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Grigori Elfimovich Rasputin, a Russian self-proclaimed mystic and holy man during the 

early twentieth century, received mixed reviews regarding his character during his life. After 

their initial meeting, Tsar Nicholas II and Tsarina Alexandra welcomed Rasputin into their inner 

circle of advisers, much to the chagrin of the Russian nobility and peasantry. There, Rasputin 

remained a part of the royal family until his death in 1916, growing more influential over tsarina 

Alexandra Romanova during the first world war while tsar Nicholas II was on the front. Russia 

faced significant issues regarding supplies in which resources allocated to the military left an 

insufficient amount left over for Russian citizens. The nobility viewed Rasputin as somebody 

dangerous to their power given his great influence over the royal family, while the starving 

masses blamed Rasputin’s indirect control of the government for the dire conditions of Russia. 

Historians suggest that Rasputin’s reputation was purposefully as a successful attempt to 

discredit the government and precipitate the overthrow of the Romanov government, just weeks 

after his assassination on 30 December, 1916.  

A compelling number of sources have an agenda either for or against Grigori Rasputin. 

Few historians paint the mystic in a positive light, mainly viewing him as a “holy devil,” as 

writer René Fülöp-Miller coined in the years following his death.1 Accounts of his life and 

influence prior to the collapse of the Soviet Union were often based on hearsay, but there was no 

means to disprove the rumors and myths that sprang up without documentation and sources. 

Soon, myth became confused with fact. Although what is “fact” may never be known, 

considerable primary sources uncovered after the collapse of the Soviet Union shifted historians’ 

research regarding Rasputin’s death. Before the Soviet documentation of Rasputin’s 

assassination was released in 1991, the extent to which historians could study the man, his death, 

1Rene Fulop-Miller, Rasputin: The Holy Devil, Montana: Kessinger Publishing Company, 1927, pg. 32.  
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and its effect on the Russian Revolution was limited based on primary sources from two of his 

murderers. After the release of the records prior to the revolution, the narrative on Grigori 

Rasputin shifts from demonizing the man and his death to observing how rumors affected both 

his reputation and the popular interpretation of events from 1916 onward.  

From 1916 to 1954, there is only one significant source written on Rasputin and the 

causes of his death, Rasputin: The Holy Devil by René Fülöp-Miller in 1927.2 Although it lacks 

analysis of the events given the closeness to the time period, the work provides a succinct 

description of the chain of events as reported by Russian police following the fall of Imperial 

Russia and the installation of the Bolshevik government through the examination of Moscow and 

St. Petersburg newspapers. The version of events fed to the public at the time differs from what 

historians speculate today, and so this Russian portrayal of the Bolshevik Revolution 

post-revolution provides the context necessary to read and understand the significance of 

Fülöp-Miller’s work. Rasputin: The Holy Devil led the way for an understanding of the 

perception of Rasputin at the time of his death through the newspapers and Fülöp-Miller’s own 

interpretation of the mystic. After the publication of Fülöp-Miller’s book in 1927, the next source 

finally became available in 1954 with the publication of the memoir Lost Splendor: The Amazing 

Memoir of the Man Who Killed Rasputin.3 This book is a primary source account written by 

Prince Felix Yusupov himself that spurred literature and research into the topic of Rasputin and 

an interest in the circumstances surrounding his death. The book seems to exaggerate the  

2Fülöp-Miller, Rasputin: The Holy Devil.  
 
3Felix Yusupov, Lost Splendor: The Amazing Memoir of the Man Who Killed Rasputin (Petersburg, Helen 

Marx Books: 1952). 
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circumstances,as well as Yusupov’s own importance in the fall of the Romanov Dynasty.4 

Following the publication of Lost Splendor, Heinz Liepmann, a German writer and journalist, 

wrote the first secondary analysis of the assassination of Rasputin and its impact on Imperial 

Russia called Rasputin and the Fall of Imperial Russia in 1962.5 The author uses Yusupov’s 

account of the murder as its main primary source on the events of 30 December, 1916 as the only 

published narrative that could be cited in his work. Liepmann’s work and the publication of Lost 

Splendor spurred more interest in the topic of Rasputin’s death as more details came to light.  

Close to ten years after Liepmann’s study, an English writer, philosopher, and novelist 

named Colin Wilson released his book Rasputin and the Fall of the Romanovs.6 Wilson raises 

some more positive points regarding Rasputin, drawing heavily from Rasputin: The Holy Devil 

by Rene Fulop-Miller. While Wilson views Rasputin’s mysticism and spirituality positively, he 

does not put as much significance or belief in the idea of Rasputin as a “holy man” as 

Fülöp-Miller places. Instead, Wilson focuses on the good deeds Rasputin managed to perform 

while in the service of the tsar and tsarina to emphasize his point. Wilson indicates that there 

existed several views of Rasputin, from a gifted saint to the poor to a man sent by God to Tsarina 

Alexandra Romanova, and these views affected the public perception of the man. He dives into 

detail on Rasputin’s personal life and habits, as well as the more mystical aspects of his life. 

Wilson points out factual mistakes in other authors and corrects them, but his own book contains 

factual mistakes as well looking backward. For example, he asserts that Anastasia Romanov, the 

4Yusupov’s novel examines his own life and role in the death of Rasputin, and so his bias and view of the 
situation have to be taken into account when reading the memoire. To learn more about Prince Felix Yusupov, hi 
upbringing, and his motives for murdering Grigori Rasputin, see: Alissa de Carbonnel, “Secrets of an Exiled Prince” 
in The Moscow Times, May 25, 2007, accessed October 24, 2020. https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/secrets 
-of-an-exiled-prince. 
 

5Heinz Liepmann, Rasputin and the Fall of Imperial Russia, Ambleside, UK: Rolton House, 1962.  
 
6Colin Wilson, Rasputin and the Fall of the Romanovs, New York: Citadel Press, 1971.  

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/secrets-of-an-
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/archive/secrets-of-an-
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youngest daughter of the czar, survived the night the other Romanovs were murdered, which is 

now discovered to have not been the case. However, before the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, 

access to historical records and eyewitnesses regarding the death of the Romanovs was restricted 

by the government. Because of the information available when Wilson wrote his book, he 

provides some incorrect details that have been proven wrong, and so to that extent the book 

needs to be read carefully. Next in the historiography is a source that shifts the public perception 

of the mystic: Rasputin: The Man Behind the Myth; A Personal Memoir by Maria Gregor-evna 

Rasputina.7 Until this point, the only narrative written on the course of events of the assassination 

came from Yusupov’s memoir, the man who murdered him at Moika Palace. Gregor-evna 

Rasputina, Grigori Rasputin’s daughter, contributed her personal memories of Rasputin and the 

royal family, as well as utilizing other primary sources she unearthed while writing the memoir. 

The book describes in detail her life in the palace and her relationship with the tsar and tsarina, 

looking at the Russian Revolution from the Imperial perspective as opposed to the typically 

studied Bolshevik paradigm. Despite the new information revealed in her memoir, it remained 

untouched by historians immediately after his publication, Yusupov’s version of events taking 

precedence over Gregor-evna’s recollections. It was only after the collapse of the iron curtain 

and the fracture of the Soviet Union that historians began using Rasputin: The Man Behind the 

Myth; A Personal Memoir to examine the events of Rasputin’s death and its effect on the 

Russian Revolution.  

 In comparison, The Life and Times of Grigorii Rasputin, by Russian historian Alex de 

Jonge in 1982, falls into the myth surrounding Rasputin’s mysticism and the cryptic accounts of 

7Maria Grigor-evna Rasputina, Rasputin: The Man Behind the Myth; A Personal Memoir (Upper Saddle 
River: Prentice Hall Publishing, 1977). 
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his death, failing to take Maria Gregor-evna’s memoir into account in favor of Yusupov’s.8 

Again published before the fall of the U.S.S.R., de Jonge tends to dictate Rasputin’s “broad 

peasant nature” as an explanation for his mysticism and gives credence to the myths of his status 

as a “holy man.” The book was originally utilized as a reliable source on Rasputin, but, as further 

research was done on the subject, the timeline and factors surrounding Rasputin’s death and how 

he lived his life shifted and made de Jonge’s work less significant in the literature. The 

importance of memoirs such as Grigor-evna Rasputina’s and Vladimir Purishkevich’s books. In 

terms of historiography, however, The Life and Times of Grigorii Rasputin turned into a 

significant, often-cited source that continues to be used by historians in the context of the 

literature on Rasputin’s death.  

Until this point, historians could only speculate Grigori Rasputin’s role in the downfall of 

Imperial Russia. However, in 1995, a file from the State Archives, again released after the fall of 

the U.S.S.R., contained the complete interrogation of Rasputin’s inner circle, providing key 

context and information regarding both the man himself and his death. English biographer and 

historian, Brian Moynahan is the first to tackle the subject of Rasputin using this document, 

writing an evocative biography that questions Rasputin’s reputation compared to reality by 

examining the facets of his complex personality. Rasputin: The Saint Who Sinned reveals a man 

who coexisted in a life of debauchery and spirituality, a rough exterior hiding the cunning 

awareness of human emotions and psychology.9 Moynahan employs confidential police reports, 

cabinet meeting documents, and other sources, some that were not available until 1991, to look  

8Alex de Jonge, The Life and Times of Grigorii Rasputin (New York: Coward, McCann, & Geoghegan, 
1982). 

9Moynahan, Brian. Rasputin: The Saint Who Sinned (New York: Random House, 1997). 
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into the day-to-day of Russia’s famous mystic and his death.10 The book disputes some of the 

widely held details of his death, drawing on Grigor-evna Rasputina’s explanation and analysis to 

make his own observations regarding the subject. Moynahan portrays Rasputin not only as a 

man, but as representative of an age that his death jumpstarted.  

In 2005, Andrew Cook and Cambria Lovelady both released a book on the topic of 

Rasputin. Cook, a defense specialist, wrote To Kill Rasputin: The Life and Death of Grigori 

Rasputin, which is considered in the literature as a pivotal work in Rasputin and the 

circumstances of his death.11 Cook utilized several of the above mentioned sources, specifically 

drawing from Moynahan’s analysis to add-on to his work through new sources. His role as a 

defense specialist granted him access to unpublished documents, diaries, forensic reports, and 

intelligence records on Rasputin, using Soviet documentation to assert his thesis that Rasputin is 

one of the least understood figures in history and should therefore be studied to separate truth 

from fiction. A dramatic deviation from Cook’s approach, Lovelady’s Rasputin elegantly covers 

Rasputin’s life and death, reviewing the details of his life through the use of primary and 

secondary sources.12 Unlike the other sources, Lovelady does not analyze Rasputin’s life and 

death or come to any conclusions regarding the subject. Instead, she offers a narrative of events 

based on the sources available, providing an excellent introduction to the subject without 

inserting her own inquiries and theories into her work.  

10On Christmas Day, 1991, the Russian tricolor replaced the Soviet hammer and sickle flag in the Kremlin 
for the first time after Mikhail Gorbachev resigned as president of the U.S.S.R., leaving Boris Yeltsin as president of 
the new Russian state. For more information on the subject of the fall of the Soviet Union, see:Victor Sebestyen, 
Revolution 1989: The Fall of the Soviet Union (New York: Vintage, 2010). 

 
11Andrew Cook, To Kill Rasputin: The Life and Death of Grigori Rasputin. (Stroud: Tempus, 2005). 
 
12Cambria Lovelady, Rasputin (Toledo: Great Neck Publishing, 2005). 
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A flurry of books on Rasputin emerged in the 2010s due to the influence of Cook and 

Moynahan. The 1995 file in the State Archives, as well as the work of Cook and Moynahan, 

created a foundation for the literature to build off of after the discovery of crucial documents lost 

behind the iron curtain in the Soviet Union. Author and historian Edvard Radzinsky grew 

interested in the subject after this document was re-discovered, explicitly covering the historical 

record in The Rasputin File, published in 2010.13 Radzinsky reconstructs the night of the 

assassination and goes through a step-by-step analysis of the impact of the event. Not only do 

historians begin to study Rasputin more extensively, the focus moves from him as an individual 

to his role in the collapse of Imperial Russia. Margarita Nelipa, in her book released in 2010, 

specifically examines the death of Rasputin and its impact on the end of the Russian Empire 

through the controversy of the assassination.14 Aptly named The Murder of Grigorii Rasputin: A 

Conspiracy that Brought Down the Russian Empire, Nelipa builds off the literature to 

re-examine the event through a larger lens in which Rasputin’s assassination highlights the 

tension between the nobility and the tsar. Similarly, written the next year, Ronald Moe’s Prelude 

to the Revolution: The Murder of Rasputin examines the same question, a new trend in the 

literature becoming more visible as more primary sources are uncovered.15  

Writing his second biography on Rasputin, Joseph Fuhrmann based his next work on 

sources from long-closed Soviet archives to baptismal records to personal records and forgotten 

police reports.16 Fuhrmann’s time as a Russian historian and expert on the topic of Rasputin led 

13Edvard Radzinsky, The Rasputin File (New York: Anchor Books, 2010). 
 
14Margarita Nelipa, The Murder of Grigori Rasputin: A Conspiracy that Brought Down the Russian Empire 

(Toronto: Gilbert’s Books, 2010.  
 

15Ronald C. Moe, Prelude to the Revolution: The Murder of Rasputin (Chula Vista: Aventine Press, 2011).  
 
16Joseph T. Fuhrmann, Rasputin: The Untold Story (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2013). 
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him to reveal new information on Rasputin’s early life, religious beliefs, and sexual adventure, as 

well as diving into his relationship with tsarina Alexandra. Fuhrmann more deeply dives into 

Rasputin’s life instead of the broad coverage he received with his first biography, Rasputin: A 

Life in 1990, before the release of Soviet documents. In this book, however, he includes 

previously unpublished photos, including studio photographs of Rasputin and samples of his 

subject. Through a century’s worth of public misconception regarding the Siberian mystic and 

his role in the decline of Imperial Russia, Fuhrmann synthesizes archival sources, published 

documents, memoirs, and other studies of Rasputin to form his single, comprehensive work that 

completes his original biography from 1990. Rasputin: The Untold Story leads the way for  

.historians such as Douglas Smith and Frances Welch to research Rasputin and his life to the 

extent that it provides new primary sources and analysis of those sources to view Rasputin in a 

new light.  

In 2014, another wave of books concerning Rasputin came out with Frances Welch’s 

Rasputin: A Short Life as well as Douglas Smith’s Rasputin: Faith, Power, and the Twilight of 

the Romanovs. Similar to Lovelady, Welch uses primary sources to walk step by step through 

Rasputin’s life, now updated given the newly discovered sources and memoirs written on 

Rasputin to provide a succinct description and analysis of his life and death.17 Comparatively, 

Douglas Smith investigates Rasputin’s role in the end of the Romanov dynasty.18 Smith draws on 

a wealth of documentation cited in previous sources, but also looks into the documents of seven 

countries to find new information on Rasputin. His book not only examines Rasputin through the 

narrative of a biography, but as a portrait of Imperial Russia as it began down the road to 

17Frances Welch, Rasputin: A Short Life. (New York: First Marble Arch Press Trade, 2014). 
 
18Douglas Smith, Rasputin: Faith, Power, and the Twilight of the Romanovs (New York: Farrar, Straus, and 

Giroux, 2014). 
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revolution and eventually dissolution. Continuing his research in 2017, Smith sought to look 

further into the effect of Rasputin on the outbreak of WWI, and so he published “Grigori 

Rasputin and the Outbreak of the First World War: June 1914” in a series of essays on turning 

points in the Russian Revolution.19 Although Smith remains an expert on the topic of Rasputin, 

there are still sources and information out there to contribute to the study of Rasputin and help a 

modern audience understand the “holy devil” present in Imperial Russia just before it fell. As 

research continues, more facts and evidence will contribute to the historiography of the subject 

and influence more studies to strengthen the literature.  

The perception of Rasputin shifted from a negative view to a complex paradigm that 

seeks to uncover the mystery of the mystic through primary sources and memoirs released after 

the establishment of modern-day Russia. Although the research shifted in 1991, each source 

emphasizes the impression of the power of the charisma and charm of a semi-literate peasant 

from Siberia. Grigori Rasputin, a dirt-poor peasant from Siberia, found himself at the right hand 

of the tsar in less than five years by healing and teaching. Rasputin’s life is a complex and 

muddled one that historians continue to research and uncover new information about his death 

and its effect on pre-revolutionary Russia. Since his death in 1916, the literature on Rasputin 

evolved from seeing him as an evil and corrupt “devil” to a fascinating man with complex 

motives. 

 

 
 
 
 

19Douglas Smith, “Grigori Rasputin and the Outbreak of the First World War: June 1914,” (in Tony 
Brenton, Was Revolution Inevitable? Turning Points of the Russian Revolution, New York: Oxford University 
Press), 62-66. 
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