
Vladimir Lenin was one of the century’s most
important leaders. Unhappy and disillusioned

with the Russian monarchy, he led a group called
the Bolsheviks in a revolution that gave him control
of the largest nation in the world.

Born in 1870, Lenin was raised by two educated
parents in a happy family. He showed intelligence
and skill with classical languages. While in his
teens, two shocks jolted his world. First, his father
was threatened with losing his job by the govern-
ment. Second, Lenin’s older brother was hanged
for conspiring against the czar. Within two years,
Lenin had read the work of Karl Marx and believed
that Russia needed a Communist revolution.

Lenin then began to write and to recruit new
followers. He was arrested and served 15 months in
prison followed by three years of exile in Siberia.
When that ended in 1900, he traveled abroad,
where he spent much of the next 17 years. During
this time, he sharpened his ideas about Marxism.

Marxism said that industrial workers, called the
proletariat, were in a struggle against capitalists, the
people that owned businesses. Eventually, Marx
said, the workers would overthrow the capitalists
and form a new society called communism. However,
Russia consisted mainly of peasants and only had a
small number of industrial workers. Marxists won-
dered how a workers’ revolution could occur.

Lenin saw the role of the party as essential, and
his group became known as the Bolsheviks. The
Bolsheviks, he said, would lead the people to the
revolution they needed. However, many Marxists
found it difficult to accept Lenin’s iron rule. In 1912,
he forced those who disagreed with him out of the
party.

World War I brought another crisis. Communists
all over Europe ignored class loyalty and chose to
fight for their country instead. They joined their
nations’ armies to fight each other—not the capital-
ists. Lenin said that the war would help capitalists
profit while workers suffered. He urged that
Communists “transform the imperialist war into a
civil war.”

As the war continued, the Russian people suf-
fered terribly. In March 1917, hungry, angry workers
and soldiers overthrew the czar. Lenin and his sup-
porters won permission from Germany to travel
through German lands back to Russia. 

Lenin accepted the new temporary government
but said that it was not revolutionary enough. He
urged that power go to the soviets, which were
councils of workers set up in many cities. His posi-
tion grew dangerous. He was branded a German
agent and was forced to live in hiding in Finland.
From that base, he issued a stream of writings urging
immediate Russian withdrawal from the war and
for the government to give land and bread to the
people. These cries gained popularity. In late
October, he returned to Russia, disguised for his
safety. He persuaded the party’s leaders that it was
time to overthrow the provisional government but
watched with alarm as no steps were taken. Finally,
on November 7, 1917, the Bolsheviks overthrew
the temporary government. The soviets chose the
47-year-old Lenin as their leader.

Lenin quickly made peace with Germany, giving
up large chunks of Russian territory. A civil war,
though, still raged in Russia between the Bolsheviks
and their opponents. However, Lenin’s leadership
ensured that the new government would survive.

With peace came the question of how to rule the
new state. The country was named the Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics, and the Bolsheviks
renamed themselves the Communist Party. In Lenin’s
last years, he struggled to prevent Stalin from gaining
power. Lenin became ill and died in 1924.

Questions
1. Drawing Conclusions What is the danger of

Lenin’s idea of party leadership?
2. Making Inferences Why did the Germans allow

Lenin and his associates to return to Russia?
3. Determining Main Ideas What obstacles did

Lenin have to overcome to achieve his 
revolution?

HISTORYMAKERS Vladimir Lenin
Russian Revolutionary 

“There is no other man who is absorbed by the revolution twenty-four hours a
day, who has no other thoughts but the thought of revolution, and who even
when he sleeps, dreams of nothing but revolution.”—another Communist,
speaking of Lenin
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Name Date

PRIMARY SOURCE from Bloody Sunday
by Father Gapon

On January 22, 1905, a priest named Father Gapon led a peaceful march of about
200,000 workers and their families to the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg. The
marchers wanted to ask Czar Nicholas II for better working conditions, more per-
sonal freedom, and an elected national legislature. As you read the following
excerpt from Father Gapon’s autobiography, think about what happened on
Bloody Sunday.

Section 1

We were not more than thirty yards from the
soldiers, being separated from them only by

the bridge over the Tarakanovskii Canal, which
here marks the border of the city, when suddenly,
without any warning and without a moment’s delay,
was heard the dry crack of many rifle-shots. I was
informed later on that a bugle was blown, but we
could not hear it above the singing, and even if we
had heard it we should not have known what it
meant.

Vasiliev, with whom I was walking hand in hand,
suddenly left hold of my arm and sank upon the
snow. One of the workmen who carried the ban-
ners fell also. Immediately one of the two police
officers to whom I had referred shouted out, ‘What
are you doing? How dare you fire upon the portrait
of the Tsar?’ This, of course, had no effect, and
both he and the other officer were shot down—as 
I learned afterwards, one was killed and the other
dangerously wounded.

I turned rapidly to the crowd and shouted to
them to lie down, and I also stretched myself out
upon the ground. As we lay thus another volley was
fired, and another, and yet another, till it seemed as
though the shooting was continuous. The crowd
first kneeled and then lay flat down, hiding their
heads from the rain of bullets, while the rear rows
of the procession began to run away. The smoke of
the fire lay before us like a thin cloud, and I felt it
stiflingly in my throat. . . . A little boy of ten years,
who was carrying a church lantern, fell pierced by a
bullet, but still held the lantern tightly and tried to
rise again, when another shot struck him down.
Both the smiths who had guarded me were killed,
as well as all those who were carrying the icons and
banners; and all these emblems now lay scattered
on the snow. The soldiers were actually shooting
into the courtyards of the adjoining houses, where
the crowd tried to find refuge and, as I learned

afterwards, bullets even struck persons inside,
through the windows.

At last the firing ceased. I stood up with a few
others who remained uninjured and looked down
at the bodies that lay prostrate around me. I cried
to them, ‘Stand up!’ But they lay still. I could not at
first understand. Why did they lie there? I looked
again, and saw that their arms were stretched out
lifelessly, and I saw the scarlet stain of blood upon
the snow. Then I understood. It was horrible. And
my Vasiliev lay dead at my feet.

Horror crept into my heart. The thought flashed
through my mind, ‘And this is the work of our
Little Father, the Tsar.’ Perhaps this anger saved
me, for now I knew in very truth that a new chapter
was opened in the book of the history of our people.
I stood up, and a little group of workmen gathered
round me again. Looking backward, I saw that our
line, though still stretching away into the distance,
was broken and that many of the people were flee-
ing. It was in vain that I called to them, and in a
moment I stood there, the centre of a few scores of
men, trembling with indignation amid the broken
ruins of our movement.
from Father Gapon, The Story of My Life (1905). Reprinted
in John Carey, ed., Eyewitness to History (New York: Avon,
1987), 417–418.

Discussion Questions
Determining Main Ideas
1. When did the soldiers start firing on the marchers?
2. According to this excerpt, who were among the

victims of the shooting?
3. Analyzing Causes and Recognizing Effects

Why do you think many Russians were outraged
by this massacre? Use information from this
excerpt as well as your textbook to support your
opinion.
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