
 

  

Was Ivan the Terrible really so terrible? 
 Most Russian tsars and tsarinas were power-

hungry ruthless rulers, but only one held the 

title of ‘Terrible’. During Ivan IV Vasilyevich’s 

reign, Russia underwent legal reforms and a 

political transformation, and it expanded its 

territory by a large bit. So, with all this 

forward movement for the country, why is 

Ivan only remembered for being terrible? 

The rise to absolute power 

Ivan’s aggressive character took root during his childhood. Ivan’s father, the previous 

ruler, Vasily III, died suddenly when Ivan was just three years old, making the 

toddler the nominal ruler of all of Russia. At the age of eight, Ivan’s mother died, 

leaving the young tsar to fend for himself as an orphan. The power was held in the 

hands of the nobility, who mistreated the boy. He saw the ruling circle fight for 

power, conspire against each other, and murder his family. Ivan came of age ready to 

take over. 

A sudden abdication 

The first part of Ivan’s rule was marked with great success. The country underwent 

legal reforms, came out victorious in wars and established foreign relations. Following 

the first loss in the war with Lithuania and economic downfall of the country, Ivan 

began blaming the misfortunes on his government. He would execute anyone who 

disagreed with him. He was further devastated by the death of his wife, Anastasia 

Romanova. He suspected that she was poisoned by his own ministers. Soon he sent a 

letter of abdication to his ministers, citing treason on behalf of the nobility and the 

clergy. His government, frightened of political instability, accepted Ivan’s terms of 

return. He now had the right to deal with traitors as he saw fit. To that end, Ivan 

established a personal guard called the Oprichniki. 

 

 



 

In a rage, Ivan murdered his son 

For all his crimes, Ivan is most remembered for the murder of his own son. According to the story, Ivan 

walked in on his son’s pregnant wife laying half-naked. Blaming her for indecency, he began hitting the 

pregnant woman until his son, also Ivan, walked in and defended her. In a rage, Ivan hit his son on the head, 

and he died several days later. Although this is the popular version of event, historians argue that his son 

simply died of illness, without Ivan’s part in it. However, rumours of the murder further solidified Ivan’s 

terrible nickname. 

In truth, Ivan was certainly a ruthless ruler, but one could argue that he had to be in order to survive in a 

country where power was momentary, and even closest friends conspired against each other. From a troubled 

childhood to many personal misfortunes, Ivan endured suffering throughout his life, enough to make him do 

some terrible things. 
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