dela Souveraineté absolue à la Séparation des 
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