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Sergei Witte never fails to win admirers in my survey classes on Russian 

history. Hard work, intelligence, and social skills brought him to the top of 

the Russian bureaucracy, yet he did not shrink from giving honest and practi-

cal advice to Russia’s autocratic rulers. Students are struck by his seeming 

prescience regarding the crises that beset Russia in 1904-1914. This biog-

raphy does much to satisfy the curiosity of the Witte fan. Frank Wcislo’s bi-

ography of Witte is wide-ranging. He sets Witte’s life and career firmly with-

in the context of Russia’s modernization and international developments. 

While his main emphasis is on Witte’s vision of empire, Wcislo’s study is al-

so informed by recent work on borderlands identity, social networks, gender 

studies, and problems of memory. The title refers to Witte’s penchant for sto-

rytelling, his lifelong identification with Russia as an empire, and his devo-

tion to modernizing the empire. Wcislo attributes a dream-like character to 

Witte’s vision of the Russian empire, which revolved around “an imperial 

polity rooted in commercial-industrial prosperity.” (p. 16)   

Wcislo’s research base is rich. Chief among his sources are Witte’s papers 

at the Russian State Historical Archive in St. Petersburg and at the 

Bakhmeteff archive at Columbia University; these include Witte’s memoirs 

and other writings. Other primary sources include memoirs of those who 

worked with Witte and St. Petersburg archives of the Ministries of Finance 

and Communications. A generous array of secondary studies of Russia in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century rounds out the source base.  Criti-

cal toward his sources and aware of their potential bias, Wcislo alerts the 

reader that Witte not only was a “compulsive keeper of records,” but also 

“was archly conscious of his personal reputation.” (p. 3) In fact, Witte creat-

ed the Ministry of Finances Archive in 1892 and no doubt shaped it. Reading 

Witte’s memoirs closely, Wcislo not only explores how Witte’s memories 

were shaped, but also identifies important omissions and dissects their mean-

ing. 

Chapter 1 discusses the influence of his family and his education on the 

formation of Witte’s identity. From his father Witte inherited Baltic German 

ancestry, but he identified more closely with his mother’s Russian princely 

heritage. Witte may have touted his maternal line to facilitate his social rise; 

Wcislo finds, however, that Witte truly admired his mother as “a source of 

moral order and decorum in her family.” (p. 39) Both male and female family 

members were well-educated; like them, Witte valued learning.   
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Witte’s father had achieved social mobility by means of education and 

marriage, but he died in 1868, bequeathing to his family “a mountain of debt” 

because of risky business dealings. (p. 28) Unlike his father, who achieved 

higher social status through marriage, Witte married for love, risking social 

disapproval by wooing married women and arranging their divorces from 

their husbands.  His second marriage, to a Russian Jewish woman, risked not 

only his name in society, but also his career in the tsarist government. Thus, 

Wcislo argues that Witte’s personal choices reveal a man with sincere con-

victions and feelings, not a hypocrite or careerist. 

Wcislo dwells on Witte’s youth in the Russian borderlands spent in Geor-

gia and Ukraine, yet he is aware that he cannot make the case that Witte was 

a man of the borderlands, immersed as he was in elite Russian communities 

and their culture. Although his discussion of Witte’s female relatives is en-

lightening, it seems a bit of a stretch to call them “frontier women.” (p. 38) 

Wcislo acknowledges that Witte was mostly unacquainted with the lives of 

ordinary people in the borderlands. (p. 56) Nevertheless, his upbringing on 

the outskirts of the Russian empire was formative, in that his view of empire 

came from the periphery. Travels that often took him to far-flung regions of 

the empire reinforced that perspective throughout his life. 

A weak education was a liability of Witte’s upbringing in the borderlands; 

this delayed his plans to enter university. Nevertheless, once admitted Witte 

earned good grades and the trust of his fellow students, who voted him into a 

responsible position handling financial aid for poorer students. Witte wanted 

to become a math professor but his family opposed it. (p. 69) Through family 

connections, he obtained a post in the Ministry of Transport. On the Odessa 

Railroad, he learned the business through a series of clerical and management 

positions. (pp. 71-72) Moreover, Witte commenced to accumulate important 

connections, i.e., to build “networks.” His networks included not only influ-

ential nobles and powerful bureaucrats, but also bankers and university pro-

fessors. Thus, they reflected his intellectual interests as well as careerist in-

tent. 

Wcislo explains all the twists and turns of the relationship between the 

state and private investors in the railway business. That business shaped Wit-

te. Although few of the railways were profitable, they served the Russian 

state by rapidly expanding its mileage. (pp. 74-75) Early in Witte’s career he 

concluded the same thing: the railways and the empire were organically 

linked. Influenced by his uncle’s pan-Slavism, young Witte was a captive of 

national stereotypes regarding Poles, Germans, Jews, Ukrainians, and others. 

On the railroads, however, he learned to work with people of various nation-

alities. In the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78, Witte depended on accurate 

scheduling and timetables to keep trains moving under the harsh conditions 

of wartime logistics. (p. 79) Witte earned high praise for his contribution to 

the war effort. Rising in 1880 to manager of the Southwestern Railway, 

headquartered in Kiev, Witte began circulating in a “patronage network” that 

revolved around Romanov kin. His monarchist convictions and the assassina-
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tion of Alexander II tempted him to join “counter-terror” conspiracies, but he 

ultimately concluded the proposed plots were quixotic. (pp. 88-89) 

His railroad service also bound Witte to Alexander III. Wcislo paints a 

more optimistic view of Alexander III’s reign than is customary in textbook 

accounts of the counter reforms. In his memoirs, Witte praised Alexander 

III’s reign for moving Russia forward in industry and commerce. Witte’s 

memories were colored by the disasters of Nicholas II’s reign; he looked 

back at Nicholas’ father’s reign with nostalgia. Thus, he portrayed Alexander 

III as embodying potential for “peaceful liberalism.” (p. 92)   

Wcislo sides with optimists regarding the tsarist regime’s potential for 

economic reform and progress prior to World War I through men such as 

Witte. He argues against those who regard Witte as a “bureaucratic careerist” 

engaged in “pursuit of personal power.” (p. 113) He provides a convincing 

picture of Witte as a thinker. Witte had a larger vision. He wrote extensively 

in the 1880s on the prospects for Russia’s economic modernization, imagin-

ing “a Russian imperial polity: enriched by industrial modernity; ruled by a 

Russian monarchical sovereign made legitimate by the social and economic 

well-being thus created for all imperial subjects; and rendered powerful by its 

vast natural resources and territorial expanses.” (p. 93)   

Witte was an ardent Germanophile. Professing admiration for Otto von 

Bismarck’s “state socialism,” he hoped to involve the Russian Orthodox 

Church in an adaptation of Bismarck’s model and thus defuse social tensions 

accompanying industrialization. He hoped that through expansion of property 

ownership to the majority, the empire would improve the standard of living 

for the entire population. To Witte the railway would be the nervous system 

and life blood of a commercial and territorial empire. Wcislo calls the Trans-

Siberian Railroad the “culmination of Witte’s railroad career . . . a conduit for 

expanding Russian commerce, political influence, and imperial hegemony in 

Asia and the Pacific Far East.” (p. 140)   

Witte’s successes as Minister of Finances included an 1894 trade treaty 

with Germany, negotiated through strong arm tactics of trade war; the 1896 

All-Russian Industrial Exposition in Nizhnii Novgorod; introduction of the 

gold standard; promotion of Russian commerce abroad; and the accumulation 

of domestic capital for investment in industry. Witte’s introduction of the 

gold standard for Russia did much to attract capital into Russian industry. 

Wcisco explains all these policies and achievements clearly and sets them in 

the context of European as well as global history. He also effectively explains 

how Witte’s policies created resentment among wealthy aristocratic agricul-

turalists and how Witte came into conflict with those in Tsar Nicholas II’s 

circle who insisted on extra budgetary expenses for military projects, such as 

building a Pacific fleet. Wcislo acknowledges, “Witte’s dreams led not only 

to commercial prosperity and imperial power, but foreign entanglement, mili-

tary adventurism, and war with the Empire of Japan.” (p. 144) Although Wit-

te did not belong to the war party, his expansionist commercial ventures in-

creased Russian frictions with Japan.   
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Much of the last third of the book deals with the tempestuous relationship 

between Witte and Nicholas II. Wcislo cogently explains the “personalized 

politics at the heart of the tsarist government” (p. 180) that exacerbated the 

disagreements and personal incompatibilities between the two men. More 

importantly, their visions of empire in Asia clashed. While Witte emphasized 

consolidation of Russia’s land power status in Asia, Nicholas II was tempted 

to compete with Japan on the seas. Wcislo explains that Witte’s vision of 

empire required “a strong, powerful and decisive personality” on the throne. 

(p. 188) Nicholas II was the opposite of Witte’s ideal. After Nicholas dis-

missed Witte as Minister of Finances in 1903, he became chairman of the 

Committee of Ministers. While some of Witte’s friends turned toward liberal-

ism, Witte continued to maintain his firm adherence to the monarchy, but 

hoped to save it through bureaucracy. After successfully negotiating a peace 

treaty with Japan in New Hampshire in 1905 (and enjoying much popularity 

in the American press), Witte returned to a Russia aflame with revolution.   

Nicholas II turned reluctantly to Witte for advice; famously, the latter pre-

sented him with a choice between a Duma or a dictatorship. The tsar chose 

compromise and issued the October Manifesto. Witte took the reins of gov-

ernment, serving as chairman of the Council of Ministers from October 19, 

1905 to April 14, 1906. This account explains the reasoning behind Witte’s 

ultimatum and where he stood on the spectrum between unlimited autocracy 

and constitutional government. Although Witte’s enemies accused him of 

wanting to be an elected president, this was far from his mind, according to 

Wcislo. Instead, Witte wanted to lead a “unified ministerial government.” (p. 

218) Not a believer in natural rights, Witte held that “[c]ivic freedom was a 

granted gift.” (p. 219) The restoration of order was his primary motive. (p. 

235) Witte thought that with a weak tsar occupying the throne, Russia needed 

a strong government that could coordinate the efforts of the various minis-

tries in a program that would carry out social and economic reforms. Ministe-

rial government would eliminate the vices of corruption and favoritism.     

Witte’s plan, however, contained its own contradictions because it de-

pended on the cooperation of a weak tsar. Nicholas resented the constraints 

that the October Manifesto imposed on the autocracy. He did not hesitate to 

bypass Witte in separate meetings with important ministers. Nicholas II, for 

his part, blamed Witte for not taking elections in hand to shape the composi-

tion of the Duma. (pp. 232-33) Wcislo finds Witte’s accomplishments under 

these circumstances – “creation of new representative institutions, the ongo-

ing campaign to restore law and order, and the successful stabilization of the 

state’s finances” (p. 233) – to be extraordinary. Wcislo acknowledges Witte’s 

tendency in his memoirs to overlook or minimize the regime’s violent repris-

als, yet Wcislo could be faulted for insufficient investigation of Witte’s role 

in the restoration of order after the 1905 revolution. 

The conclusion discusses Witte’s life in retirement, until his death in 

1915. Examining Witte’s will, Wcislo finds that he staked not only his career 

but also his personal investments on the railways and Russian international 
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banking concerns. The Russian Revolution of 1917 devastated Witte’s in-

vestments, leaving his widow in modest circumstances. The topic of Witte’s 

personal investments could have borne more investigation. Comparison to the 

disastrous projects of Witte’s father is instructive. Even more so might be the 

relationship between Witte’s policies as Minister of Finance and his own in-

vestment choices.   

Eclectic transliterations of Russian names will confuse students who are 

unfamiliar with conventions of transliteration from Cyrillic into Latin charac-

ters. The most egregious example is of Helene Blavatsky (pp. 8, 41), who is 

also called E. P. Blavatskaia (pp. 43, 44), Elena Blavatsky (p. 43), and Helen 

Blavatsky (p. 55). Witte’s father is variously designated as Iulii (p. 22) and 

Iulius (p. 49). A few spelling errors are distracting, for example “Caucases” 

(p. 34) instead of “Caucasus.” Apart from the cover, the book contains no 

pictures of Witte, his family, and coworkers, although at least a few appear to 

be readily available on the internet. The book has a map, notes, bibliography, 

and index. 

This biography is a valuable contribution to the study of late tsarist Rus-

sia. With some guidance, it can be assigned in undergraduate classes. Gradu-

ate students and scholars of the period will find it useful as well. It is essen-

tial reading for those who teach Russian history and for scholars of the NEP 

Era. Wcislo recounts Witte’s enduring legacy, which was felt even in the So-

viet Commissariat of Finance. 
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