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At the Congress of Vienna in 1815,
representatives of the Great Powers
agreed on a new arrangement for
post-war Europe. From the per-
spective of international relations a
new system was created whose main
aim was using the common forces
of Europe to prevent the outbreak of
a revolution and protect the peace
amongst European states. The Vienna
negotiations also decided upon the
creation of a new order of states, new
borders or means of government and
representation of individual states in
Europe. This international system
encountered weaknesses even during
its formation; however, by the be-
ginning of the 1830s events in Eu-
rope were leading towards a defini-
tive change. The situation during this
dramatic period is the subject of a
book by historian Karel Svoboda.

As the author himself states in the
introduction, the book is a revised
version of his doctoral thesis. Svo-
boda is an expert on the history and
politics of Russia. His inspiration to
publish came from work by William
C. Fuller and Paul Kennedy. From a
methodological perspective Svoboda

draws on, for example, an article by
Wolf D. Gruner, “Grossbritanien und
die Julirevolution von 1830” (Francia,
9, 1981, pp. 369–410), in which the
author emphasises the relationship of
an individual state to a specific prob-
lem. In Svoboda’s case this is the July
Revolution in France and reactions to
it in Europe, especially in Belgium
and Poland.

The work covers a relatively short
period during the reign of Tsar
Nicholas I. The author’s motivation
for writing the book was the well-
known negative perception of the
tsar’s personality as portrayed by
contemporary historians. The pur-
pose of Svoboda’s work, however, is
not a revision of Nicholas’s policies;
rather the aim is to provide the reader
with an objective view of the tsar’s
rule and Russian politics in the revo-
lutionary period 1830–1831. The book
is divided into three parts based on
chronology and subject matter. The
second part deals with events in a
Polish context, the third inner politi-
cal factors in the Russian Empire.

In the introduction, as well as pro-
viding a description of the interna-
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tional situation in the 1820s, Svo-
boda demonstrates his multidisci-
plinary approach to the topic under
discussion. He explains the themat-
ically compact content of the anal-
ysed period as a means of providing a
comprehensive picture of Nicholas’s
foreign policy with an emphasis on
the army, economic situation, struc-
ture of the management of Russian
diplomacy, as well as on public opin-
ion both at home and abroad. For the
Czech reader this is an interesting ap-
proach, which may be understood as
the political history of one state. At
the same time the author provides an
excellent explanation of why the topic
is limited to the period 1830–1831.

The first chapter is devoted to
the July Revolution in France, which
disrupted the erstwhile international
stability created at the Congress of Vi-
enna. The assumption of power by
the unpopular government of Jules
de Polignac and the restriction of lib-
erties guaranteed by the constitution
brought the French people into the
streets. Events developed apace and
within two days the French throne
had been occupied by Louis Philippe
from the cadet branch of the House
of Bourbon. In this chapter the au-
thor analyses the stance of Nicholas
I towards events in France, which the
Russian tsar regarded with great dis-
satisfaction. Svoboda draws atten-
tion to the tsar’s political motivation,
which was based on anti-liberalism,
maintaining the equilibrium in Eu-
rope and strict compliance with inter-
national agreements. For these rea-

sons Russia became the greatest op-
ponent of the changes in France. At
the end of this chapter, it is stated
that finding common consensus was
more a result of the skill of the Rus-
sian ambassador Pozzo di Borgo and
the tsar’s belief in the solidarity of the
Great Powers in Europe, rather than
the settlement of Russian-French rela-
tions.

The second chapter deals with the
revolution in Belgium. For Nicholas
the uprising in the United Kingdom
of Belgium was a matter of change
to the existing international system.
The book reflects the discrepancy be-
tween the standpoint of the tsar and
the politics represented by Russian
diplomats at the London Conference.
Despite the Russian diplomats hav-
ing no authority, they often had to ne-
gotiate based on their own judgment.
The effort to find consensus on the
question of Belgium was overtaken
by an uprising in Congress Poland.
In this chapter the author describes
how the problems of internal politics
paralysed Russian diplomacy in the
Belgian question.

The third chapter deals with the
organisation of Poland after the
Congress of Vienna up to the out-
break of the Polish Uprising in
November 1830. Nicholas I “inher-
ited” Poland the way it was from his
brother Alexander I. Despite Poland
having a special position within the
empire and enjoying significant ad-
vantages, the tsar was unable to
appease the growing dissatisfaction
with his rule. Svoboda discusses the
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internal political situation in Poland,
taking into account its economy, ed-
ucation system and military forces.
It was precisely support for the Pol-
ish economy that was supposed to
avert an anti-Russian uprising, which
in the end proved impossible to pre-
vent. This is discussed in the next
chapter.

The fourth chapter analyses the
origin and character of the upris-
ing and its direct effect on the in-
ternational politics of Russian. Here
the author covers every aspect of
the Polish Uprising from the par-
ticipants themselves, through voices
from abroad, to the policy of the
tsar. He points to the weakness of
the Russian Army, which, moreover,
had been decimated by a cholera epi-
demic. In my opinion, the follow-
ing chapter, which deals with public
opinion in Western Europe, is very in-
teresting. The author describes how
the view of the eastern great power
changed in the wake of Napoleon’s
defeat. From celebrated victor, Russia
began to be regarded in Western Eu-
rope as a barbaric state. It is surpris-
ing how many anti-Russian groups
were active in Europe; it is precisely
these that were considered by the tsar
to be the source of permanent tension.
The growing influence of public opin-
ion from the beginning of the 1830s
was starting to be reflected on the
international scene. This influential
force could no longer be ignored. The
chapter is divided into several sub-
sections which encompass both re-
sponses of the public to the Novem-

ber Uprising and the activities of Pol-
ish political emigrants and the Rus-
sian government in an effort to win
over the support of European public
opinion.

The concluding section of the book
deals with the domestic aspect of
Russian policy. The chapter on the
structural organisation of foreign pol-
icy covers the tasks of personalities
in Russian diplomacy, predominantly
in the relationship between the tsar,
ambassadors and the Russian vice-
chancellor. Svoboda’s book primar-
ily points out that the tsar’s policy
was surprisingly more of a compro-
mise between internal and external
factors that were putting pressure on
Nicholas, rather than the individual
dealings of a Russian autocrat. One
very interesting observation by the
author is the effect of the time factor
and the distance between Petrograd
and the venues of diplomatic nego-
tiations, which played a fundamen-
tal role in the generation of Russian
foreign policy. These aspects forced
diplomats to come up with decisions
independent of the official view of
Petrograd. The following seventh
chapter analyses the position of the
Russian Army. The afore-mentioned
problems of the tsar’s armed units in
suppressing an uprising left its mark
on Russian international policy. The
author finds the causes of military
weakness in exhaustion from the war
with the Ottoman Empire in 1829–
1830, inadequate training of the men
and the effect of a cholera epidemic.
The logical outcome of the state of
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the Russian army can be seen in the
Crimean War, in which Russia was
not able even to defend its own ter-
ritory.

The author also covers the reaction
of the Russian public to events con-
nected to the period under analysis.
According to Svoboda, Nicholas I at-
tached great importance to the opin-
ions of the Russian public. The final
chapter deals with the economic situ-
ation in Russia, providing an analysis
of its limits and possibilities, which
also appeared in the promotion of in-
ternational interests at both the busi-
ness and political level.

The publication is rounded off by
a bibliography and list of names.
Apart from the rigorous accuracy
with which the author is able to
explain the given issue comprehen-
sively and clearly, one must also
commend his working with predom-
inantly foreign professional literature
and primary sources, some of which
even originate from British and Rus-
sian archives. If a criticism is to be
made, then above all it would be
the absence of some important and
recently published works, in partic-

ular the outstanding monograph by
British historian Alexander Bitis, Rus-
sia and the Eastern Question. Army,
Government, and Society 1815–1833
(Oxford – New York 2006), which
in many respects is dealing with the
same issue as Svoboda himself.

The book provides a comprehen-
sive picture of Russian foreign policy
in 1830–1831. Svoboda has included
all the factors influencing the inter-
national policy of the Russian Em-
pire. This, however, is more than
just a work dealing simply with the
history of international relations: it
is also an erudite and, in the Czech
milieu, almost unique approach to
the topic. The work deals with a
narrow but nonetheless highly inter-
esting segment of European history.
Ultimately it is a work which will
help the reader comprehend all as-
pects of foreign policy, rather than
merely providing a picture of histor-
ical events. The book can be recom-
mended to all readers with an inter-
est in the given topic, as well as to the
general public – and not only on ac-
count of its historical overlap.

Jiří Vyčichlo
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