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Abstract

This article presents a critical review of the monograph The Thin Blue
Line: Gendarmes and Society at the Twilight of the Empire (2023) by the
historian of Russian political surveillance Anastasia M. Lavryonova.
The book is evaluated in the context of recent achievements in Rus-
sian historiography on the pre-revolutionary security services and the
archival discoveries of recent years. The reviewer concludes that, de-
spite several gaps in its treatment of the history of the Separate Corps
of Gendarmes, the monograph is written to a high scholarly standard
and incorporates an extensive body of quotations from previously un-
published archival documents. Lavryonova addresses a wide range of
contested issues concerning the history of the law enforcement insti-
tutions of late imperial Russia, including the functions of the Gen-
darmerie Police Administrations of the Railways, the relationships
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between provincial governors and central and local police author-
ities, and the diverse spectrum of public responses to the activities
of the gendarmerie. The monograph also briefly considers the extent
to which the work of provincial gendarmerie administrations corre-
sponded to the methods employed by the security sections. Another
important issue examined is the attitude of provincial gendarmerie
commanders toward the use of confidential informants. Among the
book’s principal strengths are its statistical data on the size of the
gendarmerie and the number of students involved in public distur-
bances, as well as its incorporation of material from pre-revolutionary
periodicals and contemporary memoirs. At the same time, the review-
er expresses reservations about the insufficiently critical treatment of
certain memoir sources cited in the monograph. Overall, Lavryonova’s
study represents a significant contribution to the continuing schol-
arly investigation of the investigative and security institutions of the
Russian Empire.
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n 2023, Directmedia Publishing published a monograph by

AM. Lavryonova, C.Sc. (History), The Thin Blue Line: Gen-

darmes and Society at the Twilight of the Empire'. In 2018,

the researcher had defended her dissertation, The Separate
Corps of Gendarmes and Russian Society in 1880— 1917, and the mono-
graph became a logical continuation of the author’s archival research.
A.M. Lavryonova’s book consists of four chapters and thirteen appendi-
ces. The appendices contain background information on the number of
injured police officers and Separate Corps of Gendarmes (SCG) officials
in 1905-1909, the growth dynamics of SCG officials; students who
participated in the riots of 1899—1901, information on the number of
“political” and “non-political” inquiries conducted by railway gendar-
merie officials, etc. While preparing the monograph, A.M. Lavryonova’s
work was impressive: according to preliminary estimates, she used over
two hundred files from the State Archives of the Russian Federation,
55 sources of personal provenance, 27 collections of published docu-
ments, six reference and information publications, 20 dissertations, and
six monographs and articles in English. Periodicals were represented by
articles from Vestnik Politsii, Birzhevye Vedomosti, Russkaya Molva, Utro
Rossii, and other magazines and newspapers.
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Of particular interest, in my opinion, are the previously unpub-
lished memoirs of the surveillance operative of St. Petersburg Secu-
rity Section, E.L. Zaitsev, and fragments of memoirs about the youth
of the Head of Warsaw Security Section, P.P. Martynov, included in
the publication. Unfortunately, the memoirs of P.P. Martynov are
not preceded by an introductory article by the author of the mono-
graph; readers can find a brief biographical note about him only on
pp. 68—069. The tendentious notes of E.L. Zaitsev, who turned out to
be a revolutionary and sympathized with the plans to blow up the
Security Section (p. 344), require a more detailed commentary. For ex-
ample, Zaitsev’s assertion that “Gapon was one of the secret police’s
own men’ (p. 341) is not confirmed by the works of authoritative his-
torians. Most of them did not consider G.A. Gapon an agent of the
Okhbrana®. The priest’s contact with the St. Petersburg secret police did
not lead to an ongoing, mutually beneficial cooperation. In the con-
text of a critical analysis of Zaitsev’s memoirs, it would be interesting
to examine his investigation file. The author’s claims about repeated
beatings he suffered during interrogations certainly require verifica-
tion. Overall, it is quite difficult to understand the chronological or
substantive logic behind the inclusion of some fascinating archival
documents as appendices to the monograph.

The main content of the monograph under review is preceded by
an introduction, which provides general reflections on the negative
attitude toward gendarmes in various historical periods. At the same
time, A.M. Lavryonova expresses concern regarding “a tendency to-
ward the forced glorification of some representatives of the Separate
Corps of Gendarmes” (p. 8), without, however, citing examples of such
studies. The virtual absence of a review of the academic literature on
the topic in the monograph is regrettable: while fairly assessing the
high level of Z.I. Peregudova’s monograph, A.M. Lavryonova cites the
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source-rich study of L.V. Ulyanova’s “controversial and curious,” and
the works of V.V. Hutarev-Garnishevsky are only cited in the list of
references. A detailed analysis of the important, and in some ways
iconic for all researchers of political investigation, works of G.N. Bi-
bikov, M.V. Sidorova, L.V. Ulyanova, and V.V. Hutarev-Garnishevsky?,
as it would seem, would help readers determine the author’s position
on important issues in the topic under study, as well as understand
the range of scholarly problems of interest to her. Although the works
of GN. Bibikov and M.V. Sidorova are devoted to an earlier period
in the history of the Russian gendarmerie, it would be interesting to
understand the extent to which A.M. Lavryonova agrees or disagrees
with their assessments of the effectiveness of gendarmerie surveil-
lance in the public administration system. Unfortunately, the names
of the historians whose works A.M. Lavryonova cites are not included
in the index, which complicates work with the publication.

The information from the sources cited by Lavryonova requires
commentary and clarification. For example, on page 67, the researcher
quotes the head of the St. Petersburg Security Section, A.V. Gerasimoyv,
as saying that S.V. Zubatov, more than anyone else, became closely as-
sociated with gendarmerie activities. However, this opinion contradicts
her own account on page 71 and the overall monograph’s Conclusion:
“The relationship between gendarmes and police officials was often
competitive. The small Corps of Gendarmes could not meet the need for
political oversight in the provinces, and therefore police officials had to
assume some of these functions. This duplication of functions led to ex-
cessive secrecy, mutual distrust, and rivalry..” (p. 309). The long-stand-
ing conflict between the Gendarme Directorate and the Okbrana has
been extensively covered in the scholarly literature. As an example
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from archival documents, we can cite the review of the head of the Riga
Security Section on the work of local gendarmerie departments, sent to
the Director of the Police Department, M.I. Trusevich, on December 8,
1907: “The Chief of the Livonian Gendarme Directorate’s role in the
investigation consists of monitoring Lieutenant Colonel Papadzhanov’s
investigations. The latter’s efforts, however, yield no positive results, as
he has no staff. The Chief of the Courland Directorate’s role in the in-
vestigation consists of him personally conducting the investigation™.
A significant number of gendarmerie directorates’ leaders sabotaged
work with secret agents, raising the question of the fundamental rejec-
tion of “Zubatov’s methods” within the gendarmerie. The percentage of
local gendarmerie leaders and officers who recognized the usefulness of
infiltrating agents into revolutionary circles remains to be determined
by future historians.

A.M. Lavryonova’s monograph addresses a number of controversial
issues related to the activities of railway gendarme police departments.
On page 91, the researcher, unfortunately without providing the date
of the document, cites a Police Department circular prohibiting the
participation of lower-ranking Railway Gendarme Police Directorate
officers in searches. Since 1903, due to the insufficient number of per-
sonnel at the Railway Gendarme Directorate, local railway gendarme
police officers began to be involved in searches at the request of the
Gendarme Police Directorate heads (p. 92). According to the research-
er, the number of Railway Gendarme Police Directorate inquiries into
state crimes constituted less than one-tenth of a percent of the total
number of inquiries. In the pre-war years, “not a single political in-
vestigation was launched” (pp. 93—94). This information allows the
researcher to conclude that the local railway gendarme police officers
were placed even lower than the regular police in terms of investigating
state crimes (p. 91), and also that “the railway gendarmes .. were not
actually a political police..” (p. 109).

A.M. Lavryonova’s conclusions do not correlate with the historio-
graphic data on the issue under consideration. P.A. Kolpakov, who has
written several articles on the railway’s Gendarme Directorate, cites
a secret order of the Police Department of the Ministry of Internal

* TAPOD.©.102.0m.237. A, 3.9. 21. A. 28.
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Affairs dated November 15, 1915, No. 17531, which stated that “rail-
way gendarmes were ordered to take measures to remove from circu-
lation printed materials containing joint images of Nicholas II and
Wilhelm IT5. The confiscation of printed materials involved searches,
and, as the document suggests, these did not require permission or an
order from the head of the Gendarme Directorate. The distribution
of joint portraits of the German and Russian emperors during World
War I was a political crime, and combating the dissemination of unac-
ceptable images was a political investigation. In another article, Kol-
pakov, based on an analysis of a significant number of archival docu-
ments, concludes that “the fight against military espionage was one of
the most important areas of activity for railway gendarmes during the
war years ¢, Counterintelligence, given the overlapping functions of
various police agencies and the shortage of personnel in the Separate
Corps of Gendarmes and Border Guards, can be considered political
investigative work. Z.I. Peregudova also writes about the political in-
vestigation of the Railway Gendarme Directorate: “The revolutionary
uprisings of 1905 and the active role played by railway workers in giv-
ing the October Strike a nationwide character forced the government
to take urgent measures and involve the Railway Gendarme Police Di-
rectorate in the fight against revolutionary uprisings. By order of the
Separate Gendarme Corps of July 28, 1906, No. 14528, the Director-
ate officials were charged with conducting inquiries into all ‘criminal
actions’ of a political nature ‘committed within the railway right-of-
way'.. As a result, the Directorate began to function as political police.
Secret intelligence surveillance was also established on the railways,
which obliged the Railway Gendarme Police Directorate to maintain
their own secret agents™. Information that during the 1905-1907
revolution and in subsequent years, the Railway Gendarme Police

5 KoanaxoG6 IT.A. TIpOTUBOAEUCTBIE PACITPOCTPAHEHUIO AHTUITPABUTEABCTBEH-
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Bectank apxusncra. 2024. Ne 1. C. 181.
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ae XX BB. // Becrrux ['ocypapersenHoro yamBepenrera mpocserjennst. Cepust:
Ncropnsa n noantnaeckme vaykn. 2024, Ne 1. C. 77.
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Directorate “exceeded all other units of the combined in terms of per-
sonnel™, also testify to the permanent involvement of their officials
in the investigation of political crimes throughout the entire area of
operating railways and railways under construction’.

On page 131, AM. Lavryonova shares with readers a dubious story
from the work of N.G. Rabotnov, a member of the Commission for
the Analysis of the Archives of the Former Yaroslavl Provincial Gen-
darme Directorate and the Yaroslavl Security Section: “N.G. Rabotnov
describes an incident that occurred in Yaroslavl, when police agents
forcibly drove surveillance agents away from houses within their
area of observation and deliberately exposed them”. It’s quite diffi-
cult to imagine such a picture. The author of The Secrets of the Yaro-
slavl Torture Prison collected the material in the spring and summer
of 1917 and, obviously, was intended to present the facts, or “facts”,
within the context of public demand for condemnation of the monar-
chical system of power in general and police institutions in particular.
On the following (132) of the monograph, A.M. Lavryonova recounts
a surprising story from an article by M.S. Chudakova: “Biinting [Gov-
ernor of Tver. —S.M] ... ordered local police to report all political in-
cidents not to the Gendarme Directorate, as was the norm, but to the
Governor’s Office. Furthermore, by order of the governor, all persons
visiting the Directorate were registered. The police often made infor-
mation they received about undercover agents public”. The informa-
tion uncovered by Chudakova inevitably raises a number of questions.
How was information about undercover officers disclosed? What were
the consequences of exposing the gendarmerie undercover officers?
How did the Police Department respond to the blatantly subversive
actions of the Governor and general police?

$  Ibid.

?  AM. Lavryonova’s monograph cites an article by V. Sherwood published in
Vestnik politsii (the date of publication is not provided), in which he describes
the Railway Gendarme Police Administration as understaffed (P. 135). Infor-
mation on the Railway Gendarme Police Administration drawn from an arti-
cle by the little-known V. Sherwood can scarcely be regarded as more reliable
than the data available in Z.I. Peregudova’s now-classic monograph. Unfor-
tunately, the principles of internal source criticism are not applied to Sher-
wood’s article.
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Similarly, Felix Dzerzhinsky’s stories about the gendarmes raise
doubts. A.M. Lavryonova, apparently not doubting their veracity, re-
counts scenes from the life of an 18-year-old female prisoner who al-
legedly repeatedly “punched the gendarmes in the face” (p. 166). The
monograph under review also conveys the myth of the Soviet publicist
D.1. Zaslavsky about S.V. Zubatov. The head of the Moscow Security
Section did not intend to make Maria Vulfovna Vilbushevich a star of
the Zionist movement (p. 172). The Independent Jewish Labor Party,
which carried out its activities in the Pale of Settlement, primarily op-
posed the propaganda of the Jewish socialist party “Bund”. The “Inde-
pendents”, like police agents in workers’ mutual aid societies in various
industries, tried to switch the attention of the working class from polit-
ical demands to economic ones. Unfortunately, Maria Vilbushevich was
unable to live up to Zubatov’s hopes. Several years ago, historians found
documents indicating that she had been under the care of a psychiatrist
since her youth!®.

As noted above, A.M. Lavryonova’s monograph is dominated by
negative information about the gendarmes. The study depicts gen-
darmes drinking, intriguing, causing scandals, playing cards, shoot-
ing themselves, and their wives accepting bribes for the release of
prisoners. The section entitled Negative Public Attitudes Toward the
Gendarmes: Origins and Realization takes up 60 pages of the book
(pp. 246—306). However, it is clear that a section entitled Sourc-
es and Examples of Positive Public Attitudes Toward the Gendarmes
would also have a right to exist. Loyal workers and peasants, nobles,
merchants, and industrialists could express gratitude to the gen-
darmes, security officers, and members of the general police for their
effective service in protecting the country from the illegal actions of
radical socialists or in combating criminals. For example, in 1907,
400 workers from the Berestovo-Bogodukhov mines sent a request to
the Chairman of the Council of Ministers P.A. Stolypin to reinstate
Dudarev, “as a tactful and skilled police inspector”!.In A.M. Lavry-
onova’s monograph there are expressions that are inappropriate for
serious historical research. On p. 49 we find that “the officials.. were

10°TA PO. ®. 102. Om. 226. A, 103.
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eager for promotions”, and on p. 38 “the cornet started working like
a snowplow”.

Overall, AM. Lavryonova’s book lacks generalizations, authori-
al analysis, and an analytical perspective on the key issues of the SCG
during the revolutionary period of Russian history. In my opinion, the
study can be defined as a potpourri of interesting stories from the lives
of gendarmes of various ranks and units.

In conclusion, it should be noted that the monograph is of a high
scholarly standard, introducing new sources and facts into scholarly
circulation that will attract the attention of specialists and anyone in-
terested in the history of the SCG. The section Gendarmes and Women
(pp. 207—2406) is absolutely unique; this topic has not previously been
examined in such detail in serious scholarly works. Most of the review’s
comments are interpretative in nature; [ hope that in future studies,
A.M. Lavryonova will deem it possible to explore these themes, there-
by undoubtedly complementing and enriching the body of literature
on the political police. The book is written in accessible language and
abounds with interesting stories from the official activities of securi-
ty agencies; the author speaks from the perspective of a professional
chronicler of the everyday life of the gendarmes.
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