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One of the defining features of sixteenth and seventeenth century Europe was 

the expansion of states beyond borders hitherto demarcated on the bases of ethnic 

andior linguistic criteria. The primary motivation for any state engaged in the 

exploration and acquisition of new territories, the establishment of colonies and the 

gradua1 building of empire was economic. However, the colonial nations of the 

early modern period did not rely soleiy on their businessrnen and merchants to 

conduct and manage, in al1 their complexities, the affairs of empire. Each of the 

colonial nations had at its disposal various state and civilian institutions, the skills 

and resources of which could be directed toward managing and exploiting the 

colonies as the governing authority in the mother country saw fit. 

The role any given institution would play in a colonial context varied from 

nation to nation and was dependent as much on the tirne, place and circumstances 

under which the organization was expected to fulfill its role, as it was on the goals 

and ambitions of the individual states and institutions. An institution that frequently 

participated in the colonial expansion of European states was the Church. One of 

the most cornmon and useful functions that the Church of a colonizer could perform 

was the reconciliation of native peoples to the rule of the conqueror - generally 

through attempts t o  convert the former to the faith of the latter. 

Though not always viewed as a colonial state, Muscovy was no exception to  

this general paradigm. While much has been written about Muscovy's goals in 

Siberia and the administration of the territory and its inhabitants, there is little 

information concerning the missionary - or most other - activity of the Russian 

Orthodox Church on Muscovy's frontier in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries. 

The aim of the present study, therefore, is to  examine the motivations for 

embarking on the conquest of Siberia, the methods used by the Muscovite state to  

achieve its goals in western Siberia, and t o  attempt to draw some conclusions 

regarding the role of the Russian Orthodox Church in the first decades of Muscovite 

colonization in the region. especially as it pertained to the indigenous peoples. 
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Churches, ikons [sic], crosses, bells, 
Painted whores and garlic smells, 
Vice and vodka everyplace - 
This is Moscow's daily face. 

To loiter in the market air, 
To bathe in cornmon, bodies bare, 
To sleep by day and gorge by night, 
To belch and fart is their delight. 

Thieving, murdering, fornication 
Are so common in this nation, 
No one thinks a brow to raise - 
Such are Moscow's sordid days.' 

These lines convey some commonly held Western European perceptions 

of the state of  Russian society and culture in the seventeenth century. Yet, 

whatever the "backward" habits of  the Russians, they had, like their West 

European conternporaries, state and military organizations that were sufficiently 

well developed to  allow them to participate in the colonial expansion of 

European States that was already well under way by the mid-sixteenth century. 

Indeed, in time, it was the Russians who would forge, if not the longest lived, 

certainly the largest empire the world has seen. 

It hardly needs mentioning that when a polity is accumulating large 

amounts of territory, it will inevitably encounter other political and cultural 

entities. The questions such a situation calls t o  mind are many. When two 

' ~hese  verses were composed by a member of the 1636 embassy from Holstein to Russia. an account of 
which was published by one of the participants, Adam Olearius. in 1647. Cited in Samuel H. Baron 
(trans. & ed.), T A  (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1 967). p. 163. 



3 

cultures rneet for the first time, must it be a violent corning together? If one of 

them is territorially expansionist, is it necessary that the non-expanionist entity 

be subjugated? If  sot are there any institutional pressures which are almost 

universally brought to bear upon the subjugated people in an attempt to  ease 

the transition to  subject status and facilitate the acceptance of  their colonial 

masters? 

To a greater or lesser degree the answer to ail these questions, with 

respect to  the colonial expansion of  European States, is yes. This being said, 

one must recognize the caveat that dominance by one party by no rneans 

represents either the physical or cultural destruction of the other. In fact, a 

great deai of  cross-cultural borrowing can occur during and after the conquest 

of  one people by another, from the meanest elements of  material culture up 

through what is usually referred to  as high culture - art, literature and religious 

thought. In some instances conquerors, while over tirne imposing their political 

and military rule on a people, have corne to  adopt the conquered's language and 

religionr2 thus assuming the customs of the subject people and in al1 outward 

appearances being assirnilated by them rather than the other way around. 

Like other contemporary empire-builders (England, France, Spain, Portugal 

and the Netherlands), the Russians encountered rnany peoples who were 

indigenous to the territories Muscovy was exploring and claiming as her own. 

' ~ome of the best examples of this phenornenon can be found in the Mongol conquests of various Turkic 
peoples (especially those that had been Islamicized) in the Siberian steppe and Central Asia in the thir- 
teenth and fourteenth centuries. 
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And like the groups with which these contemporaries came into contact, the 

Russians encountered peoples who varied widely in their political, economic and 

social development and structures from srnall, loosely affiliated clan and tribal 

units (especially in the north o f  Siberia) to larger, more organized and cohesive 

systems such as the Khanate o f  Sibir. The degree of  economic development 

and political sophistication o f  any particular group, o f  course, influenced its 

members' responses to the Russian presence in their territories and the 

effectiveness o f  the responses. In some measure, it also dictated how the 

Russians treated the respective populations. Without exception, however, no 

group was as advanced politically, administratively and militarily as Muscovy. 

Perhaps the greatest single advantage enjoyed by  the Russians in their conquest 

o f  Siberia was technological - their possession of firearms. 

While not  always considered in such a context, Muscovy was clearly a 

participant in the colonial expansion of European States of the early modern 

period. But did the Russians embark on their colonial adventure unaware of the 

costs in men and materiel that would be involved and utterly unfamiliar with the 

administration of lands sparsely settled by srnail groups of  often nomadic 

peoples? The answer is, of course, no. There are precedents for expansionist 

activity frorn deeper in the Russian past. 

For several centuries prior t o  crossing the Ural mountains, the principalities 

of Rus gradually had been expanding their borders. For most of them, the 

Mongol invasion of  the thirteenth century put a halt to any large-scale growth 
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that lasted for two  hundred years. If it had not, the near constant internecine 

fighting among the grand princes for supremacy over al1 the principalities o f  Rus 

most certainly would have. Indeed, even after the first victory by Russian 

forces over the Golden Horde in 1380, and the continual weakening o f  Mongol 

power and influence afterwards, the territorial growth of the Rus principalities 

was very slow. 

Nevertheless, Novgorod remained comparatively free o f  the Mongol yoke. 

As a result of  its involvement in the Hanseatic League and its highly developed 

commercial system, the city was spurred to  explore and exploit the vast regions 

in the north of Rus. The search for furs and precious metals in unknown lands 

eventually, and inevitably, brought Novgorod into contact with peoples native 

to the regions being explored. Over tirne, Novgorod developed techniques, in 

accord with its econornic goals and in recognition of its administrative and 

military limitations, that, a t  the most allowed for the aboriginal peoples t o  be 

used in the service of Novgorod's commercial interests and at the least 

attempted to  minimize native hostility t o  the Novgorodian presence. 

Although the present work is concerned primarily with the sixteenth and 

seventeenth century expansion into Siberia of  Muscovy, an examination of  

earlier " ~ o l o n i a l " ~  growth will be undertaken in the first two chapters. There are 

a couple o f  reasons for taking such an approach. First, it will demonstrate that 

both Novgorodian and Muscovite motivations for expansion were essentially the 

%e terni is likely an anachronism when applied to Novgorod in the eleventh to Rfteenth centuries. how- 
ever, it seem the most accurate to use for the events that will be described. 
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same and that the impetus for each originated in almost identical sources. It 

will aIso show that, while Muscovy's emphasis on different methods to  conquer 

and control native populations varied somewhat from Novgorod's, the methods 

themselves were basically the same. perhaps even borrowed from Novgorod's 

experience. Thus, Muscovy did n o t  need t o  start from scratch when 

formulating policies to  administer new territories and new subject peoples: there 

was some continuity, a foundation upon which to  build. That such antecedents 

existed may provide some explanation for the speed with which Muscovy 

conquered Siberia, especially when compared t o  other coionizing States for 

whorn such recent precedents were fairly scarce. 

Before turning to these, however, some mention should be made o f  the 

pitfalls, particularly in Soviet historiography, facing the researcher of Muscovyrs 

annexation of Siberia. Some dramatic and contradictory interpretations exist 

in Soviet writings concerning the relationships between the expanding 

Muscovite state, its agents and the native populations with which they came 

into contact. Since more Soviet scholars than western ones have written on 

the subject and because the writing of  history has never been as closely tied, 

for so long, to  the ambitions and policies of the state as it was in the Soviet 

Union, it can be difficult t o  sort out which interpretations best reflect the 

historical "truth". Therefore, the researcher, when consulting Soviet-era 

sources, must be particularly aware of government policies a t  the time a work 

was written and be on guard for the biases such policies are likely to introduce. 
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Pre-revolutionary Russian historians, while often emphasizing the civilizing 

aspects of  Muscovite and later Imperia1 conquests, sometimes described and 

occasionally condemned the violence with which many peoples were brought 

into the Russian fold. Following the revolution in 1917, one of  the primary 

objectives of  the Bolshevik government was the maintenance of  the state within 

the same boundaries as the former Tsarist empire. One of  the greatest threats 

to the realization of  this goal was Great Russian chauvinism, by which was 

meant the tendency of Russians to adopt a superior or haughty attitude toward 

non-Russians and t o  dominate them politically and economically. Party leaders, 

who repeatedly addressed the problem, al! but admitted that hatreds between 

the peoples of  the former Russian empire were in fact still strong enough to 

jeopardize the entire revolutionary program. 

The solution, formulated under Leninrs nationality policy, was the 

propagation of  a myth that came to be known as the Friendship - or Great 

Friendship - of Peoples. Initially, Bolshevik historians, like their political 

counterparts in the Communist Party, saw nothing but unmitigated evil in the 

empire's colonial past. Their works were characterized by extremely harsh 

judgements of colonial and imperial Russia, its institutions, leaders and 

servitors. Redeeming qualities were declared t o  be virtually non-existent and 

non-Russians were said to  have reaped no rewards from their association with 
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Russians. M.N. Pokrovskii4 acknowledged that only the revolution "could serve 

as some compensation for al1 the sufferingm5 these people had endured. The 

revolution was eventually portrayed as a grand dividing line. Before it, national 

hatreds were everywhere. After the revolution, the party's nationality policy 

created a friendship of peoples in the context of  a new and extraordinary 

historical entity - a multinational state devoid of  national hatreds and hostilities. 

In the 7930s. under increasing party supervision, the history of  the Soviet 

Union and its peoples began to be rewritten. The determinist guidelines laid 

down by Marx and Engels were the blueprints used by Soviet historians and 

their laws of  historical development offered the key to a "scientific" 

interpretation o f  past events and processes. With respect to the relationships 

between Russians and non-Russians, the new history was designed t o  support 

governmental efforts to solve lingering nationality problems. To that end, post- 

revolutionary assertions of the friendship of  peoples were extended to  pre- 

revolutionary times thus refuting the notion of 191 7 as a dividing line. Indeed, 

it contradicted Stalin himself, who in the mid-thirties spoke of the "friendship 

between the peoples of the U.S.S.R. [as] a great and serious conquest 

(zavoevanie) of the party, and refer[red] to it not as an accomplishment, but as 

4 ~ . ~ .  Pokrovskii. the dominant historian of the early Soviet period. may be considered the most vocifer- 
ous and vitriolic of the anti-Tsarist historians, and it is in his works that the anti-imperial tirade attains its 
highest fom. 

'MN. Pokrovskii. Rwkaia istoriia s drevneishikh vremen. 1. (Moscow: 1933). p. 250. Cited in Lowell 
Tillet, The Great Fnendshi~: Soviet Historians on the Non-Russian Nationalities, (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1969). p. 26. 



a task yet to  be finishedmW6 

The new interpretation maintained that there had never been hostility 

between the peoples who constituted the Soviet Union. The end result o f  such 

an interpretation, it was hoped, would be that the Soviet peoples would not 

only cease to  feel national hatreds, but believe that they had never existed at 

all. Russian conquests were described as essentially defensive measures 

mounted t o  prevent either aggression from foreign enemies who threatened to 

conquer the non-Russians or to protect them from their own internecine 

fighting. Furthermore, most annexations of indigenous peoples were said to 

have been carried out voluntarily, with no hint of violence, at the request o f  the 

annexed populations. Resistance movements and revolts were depicted at  first 

as attempts by feudal leaders, without mass support, to  recover their old 

privileges. Later, especially from the late 1940s on, they were expressed more 

clearly in class terms whereby the lack of mass support was attributed to  a 

sense of  class affinity between the average non-Russian and the Russian 

common soldier and peasant. This in turn denied the early Soviet view that all 

non-Russians hated al1 Russians impartially. Thus, it could be expounded that 

the non-Russian "did not fight with the Russian per se [but] with his class 

enemy, who happened to  be a Russian/"' 

The motivations for Russia's acquisitions were proclairned to be of an 

'J.v. Stalin in Druzhba narodov RSFSR (Matelialv v pomoshch prcmaaandistu i aoitatonil (Leningrad: 
Leningradskoe obl. izdatel'stvo, 1938), p. 3. Cited in Tiltett, ibid, p. 25. 

7~illett. ibid. p. 11. 
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altruistic nature and resistance to  be the response of  a selfish, reactionary 

minority. Paradoxically, any similar struggle directed at  any power other than 

Russia was portrayed as a popular fight for the preservation of freedom and 

self-determination. In any event, it was asserted that, left to their o w n  devices, 

none of the non-Russian peoples had been in a position to  maintain their 

independence and to  form a viable state. The options were sirnply annexation 

by Russia or defeat at the hands of an enemy (which, it was implicitly 

understood. might be anyone but Russia). 

Annexation was deemed to be progressive for several reasons. While 

instances of tsarist oppression were acknowledged (after all, the tsar and his 

generals were the class enemies of  the non-Russian masses), it was better than 

feudal oppression or interna1 strife. Over time the Russians brought 

improvements in agriculture, increased trade and, later, industrialization and 

railroads opened world markets to  many non-Russians, al1 of which led to higher 

standards of living. The Russians took the initiative in educating their new 

subjects, even putting into writing for the first time the languages of several 

Siberian tribes. The ultimate benefit of union with Russia was that it put al1 of 

these peoples on the road to the revolution. 

The advent of World War li brought the reinterpretation of Russia's colonial 

past to a conclusion. The need to instill a sense of  patriotism in the peoples of 

the U.S.S.R. so that the war might be successfully prosecuted was paramount. 

No longer were animosities between peoples merely downplayed or expressed 
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in class terms; if they could not  be thoroughly reconciled to  the party line, they 

were omitted altogether frorn the literature. What remained was a catalogue 

of perennially cordial relations between Russians and non-Russians that 

extended into the shadowy past. The benefits, real and otherwise, accruing to  

the latter through their association with the former received even greater 

emphasis. This position was consolidated in the first years after the war and 

from the early 1950s, practically until the Soviet Union's demise in 1991, was 

de rigeur in the historiography of  Russian/non-Russian relations within the 

boundaries of the RussianlSoviet empire. 

The evident irony in this final interpretation is that it very strongly hints 

at elements of Russian superiority and leadership (and a certain sense of 

revelling in the idea), which in practice negated the theoretical equality of  

peoples emphasized b y  the Communists. The notion was evinced by the term 

"eider brother" (starshiibrat), which denoted Russian superiority and originated 

among and was given currency by  the tsar's apologists trying to convince the 

colonial peoples of  the Russian mission civilisatrice. The expression itself - 

starshii brat - began to  reappear during World War II, subsequently becorning 

an " honored term among non-Russian[sl.. . who ritualistically express[ed] their 

gratitude to  the Russian people for help in the past and p r e ~ e n t . " ~  

Thus it is apparent that until a final policy had been established concerning 

the nature of historical Russianlnon-Russian relations a certain schizophrenia 
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existed in the body of Soviet historiography on the topic. Ironically, it was 

Pokrovskii who for later Soviet historians becarne the scapegoat for the 

erroneous views of  his day about pre-revolutionary relations between Russians 

and non-Russians. Nonetheless, few historians who wrote prior t o  the change 

in attitude in the 1930s survived the post-war reinterpretations without their 

works - or themselves - being rendered obsolete. 

Fortunately for the researcher of Russianlnon-Russian relations in Siberia, 

one of the few historians whose works emerged unscathed was S.V. 

Bakhrushin. Writing extensively on the Russian colonization o f  Siberia, he, like 

his 1 920s contemporaries, indicted tsarist colonialism for often being brutal and 

exhibiting Iittle in the way of cooperation between Russians and natives. 

Indeed, 

Siberian towns in the seventeenth century 
were pursuing one aim: they were to serve 
as military administrative centres for the 
collection of fur tribute from the natives and 
for further seizures of  "hostile" t e r r i t ~ r y . ~  

However, he was less polemical than other writers and more fastidious in his 

use of archival sources to support his arguments. And, perhaps most 

importantly, he staunchly defended his position after WW II, "making only 

limited compromise with the new v i e ~ s " ' ~  before his death in 1950. 

's.v. Bakhrushin, Nauchnve trudv, (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo AN SSSR, 4 Vols., 1952-1955). Vol. 4, p. 39. 

'OlÏllett, The Great Friendship.., p. 348; Basl Dmytryshyn, 'Russian Expansion to the Pacific. 1580-1700: 
A Historiographical Review", Siberica, Vol. 1, # 1 (Summer 1990), pp. 26-27. In fact, most of the re- 
visions made in Bakhnishin's work to bring it closer to the Party line were introduced by the editors 
from the Academy of Sciences in their introduction to, and footnotes in, his Nauchnve trudy. 
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Bearing these ideological dangers in minci1' one must proceed to the topic 

at hand with a more criticai use of the Soviet sources. 

By way of a reply to the third question posed on page three, there are 

institutions whose influences are often relied upon to "soften upn a people to  

be conquered. Administrative, military and diplomatic bodies of the state 

perform functions essential to the integration into it of a conquered people. 

Another institution that can play the same role is an organized Church. Indeed, 

if one culture is to impose and maintain hegemony over another, the presence 

of a religion that "actively proselytize[sl or at least easily admits converts" is 

important. Such a religion "establishe[sl the rulers' language as a sacred 

language, superior to ail others.. . [and]. . .it helps to spread the [rulersr] culture 

among the r n a s s e ~ " ' ~  rather than just among a small upper or ruling class upon 

whom the conquerors might both rely and exert influence. At the same tirne, 

a strong cultural grounding with an estabiished faith or belief system can be 

used to bolster a people's resistance to an invader. 

With this last point in mind, the final two chapters will contain descriptions 

of the ways of life, political and social culture and religious background of  some 

western Siberian peoples. This should be considered necessary on two counts. 

Principally, any attempt to describe Muscovite methods of conquest and 

'  or a more detailed exposition of the preceding, see Tillett. The Great Friendshi~ ..., especially pp. 3-34 
and 343-350. 

lZ~haries Issawi. 'Empire Builden. Culture Makers, and Culture Irnprinters", Journal of Interdisciplinaiv 
Historv, Vol. 20, # 2 (Autumn 1989), p. 184. 
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administration would be worthless without information on the peoples whom 

these methods were designed to control and reconcile to  Muscovite rule, and 

whose ways o f  Iife in part conditioned the methods which were adopted. 

Secondly, lest it be thought that the colonial process was one-sided, any 

attempt t o  understand native responses to  the conqueror or t o  discern native 

agency in the process will come to naught wi thout  such information. Due to  

the relative paucity of  sources written f rom the perspective of  Siberian 

indigenous peoples, however, the detection of a native agenda - that is, if they 

believed they had anything t o  gain from Muscovite colonization, or if they felt 

the Russians could in any way  be used t o  their advantage - will be sornewhat 

more difficult than the assessrnent of  Muscovite goals and the relative success 

or failure o f  the Russians in achieving thern. 

Finally. a comment on the dates bookending this study. The choice o f  

1581 will be seen to be self-explanatory since it marks the beginning o f  a 

permanent Russian presence in Siberia. The decision t o  stop in 1649 is more 

arbitrary and is based on four considerations. 

In 1648, discontent among the streltsy and other military formations, 

primarily over pay and working conditions, led to  uprisings in Moscow and other 

centres, including some Siberian towns. The problems were dealt with fairly 

quickly, but  they did distract the government. a t  least temporarily, from 

focussing on other affairs. With respect to the Russian Orthodox Church, 1649 

saw the passage of the Sobornoe ulozhenie. This code of  laws drew the 
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Church closer t o  the state, further restricting i ts rights to  acquire land and 

wealth and giving it a narrower range for independent action than ever before. 

It seemed logical t o  confine any analysis of the Church's role in Siberia to a 

period in which, theoretically at least, it had some latitude in deciding how to 

direct its activities. 

A third consideration was the impending controversy over Patriarch 

Nikon's reforms of  certain religious practices and of  the prayer books. The 

reforrns were designed to correct mistakes that had filtered in over the years 

and bring Russian religious practice closer to  the Greek upon which it was 

based. This they did, but  the changes also touched of f  a schism (raskol) in the 

Russian Church, that affected al1 layers of religious and civil society for years 

to corne. 

The final point is the fact that by 1648-50, the Russians had reached the 

Pacific Ocean with Sernen Dezhnev's voyage around the Chukotka peninsula. 

With the crossing of  Siberia as a whole largely complete, and the longest period 

of sustained expansion over, one might expect to find some shift in Muscovite 

emphasis from exploration to  a consolidation of power in the colony. which in 

turn may have affected the region's administration. Whether or not such was 

the case is not the concern of the present work, but it is sufficient reason, 

along with the other three factors, for ending the study in 1649. 

Bearing al1 of  this in mind, it is the main aim of this work to  consider the 

incorporation of western Siberia and its indigenous peoples into the expanding 
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Muscovite/Russian state. More specifically, while examining both pre-Siberian 

Russian contact with non-Russians to the north and east of Muscovy proper 

and the ways of life of some of western Siberiars natives, it will consider the 

roles that the Muscovite administrative apparatus in Siberia and the Russian 

Orthodox Church played in this incorporation. 

Chapter one will provide information on Russian contact with native 

peoples in the centuries prior to the advance into Siberia. Focussing primarily 

on the experiences of Novgorod, it will look at the reasons for that cityrs 

expansion into new regions and some of the methods used both to achieve its 

goals and to deal with the indigenous populations with which Novgorod came 

into contact. The chapter will also deal with the transition of  the hub of 

expansionary activity, and thus as the focal point for contact with natives, from 

Novgorod to Moscow. Though such an examination may not prove that 

Moscow studied and learned from Novgorod's efforts, it will at least show that 

the former had gained some knowledge of the peoples and lands to  the east 

from the latter, which could be applied t o  its own future colonial growth. 

In the second chapter a discussion of events immediately preceding 

Muscovy's rapid expansion in Siberia will be undertaken. In this manner it will 

be demonstrated that Muscovite objectives for expansion to the east were very 

similar to Novgorod's. Moreover, it will show that the government had very 

littie to do with the initial Russian thrust over the Ural Mountains and, in fact, 

was reluctant to commit any resources t o  such a venture, partiafly out of fear 
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of inciting various tribes on either side of  the Urals t o  widespread violence 

against Russians. Rather, the eventual Russian domination o f  Siberia was 

predicated upon some risky independent decision making b y  the Stroganovs and 

some flukes o f  timing surrounding Yermak's campaign. 

With some discussion and understanding of  the precedents for  Muscovy's 

colonial growth and the events leading to the first tenuous foothold in Siberia 

in place, chapter three will examine some early Russian perceptions of Siberia's 

inhabitants. It will then proceed to  descriptions of the ways of life of various 

western Siberian peoples in order to  provide a clearer portrait o f  the types of 

cultures the Russians encountered, 2nd without which the significance of native 

behaviours and responses to  the Muscovite presence would be lost. The 

second half o f  the chapter will be devoted to an analysis o f  the Muscovite civil 

administration of  western Siberia. 

The final chapter will be split roughly evenly between studies of native 

Siberian religion and Russian Orthodoxy with respect to both its relationship to  

pagan religious structures and in its responsibilities and the difficulties it faced 

in Siberia. This iast point will be looked at with particular attention paid to the 

question of attracting converts. The examination of native religions will show 

that they were of a highly developed nature and met the needs of the cultures 

in which they evolved, providing resilient buffers against proselytization from 

outside. Further, the analysis of  the Russian Orthodox Church's role in 

Muscovite colonialism in Siberia will highlight the fact that  any efforts it made 
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to convert the territory's natives to  Christianity were beset wi th a multitude of  

obstacles, not  the least of  which emanated from the state itself. 

Finally, an assessrnent of the relative success or failure in achieving their 

goals in Siberia o f  both the Muscovite administration and the Church will be 

given in the conclusion. This last section of  the text will also point to areas in 

which it is believed there is the potential for future research. 



Chapter One 

BEYOND THE PORTAGE 



Geographv 

The territory of  Siberia stretches from the Ural Mountains for some 4,500 

kilometres to  the Pacific Coast - roughly the distance across North America at  

the latitude of  the Great Lakes. In its arctic latitudes it extends another 1,500 

kilometres t o  the tip of the Chukotka Peninsula and the narrow Bering Strait 

which separates Asia from North America. Alrnost al1 of Siberia lies north of  

the fiftieth parallel making its position comparable to Northern Europe and 

Canada. 

It is to Canada that Siberia's clirnate rnust be compared. The seasonal 

range of temperatures is similar, but because of  the huge Eurasian land mass 

Siberia's is even more extreme than Canada's. Over much of its expanse 

winter temperatures average -30°C t o  -40°C. In some places, such as 

Verkhoiansk and Oimiakon - the coldest places in the northern hemisphere - 

temperatures c m  fall as low as -71 OC, while rising to +34OC in summer. 

It was this vast and clirnatically harsh territory that the Russians 

conquered, annexed and maintained. By the end of the seventeenth century, 

little more than 100 years after Yermak's' expedition across the Urals and 

barely 200 since asserting dominance over its Eastern Slav rivals, the 

Muscovite state had transformed itself frorn a relatively small Eastern European 

principality into a near-imperial power to be reckoned with; a feat which is 

rendered al1 the more remarkable because of  Siberia's relative lack of  natural 

' ~ e e  chapter two for more on Yermak and his importance. 



boundaries as safeguards against invasion. Indeed. other than the Pacific 

Ocean, some major rivers, such as the Amur which forms Siberia's border with 

China and the Sayan Mountains separating south-central Siberia from Mongolia, 

there are no formidable natural barriers between Siberia and its southern 

neig h bours. 

In the west, the border formed by the Urals themselves has been 

questioned. What is it that 

confer(s1 upon them alone, out of al1 the 
mountains on the face of the earth, the 
honor of serving as the boundary bet- 
ween two  continents - an honor which 
in al1 other cases is granted only to  
oceans, and rarely to seas? In terms 
o f  its altitude, this mountain range is 
one of  the most insignificant of all, 
and in terms of its traversability one 
of  the easiest. In the middle section, 
around Ekaterinburg, people cross 
thern.. .and ask their driver: but tell me, 
brother, just where are these mountains?' 

Nonetheless, they are distinguished by their role as a boundary and it is on their 

eastern dopes that Siberia begins. 

Geographically, Siberia can be divided into three sections rnoving from 

west to e a ~ t . ~    rom the Ural mountains to the Yenisei river is the wide, low- 

'N. la. Danilevslo?, Rossiia i Evro~a. Vzqllad na kul'tumye i politicheskie otnosheniia Slavianskoao mira k 
Germano-Romanskomu, 5"' ed., (St. Petersburg, 1895), pp. 56-57. Ciied in David Christian, "Inner Eur- 
asia as a Unit of World History", Journal of World Historv, Vol. 5, # 2 (Fall 1994), p. 178. 

3~ ince this study is concemed with peoples of western Siberia, descriptions of the Central Sibenan plat- 
eau from the Yenisei River to Lake Baikal and of the Far East from Baikal to the Pacifîî have been omit- 
ted. For a brief account of the important geographical features of these regions, see James Forsyth, A 
Histonr of the Peoples of Sibena. Russia's North Asian Colonv, 1581 - 1990, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), pp. 8-10. 
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lying Western Siberian plain [see Map 11, the world's largest, which forms the 

basin of  the region's greatest river, the Ob, and its major tributary, the Irtysh. 

These rivers carry the waters of the Altai mountains northwards to  the Arctic 

Ocean and over most of their courses, as a result of  a slight gradient. they flow 

slowly. The watersheds between their tributaries are l ow  and because their exit 

to the sea is blocked by ice for much of the year, large areas of the plain are 

flooded in spring when the snows melt making numerous lakes and marshes a 

permanent feature of  much of western Siberia. 

South of the Arctic Circle the vegetation is primarily sparse coniferous 

forest o f  pine, cedar, larch and spruce interspersed with peaty bogs. Generally 

known in Russian by its Turkic name taïga, it is home to  many of the animals 

common to most o f  Siberia - brown bear, wolf, elk, reindeer, lynx and smaller 

fur-bearing animals like squirrel, chipmunk, polecat, errnine and sable. Further 

south, around the latitude of  Tomsk, the forest first gives way to  wooded 

steppe then to the open, grassy plains of  the steppe proper. This transitional 

fringe is the only natural boundary western Siberia has in the south; beyond it 

the plains and deserts of  Central Asia stretch for 1,600 kilometres 

toward Afghanistan and Iran. 

In the far north, a fringe of tundra averaging about 300 kilometres wide 

(though in some places much wider) stretches the breadth of Siberia. Snow- 

covered for at least 240 days annually, the only forms of vegetation are 

mosses, lichens, stunted woody shrubs and a few herbaceous plants that 



Map 1: Western Siberian Plain 

\ 

Source: Central Intelligence Agency, U.S.S.R., Map # 7771 5 2-71, (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1 97 1 1. 



bloorn in summer. Animal life is restricted to  small rodents, fox, reindeer, 

snowy owls and some other birds of prey, as well as aquatic birds that summer 

on the shore. The Arctic Coast islands and offshore ice are afso home to seals, 

walrus and polar bears. 

Such is the natural environment that shaped the peoples the Russians 

encountered in western Siberia. The generally accepted date for the beginning 

of a permanent Russian presence in Siberia coincides with the launching o f  the 

Cossack, Yermak Timofeevich's campaign across the Urals on September 1 

(Old S t ~ l e ) ~ ,  1581 .5 However, while staking out a daim to the east of  the Urals 

may have been novel, the Russian subjugation of  non-Russian peoples was not. 

Therefore, before proceeding to  events in Siberia it would be instructive to  

examine some Russian dealings with non-Russian peoples to the west of  the 

Ural mountains. Indeed, Bakhrushin confidently asserts that the "methods, 

goals and attitudes of the colonizers to the local [Siberianl populace repeated ..., 

both in the seventeenth century and even later, the Slavic colonization of the 

4 ~ n t i l  191 8 the Russians used the Julian calendar, which in the seventeenth century was ten days 
behind the Gregorian calendar used in most countries. 

=Oespite the generally accepted nature of this date. inconsistencies in the chronicles conceming the dat- 
ing of some events have given rise to some debate about its accuracy. R.G. Skrynnikov, for example, is 
a staunch supporter of a late August to September 1, 1582 dating for the campaign's start. See his art- 
icles, "Podgotovka i nachalo Sibirskoi ekspeditsii Ennaka', Voprosv istorii, # 8 (August), 1979, pp. 44-56; 
"Sibirskaia ekspeditsiia Ennaka", Voprosv istorii, # 3 (March), 1980, pp. 3û-54. In English, see his, The 
Eariy Period in Russia's Annexation of Siberia", Jean Hellie (trans.), Soviet Studies in History, Vol. 24, # 
1-2 (SurnmerfFall 1985). pp. 1 13-1 36; "ErmaKs Siberian Expedition", Hugh F. Graham (ed. & trans.), Rus- 
sian Histov, Vol. 13, # 1 (Spring 1986). pp. 1-39. R.J. Kerner in his The Urqe to the Sea: The Role of 
Rivers, Portaaes. Ostrws. Monasteries and Furs, (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1942), p. 68, sets Yermak's departure in 1579. The accuracy of assigning a date and a month to an ev- 
ent tends to be more retiable than detennining the year. ln general, this is a function of the religious 
grounding of the people whose recollections inforrned the chronicles and histories and who remembered 
things in terms of the holy day or saint's day on which they occurred. In such a context particular years 
were not viewed as significant. 



Finnic tribes along the Volgam6 and other regions. 

Earlv Contact: S t a ~ e  One 

Prior t o  Moscow's rise as the locus of East Slavic power, the dominant 

centres of East Slavic culture and influence were the principality o f  Kyiv, from 

the ninth until the thirteenth centuries when it was overrun by the Mongols, and 

subsequently Novgorod. Located in the northwest o f  European Russia on the 

banks o f  the Volkhov river not far north o f  Lake Ilmen, Novgorod paid tribute 

to  the khans of  the Golden Horde but escaped outright d ~ m i n a t i o n . ~  It is in 

reference t o  Novgorod that the earliest mentions of contact between Russians 

and indigenous peoples are to  be found. 

The region around Novgorod was laced with a system o f  rivers and 

portages that was relatively easy to  navigate. The principaiity's relative 

freedom t o  pursue its own ambitions and a desire to obtain commodities for 

trade with Western Europe both permitted and prompted Novgorod's 

exploration of the northern rivers and valleys by at least 1032 when an 

expedition was undertaken to the lron G a t e ~ . ~  

68akhnishin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 1, p. 137. 

'~ov~orod's escape was as much good fortune as it was anything eke. Mongol amies, in the winter of 
1238, had advanced to within 100 km of Novgorod when the spring thaw threatened to make the rivers 
and lakes impassable to them and induced them to tum their attentions to the southem steppe. 

8~olnoe sobranie Russkikh letopisei [hereafter P.S.R.L], (St. Petersburg: Arkheograficheskaia kommissïia, 
1841-1914), Vol. 9, p. 49. Cited in George V. Lantzeff, "Russian Eastward Expansion Before the Mongol 
Invasion', The Amencan Slavic and East European Review, Vol. 6, # 18-1 9 (December 1947), p. 2. The 
location of the lron Gates is unknown, but they seem to have been at least as far east as the Pechora 
valley, perhaps further. Yuri Semyonov suggests they were situated in the Urals bamng, literaîly and 
syrnbolically, passage to an unknown land. Also, it is IikeIy that explorations to the north and east of 
Novgorod were undertaken earlier than 1032; this is simply the earliest such mission recorded by the 
chronicles of Old Russia. 
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It seems plausible, however, that there was a Russian presence in these 

regions even earlier. There are many indirect accounts of Slavic activity in the 

north before the eleventh century. For instance, Jordanes, a sixth century 

Gothic writer speaks of trade between Slavs and Yugrians and the Arab 

geographer Ibn Ruste, in about 912, writes of  Slav commerce in sables, a 

primarily northern animal. Perhaps the most reliable account derives from the 

report o f  a Norwegian seafarer named Oter. A t  the end of the ninth century he 

had been sent b y  the Anglo-saxon king, Alfred, to  acquire walrus tusks 

(monhevii zub) and skins from a coastal area of a land known as Biarmiia 

(Bjarmeland to the Scandinavians), which was supposed to conceal legendary 

t rea~ures .~  Reaching the rnouth of the Northern (Sevemaia) Dvina, he 

encountered numerous people who were using water-borne transport and 

engaged in fishing operations and the hunting of marine animals, supposedly o f  

a more advanced nature than that which the region's natives possessed. 

According to lcelandic tales from the early eleventh century, a town had 

stood for some time already on the banks of the Dvina where merchants from 

Scandinavia came to trade in surnmer. Based both on the Northern Dvina's 

relative proximity t o  Novgorod and on descriptions of  a nearby cemetery where 

an idol (istukan) o f  the god lomalla stood, it seems likely that at  least some of  

g~iarmiia was identified by Fridtjof Nansen as the coastline along the southam shores of the White Sea 
Cied in Terence Armstrong, Russian Settlement in the Noith, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1965), p. 1 O. 
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the people the Scandinavians traded with were Slavs. Further, since it was far 

more cornmon for foreign merchants to corne t o  Rus than vice versa, the 

presence of Western Europeans in this territory a t  least can be verified by local 

finds of  Anglo-saxon and German coins of the tenth and eleventh ~entur ies. '~  

Since Novgorod's economy could not be based on agriculture because of 

its northern location, it had to rely on the extraction of the natural wealth of  the 

surrounding forests and rivers. Accordingly, fur-trapping developed as 

Novgorod's primary industry, naturally drawing the town's attentions north and 

east in search of sable, black fox, beaver and the staple pelt of the northern 

trade - grey squirrel. The city's merchants were also attracted by  rumours of 

gold and silver, a rich fishery (both riverine and along the White Sea littoral) and 

the sea animals that provided white fur and ivory. All of these products were 

valued at home, in the markets of  Novgorod's Hanseatic partners. and in the 

Slavic markets to  the south. where Novgorod exchanged them for bread and 

wax. 

Most o f  these natural riches were located outside the territory of Novgorod 

proper (piatina) [see Map 21 in a region known to  residents of the city as 

Zavoloche." As a result, Novgorod's activities were concentrated. over 

"s.F. Platonov 8 A L  Andreev, "Ocherk novgorodskoi kolonizatsii severam, in Ocheiki rio istorii kolonizatsii 
(St, Petersburg: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo, 1 W2), p. 32- 

" ~ h e  name derives from the Russian words ra = beyond and vol& = portage. thus meaning 'the land 
beyond the portage." 



M ~ D  2: Novaorod & Surroundina Territory. c. 1380 
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time, along the Northern Dvina (Podvine). the shores of the White Sea 

(Pomore), the Pechora river and the Priural ragions. In general it was wealthier 

merchants and nobles who were responsible for opening the territory, since the 

"distance, harshness and wildness of these places made thern accessible only 

to  the most enterprising p e ~ p l e . " ' ~  However, another breed of  man, the river 

pirates (ushkuinik~l. must share the credit. Some of  the most successful 

entrepreneurs were in fact not  those who acted independently. but rather those 

who pooled their resources. For example, in the mid-fourteenth century, 

merchants who specialized in trading with Yugria formed the "Yugorshchina" 

corporation. wealth f rcm which financed the construction in 1365 of a Stone 

Church of the Trinity in N o ~ g o r o d . ' ~  

Given the relatively wide expanse of Novgorod's operations it was 

inevitable that its traders and trappers would corne into contact with native 

peoples - both peacful and those who resented and resisted incursions into their 

lands. Despite being able to  settle some areas along the Northern Dvina in the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Novgorod's small population made it 

impossible to  colonize on a large scale or t o  establish enough permanent 

outposts to  exercise effective control of the territory. This presented the dual 

problems of sorting out how to  ensure a steady f low of the furs and other 

commodities that drove Novgorod's economy and how to rnaintain control over 

'2~latonov & Andreev, 'Ocherk novgorodskoi ...', p. 31. 

'3~akhrushin. Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 1, p. 138; A.I. Pliguzov. 'Pervye tusskie opisaniia sibirskoi zemli', 
Voproçv istorii, # 5 (May), 1987, p. 39. 



those tribes hostile to  their presence. 

The solution for Novgorod was t o  supplement its own commercial 

activities by levying tribute (dan) in furs from the native populations and 

backing up its demands with punitive raids if the payment was insufficient or 

refused. Over t ime raids of  this sort became a regular policy, designed to  

maintain the f low of tribute as well as to keep "interlopers from the Volga and 

Kama country [such as Rostov, Suzdal, Vladimir and, later, M o s ~ o w ] " ' ~  from 

approaching Novgorod's possessions. 

Encounters o f  this nature between natives and Novgorodians can be found 

scatterad throughout the chronicles. As early as 1096 there is mention of a 

barter trade with the Yugra, a Finnic tribe living in the region east of  the 

Pechora river and on both slopes of  the northern U r a l ~ . ' ~  In 1 130, the "[boyar] 

Mstislav sent his sons Vsevolod and lziaslav and Rostislav with their retinue to  

the Chud and gathered tribute." An entry for 1 138 lists the Yugrians as one of 

the peoples against whom Prince Yaropolk campaigned.' In 1 21 2 "[prince] 

Mstislav ... with the Novgorodians went to  the Chud and took from them many 

14~erner, The Ume to the Sea ... p. 34; Bakhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2. p. 86. 

'5~antreff, op. cK, notes that M.D. Priselkov in his lstoriia russkoao letwisaniia, (Leningrad: 1940). p. 
44, suggests this entry was inserted in the chronicle in 11 18. For the purpose of illustration, however, a 
difference of twenty-two years mafiers little. 

16p -9 S R L Vol. 1, Vypusk II, (Leningrad: Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1927), pp. 107, 301, 305. Chud was a 
general terni used in the Russian chronicles to designate the tribes, primarity Finnic, found in the north 
of European Russia and, by extension, in Siberia. Yugra (or Yugria), derived from yogra, a Zynan word 
for the Ostiaks, was a vague place name connoting the land on both sides of the northern Urals and in- 
to the Ob basin. By extension, Yugrian meant the peoples living in this land. mese definitions are tak- 
en from Terence Armstrong (ed.), Yermak's Campaicm in Siberia, translated from the Russian by Tatiana 
Minorsky and David Wileman, (London: The HaMuyt Society, 1975), pp. 22, 1 .] 



captives and riches." Again in 1 21 4, 

prince Mstislav went with the Novgorod- 
ians to the Chud, to Nereva by the sea, 
[and] burned their village and defeated 
them and while [Mstislav] held fast out- 
side Vorobin town, the Chud petitioned 
(dabisha chelom) prince Mstislav and 
brought to him tribute." 

Raids of a sirnilar nature occurring in 1342, 1366, 1369, 1375 and 1390 are 

related by ~erner." 

The exaction of tribute was not the only reason for mounting expeditions 

to the north and east. Incursions by the aforementioned interlopers were a 

constant threat to trade routes and Novgorod's control of them. In the winter 

of 131 5, Prince Mikhail of Tver came to Torzhek (Trzhek, Torzhok, Torshek) 

with "a great host and the Novgorodians took the field against them."lg In 

retaliation for a 1323 incident in which Ustiuzhany (residents of Ustiug, an 

outpost of  Rostov) robbed traders from Novgorod, a Novgorodian force 

campaigned to Ustiug in 1324 and compelled its prince to  conclude a peace 

t r ea t~ .~ '  In 1340, another expedition was launched from Novgorod to fight the 

inhabitants of Ustiug, who as early as 1329 had continued their harrassment 

of Novgorod's merchants. Again in 1340 and 1372, the Novgorodians waged 

"P.s.R.L~, Vol. 3. (St. Petersburg: Arkheograficheskaia Kommissiia 1841). p. 79. 

' 81bid, pp. 81 -82. 88; Vol. 4. pp. 66. 71 -72; Vol. 1 1. p. 126. All cited in Kemer. The Urae to the Sea .... 

9~ -t S R L Vol. 4, (Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo AN SSSR. 1 929). p. 601. 

Zo~ov~orodskie leto~isi, (St Petersburg: Archeograficheskaia kommissiia. 1876). pp. 320-324. Cited in 
Bakhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 1, p. 74. 



campaigns in the Torzhek area. In the first instance, the conflict seems t o  have 

been resolved in Novgorod's favour, for when Prince Semen returned the 

"Novotrzhtsy had sent to  Novgorod in submission." However, in 1372 after the 

Novgorodians "drove off the Mikhailite governor ... Mikhai Tverskii came with 

troops t o  Torshek and carried off ... 5,000 pe~p le . "~ '  

Vengeance could also serve as a motive for rnilitary action. The chronicle 

recounts a raid by  a Prince Semen "against the unclean Zianibek (kpoganomu 

Zianibeku)" whom Semen held responsible for killing two  of his b r ~ t h e r s . ~ ~  

As rnight be expected, Novgorod's merchants and soldiers did not  always 

meet with success. In 1079, Prince Gleb Sviatoslavovich set out on  an 

expedition with many followers and was never heard from again. One hundred 

years later, in 1 187, an expedition headed by Novgorod's nobles and joined by 

a hundred boyars sons (syny boiarskie) went in search of riches to  plunder but 

"returned without booty or boyars sons."23 Shortly thereafter, in 11 93, a raid 

was staged into Yugrian territory demanding tribute in silver and sables. It was 

neither successful nor, apparently, forgotten, for in the following year the 

Yugrians attacked Novgorod i tse~f. '~ Nor was success necessarily achieved as 

"lbid; P.S.R.L. Vol. 3, p. 80; Vol. 4, p. 603. 

2 2 ~ . ~ . ~ . ~ ,  Vol. 3, p. 81. Words such as 'uncleana or 'vile" were common epithets for non-Christian 
peoples. 

23~uri  Semyonov, Siberia: Its Conquest and Development, translated frorn the Geman by J.R. Foster, 
(Montreal: International Publishers Representatives Ud., 1963). p. 15. Boyars sons or boyars children 
are literal translations of the Russian syny boiamkie and deti boiarskie. The ternis signified impover- 
ished nobility who served in administrative or military capacities in the pre-Muscovite principalities as 
well as the Muscovite and eady Russian states. 



Novgorod grew in strength and wealth. In 1445, the Dvina voevoda, Vasilii 

Shenkurskii, commanded another unsuccessful campaign t o  yugriao2= 

The crucial lessons to  be gleaned from this less than complete listing of 

Novgorod's experiences beyond the portage are that whatever advantages 

Novgorod enjoyed because of  greater political or economic organization and, 

later, weapons technology, it did not have the means to  run roughshod over the 

native population. The expansionist ambitions of other Russian principalities 

notwithstanding, Novgorod lacked the manpower, and consequently the military 

muscle, to enforce its will in any permanent way on the region. Rather, by 

levying tribute of  furs and of such silver 
as could be obtained from the natives, 
by exacting homage and further prom- 
ises of tribute, followed by withdrawal, 
this formula to be repeated from time to  
time if promises were not fulfilled, [Nov- 
gorod exercisedl a sphere of influence 
[instead of]. . .actual sovereignty? 

Indeed, Novgorodian colonization "was in large measure a colonial 'rough 

draft"'27 and the upshot of Novgorod's campaigns to  Yugria was the latter's 

"nominal annexation to Novgorod ... and the subjection (zavisimost) of Yugrian 

princes to  Lord Novgorod the Great was limited to the very irregular payment 

25~latonov & Andreev. 'Ocherk novgorodskoi ...', p. 35. A voevoda was a town or regional military govar- 
nor. 

26~emer, The Urw, to the Sea ... pp. 68, 34. 

2 7 ~ . ~ .  Seredonin. 'Istoricheskii ocherk zavoevanie aziatskoi Rossii'. in G.V. Glinka (ed.). Aziatskaia 
Rossiia: tom p e w  - Iiudi i poriadki za uralom, (St. Petersburg: Fereselencheskago upravleniia. 1914). 
Reprint, (Cambridge: Oriental Research Partners, 1974), p. 3. 



of tribute. "28 

Moreover, Novgorod's ineffectual control prompted some of its own 

citizens to betray the city's interests. In 1342. for example, the boyar Luka 

Valfromeev, not  heeding Novgorod, arriessed troops (druzhina) and slaves 

(kholopy) and established the settlement of Orlits from which he began a war 

in the Dvina lands with the aim of accumulating its wealth for himself. 

Eventually, the local inhabitants killed hirmzg While it was not uncornmon for 

wealthy merchants or nobles to establish outposts from which to base their 

operations, it was usual for many of the goods obtained to  be sent back to  

Novgorod for its foreign and southern trade, while the entrepreneurs kept a 

certain amount o f  profit. 

Early Russian contact with aboriginal peoples was not  limited to 

Novgorod's experience. There were contacts directed from other centres and, 

although they started later, they in great measure were concurrent with 

Novgorod's. The city's southern neighbours were also interested in exploiting 

the same rivers and forests as Novgorod. As early as the thirteenth century, 

N i z o ~ s k i e ~ ~  princes in negotiations with Novgorod had succeeded in securing 

rights to trade on the shores of the Studenoe Sea (Barents and White Seas). 

Indeed, by the turn of  the thirteenth/fourteenth centuries, a Nizovskii prince, 

28~akhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 1, p. 75. 

29~latonov & Andreev, 'Ocherk novgorodskoi ...', p. 28. It's not clear whether the locals who killed him 
were Russian or aboriginal. 

3 9 h i s  was a contemporary terni denoting areas to the south of Novgorod such as Rostov, Vladimir, 
Suzdal and Moscow. 
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Andrei Aleksandrovich of Vladimir, had secured the right, via treaty with 

Novgorod, "to go to the Terskii country, where the Novgorodians do not go."31 

Exercise of these rights naturally engendered a general interest on the part of 

these princes in northern affairs. Some successful colonizing created for them. 

little by little, their own sphere of influence and "awakened in them the notion 

of cornplete assimilation of Novgorod's periphery. "32 

Foreign interest in areas hitherto Novgorod's prerogative intensified in the 

middle of the thirteenth century when the heartland of Rus between the Volga 

and Oka rivers began to experience devastating Mongol invasions which 

disrupted traditional industry and effectively cut off trade to the south and east. 

As the incursions increased in frequency and intensity, residents of  the affected 

region moved West and north to escape the destruction. This ernigration, in 

turn, provided a ready source of manpower to those wishing to colonize the 

northern territories. A t  first a trickle, by the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 

there was a steady stream of colonization running from south to north into the 

zavoloche and pomore. Moving prirnarily along the Kama, Viatka, Vychegda 

and Vym rivers it cut directly across the trading and colonizing routes used by 

Novgorod. 

The potential for conflict to arise between competing interests is obvious 

3 ' ~ . ~ .  Platonov. 'Ocherk nizovskoi kolonizatsii severam, in Ocherki PO istorii kolonizatsii severa, (St. 
Petersburg: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo, 1922), p. 49. 

3 2 ~ . ~ .  Chirkin, 'Istoriko-ekonomicheskoe predposylki kolonizatsii severa', in Ocherki po istorii 
kolonizatsii severa, (St. Petersburg: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo, 1922). p. 1 1. 
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and some examples have already been mentioned. The arriva1 on the scene of  

a new power wishing t o  exploit the natural wealth of the territory would in itself 

increase the pressure on the aboriginal people to  provide tribute t o  new, or in 

some cases to  two, "masters". Indeed, the ensuing increase in cornpetition led, 

not unexpectedly, t o  a redoubling of  efforts on the parts of Novgorod and the 

Nizovskie to  acquire and keep under their sway tribes that would pledge 

allegiance to - and supply furs to - them alone, thus requiring the application of  

greater and more persistent pressure. Until the time of  Moscow's rise as the 

dominant Russian principality, the spheres of  Novgorod's and Rostov-Suzdal- 

Moscow's influence fell roughly on either side of a Iine drawn from Belozersk 

to Veliki U s t i ~ g . ~ ~  

Nevertheless, the autonomy of  the native peoples was not yet seriously 

threatened. The blossoming of  Moscow as the leader among Russian 

principalities, however, signalled a fundamental shift in the locus of  power 

away from Novgorod, with long-range implications for the aboriginal peoples o f  

the north. 

Earlv Contact: Staue Two 

Initially, Moscow's knowledge o f  the lands and peoples to  the northeast 

was obtained through the filter o f  Novgorod's contact and later via Rostov's 

outpost at Ustiug. Direct contact by Moscow is seen only from 1333." A t  

- -- 

33~latonov. 'Ocherk nizovskoi ...', p. 59. 

3 4 ~ e t  Martin, 'Muscovy's Northeastern Expansion: The Context and a Cause', Cahiers du Monde Russe 
et Soviétique, Vol. 24, # 4 (Octobre-décembre 1983), p. 460. 
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least until the 1320s, Novgorod was still trading wi th the Yugrians and 

represented the primary Russian contact with them. Then in 1333, arising out 

o f  a dispute with Novgorod, the Muscovite prince began collecting tribute from 

the Vychegda Perm (Le. those Permians living along the Vychegda river) who 

occupied territory through which the Novgorodians passed on  their way to trade 

with the Yugrians. 

Moscow's next advance to  the northeast also arose from conflict with 

Novgorod. According to the Vychegodsko-Vymskaia chronicle, a 1367 peace 

treaty between the t w o  ceded the Perm, Pechora, Mezen and Kegrola regions 

to  the Muscovite grand prince.35 Despite the agreement, Novgorod objected 

when Moscow established a bishopric in Perm in 1383. Military forces 

representing the former's commercial and religious interests were dispatched 

in 1385 and in 1386 they waged war on the upper Volga, the Vychegda region 

and Ustiug. As a result, Stefan, the man to  whom Moscow had entrusted the 

new see, went to  Novgorod and came to terms with the Archbishop there. 

Novgorod, though, continued to daim the Perm and Pechora territories in its 

treaties with other princes until the 1 4 7 0 ~ . ~ ~  

I t  was no secret that  Muscovite princes had been interested in areas to 

their northeast for some time. Traces of activity in this direction can be found 

in Muscovite gramory (official or state documents/charters) dating from the time 

35~vcheqodsko-~ymskaia letopis, pp. 257-258. Cied in ibid. 

361bid. 
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of Ivan 1 Kalita (r. 1328-1 340). Some notion of the threat these interests 

posed to  Novgorod may be gained from the contents o f  a number o f  

Novgorodian documents. A 1397 regulatory charter (ustavnaia gramota) of the 

Grand Prince Vasilii Dmitrievich contained a complete list o f  settlements that 

comprised Novgorod's holdings in the Dvina region. A number o f  other 

fourteenth century gramoty speak of settlernents springing up along the Vaga 

river, possibly as early as 131 4 and certainly by the end of  the ~ e n t u r y . ~ ~  With 

such a stake in the area, the harm a militarily stronger Moscow could inflict on 

Novgorod's commerce was serious indeed. 

Following the success among the Vychegda Perm3*, Moscow sought to 

seize the Dvina land from Novgorod as well. However, Novgorod offered more 

determined and successful resistance this time. Novgorod's apparent 

willingness to  allow Muscovy t o  take the Perm and other regions while 

doggedly refusing to  give up the Dvina is perhaps best explained by the nature 

of  the goods each provided. The Perm region, despite its ability to  supply sable 

and other luxury furs, was less valuable to Novgorod than it was to Moscow 

for precisely this ability. The Dvina territory, on the other hand, was the source 

of a variety of products including fish, sable, honey, wax, silver, copper, river 

pearls, walrus tusks and the grey squirrel. Truck in the pelts of this final item 

formed the basis of the Novgorod-Hansa trade of the fourteenth century. 

37~latonov & Andreev, 'Ochark novgorodskoi ...', p. 34. 

3 8 ~ e e  chapter four. 



39 

Mutual interest in these territories, combined with Moscow's jealousy of 

Novgorod's trade with the West and its continued existence free from 

Muscovite control, led to a prolonged period of friction between the two. In 

spite of occasional skirmishes and Moscow's gradua1 whittling away of 

Novgorod's privileges, Moscow's northern adversary refused to acquiesce. 

Acutely aware of Moscow's designs on its territory, Novgorod had made 

arrangements with Casimir IV of Poland and Lithuania to become Novgorod's 

protector in the event of serious Muscovite aggreçsion. 

Events came to a head in 1471. Novgorod's clergy did not want the 

protection of a Catholic king and the metropolitan of MOSCOW, having learned 

of the arrangement, demanded that something be done to prevent it. Given 

such a volatile situation, an excuse for war was easily found and one began 

that sarne year. By 1478, Novgorod's capitulation to Moscow was complete 

and heoceforward the history of Russian eastward expansion was to be the 

history of Muscovite expansion. 



Cha~ter Two 

THE ROAD TO SlBlR 



Muscovv 

The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries marked the transformation of  the 

principality of Moscow into a powerful Eastern European state. Like Novgorod. 

Moscow was primarily interested in exploiting the fur resources of the north for 

its burgeoning foreign trade. It was already known that sorne of  the best luxury 

furs - ermine and especially sable, the "gold of  ancient Rus"' - were obtained 

frorn beyond the Urals. Moscow combined the legacy o f  Novgorodian 

commercial expansion to the northeast with the aggressive Muscovite 

programme of  the "gathering of  the Russian lands," which was meant to 

consolidate the absolute rule of the Grand Prince of Moscow over al1 the Rus 

principalities. One of the results o f  this merger of  policy and practice was an 

"intensification and extension of  Russian eastward expansion. "' 
The route t o  the northwest corner of Siberia. which both Novgorod and 

Moscow had exploited by the 1480s and into which Ivan the Great (r. 1462- 

1505) had sent a number of punitive expeditions during the latter years of  his 

reign, proved to  be one that was fraught with difficulties. Roughly 800 

kilometres to the south lay an easier way to the Siberian treasure house. 

However, until the mid-sixteenth century this road to Siberia was blocked by 

the khanate of  Kazan, the most powerful of  the various Tatar principalities that 

'~eredonin, 'Istoricheskii ocherk zavoevanie ...". p. 2 

 ames es R. Gibson, Feedina the Russian Fur Trade: Provisionment of the Okhotsk Seaboard and the Kam- 
chatka Peninsula, 1639-1 856, (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1969), p. 4. 
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had formed in the wake of the Golden Horde's dissolution. Neither Kazan nor 

any of  the smaller Tatar states. scattered throughout western Siberia and 

modern day Kazakhstan, had ever seriously challenged the tsars of Moscow but 

each could be a serious nuisance. especially when allied with Ostiak (modern 

Khanty) or Vogul (modern Mansi) tribes of Siberia's northwest. Kazan was the 

rnost troublesorne of al1 and it was this city that a young Ivan the Terrible (IV) 

(Grozny) (r. 1547-1 584) made the object of his first foreign campaign. 

While Ivan modernized his armies and reorganized his government 

apparatus to  prepare for war, Russiars senior churchmen "cheered his campaign 

as a crusade of the Cross against the Muslim C r e ~ c e n t . " ~  Great expectations 

for a successful campaign were not long in being met. for in early October 

1552, Kazan was taken and the river routes that flowed from the Ural 

mountains to  the Volga - the most important being the Chusovaia - now lay 

open and at Moscow's disposal. 

As a symbol of Moscow's confidence and determination to compete 

successfully with other European nations in empire-building, perhaps nothing 

is as telling as the appending of additional titles to  a monarchrs name following 

the acquisition o f  new territories. In the case of Muscovy, such honorifics 

might be added before a regionrs incorporation and Siberia is a case in point. 

When recounting the experiences of a 1581 Papal delegation to Moscow, the 

Papal legate and mission chief. Father Antonio Possevino. makes no mention 

3 ~ .  Bwce Lincoln, The Conauest of a Continent: Siberia and the Russians, (New Y o k  Random House. 
1994), p. 30. 
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of Siberia in his description of the tsar's possessions yet includes among his 

titles "Lord and Grand Prince o f  al1 Siberia."4 Indeed. from at least 1555 the 

phrase " i  vseia Sibirskaia zemliisevernye stranypovelite/ [ruler of al1 Siberian 

lands and northern regions]" appears in the tsar's title. According to  at  least 

one author, the reference to Siberia at such an early date "was based on Prince 

[Ylediger placing himself under lvan IV's protection with an offer of tribute, 

which was collected. "' 
Businessmen and Briaands 

The removal of Kazan as a serious obstacle did no t  immediately translate 

into unhindered Russian access t o  Siberia. Native tribes inhabited much of the 

territory to the west o f  the Urals. Indeed, in the sixteenth century, in large part 

because of Kazan. Russians had not  yet settled beyond a few stretches of the 

middle Volga, let alone the river systems and lands between it and the 

mountains. lnto the 1630s, settlernents existed only around strong points 

established in the late sixteenth century such that "the entire expanse [of the 

Volga] from Tetiusha to  Samara was cornpletely unsettled and open to the 

4~ugh  F. Graham (trans. & ed.). "The Missiio Muscovitica', Canadian-AmerÏcan Slavic Studies, Vol. 6. # 3 
(Fall 1972). passim. The delegation was in response to a request from lvan the Tem'ble to Pope Gregory 
XIII, to help arrange a peace in the Liionian War between Muscovy and Poland which had tumed in the 
lattefs favour. 

'P.s.R.L, Vol. 13 (Mwcow: Izdatel'stvo Nauka. 1965). p. 248; Marc Szeftel, "The iitie of the Muscovite 
Monarch up to the end of the Seventeenth Century', Canadian-American Slavic Studies, Vol. 13, # 1-2 
(Spring-Summer 1979), p. 79. Yediger was, at the time. khan of Sibir and in 1557 and 1558, he sent 
700 and 1160 sables as tribute. V.N. Tatishchev, lstoriia rossiiskaia, Vol, 6. (Moscow Izdatel'stvo Nauka, 
1966), pp. 261, 268. 
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movement o f  the Nogais and other nomads. as well as t o  Cossack  brigand^."^ 

Thus it was imperative, from Moscow's point of view, that the Russians 

begin to  establish a presence in the region. But to  whom would be entrusted 

such an undertaking? The tsar's treasury could not afford to  bankroll any 

sustained military effort to  acquire the territory, and in any case soldiers were 

not settlers. The task eventually fell to  - or, perhaps more accurately, was 

sought by - the Stroganov family, one of Russia's most enterprising and, by the 

late sixteenth century, one of its wealthiest families. 

Legend has it that they were descended frorn a Mongol aristocrat named 

Spiridon, who abandoned his khan to  join the service of  Dmitrii Donskoi (r. 

1363-1389). Spiridon's grandson, Luka, became a salt boiler at the 

Solvychegodsk salt lake and while the records do not show how he rose above 

his peers, by the middle of the fifteenth century he had amassed enough of a 

fortune to  pay part (some sources insist all) of the ransom demanded for 

Moscow's Grand Prince, Vasilii the Blind (r. 1425-14621, by his Mongol 

~ a p t o r s . ~  The redemption was a calculated risk on Luka's part since Moscow's 

rulers had not yet completed gathering the Russian lands, and if one of  

Moscow's rivals had emerged victorious, Luka's loyalties could have cost him 

dearly. Nonetheless, his foresight paid handsome dividends to  his descendants, 

for Moscow's grand princes and, later, tsars, remembered his generosity. 

6~akhrushin, 'Promyshlennye predpriiatiia russkikh torgovykh liudei v XVll veke', Istoricheskie zapiski, Vol. 
8 (1 940), p. 105. 

'~incoln, The Conauest.., p. 34. 
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Luka's grandson, Anika, in his turn. laid the foundations of the commercial 

empire that made the Stroganovs immensely wealthy. During the 1520s and 

1530s he bought up the salt works of his neighbours, but instead of continuing 

to use traditional methods to  obtain salt from the lake water, he imported 

experts from Europe who taught him how to  pump water saturated with salt 

from underground springs. The upshot was that Russia's dependence on trade 

with the Hansa and other foreigners to provide the extra salt Russia required 

was broken. Anika gave the Russians their first native source of salt large 

enough to  meet their needs and by dint o f  a monopoly on its sale, the 

Stroganovs' fortune grew hand over fist? 

Perhaps Anika's shrewdest business decision was t o  begin trading salt for 

furs, especially sable and black Arctic fox.g Then, having obtained the tsar's 

permission to  trade directly with English merchants at  the mouth of the Dvina 

river, he traded the furs for western luxury goods which in turn were exchanged 

with his countrymen for more furs. Of course, the best furs were reserved as 

gifts for the tsar and his favourites at court. Thus, when the defeat of Kazan 

lay bare virgin territory for exploitation and development. the Stroganovs were 

at the forefront of those hoping to be granted royal charters to  operate in these 

new lands. 

' S ~ R  was valued highiy - treasured almost as much as gold - because R supplied the oniy means of food 
preservation at the time. 

'~ccordin~ to Lincoln, The Conauest.... p. 35. good pelts from these anhals were worth alrnast their 
weight in gold on European markets. 



Even before Kazan's conquest, Stroganov agents had explored the regions 

beyond the city and discovered new salt springs at Solikarnsk. This territory, 

which became the Russian province of  Perm, attracted the Stroganovs' interest 

for this and other related reasons. The soi1 could be tilled more easily than in 

the north thus decreasing the cost of  feeding their labour force, river transport 

to Moscow was more direct, salt production could be increased a t  a lower cost 

and Solikamsk provided easier access to  Siberia's furs than did Solvychegodsk. 

Given the family history of gift giving and loyal service t o  the tsars, a 

straightforward request would suffice to  make Perm theirs. 

No fool, lvan the Terrible recognized the Stroganov capacity for making 

money in remote areas and planned to turn that capability t o  the treasury's 

advantage. Aware that it was an investment in the treasury's future rather than 

its p re~en t , ' ~  Ivan, in 1558, leased 3% million hectares of "uninhabited lands. 

black forests, wild rivers and lakes and uninhabited islands and marshlands" 

laying "along both banks of the Kama to the Chusovaia River"" to Anika's 

eldest son Grigorii. Provisions of the lease allowed Grigorii t o  develop the land 

as he saw f i t  as long as any gold, silver, copper or tin deposits that were found 

were reported to  the authorities. In return, his new enterprises were exempted 

from taxes for twenty years. On a smaller scale, those living on  or passing 

'Yhe taxes future generations of Stroganovs would pay on their profas promised a substantial income to 
govemment coffers. 

"A Letter Patent [Zhalovannaia gramota] fmm Tsar lvan Vasilievich to Grigorii Stroganov Granting 
Financial, Judicial and Trade Privileges on Uninhabited Lands AIong the Kama River", April4, 1558. ln 
Basil Dmytryshyn, E.A.P. Crownhart-Vaughan & Thomas Vaughan (eds. & trans.), Russia's Conuuest of 
Siberia: 1558-1700, (Portland: Western Imprints, The Press of the Oregon Historical Society, 1985), p. 3. 



through Stroganov lands were allowed to  buy and seIl their goods duty-free.12 

Grigorii also received royal dispensation to build a fortified town  along the 

Siberian frontier and to 

emplace cannon and defense guns in 
that town, and ... at his own expense, t o  
station cannoneers and gunners and 
gate guards there to  protect the town 
against the Nogai people and other 
f i o r d e ~ . ' ~  

In addition, the Stroganovs and their men became a jurisdiction unto 

themselves. A supplementary charter of  1564 stated that "the tsar's officials 

cannot handle cases of  the Stroganovs and their men unless the latter commit 

murder or are caught while p l~nder ing." '~  Such privileges convey some 

appreciation of the tsar's estimation of the Stroganovs' worth to  the state. 

The point to be made by the preceding explication of the Stroganovs' 

wealth and influence is that it emphasizes the government's relative inability 

andior unwillingness to  lead the push into siberiaI5 and the degree of  latitude 

the Stroganovs had in deciding what t o  do with their new patrimony. This 

combination of  factors would play an important role in the years to  corne. 

"~akhrushin, Nauchnye ..., Vol. 3, pt. 1. p. 97. 

' 3 m ~  Letter Patent...', in Dmytryshyn, Crownhart-Vaughan & Vaughan. Russia's Conouest.., p. 4. 

I4cited in Lincoln, The Conquest ..., p. 37. 

1 5 ~ h b  tends to be the perception in most literature on the topic in the last 20-30 years. Skrynnikov, 'Pod- 
gotovka ...', p. 44, points out, however, that there was an official conception on the part of the govem- 
ment - as demonstrated in diplornatic documents of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries - 
that 'the first expedition of service Cossacks that was sent to Siberia was organized by the supreme 
power [verkhovnaia vlast 1.' 
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Moreover, if it is clear it was not the government that spearheaded the Siberian 

initiative, the record is somewhat murkier concerning whether the Cossacks 

who crossed the Urals and defeated Khan Kuchum did so at the Stroganovs' 

behest or sirnply to satisfy their own desires for adventure and plunder. 

There are three basic theories concerning the early phase of  Siberia's 

annexation to  Russia. The first is based on late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

century Ambassadorial Ministry (Posol'skiiprikaz) documents and declarations 

of  diplomats that  the first expedition of  service (sluzhilie) Cossacks was sent 

to Siberia by the supreme authority - that  is, the tsar. Several historians 

contend that by the late sixteenth century, through the centralization of power, 

the "state alone was left with the organization, the funds and the impetus for 

sustained and large-scale expansion and co~onization."'~ However, the leeway 

afforded the Stroganovs in the Perm region and the fact that Russia's forces 

were embroiled in  the West with Sweden and the Rech Pospolita in the Livonian 

War make this unlikely. Indeed, this point o f  view seems to overlook the 

seriousness of  the drain on the treasury which the Livonian War represented 

and ignores the fact that the centralization of powers in the person o f  the tsar 

was still a work in progress: one that would be disrupted by the Time of  

Troubles (smutnoe vremia) and not really completed until the reign of  Peter the 

Great more than a hundred years later. Such ministerial documents more likely 

reflect an awareness of events in Stroganov holdings and beyond and perhaps 

'%.M. Foust, "Russian Expansion to the East Through the Eighteenth Century', The Journal of Economic 
Historv, Vol. 21, # 4 (1 961), p. 471. 



a belated attempt to land official sanction to  what the Cossacks had already 

done in the name of  the tsar. 

The second conception emphasizes the Stroganovs' role and holds that 

they invited Yermak and his band" to their lands, outfitted them to the tune of 

twenty thousand rublesl* and sent them off "to defend Great Perm and the 

eastern march of Chr i~ t ian i ty " '~  from the Nogai people as well as Vogul and 

Ostiak raiders. The latter two tribes, branches of which lived on both sides of 

the Urals, were tributaries of the Siberian khanate. In addition, it was hoped 

Yermak's force would locate an easily traversed route across the mountains. 

Finally, the third point of view, which, according to Skrynnikovr20 

originated in folk tales (narodnie skazanie), contendç that the Cossacks 

themselves conceived and carried out the first "invasion" of Siberia. Versions 

of this theory suggest that Yermak took supplies from Maksim Stroganov 

"under threat, not at al1 with honour ... but wanted to  kill [him] and plunder [his] 

grain and bring to  ruin his house and those living there/"" 

"~ermak's fellow atamans (a Cossack term mughly equivaient to headman or chieftan) were Ivan Koltso. 
lakov Mikhailov, Nikita Pan and Matfei Meshcheriak 

'8tincoln. The Conquest ..., p. 42. At the time this was a sum the tsar himself could not afford. 

"N.M. K a m i n ,  lstoriia aosudarstva rossiiskaao, Vol. 9. (St. Petersburg: lzdanie Evg. Evdokimova, 
1892). Reprint (The Hague: Mouton, Slavistic Printings and Reprintings, 1969), p. 239. 

'O~ited in Lincoln, The Conques t.., p. 42. The origin of this interpretation in folk tales, songs (pesn~] and 
legends (/egendy) is not so strange if one considers that the bulk of Siberia's eariy settlers were pas -  
ants and runaway serfs who would have found some pride in the fact that this vast and 'free" land was 
conquered by one who hirnself had come from modest beginnings. 

2'~ibirskaia letopis, p. 315. Ciied in N.A. Dvoretskaia. "Offisial'naia i fol'kiomaia otsenka pokhoda Etmaka 
v XVll v.", Trudv otdela drevnerusskoi literatuw, Vol. 14 (1958)' p. 334. A blooâthirsty charactedzation 
of Yermak would not necessarily be out of step with peasant elevation of him to hem status. ln fact, it 
may have enhanced his reputation since many peasants and serfs would have hated monied and land- 
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There is also a fourth theory that could be considered a variant of the 

third: one that was prornulgated by many (perhaps even a majority) of Soviet 

scholars which held that the taming of Siberia "was accomplished by the 

initiative of simple Russian peoplewz2 - the masses. This conclusion is probably 

based on nothing more than the fact that Yermak and his companions had corne 

from the people (narod). However, the Cossack way of  life was sufficiently 

differentiated from that of the peasant masses that the two  should be 

considered distinct. Peasant initiative existed only inasmuch as when new 

territories were opened thousands might abandon their obligations to lord and 

state in European Russia to start anew in Siberia. And this was a gradua1 

process that the government at first tried to arrest and over which it later 

merely tried to exercise a veneer of ~ o n t r o l . ~ ~  

Whichever version is most accurate, there can be no doubt that Yermak 

and his Cossacks were in Stroganov territory by the autumn of 1581 And 

whether by Stroganov invitation or not, they had reason to be on the move 

from the Volga, for government troops were hunting them for acts of piracy 

perpetrated against Russian merchants and diplomats as well as against 

holding men like the Stroganovs. 

2 2 ~ . ~ .  Mirzoev, lstorioorafiia Sibiri: domarksistskii period, (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo Mysl, 1970), p. 12. 

23~akhrushin. 'Promyshlennye 2, p. 99. 

24~ccording to the Stroganov chronicle they arrived in Stroganov territory in late June. Cited in Armstmnq. - - 
Yermak's ..., p. 41; ~ararnzin, lstonia aosbdarstva .... p. 239. 



Russia's southern Tatar n e i g h b ~ u r s . ~ ~  

In any event, Cossack experience in fighting against the nomadic peoples 

of Russia's southern borderlands would have been of great value t o  the 

Stroganovs in their efforts to quell the periodic raids they suffered at the hands 

of trans-Ural and Siberian tribes. Indeed, the Volga and Don Cossacks "waged 

[their own] uninterrupted "little war" with nomadic hordes who had long 

outnumbered thern.w26 Bearing this in mind, evidence suggests that the 

Stroganovs made use of  the royal assent granted them to assemble arrned men 

to  defend their lands and formed a detachment of hired Cossacks. 

Their function, however, was fairly tightly prescribed by government 

regulations. Any force retained was supposed to be used only as a defensive 

entity within the confines of Stroganov territory, yet was expected to be mobile 

enough to move from town to town, outpost to  outpost as circumstances 

dictated. On balance, unless the tsar had approved, attacks against Siberian 

and other tribes were to  be avoided: to do so risked raising the ire of the khan 

of Sibir, leaving towns defenseless against unexpected attack and incurring the 

tsar's wrath. A gramota addressed to Maksim and Nikita Stroganov illustrates 

these points rather effectively. 

.. .Vasihi Pelepelitsyn has written to 
us from Perm that on September 1 
you sent out from your ostrogs the 

251nterestingly. not many years before entering Stroganov sewice. Yermak had spent time on the bats 
payroll fighting against Polish amies. 

26~krynnikov. 'Podgotovka ...'. p. 44. 



Volga ataman and Cossacks, IYler- 
mak and his men, to  fight the Votiaks 
and the Voguls in Pelyrn and other 
Siberian places. That same day the 
Pelym prince assembled Siberians 
and Voguls and attacked our holdings 
at Perm and came to the town  and 
ostrog of Cherdyn and killed our 
people and caused many losses to  
our subjects. This happened because 
of your treason. You turned the Voguls 
and the Votiaks and the Pelyms against 
us; you provoked them and fought them, 
and because you aroused the sultan of  
Siberia, you brought about quarrels 
between us. You invited Volga atamans 
into your service and hired brigands for 
your ostrogs without our ukaz. These 
atamans and cossacks have previously 
embroiled us in quarrels with the Nogai 
horde.. .and also robbed Our o w n  people 
and caused them many losses. Then 
they attempted to conceal their guilt by  
pretending that they were defending our 
lands in Perm. They did this with you .... 

...[ Ylou should not have sent those 
cossacks out on a military foray at  that 
time. You should have sent your men 
out from your ostrogs to defend our 
lands in Perm. 

. . . [l]n accordance with this our 
gramota, you are immediately to  send 
to  Cherdyn al1 the cossacks who have 
returned frorn the rnilitary campaign.. . . 

If you do not send these Volga 
cossacks, the ataman [Ylermak Timo- 
feev and his men out from your ostrogs 
to  Perm ... and if because of  your dis- 
obedience at some time in the future 
the Voguls and the Pelyms and the 
Siberian sultan inflict some disaster on 
Perm, then our fearful wrath will be 
visited upon you because of this, and 
we  will order that al1 the atamans and 



cossacks who obeyed and s e ~ e d  you, 
and thereby deserted our lands, be 
hanged." 

By the time the gramota would have reached the Stroganovs (it was 

written November 16, 1 58228), Yermak and his men were long gone. Had it 

been possible to heed the tsar's orders and recall them, the history of  Siberia's 

association with Russia may have turned out  much differently. 

By al1 accounts, the Cossacks' advance across the Urals was surprisingly 

swift [see Map 31. In contrast to Danilevskii's assessrnent (see p. 21). 

Bakhrushin offers a more formidable vision of  the sort o f  obstacle presented by 

these mountains: 

The crossing of the Ural mountains 
was ... the most difficult part of the 
journey. The Kamen, the peaks of  
which "were lost in the clouds. ..and 
whose length was frorn sea to  seam 
frightened [travellers] wi th its forbid- 
ing wildness: it was "an empty place."29 

Nonetheless, Yermak and his band did cross them, sailing up the Chusovaia 

until the river grew too narrow and shallow for the boats, then portaging across 

the mountains and descending the eastern slopes, again by river. Within five 

2 7 ' ~  Grarnota from Tsar Ivan Vasilievich to Maksim and Nikita Stroganov Conceming Sending the Volga 
Cossacks Under Ermak Timofeev to Cherdyn', November 16, 1582. In Dmytryshyn, Crownhart-Vaugh- 
an & Vaughan, Russia's Conauest ..., pp. 24-25. 

28~ctua11y, by western reckoning, still 1581. The new year in the old Russian calendar anlved on Septem- 
ber 1. 

2g~ibirskii ~rikaz, stb. 103. 1. 259; G.F. Müller, Opisanie sibirskoqo tsarstva, Vol. 1. p. 63. 60th cited in 
Bakhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 1, p. 85. Kamen, meaning "stone", was the most common term of 
reference for the Urals in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 



Mm 3: Yermak's Route Across the Urals 

Source: Terence Armstrong (ad.), Yermak's Carnoaion in Siberia, translated from the Russian 
by Tatiana Minorsky and David Wileman, (London: The Hakluyt Society. 19751, 
between pp. 1 8-1 9. 
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weeks o f  leaving the Stroganov fort on the Chusovaia that was their staging 

area, the Cossacks had entered Siberia and sewn the strongest stitch yet in the 

seam that would bind Siberia to Russia. 

Battle for a Continent 

The size of  the "army" that accornpanied Yermak t o  Siberia has engender- 

ed considerable debate, with figures ranging from a mere 540 men to  a 

substantial 5,000. Most scholars accept the 540 as being most accurate, 

although the Stroganov chronicle daims another 300 men were gathered from 

Stroganov lands for the mission.30 However, since the cost of provisioning a 

force 5,000 strong would have been enormous, perhaps beyond even 

Stroganov means, a complement of  540-840 men seems likely. Furthermore, 

when compared to the size of colonial ventures of other European States earlier 

in the century, it appears much less remarkable for its smallness. Indeed, 

Hernin Cortés conquered the Aztec Empire in 151 9-21 with only 608 men at  

his ~ornrnand.~ '  

Following the river routes that lay before them, the Cossacks advanced as 

many as forty kilometres a day. Along the way they passed by numerous small 

settlements inhabited by  allies of Kuchum who usually showered them and their 

3 0 ~ o r  a bnef summation of this debate and its important participants, see Armstrong, Yermak's .., p. 13. 
The relevant passage - chapter 11 - of the Stroganov chronicle can be found in English translation, also 
in Armstrong, p. 42. 

31 Encyclopedia BMannica, 15" edition, 1991, Vol. 3, p. 654. Seredonin. 'Istoricheskii ocherk zavoe- 
vanie...", p. 8, hints that the Cossacks themselves may have felt a larger complement was unnecessary 
since "to the Cossacks, who had attacked Persian and Turkish possessions, Kuchum's Tatars could not 
have appeared dangerous." 
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boats with arrows. Less than two  months after leaving Perm, Yermak and his 

men reached the vicinity of Isker (Sibir), Kuchum Khan's capital. It was heie, 

about fifteen kilometres from the future site of Tobolsk, that the Cossacks 

fought their first real battle with Siberians under the command of Kuchum's 

nephew Mahmet-kul, on October 26. [See Illustration 1 .] Armed primarily wi th 

bows and arrows, the Siberians' charge withered and collapsed with the first 

volley of massed rnusket fire. Mahmet-kul himself had been wounded while the 

Russians suffered not a single c a s u a ~ t y . ~ ~  Upon learning of his nephew's 

defeat, Kuchum and his foilowers abandoned Isker for the safety of the 

surrounding forests and Yermak and his men occupied the town the same 

evening. celebrating what has come to  be viewed traditionally as the conquest 

of Siberia. Their initial objective achieved, and with the rivers beginning to 

freeze over in their rear, the Cossacks settled in and prepared for their f irst 

winter in Siberia. 

Sornewhat surprisingly, perhaps, this "invasion" did not change the nature 

of the tributary relationship between Sibir and Moscow. In fact, the 

arrangement had been relatively short-lived and had ceased to  exist by the 

autumn of 1581. When Kazan and Astrakhan were conquered by Moscow in 

1552 and 1 556. respectively, the rulers in Sibir were the brothers, Yediger and 

Bekbulat. In response to the threat posed by Muscovite encroachrnent they 

believed it was in the khanate's best interests to  enter into a tributary 

3 2 ~ . ~ .  Skrynnikov, Sibirskaia eks~editsiia Ennaka, (Novosibirsk. 1986). p. 218. Cited in Uncoln, The Con- 
quest.., pp. 42-43. 



IElustration 1 

"The Subiuaation of Siberia" bv V.I. Surikov 118951 



relationship with Moscow, which, as was mentioned earlier, Yediger did in 

1 555.33 Yediger's motivation, however, seems t o  have originated in a desire 

to find an ally against his neighbours, most notably K ~ c h u m . ' ~  

In 1563, Kuchum deposed and killed both Yediger and Bekbulat but there 

was no immediate attempt on his part to alter the relationship o f  Sibir with 

Moscow since time was required to  strengthen his position as khan. As late as 

1569, an agreement was reached between Moscow and Sibir whereby 

Muscovy would act as the khanate's protector on condition that the citizens of 

Sibir pay a thousand sables a year in t r i b ~ t e . ~ ~  The last time Kuchurn paid 

tribute to Moscow and in the process renounced Sibir's fealty was in 1571. 

The decision t o  proceed in this fashion appears to  have been based on the fact 

that the Russians had recently suffered their first major defeat in the Livonian 

War and on the ability of the Crimean Tatars under Devlet Girei to sack and 

partially burn Moscow. Kuchum's emissaries had witnessed the aftermath of 

this sacking. The following year, the Cheremis (modern Mari) living along the 

Volga above Kazan revolted and pillaged Russian settlements on the Kama and 

Chusovaia rivers, possibly a t  Kuchum's urging. The more serious break came 

31/edigeh ernbassy to Moscow even congratulated Ivan for his victory over Kazan and the immanent 
success in Astrakhan. Tatiçhchev, Istonia ..., p. 239. 

"?here was a rivairy of some long-standing for control of Sibir between Yediger and Bekbulat on one side 
and Kuchum, whose father, Murtaza, was d e r  of the Uzbeks, on the other. Yediger and Bekbulat were 
descendants of the Mongol chieftan Taibuga while Kuchum's descent was from Sheiban, Genghis 
Khan's granâson. Both branches - Taibugid and Sheibanid - struggled for dominance over the remnants 
of the Golden Horde. 

35Karamin, lstonia qos~darstva~.., p. 85. 



in 1573 when lvan IV's ambassador, Tretiak Chebukhov (Chubukhov), who had 

arrived in 1572 to collect the tribute and been welcomed by Kuchum, was killed 

on Kuchum's orders on the return trip to Moscow. With Sibir's status as a 

Muscovite vassal effectively ended, Moscow reacted in 1574 by granting the 

Stroganov's the right to establish fortified positions on the eastern slopes of the 

Urals. Such was the situation on  the eve of Yermak's e ~ p e d i t i o n . ~ ~  

Significantly, although Yermak had been hired by the Stroganovs, he 

claimed Siberia in the name of Russia and lvan the Terrible. doubtless hoping 

to make amends for his crimes as a river pirate. When the rivers became 

passable again the following spring, Yermak sent word of his victory to the 

Stroganovs and a deputation led by his second in command was dispatched to 

Moscow with gifts for the tsar taken from Kuchurn's captured treasury. 

That Yermak's band had succeeded in taking Isker was indeed a boon to 

the Stroganovs. According to Skrynnikov, they had been planning an invasion 

of Siberia for several years, the culmination of which was Yermak's foray. 

Their principal motivation was to bring a little military pressure37 to bear on 

Kuchurn and. more specifically, his vassal the Pelym prince whose forces had 

aided local Vogul tribes in their attacks on Stroganov lands. The Stroganovs 

3 6 m ~  Letter Patent from Tsar lvan Vasilievich to lakov and Grigorii Stroganov Granting Twenty Years' Ex- 
emption from Taxes and other Obligations for their Lands and their Settlements on those Lands in Takh- 
cheia and along the Tobol River', May 30, 1574. In Dmytryshyn, Crownhart-Vaughan & Vaughan, Rus- 
sia's Concruest.., pp. 9-12; Karamzin, ibid, p. 237; Armstrong, Yermak's,.., p. 2; Skrynnikov, 'Ennak's 
Siberian ...", p. 15. 

37~akhrushin argues that the motivation was of an economic nature, slthough he notes that as eariy as 
1572, the Stroganovs had sought permission to send troops to Siberia Yo fight, to take Siberians cap- 
tive and to bring back tribute for us,' Bakhrushin, Nauchnye ..., Vol. 3, pt. 1, pp. 96, 102, 101. 



had little doubt o f  the fate of Yermak's srnall group against the 10 00038 men 

Kuchum was believed able to field. Success, however, presented a new series 

of challenges and opportunities. Moreover, the richness of Yermak's gift to 

lvan tempered the tsar's displeasure with the Stroganovs and convinced him 

that these early gains were worth consolidating. This must have been at  least 

as valuable to  the Stroganovs as the economic passibilities unfolding before 

them. 

Having received word that the Siberian kingdom had been taken, that 

"Kuchum ... and his troops were beaten and his heir Mahmet-kui captured and 

many of the foreign people brought to  oath ( ~ h e r t ) , " ~ ~  lvan decided to  send 

them some help. In the spring o f  1584, he sent from Moscow Prince Semen 

Bolkhovskii and the headmen (golovas) lvan Kireev and lvan Glukhov with some 

300 soldiers to bolster Yermak's force.40 When these troops arrived there was 

general good cheer among the Cossacks that their accomplishments had been 

well received by the tsar. However, over the coming winter, despite being able 

to store up some of  the fruits from hunting and fishing expeditions and some 

trade with local peoples, the Russians exhausted their provisions and many 

3?his figure is an Ambassadorial Ministry estimate which Skrynnikov feels must be exaggerated, since 
the Pelym principality under Kuchum's control, whose "chieftans could muster a force of no more than 
several hundred men was the most densely populated part of the Siberian kingdom." Skrynnikov, 
'Podgotovka 2, p. 52. Emphasis added. 

39~ ib i~k ïe  letopisi, pp. 281-282. Cited in Skrynnikov. 'Sibirskaia ...", p. 45. 

40~rmstmng, Yermak's ..., pp. 53-54; Skrynnikov. nSibirskaia..m, pp. 45-46; 'A Gramota from Tsar lvan 
Vasilievich to Semen, Maksim and Nikita Stroganov Concerning Outfitting Fihm Boats to be Sent to 
Siberiam, January 7, 1584. In Drnytryshyn, Crownhart-Vaughan 8r Vaughan, Russia's Concruest .., p. 26. 
This was the first direct action taken by the govemrnent in Moscow in the entire campaign, undertaken 
only when it leamed things were going well and reaiued the passibility of enonnous profit, 



starved to  death, including Bolkhovskii. 

Over the following several months as a result o f  skirmishes with local 

populations, ambushes and intrigues orchestrated by Kuchum, his followers and 

allies and outright battles with them, Russian nurnbers dwindled and their hold 

on Sibir became precarious. Then on August 5, 1585, Yermak himself was 

killed when ha and a small party of Cossacks were ambushed at a riverside 

encampment. Within a few days the sole remaining ataman, Matfei 

Meshcheriak, and the remaining Cossacks - perhaps ninety men4' - departed 

Sibir for Russia, leaving the town deserted. Unbeknownst to Meshcheriak, 

though, the tsar, not knowing the Cossacks had abandoned Isker but aware of 

the attrition of their ranks, had already despatched a second contingent o f  

reinforcements from Moscow under the command of  the voevoda Ivan 

Mansurov. 

Thus concluded the first chapter in the long process that drew Siberia and 

its peoples ever closer to  Russia. What ostensibly had begun for the Russians 

as an effort to pacify and secure their eastern borders against military 

harassment, developed into much more once the government realized the 

potential extent of the wealth Siberia might provide. In a manner comparable 

to  Novgorod's earlier expansionary experience, the initial thrust into Siberia was 

carried out on private initiative. which was sornewhat more rernarkable in the 

Muscovite context given the greater degree of centralization embodied by 



Muscovy's political system. 

For their part, the Siberian native populations did not çimply sit back and 

react on reflex to the Russian advance. Some of them - Yediger cornes 

irnmediately to mind - saw in the Russians, if not a pawn, certainly an ally or 

a trurnp card to be used in their own political machinations. Unfortunately, 

Muscovy proved to be a trump beyond native control. The conclusion of the 

first stage in the acquisition of Siberia really began when Kuchum tried to assert 

Sibir's autonomy vis-à-vis Muscovy. Although the government was at first 

reluctant to  authorize any type of invasion, Tretiak Chebukhov's murder 

provided ample grounds for Moscow to adopt a hostile position towards Sibir. 



Chapter Three 

ABORIGINAL SlBERlA and the 

MUSCOVITE ADMINISTRATION 



Earlv Russian Im~ressions 

lvan Mansurov's arriva1 in Siberia shortly after Meshcheriak's departure,' 

ensured that Russia's presence beyond the Urals would continue uninterrupted. 

Intending that Sibir no t  be lest, Moscow sent the voevodas Vasilii Sukin, lvan 

Miasnyi and Danil Chuikov to  Siberia with a considerable force on the heels of 

Mansurov's expeditiom2 Thus established, the Russians now had an 

opportunity to learn more about western Siberia's inhabitants, to  comingle and 

interact with them, and to  deconstruct some long-standing myths about their 

appearances and behaviours. 

By the 1 5 8 0 ~ ~  Ruçsian contact with Siberia's natives, although sporadic, 

had been a fact for several centuries. As a result of  major differences in ways 

of life, however, it is not surprising that early Russian impressions ran from the 

benignly uncomprehending to the utterly fantastic. One of  the earliest sources 

for descriptions of a Siberian people is the Skazaniia "O chelovetsekh 

neznaemykh v Vostochnei strane " (Story "On un known peoples in the Eastern 

land") which relates to  the Samoyeds of Siberia's north, especially along the Ob 

river. Versions of the skazaniia appear in fourteen Russian manuscripts, the 

earliest of which have been dated to the 1480s or 1490s.~ 

'~eshcheriak's band actualiy encountered Mansurov and his troops on their return journey to Russia. 
Emboldened by their presence, the former retumed to Sibir with the latter. 

2Kararnzin. lstoriia aosudarstva.., Vol. 10. p. 13. 

3 ~ e e  A.I. Pliguzov. Tekst-kentavr O sibinkikh samoedakh, (Moscow-Newtonvilie: Arkheograficheskii tsentr, 
1993), especially pp. 29-30, 109-138, for a discussion of the origins and dating of the variants. Debate 
over the dates of origin range from the fate fourteenth to the first haif of the sixteenth centuries. Pliguzov 
himself favours a date of 1483-84 (p. 67). There are also English translations by Richard Johnson of the 



The basic elements of the fourteen variations have been studied by a 

series of scholars over the past 150 or more years and have been reduced to  

two redactions, the contents of which are very much the same. They describe 

nine different subgroups of Samoyed4: physical appearances, eating habits, 

modes of dress and transportation, trade goods and so forth. They were 

depicted as drinkers of blood (both animal and human), eaters of fish and raw 

meat (usually reindeer or sable although dog and beaver are mentioned) and 

they wore the skins of  these same animals5 They typically travelled by  

reindeer or dog sled. If they did not possess either of these anirnals they went 

on foot. The only trade goods the skazaniia attributes to these people were the 

skins and furs of small mammals - usually sable - and more often than not it 

says they had nothing of commercial value. 

The following constitute some of the more bizarre customs associated with 

the Samoyeds. It was believed that some groups were cannibals who ate their 

dead instead of burying them and who offered their own children as food to 

guests. If any visitor to one of their camps should die while there, then he, too, 

would be eatem6 To other groups were ascribed strange physical traits. Some 

first three Russian originals, that were taken to London in 1560 and published by Richard Hakluyt in 1589, 
in The principall navicrations. voia~es and discoveries of the Enqlish nation. 

4~liguzov, ibid, passim., offers some opinions conceming to which modem peoples - for example Nentsy, 
Entsy, Khanty, Mansi, Samoyed, etc. - these subgroups correspond. 

'lbid, pp. 79, 82, 85, 97, 100, 104. 

'lbid, pp. 78, 84, 100. The name Samoyed itself cornes from the Russian words sam = self and iediat = 
to eat, thus meaning "self-eater". Forsyth, op. cit., p. 16, note 16, suggests that Samoyed is derived from 
Samadu, a name given to the Enets tribe of the Yenisei by its neighbours. 
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were described as having their mouths on their foreheads and of  being 

incapable of  speech, while others had no heads at al1 with their mouths 

between their shoulders and their eyes on their chests. Still others were seen 

as only half human, being covered in hair like a dog from the waist down.' 

Certain groups were said to "die" for two rnonths each winter. A t  the 

appointed time, an individual would stop where he was and sit down. Water 

would issue from his nose as from a faucet and freeze to the ground. There he 

would remain for a couple of  months until, like the sun's return in summer, he 

revived, this pattern of death and rebirth to be repeated year after year.' 

Concerning a group known as the Kamenskaia Samoyed, which lived in and 

near the Ural mountains, it was related that from the rnountains one could see 

their dead crying by the seashore, being driven by a giant with iron f i n g e r ~ . ~  

By no means a complete recounting of the skazaniia, the previous 

descriptions form a representative range of perceptions that many Russians 

would have had of their Siberian neighbours in the late fifteenth and early 

sixteenth centuries. As a result o f  the fantastic nature of some of  the 

skazaniia's content, one might be tempted to  conclude that it was the product 

of the overactive imagination of an observer who did not fully comprehend the 

customs he witnessed. A.I. Pliguzov, who believes it was informed by several 

71bid, pp. 79-80. 87, 92. 

'lbid, pp. 79-80, 88-90, 101 -1 02. 

'lbid, pp. 82, 97. 104. 



67 

sources rather than a single one, notes that "the place of actual experience ... is 

a t  times concerned with an imaginary reality, the stories of the first explorers 

(pervoprokhodtsy) being turned into visionary descriptions of the world 

beyond."" Indeed, some contemporary Russians considered that these 

accounts of the eastern lands were "comprised three-quarters of  'rumeurs, for 

the most part even of the tall-tales (basnoslovie) of merchants."'" 

Nonetheless, there are enough factual elements contained in the skazaniia that 

Pliguzov regards it as the first non-abstract descriptive overview of Siberia and 

some of its inhabitants.I2 

Fanciful perceptions aside, the Russians had had some considerable 

exposure to the ways of life of the indigenous populations of Siberia and of 

their cousins t o  the west of the Ural mountains. The remainder of this chapter 

will be devoted to the lifestyles - social and political organizations and 

econornies of  certain western Siberian groups, specifically Samoyeds, Ostiaks 

(modern Khanty) and Voguls (modern Mansi). A note of caution should be 

made concerning the use of the term "prince" (kniaz), which is encountered in 

many of the Russian sources, because its application to the peoples of Siberia 

can be rnisleading. Despite wielding considerable power over their kinsrnen and 

possessing a certain degree of wealth in silver, furs and/or other goods, the 

" ~ h i s  was how the skazaniia and similaar stones relating to Siberia were explained by the Russian am- 
bassador, Drnitrii Gerasimov, to the Italian, Paolo Giovio, in 1525. Cied in ibid, p. 17. 

l2lbid, pp. 26-27. 
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notions of noble lineages and of inherent social superiority resulting from birth 

into a certain family were largely alien to the aforementioned peoples. 

Moreover. the system of duties and obligations that existed between royalty 

and subjects in the early modern European model, whether explicitly or 

implicitly expressed, is part and parcel of what terms like "prince", "king" or 

"lordfr conjure up. This relationship of reciprocal responsibilities was developed 

to a much lesser extent - if at  al1 - by the Samoyeds, Ostiaks and Voguls. 

Thus, native chieftains were referred to as "princes" by the Russians solely 

because their position in the clans most closely resembled that of  a European 

prince. It is important to  remember this distinction because it helps one to 

avoid misperceiving the native social dynamic when it is described in inexact 

European language. 

A fourth major group inhabiting western Siberia was the Tatars, to which 

the people of the Khanate of Sibir belonged. More advanced both socially and 

politically, most likely as a result of their lslamic heritage, they exerted 

considerable influence on some of their Ostiak and Vogul neighbours. 

However, the present work must be limited to a discussion of the first three 

more or less similar peoples, thus the Tatars, regrettably, will receive only 

superficial attention.13 The Russian influence on and methods employed to 

bring the Siberians further into their orbit will also be considered in this chapter. 

For the most part, the peoples mentioned above led nomadic lives. 

' j ~ o r  an overview of the role of Tatars in Russian service, see the section titled 'Sibirskie sluzhilie Tatary 
v XVll v.', in Bakhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 153-1 75. 



Despite being wanderers by nature, it is possible to delimit their areas of 

habitation [see Map 41 and proceed to descriptions of their modes o f  life. 

The Samoveds 

Some mention o f  the Samoyed has aiready been made in the skazaniia. 

It is possible - perhaps even probable - that the information it provides was not 

based on  direct Russian observation. Pliguzov notes that there is no evidence 

of Russian penetration to the lower Ob, in the heart of Samoyed territory, 

during the fifteenth century. Even if there had been, "sporadic expeditions could 

yield only superficial information of the unknown land ...[ and] reaching the 

[Russian] chroniclers through t w o  or three intermediaries they must often have 

been fantastic accounts. "14 Indeed, Pliguzov postulates that the skazaniia 

may have been written following the oral testimony of an Ostiak or a Vogul 

who had travelled andlor lived in Samoyed territory. Furthermore, some of 

the descriptions in the skazaniia - particularly o f  a people who supposedly lived 

in the sea - correspond to Mansi legends of their northern neighbours. Thus, 

it is conceivable that Russian writers borrowed from this and other legends and 

reproduced them as the truth.I5 

The real Samoyed lived in the arctic tundra. On the basis of  Iinguistic16 

' 4~liguzov, Tekst kentavr ..., p. 66: C. Jaukh-ûriovski, 'Les Récits Historiques Sib6iieosm. Études Slaves 
et Est-Européenes, Vol. 12, # 4 (1 967), p. 21 9. 

'5~liguzov. bid. pp. 66, 40-45. 

16AIl of the Samoyed belonged to a language famiiy bearing the same name. At one time its speakers 
occupied a large part of southem Sibena between the lrtysh and Yenisei rivers and into the Mai-Sayan 
mountain region. The northward expansion of Turkic speaking tribes and westward pressure from Tun- 
gusic peoples forced the Samoyed rmrth. Their oniy linguistic descendants surviving in the region to the 



Mao 4: Native Distribution in Western Siberia, Earlv 17" Centuw 

Map prepared to author's specifications by Map Collections Department, Killam Library, 
Oal housie University. 

modem day are the Kets. In James Fors*, The Siberian Native Peoples Before and After the Russian 
Conpuestm. in Alan Wood (ed.). The Histow of Siberia: From Russian Conauest to Revolution, (London: 
Routledge, 1991 ), pp. 69-70. 
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and cultural distinctions they can be split into three main groups. Between the 

Yenisei and Lena rivers o f  central Siberia and on the Taimyr peninsula lived the 

Tavgi, now known as the Nganasan, meaning "people". Along the lower 

Yenisei and Taz rivers dwelled the Samadu and other tribes, from whose word 

for "man" - enete - is derived the narne of the modern day Enets people. Taken 

together these two  entities formed the northern Samoyeds of western Siberia. 

The third group was the western Samoyeds, or Yuraks, who inhabited a large 

territory on both sides of the Urals and who roamed from the forest edge to the 

Arctic Sea and into the Kanin, Gydan and Yamal peninsulas. Their descendants 

are the modern Nenets - also meaning 

The Samoyed were characterized by Ostiak neighbours as savage (dikie) 

and free (vol'nie) and they said of themselves, that "we are a wild, nornadic 

people, for whom it is impossible t o  live in one p ~ a c e . " ' ~  The whole of the 

tundra served as one great highway for their wanderings which revolved around 

their hunting and fishing patterns. 

Samoyed economic Iife was centred on the reindeer. Among the northern 

Samoyed (Nentsy and Entsy) a fairly sophisticated reindeer culture had evolved 

by the seventeenth century. The ânirnals had been domesticated and most 

tribes had their own small herds which were used chiefly as beasts of burden, 

hauling the lightweight sledges that carried the Samoyed's equipment and 

"~orsytti, A Histo W.... p. 16; A.P. Okladnikov & V.I. Shunkov feds.). Istorüa Sibiri. Vol. 1, (Leningrad: lz- 
datel'stvo Nauka, 1968), p. 353. 

'8~akhnishin. Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2. p. 5. 
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dwellings from place to  place. In times of necessity, they could be slaughtered 

to supplement a meagre hunt. The practices o f  riding them or of milking the 

does did not develop among the Samoyed as it did with the Tungus people 

farther to the east in central and eastern Siberia. Tame stock aside, the 

northern Samoyed were still semi-reliant upon wild reindeer t o  meet a tribe's 

needs and to help replenish any depletion in the herdrs numbers. 

Tavgi use of the reindeer was of a more primitive nature. While each 

family possessed a f e w  reindeer for harnessing to  sledges, they owned no herds 

and were wholly dependent upon hunting wild reindeer, following them on their 

seasonal migrations. Like their northern kin, they used the skins of  the 

animals both for clothing and to  make the conical tent-like structures in which 

they lived. The tents were erected around poles and the whole thing was easily 

portable, suited to a nomadic lifestyle. AH articles o f  Samoyed dress - parkas, 

mittens, boots (pimy), "dresses" (plat'ishk~) - were fashioned from reindeer 

hides. 

While being the most important component of the Samoyed economy, the 

reindeer was not its sole object. They also hunted arctic fox, the skins of 

which rnight also be used in the manufacture of  clothing. For those groups 

living near the forest's edge, beaver and sable were typical quarry. In addition, 

they hunted for such waterfowl as geese and duck. Some groups hunted seal 

and walrus in the long sea inlets at the mouths of the Pechora, Ob and Yenisei 

rivers and they all caught fish, which formed a usual part of the Samoyed diet. 
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A fairly regular element of  Samoyed travels was an annual trip to  the mouth o f  

the Ob "to fish a t  the edge of  the sea and t o  Iive on the islands." No mention 

is made of  how long this enterprise lasted, but because of the shortness o f  the 

high arctic warm season, the trip was likely made in late spring or summer and 

was of short duration.Ig 

The fruits of the hunt, especially furs, served as the main trade goods 

which the Samoyed offered. These, along with live reindeer, were exchanged 

with the Russians for flour and other foodstuffs. From the Ostiaks they 

obtained softwood in return for fish products and live reindeer. 

In the course of their movernents conflicts with other groups of Samoyeds 

over access to favourable hunting grounds and the best encampment sites 

(stoibishch~) were not  uncornmon. The hostilities could be prolonged and 

violent and they instilled a warlike nature into the Samoyed experience which 

affected both intertribal relations and relations with neighbouring Ostiaks and 

Russians. These tendencies also expressed themselves in another facet of 

Samoyed trade: slaves. Prisoners taken in war or raids on other tribes, slaves 

were both utilized by their captors and sold to  others. The Ostiaks are known 

to have purchased slaves from Samoyeds and in 1644 a Russian serving man 

in the Berezov uezd was reported to have exchanged some flour for a Samoyed 

- - 

lglbid, pp. 5-7; Forsyth, T h e  Siberian Native...', pp. 85-86; Forsyth, A Historv ..., p. 18. 



Despite the lack of an organized military, Samoyed tribesmen could be 

ferocious fighters. They preferred death to  surrender and could be 

exceptionally cruel to  their enemies. In 1645, the streletskii piatidesiatnik 

(commander o f  fifty soldiers), Ivan Sorokin, was sent to  pacify some "thieving 

Samoyed" on the Taz river. He later wrote that they "killed nine men because 

they couldn't take living ones with them ... they argueldl with the dead [and] cut 

off their noses and f i nge r~ . "~ '  There may have been sorne religious significance 

to such dismemberment, in that the souk of  the dead enemy, lacking fingers, 

would not  be able to hold weapons or grasp at the souk o f  the living? 

The principal weapons used both for hunting and warfare were spears, 

bows and arrows and a type of  knife, called an atkas, with a flared Made a t  the 

end of  a long shaft. Most of their weaponry was of  their own making but they 

also obtained some of  Russian origin either in direct trade wi th Russians or 

through Ostiak middlemen. Wood, Stone and bone were the materials with 

which most tools and weapons were made as was the case for al1 of Siberia's 

indigenous populations. However, Siberian material culture differed in one 

important respect from that o f  other native peoples, such as lived in northern 

North America. Prior to  the arriva1 of  the Europeans, North American lndians 

20~akhrushin, Nauchnve.., Vol. 3, pt. 2, p. 7. What fundionç she peifonned in his seMce are unknown. 
Offtcially, the governinent disapproved of Russian involvement in the buying and selling of native slaves. 
An uezd was a Russian administrative unit. 

2 2 ~ e e  chapter four. 
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had no contact with "advanced" cultures. In contrast. Siberia "as part of the 

'Old World' cultural complex, was subject t o  many influences.. .from the great 

civilizations o f  ~urasia," '~ including China and Persia. As a result, metal- 

working, which was virtually non-existent in contemporary North America, was 

widespread long before the seventeenth century in Siberia, where al1 the 

indigenous cultures either worked iron themselves or used items made from it 

when they could be acquired through trade. The results were more efficient 

and durable tools and weapons that required less of an investment in time and 

energy for the repair and replacement of  worn items. 

For obvious reasons, a nomadic existence was n o t  conducive to the 

growth of large communities, most especially in a harsh environment such as 

the tundra. The requirements of feeding and clothing any sizable number o f  

people would soon have outstripped the abilities of both the hunters and the 

natural resources to  sustain thern. Thus, the social organization of the 

Samoyed. indeed almost al1 of Siberia's peoples except the Tatars, was of a 

primitive nature. Generally, they were organized in patriarchal clans, consisting 

of a very few families, that traced descent from a common ancestor. often a 

mythical animal that served as the clan's totem. It would not, however, have 

been unusual to  find groups no larger than a single family or extended family, 

particularly during a poor hunting season or in times of famine which were not 

uncornmon in the fickle northern climate. 

23~orsyth, "The Sibenan Native...', p. 75. 



Each clan represented an independent entity with its own ruler, or "prince" 

as the Russians were wont to cal1 them, who was usually the oldest male 

member of the group. Like the vast rnajority of Siberian peoples, the Samoyed 

practiced exogamy - looking outside the family or clan structure for mates. 

Once a man had found the woman he desired to  marry, a bride-price (kalym) 

was agreed upon between the girl's father and a negotiator the prospective 

groom had appointed from among his friends. If the negotiation was 

satisfactorily concluded, then the kalym would be paid. festivities would ensue 

and then discussions concerning the amount of the bride's dowry - which 

typically would be appoximately equal to the value of the kalym - would begin. 

The process of acquiring a wife, however, was actually quite ritualized and 

more cornplex than the preceding would ~ u g g e s t . ~ ~  

The average clan size was, as would be expected, very small. lncluding 

women and children there were usually only a few dozen people in any one 

group. The iasak book for the uezd of Mangazeia in 1629, refers to a number 

of groups consisting of from one to three adult males and their families. A 

1653 account, also from the Mangazeia district, tells of the clan of "prince" 

Lederei, considered to be the strongest of the Samoyed clans in the region a t  

'*~ee M.A. Czaplicka, Aboflainal Siberia: A Studv in Social Anthropolom (Oxford: l??s Clarendon Press, 
1914), pp. 123-125 for a more complete description of the elements constituting the initiation, perfor- 
mance and conclusion of a Samoyed marnage. A note of caution should be added: the sources used to 
compile the description cited above are primariiy from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. How- 
ever, it does not seem anachronistic to refer to it since most anthropoiogists and ethnographers appear 
to agree that the customs goveming mariage and other inter-personal relations among Siberian peoples 
changed Iiile in the intervening two to three hundred years. 

Kalym generally consisted of clothing, "household" necessities and, of course, reindeer. 
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the time. They had been taken unawares by a group of  Ostiaks while hunting 

sable and the records indicate that ten members of the group, including Lederei 

and four children, were killed and eight, including four children, were taken 

captive.25 Thus, one of the  preeminent Samoyed clans consisted of only 

eighteen individuals, of which just ten were adults. 

Life for the peoples of the far north was indeed precarious, highly 

dependent on the elements and the health and predictability of the game they 

pursued. Of necessity, then, Samoyed life was preoccupied with the business 

of daily suwival. 

The Ostiaks & Voguls 

The Ostiaks and Voguls will be considered here more or less 

simultaneously, as they are in most other sources, because of the enormous 

similarities that existed in their ways of life, clothing, dwellings, and social and 

religious customs. In fact, they are often bracketed together as one ethnic 

group. Their languages, usually referred to as Khanty and Mansi in accordance 

with their modern ethnic names, belong to the Finno-Ugrian family. These 

tongues, however, were - and still are - mutually unintelligible, each one falling 

into several marked dialects which made communication between people ftom 

different regions diff icu~t. '~ However, they lived in such close proximity for 

25~akhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2 pp. 8-9. Each uezd created by the Russians had its own set of 
rasachnie knigi(iasak books) which contained the narnes and amountç of the obligation each able 
bodied, aduit male native was required to pay as fur tribute to the Russian treasury. 

26~orsyth, A Histow ..., pp. 10, 12. Bakhrushin. Nauchnye ..., Vol. 3. p t  2, p. 87. on the other hand, states 
that their languages were so similar as to cornpound the dïfficulties in distinguishing the two peoples. 
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such a long time that, apart from the linguistic differences, it was hard to 

differentiate between them, a fact that is reflected in the loose and non- 

standardized application of the terms Ostiak and Vogul t o  these peoples in 

sixteenth and seventeenth century Russian documents. 

The Ostiaks and Voguls first came to Russian attention through the Komi- 

Zyrians, inhabitants o f  the Pechora and Vychegda river regions. It will be 

recalled that the term yugra entered the Russian vocabulary from the Zyrian2' 

and these Ostiaks and Voguls would have been the descendants of the 

Yugrians referred to in eleventh and twelfth century Novgorodian records. 

Ostiaks (Khantv) 

In the seventeenth century, the Ostiaks led semi-nomadic Iives along the 

Ob river from the confluence of the Vas-lugan to the Ob's mouth and in the 

basin of  the lower Irtysh. Earlier they had inhabited areas to  the West of the 

Urals and in the sixteenth century, Ostiak uluses, as their settlernents were 

called, could still be found neighbouring Stroganov settlements on the Sylva 

river. Some sources suggest that as late as the end of the sixteenth century, 

some Ostiaks were living in Vogul iurts (settlernents) in the Turinsk oezd. 

Certainly, the intermixing of Ostiak and Vogul would not have been unthinkable, 

but Bakhrushin believes that such was not the case, rather these individuals 

were more likely a remnant of a former Ostiak popu~ation.'~ 

2 7 ~ e e  chapter one. note 16. 

28~akhnishin. Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3. pt. 2. p. 88. 
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Fishing was the main livelihood o f  those Ostiaks living along the Ob. This 

occupation filled the summer months and in some winters, especially if the 

summer catch was insufficient to see a group through the cold season, it was 

the foremost of their activities and means of subsistence. The fish was often 

eaten raw with a portion of the catch boiled or dried for later use. Fish 

provided more than just food for the Ostiaks. Clothing - coats, boots, caps - 

was fashioned from fish skins, especially burbot and less frequently sturgeon 

or sterlet, and the tendons and veins of some fish could be used as thread. A 

bad fishing season threatened not only a tribe's prosperity, but life itself. A 

group of Kazym Ostiaks cornplained to the tsar in 1642 that, 

the harvest of fish from the great waters 
did not materialize, and many Ostiaks 
with their wives and children died from 
hunger ... and others sold their wives and 
children for labour [to avoid] starvation and 
because of the famine the governrnent 
iasak will not be 

Fortunately, they were not completely dependent on fish to meet al1 their 

needs. Those Ostiaks living in the far north had adopted from their Samoyed 

neighbours the nomadic reindeer culture, keeping small herds near their forest 

homes or following them on their seasonal migrations toward the seashore. As 

with the Samoyed, reindeer provided the Ostiaks with meat and materials for 

clothing. Where resources existed and using spears and bows and arrows, 

other game was also hunted, including birds, hares and squirrels. Furs from the 

29~ibinkii prikaz, stb. 123. iists 236-237. Cited in Baichrushin. Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3. p t  2. p. 91. 
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latter two were frequently used to line outer garments, especially parkas, thus 

offering an extra layer of protection against the cold. [See Illustration 2.1 In 

southern areas, the Ostiaks wove cloth from nettle or hemp fibres and made 

garments that were often embroidered in wool or decorated with glass beads 

and metal ornaments. The skill of  weaving was likely learned from their Tatar 

neighbours, since the looms and weaving terms used by the Ostiaks were 

identical to those of the ~a ta r s .~ '  

The Ostiaks possessed certain other craft-making skills and traditions that 

their more stable (compared to the Samoyed) lifestyle allowed them to practice. 

Boxes, containers for food and drink and babies' cradles were fashioned from 

wood and bark and were often decorated with simple, stylized animal and plant 

motifs, some of which had religious significance as tribal totems. Some tribes 

also practiced the art of tattooing, using a pikers jawbone or another needle-like 

implement and soot to apply designs to face and body. Occasionally, the 

shaman performed the artistrs task, using the clan symbol as a tattoo to heal 

a sickness. 

In spite of a fairly narrow range of goods, trade links did exist between the 

Ostiaks and neighbouring tribes as well as with the Russians. Not surprisingly, 

trade played a larger role in the lives of  those tribes that were less nomadic - 

that is those living where food resources were more plentiful and who spent 

several months a year, usually in winter, sedentary. Accordingly, the busiest 



Illustration 2: Ostiaks in Traditional Winter Dress 

Source: James Forsyth, A Historv of the Peo~les of Siberia: Russir's NoRh Asien Colonv. 1 581 - 
1990 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992). p. 14. The garments are fur- 

-# 

trimmed reindeer skin. The man is wearing a belt with a knife and pouch attached and 
the woman is carrying a birch-bark pitcher. From a nineteenth century drawing. 
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trading season tended to be winter for two basic reasons: most Ostiaks would 

have settled into established uluses for the season and the primary 

thoroughfares o f  the region - the rivers - would be frozen, making the transport 

of  sledges and animals laden with goods easier. One of the iasak books reports 

that Samoyeds "came to the Kazym and Obdor districts to  trade at  a certain 

tirne, along the first winter paths," presumably referring to  the waterways. 

Some settlements, such as Voikarskii gorodok in the Obdor district, served as 

meeting places for annual trade "fairs" (iarmark~l.~' 

Typically, the Samoyeds would acquire supplies of dried fish, fish oil, live 

reindeer and perhaps some of  the aforementioned craft  items. In return the 

Ostiaks obtained furs. From the Russians, the Ostiaks traded for axes, pots and 

kettles and some articles of clothing, providing furs in return, especially pupki, 

sable and The location of their settlements was well suited to  an Ostiak 

role as middlernen for the fur trade between the Russians and the Samoyeds, 

a role they played well and one which in large measure would account for the 

existence of the Ostiak/Samoyed fur trade. An interesting corollary to the 

growing trade wi th Russian merchants and trappers was the developrnent 

among some Ostiaks, particularly in the Surgut and Berezov uezds, of  a money 

economy. That is, items formerly for barter began to be purchased with 

Russian currency (rubles or dengrl and these groups of Ostiaks appear to be 

3'~akhrushin. Nauchnve .... Vol. 3. pt. 2, p. 94. Gomdok rneans 'small town". 

3 2 ~ t p k i  were the soft, thick furs taken frorn the underbelly of an animal. 



among the first Siberian natives to  have adopted the practicem3j 

Like most native populations leading similar ways of life and being at 

roughly equivalent stages of economic sophistication, whether Siberian, Central 

Asian or North American, the Ostiak peoples were not  organized into a nation 

with a single ruler or sense of common identity. Rather, they belonged to 

numerous separate clans, each with its own hereditary chieftan. Occasionally, 

groups of clans woufd get along sufficiently well t o  amalgamate under one ruler 

and to act like principalities or petty kingdoms. Such principalities existed 

among the Ostiaks under the names of Koda, Liapin, Kazym and Kunovat 

(Kunowat) . 
ln the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries the basic social 

organization of the Ostiaks was, as mentioned, the clan. Groups living in the 

same general area comprised, in Russian terminology, a volost, or small rural 

district. These often exceeded one or two hundred iasak paying people and on 

occasion approached three hundred. However, for  all practical purposes, the 

fishing and hunting patterns around which their lives revolved did not permit 

large numbers of  people living together, so clans tended to consist of no more 

than a few families or extended families. Thus, any given ulus consisted of 

from five to  twenty dwellings and their residents. Five to twenty uluses made 

a v o ~ o s t . ~ ~  

53 Bakhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2, p. 94. 

3 4 ~ . ~ .  Georgi, Opisanie vsekh obitaiushchikh v Rossiskom oosudarstve narodov, pt. 1, (St. Petersburg: 
1799), p. 69. Cited in Bakhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2, p. 102. 
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In winter the Ostiaks lived in permanent log huts or lodges made of 

branches covered with earth. When spring demanded that they start following 

the fish runs and other game, they erected portable shelters of  poles and birch- 

bark. Modes of transportation were remarkably similar to those of North 

America's eastern woodland Indians. In a region where heavy snow covered 

the land for half the year, skis became an indispensable asset (snowshoes 

would have been the North American equivalent). Dugout or birch-bark canoes 

were used afier the spring thaw turned much of the territory into a vast 

network of rivers, lakes and marshes. 

lrrespective of an individual's clan allegiance or the degree of difficulty a 

tribe's isolation may have presented, the Ostiaks adhered to strict rules of 

exogamy when choosing marriage partners. It was considered sinful and 

disgraceful to wed anyone with the same family name, although this restriction 

was limited to male lines. If a woman married into another family, her brother 

or his sons could marry any daughters she might have. In short, if the fathers 

of the prospective husband and wife were of different families the union was 

lega1.35 ln a manner comparable to that of the Samoyeds, a complex set of 

negotiationç was undertaken to arrive at a suitable bride-price (kalym). Among 

the Ostiaks, however, it was more common to find the groom's parents acting 

on his behalf and it was his farnily, rather than he himself, who paid the kalym, 

usually in the form of reindeer, horses, furs. clothing and domestic utensils. 



Furthermore, a man could have as many wives as he and his farnily could 

afford .36 

The above hints at  the position women occupied in Ostiak society. Their 

responsibilities were similar to  those of females in comparable cultures: child- 

rearing, care o f  the family dwelling, food and clothing preparation, etc.. In 

general, however, they were regarded as little more than a commodity to  be 

bought and sold, "valued only as highly as what was paid [for theml." 

Examples abound of  husbands selling their wives t o  whomever could match the 

kalym paid for her and Bakhrushin cites an instance of  a woman being 

purchased for ten r ~ b l e s . ~ '  

The institution o f  slavery was also fairly well established among the 

Ostiaks. During times of famine, men would seIl family members into the 

service of  others to avoid s t a r ~ a t i o n . ~ ~  Most commonly, however, slaves were 

acquired in war. The more organized "princedoms" staged regular raids on their 

less organized kin and on Vogul neighbours for the sole purpose of  carrying 

people off into servitude. There exist numerous petitions from smaller clans 

complaining that Koda princes had attacked and taken away their women and 

36~akhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3. pt. 2, p. 102; Forsyth, A History ..., p. 11. 

37~akhrushin, ibid. p. 103. This is a curious example, in that the woman was bought by the widow of the 
prince to whose dan she originaify belonged. The woman in question had remamed after her first hus- 
band's death, but the new husband had not the proper kafym either to her famiiy or her dead hus- 
band's family. It is not clearly stated, but it seems likely that she was bought to redress a perceived 
offence against custom. The ten rubles was paid to her brothers, 

3 8 ~  petition to the tsar from Ostiaks of the Surgut uezd pleaded that 'Upon us has fatlen a great famine. 
from autumn until spring we were hungry ...[w ej ate human fi  esh and dogs, and other iasak paying 
people sold their wives and children into bondage for food.' No date given. Cied in ibid, 
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children. The nurnber of slaves in Ostiak society was also increased through 

purchases from Samoyed traders. 

War was, in fact, an integral part o f  Ostiak Iife. Year after year in the late 

sixteenth century, Koda princes launched attacks on the neighbouring Konda 

people (a Vogul principality) with the aim o f  obtaining slaves. By 1600. the 

regularity of these raids induced the Kondy to  seek relief from the Russians, 

pleading that "they [Ostiaks] kill our women and children and take them as 

slaves and leave [our] iurts d e ~ e r t e d . " ~ ~  Warfare proved to  be one of the most 

profitable activities of Koda's rulers. For the time, Ostiak weaponry was quite 

advanced: they possessed longbows, spears and coats of mail and helmets 

made of  iron which they extracted and forged themselves. By providing their 

warriors with the tools of  war, the princes entitled themselves to  a share of its 

spoils, thereby increasing their o w n  wealth and power. Conflicts arose from 

causes ranging from the plundering of  other tribes' property to  blood vengeance 

and depending on who might have represented the most lucrative opportunitieç 

or from where an insult to  a tribefs honour originated, the enemy could have 

been Russian, Samoyed, Vogul or other Ostiaks. Awareness of  belonging t o  

one's clan, which involved such obligations as mutual assistance and blood 

vengeance, was an important factor in the perpetuation of the Ostiaks' 

penchant for war. 



Voauls (Mansi) 

A t  the end of the sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth centuries, 

the Voguls occupied a fairly large territory on both sides of the middle Urals. 

To the West of the rnountains they lived along the upper reaches of  the 

Pechora, Vishera, Kama, Kosva, Chusovaia, Sylva and lren rivers. To the east 

they inhabited the shores and forests along the Tavda, Sosva, Lozva, Tura and 

Konda rivers. 

For al1 intents and purposes, and as noted previously, there was very little 

other than language to distinguish between the Voguls and the  ostiak^.^' In 

terms of material and social culture, the two peoples were virtually identical. 

There are some points concerning the Voguls, however, that merit further 

attention. 

Like the Ostiaks, the Voguls depended on hunting and fishing. In the more 

southerly parts of their range, however, it was possible for some Vogul groups 

to  carry on rudimentary agriculture. Where it was practical, they grew barley, 

rye and oats and kept soma cattle and ho rse~ .~ '  In this region of mixed forest, 

bee husbandry also formed an important part of the economy. Hives of wild 

bees would be located in trees, marked with a family's symbol and the 

honeycombs harvested later and stored in wooden containers for use in winter. 

%ee above, pp. 77-78. For a more detailed. albeit brief. comparison, sea Forsyth. A Histo W..., pp. 12- 
13. 

4'~akhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2 p. 93. believes the advent of cattle-raising to be the direct result 
of Russian influence. It is conceivable, however, that the Voguls acquired the practice from the Tatars. 
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The level o f  their agricultural skills was primitive and even into the 1620s. 

the Russians counted only seventy to seventy-five people in the Tabarinsk uezd 

using the land in this ~ a y . ~ ~  Nonetheless, the benefits accruing from such use 

of domesticated plants and animals to those who raised them should be 

apparent, in that they supplemented the incorne from traditional sources and 

provided some security against a bad hunting or fishing season. Moreover, in 

years of plenty, they formed an important cornponent among the goods offered 

for trade with other peoples. Finally, the familiarity with agriculture, however 

basic, was a major consideration for the Russians when later deciding how the 

Siberian aboriginal population could best be employed in the service of the 

 tat te."^ 

Socially and politically, the Voguls were very much like the Ostiaks. They 

were organized on a clan basis, each clan with a hereditary chieftan. Like the 

Ostiaks, some clans cohered sufficiently well to behave like principalities, the 

two best examples being those of Pelym and Konda. Within the principalities, 

iurts were often arranged into a system of sotnias, a type of  military 

administrative structure introduced by the Tatars. It allowed for a certain 

amount of delegation of authority which led both t o  more efficient collection of 

iasak and mobilization o f  men in time of war. With respect to the Pelym 

Voguls, evidence suggests that even before the arriva1 of the Russians in the 

426akhrushin, Nauchnye ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2. p. 98. 

4 3 ~ e e  below, pp. 104-1 05. 
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late sixteenth century their social structures were undergoing some fundamental 

changes. A more profound social stratification was replacing the traditional 

patriarchal way of life o f  earlier times. Bakhrushin notes that among the Pelym 

Voguls "we observe a sharp delineation into the  'best people' (luchshie liudt) - 

the courageous and strong murzas and ulans - and the 'black iasak people', 

evidently those compelled [by the formerl to  pay to  them tribute."" By the end 

of  the sixteenth century the selection of  princes was a privilege resewed for the 

murzas and ~ o t n i k s . ~ ~  

It is difficult to determine if the Russian presence accelerated the 

reordering of Vogul society that Bakhrushin and others believe was underway 

before the Russian arrival. On the contrary, Moscow was content to  interfere 

as little as possible with native cultural and societal customs in order t o  reduce 

the risks to efficient iasak collection. Whether the Voguls themselves sped up 

the process in order to emulate their Russian overlords is unclear, but certainly 

not beyond the pale of possibility. 

Thanks to  their geographic position relative to  the Samoyeds and Ostiaks, 

the Voguls were more subject to  cultural influences from "advanced" peoples. 

To their south lived the Tatars of Sibir, from whom the "best people" of  the 

Pelym Voguls appropriated the title "murza". The relatively widespread 

"~akhrushin, Nauchnye ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2 pp. 100-1 01.144-145. 

45~n Russian, the word somik has a rnilitary connotation, especially among Cossacks. designating a corn- 
mander of one hundred. Applied to the Voguls it signified an individual, generally a chief or other elder, 
who wielded some power and influence over clan and village affairs via the sornla. Use of such tenns 
helped the Russians make sense of native hierarchies and they were eventually adopted by the natives. 
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occurrence o f  Turkic surnames in the region hints a t  intermarriage and the 

degree of  tatarization these Voguls experienced. The same Tatar craftsmanship 

that was found among the Ostiaks also was widely practiced in Vogul culture.46 

More meaningful in the long run, though, was the fact that the heart of  

Vogul territory straddled the river systems that from time immernorial had 

served as a bridge between northeastern Europe and northwestern Asia. By 

means o f  the Kama and its tributary, the Vishera, the Urals could be crossed 

and access gained to  the Tobol, from which could be reached the Irtysh and the 

Ob. Thus, the region served as a cultural crossroads, its resources utilized by 

Vogul, Ostiak and Tatar alike. And from the Perm lands in Europe came 

Russian traders bearing axes, knives and iron utensils which they exchanged 

with the Voguls for furs. In time. the Russians became for the Voguls, as they 

did for al1 o f  Siberia's peoples, the dominant external influence. 

Muscovv's Administration of Siberia 

The immediate problern facing the masters of any colonial venture, 

whatever their reasons for undertaking it, is the establishment and securing of 

some kind of permanent presence in a new territory. Despite not having to 

cross an ocean like their European counterparts, the Russians still had to 

overcorne the logistical difficulties of supplying necessities to their troops and 

administrators over great distances. These difficulties were compounded the 

46~akhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2, p. 143; Okladnikov & Shunkov (eds.). Istoriia.., p. 354. Indeed. 
a great many Voguls lived in direct contact with the Tatars and were either ailied with them or subject 
to them. Reports of Vogul hostiliy against the Stroganovs prior to, during and after Yermak's carnpaign 
attest to such close ties. See. for exampie, Armstrong, Yermak's.., pp. 18, 38-43. 46, 70, 136. 



farther east they moved and by the general lack o f  arable land in the regions 

being explored, the lack of people t o  work what land was available, and by the 

political philosophy of Muscovy which dictated that al1 important decisions be 

made in Moscow, leading inevitably to costly delays in action on the frontier. 

Furthermore, policies had to be developed t o  deal with Siberia's native 

populations that would allow for the successful pursuit of Muscovy's principal 

goal in Siberia - the acquisition of furs and other wealth - without unduly 

alienating the indigenous peoples. This last task was perhaps the most 

important and challenging of ak4' 

A t  the outset, Siberian affairs were handled by the Posol'skii prikaz 

(Ambassadorial Department). This department's authority was based on the 

fact that in earlier times it looked after Moscowrs relations with the Khanate o f  

Sibir and had received the first shipment of  tribute from the natives taken by 

Yermak's men. In 1 59448, responsibility for Siberia was transferred to  the 

No vgorodskii prikaz, kno w n alternatel y as the Novgomdskaia chetverî or chet. 

Until 1599, this department, which oversaw the financial rnatters of Novgorod, 

Pskov, Arkhangelsk and other peripheries of  Muscovy, dealt with matters 

47~h i le  the Muscovite-Russian colonial adventure in Sibena is distinctive in its own nght, some cornpan- 
sons may be drawn between its progress and the progress of French colonial activii in North America, 
See, for example, W.J. Eccles, The Canadian Frontier, 1534-1760, Revised edition, (Albuquerque: Uni- 
versity of New Mexico Press, 1983), especially chapters one and six. For a discussion of the idea of the 
Yrontief, a notion that does not have a universal definition, in the Russian context, see Michael Khodar- 
kovsky, "From Frontier to Empire: The Concept of the Frontier in Russia, Sixteenth-Eighteenth Centur- 
ies", Russian History, Vol. 19, Nos. 1-4, 1992, pp. 115-128. 

4 8 ~ . ~ .  Sergeev 'U istokov sibirskogo letopisaniia", Vowosv istorii, # 1 2 (December), 1 970, p. 58, dates the 
transfer of responsibiiity from the Posol'skN pnkaz to 1596. 



concerning Siberia. From 1599 to  1637, Siberia was managed by the Sibirskii 

stol (Siberian desk), a division of the Kazanskii dvorets (Kazan Court), also 

known as the Meshcherskii dvorets (Meshcherskii Court), whose jurisdiction 

extended over the basins of  the Volga and Kama rivers and into newly 

conquered western Siberia. Then in 1637, Tsar Mikhail Romanov (r. 1613- 

1645), elevated the Sibirskiistol to  an independent Sibirskiiprikaz, and made 

it responsible for the day-to-day operations of the growing Siberian colony. 

This prikaz exercised its mandate until 171 1 when it was once again 

reorganized by Peter the Great and many of its functions transferred to a new 

office. 49 

By 1620, the annexation of western Siberia was essentially complete, with 

the Russians dominating the territory between the Urals and the Yenisei and 

from the Arctic Ocean in the north to  the steppe borderlands and Altai 

mountains in the south. Roughly 2.5 million square kilometres had been 

brought under Russian sway, more than doubling Muscovy's territorial extent, 

and throughout this period some means had to be devised to extend the tsar's 

writ to the natives and administer the system of tribute - iasak - which was the 

driving force behind the Russian presence in ~iberia." 

49~o r  an enurneration of the various departments of the Muscovite govemment at the time of Siberia's 
conquest, their chief functionaries and bnef descriptions of some of their spheres of responsibility, see 
A.P. Pavlov, "Prikazy i prikaznaia biurokratiia (1 584-1 605 gg.)", lstoricheskie zapiski, Vol. 1 16 (1 988). 
p ~ .  187-227. 

'9he value of the iasak may be illustrated by the following. Based on the value of the ruble in 1623, two 
good black fox pelts eamed 110 nibles, with which one could buy Yifîy-five acres of land, erect a good 
cabin, buy five horses, twenty head of cattle, twenty sheep, several dozen fowl, and still have half [the] 
capital left.' Kemer, The Ume to the Sea., p. 86, 



Handicapped by a shortage of manpower that had to be scattered over 

such an immense area, the Russian goal was achieved in the first instance by 

the construction of forts or blockhouses called ostrogs. These were situated 

along important waterways, often a t  the confluence of rivers, where they could 

help detect and prevent any organized hostile action on the part of local 

natives. The ostrogs were surrounded by a stockade of sharpened stakes along 

the length of  which were embrasures for marksmen. A t  the corners and above 

the gates were towers, six to nine metres high, equipped with artillery. 

Typically, within the stockade were government buildings, a church, 

prison, supply and weapons storehouses, barracks for the garrison soldiers and 

residences for the voevoda and other government officiais. Sometirnes, where 

possible, a moat was dug around the perimeter to  provide extra security. 

Additional measures were usually taken to protect an ostrog's landing site on 

the river by erecting two or three rows of palisades (nadolby), so that during a 

siege communications with other towns would not be severed. During the first 

decades of Siberian occupation, Moscow provided the voevodas with elaborate 

and detailed instructions concerning the location, layout and construction of 

ostrogs, the number of people to be hired for the job and how much they were 

Prime sable pelts could be wortti twice as much as black fox. Bearing in mind that ail native men 
of Siberia between eighteen and P i  years of age, unless officially exempted, were required to pay the 
Ïasakin prime sable hirs - the assessrnent was twenty-two furs per man in the eaily seventeenth cent- 
ury, decreasing to fwe by mid-century with the sable's depletion - it is easy to se8 why the fur trade and 
a smoothly operating tribute system appealed to Moscow. 

The word h a &  cornes from the Mongol iasa, meaning a law. Khodarkovsky, 'From Frontier to 
Empire...', p. 124. 



to be paicL5' 

In addition t o  the ostrogs, the government also built smaller forts called 

ostroxheks and in outlying districts zimoves meaning, literally, winter quarters. 

The latter were rnanned by up to  half-a-dozen men and s e ~ e d  primarily as 

meeting points for the collection of iasak from the natives. 

Once an ostrog was established and the security requirements o f  the 

Russians met, the voevoda and his staff5' could turn their attention to  subduing 

the natives in the vicinity and imposing upon thern the iasak. Setting aside the 

Russian's lack o f  manpower, the hostility of  some natives and the difficulties 

presented by a harsh clirnate, the enormity of the task can be summed up by 

the demographics of  western Siberia. [See appendix.] The territory was divided 

by the Russians into twelve administrative districts, or uezds. Across the 2% 

million square kilometres, the average native population at any given time in the 

first half of the seventeenth century was between thirty and forty thousand 

people, thus giving a population density of approximately 1.2 to  1.6 people per 

"Oeorge V. Lantzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth Century: A Study of the Colonial Administration, (New 
York: Octagon Books, 1972), pp. 87-89; Basil Dmytryshyn, "The Administrative Apparatus of the Russian 
Colony in Siberia and Nortfiern Asia, 1581-1700', in Alan Wood (ed.), The Historv of Siberia: From 
Russian Conauest ta RevoIution, (London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 29-30; "A Gramota from Tsar Fedor 
lvanovich to VasiIii Golovin and Ivan Voeikov in Verkhoture Conceming Building a Town and an Ostrog 
on the Tura River", Oecember 1 5, 1 597. In Dmytryshyn, Crownhart-Vaughan & Vaughan, Russia's Con- - pp. 30-32. 

5 2 ~ o r  descriptions of the support staff cornmon to al1 government departments and their roles (diaki = 
cierks, podiachie = sub-clerks, pismennye golovas = wnting heads and tseloval'niki = swom men), see 
S.K. Bogoiavlenskii, "Pr ikn ie d'iaki Wll veka", lstoricheskie zapiski, Vol. 1 (1937), pp. 220-239. In 
English, see Lanbeff, ibid, chapter 4. 



hundred square k i~ornet res .~~ Given that the natives would live in groups larger 

than this, there were great expanses of ernpty land that had to be reconnoitred 

in order to  find them and into which they could escape from Russian domination 

- at least in the early years of the Russian advance. 

In order to  achieve a regular and efficient collection o f  the iasak, military 

measures alone were not sufficient. The voevodas had t o  have a certain level 

of diplornatic skill and adroitness in subterfuge. By choosing strategic locations 

for the ostrogs which aliowed for the isolation of local tribes and then 

encouraging already existing intertribal hostilities, the Russians could prevent 

most attempts at  organized resistance, while at the same time increasing native 

dependence on them by agreeing to  mediate tribal disputes or to redress the 

wrongs committed by  one tribe on another if they were so petitioned. The price 

of Russian protection was the payment of tribute. That some natives - the 

Konda Voguls for example - sought Russian assistance against old enemies, 

suggests that they viewed the Russians as more than just a conqueror. Rather 

it points to  a realization that the newcomers could be used to enhance a tribe's 

position versus its rivals. Moreover, if gaining the upper hand on traditional 

enemies required the payment of tribute, it was deemed a fair price by some 

native groups, or a t  least their "princes", who in al1 likefihood would have been 

"~hese figures are based on census information from the idsachnie knigi (iasak books) of the different 
uezds Since censuses were not taken every year and not al1 iasak books have suMved to the present 
day the data is hcomplete. Nonetheless. the averages are based an figures provided for years knging 
from 1623 to 1652 as found in 6.0. Dolgikh, Rodovoi i plemennoi sostav narodov Sibiri v XVll v., (Mos- 
cow: Izdatel'stvo AN SSSR, 1960), chapters 1-12, pp. 20-118. See also Bakhrushin, Nauchnye.,., Vol, 
3, pt. 2, p. 90, for his reservations about the iasak books as a source for native population information. 
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unaware or unconcerned wi th  the long-term implications with respect to 

traditional occupations represented by such payment. 

Contributing t o  the need to  find methods other than military enforcement 

to  ensure the iasak payment were directives issued in Moscow, stating that  the 

natives were to  be treated tenderly (laskovo) and with kindness. It was ordered 

that al1 Siberian iasak people were to be "protected and treated with kindness 

and courtesy. You are not to  be cruel to  them in any way. Russiens are not 

to  insult thern nor seIl them into slavery nor treat them with violence."54 

Neither were the voevodas and their men to  demand iasak from old, ill or 

disabled natives.55 Such official attempts to Iimit the amount of violence done 

to  the aboriginal populace may well have had a basis, in part at least, in the 

great importance many Siberian natives attached to physical dignity. Earlier 

methods of  coercion, such as pravezh, which "entailed the beating of  one's 

shins and calves with a cudgel when a debtor could not or would not pay their 

creditors," must have been "such an affront to  physical dignity that it aroused 

a determination to take revenge - physical revenge - on the offending Russian 

5 4 ~  G ramota from Tsar Boris Fedorovich to the Voevoda of Pelym, Tikhon Trakhaniotov, Reinstituting 
Collection of lasak in Siberia", December 8, 1601. In Dmytryshyn, Crownhart-Vaughan & Vaughan, 
Russia's Concruest ..., p. 49. A gramota issued June 25, 1599, had released the natives of Siberia from 
theif iasak obligations for the year 1600 in honour of the tsar's coronation. This gramota is also repro- 
duced in Dmytryshyn et. al., pp. 38-39. 

5 5 a ~  Gramota from Tsar Boris Fedorovich Godunov to the Peiym golova Dernentii lushkov, Ordering that 
the Voguls not be Forced to Pay iasak for Old and lnfirrn Male Members and Granting Permission for 
Voguls to Purchase Axes and Knives", May 17, 1598. In Dmytryshyn, Crownhart-Vaughan & Vaughan, 
ibid, pp. 36-37. Russian officiais were instructed to order any i'sak payer who had been ill, to pay the 
tnbute as before upon his recovery. 
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of fi ci al^."^^ Thus the practical motivation for avoiding violence, whenever 

possible, to obtain the iasak. 

The policy of divide and rule seems to have been fairly successful. The 

Ostiaks of  the Berezov uezd willingfy aided the Russians in subduing the Konda 

Voguls and the Kazym Ostiaks helped the Berezov voevodas collect furs from 

the Samoyeds of the same district." Among the most active native participants 

in Muscovy's subjugation of western Siberia were the Ostiaks of the Koda 

principality. No doubt fearful of losing their status among their people and of 

feeling the brunt of a military action if they resisted, Koda's rulers5* were eager 

from almost the beginning to support Russian campaigns against their 

neighbours. In fact, Bakhrushin directly links the continuation of the privilege 

of ruling over their own people with relatively little interference to the 

assistance Koda princes provided in bringing the regions of the lower Ob under 

Russian control. The freedorn permitted them by the Russians was perhaps 

best demonstrated by their right to continue collecting iasak in their own 

domain, for their own use, until 1628. In addition, the princely Iine of  

succession, with authority over the Koda Ostiak people, was allowed to remain 

intact until its destruction in 1643 when the Russians no longer had any use for 

56~orace W. Dewey 8 Ann M. Kleirnola, 'Coercion by Righter (Pravezh) in Old Russian Administrationm, 
Canadian-Amencan Slavic Studies, Val. 9, # 2 (Summer 1975). pp. 160-1 61. 

571.antzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth .... p. 90. 

58~oda1s rulers were not the only ones to be used in this manner. Wherever sirnilar social strata existed, 
the Russians attempted to persuade them that they would "give back" the native power in retum for 
assistance in bringing other tribes to heel. Koda is mereîy the best example in western Siberia. 
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its military services.59 Indeed, Koda's martial skill had proven to be a threat 

some thirty-five years earlier . 

The Koda Ostiaks took part in numerous campaigns with the Russians. 

Their knowledge of the local area cornbined with their familiarity with, and 

adaptability to, geographic conditions unfamiliar t o  the Russians made their 

services invaluable. Some campaigns were against traditional enemies like the 

Konda Voguls and Samoyed peoples. Others had the aim of subduing other 

Ostiaks, or peoples with whorn they previously had had little or no contact, 

such as the Tungus living along the Yenisei river (as happened in 161 8 and 

161 9). or the Evenks of the Lower Tunguska river in central Siberia in 1627- 

30?* The practice of pitting native against native produced predictable results, 

in that traditional rivalries were intensified and new animosities created where 

they otherwise rnight never have existed? More damaging, from the point of  

view of Koda's leaders, cooperation with the Russians created a rift between 

them and their "commoner" tribesmen. Having been compelled "to undertake 

al1 types of government service", the average Ostiak's hatred of  his own rulers 

grew to the point where some would have preferred direct Russian rule and 

59~akhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 115-1 16, 122. 

"11 is interesting to note that "the hostility among the natives ... increased with the advent of the conquer- 
ors: the iasak-paying natives helped to impose iasak on their neighbours, while the hostile natives chose 
as their victims those who accapted the dominati~n.~ I.M. Trotskii, "Kolonial'naia politika moskovskogo 
gosudarstva v lakutii XVll v.", h d v  istoriko-arkheoaraficheskoao instituts AN SSSR, Vol. 14, # 5 
(1936). p. x. Citeû in Lantzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth .., p. 90. 



others rose in open r e v o ~ t . ~ ~  

In contrast to Vogul society, in which it is difficult to determine if the 

Russians had any substantial effect on its reordering in the early seventeenth 

century, a case may be made for stronger influence on the Koda Ostiak based 

on the previous passages. It should be borne in mind, however, that any long 

term changes wrought by the Russians very well may have been indirect and 

unintentional, arising as a result of the CO-opting of Koda's "best men". After 

all, as with the other peoples of western Siberia, Moscow would have had a 

vested interest in preserving traditional social structures in order to ensure the 

most efficient possible iasak collection. 

As soon as the natives became more or less reconciled to Russian 

domination, the Russian administration sought to establish peace and order 

among them. Especially important was the support of wealthy or influential 

natives. In efforts to gain their backing, captured members of the native 

"nobility" were treated "with consideration and sornetimes released in the hope 

that they would bring their relatives and supporters to the Russian  ide."^^ A 

62~akhrushin, Nauchnve .., Vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 124, 130. It would be wrong to see in these and sirnilar 
events any sort of claçs stniggle as many Communist historians have tried to do. It is, however, widely 
accepted that some Siberian peoples, even before the arriva1 of the Russians, were discarding traditional 
modes of organization and undergoing a process of Yeudilization' concomitant with greater degrees of 
social stratification. 

Some historians have, however, expressed opinions to the contrary regarding the growth of feuda- 
lism. N.N. Stepanov, for example, wrote that "folklore materials, the chronicles and charters ... did not 
provide the slightest information on the emergence of feudalism among the Ostiaks and Voguls pnor to 
the seventeenth century." In "K voprosu ob ostiako-vogul'skom feodalizme', Sovietskaia etnoarafiia, Vol. 
3 (1 936), p. 20. Cited in V.I. Vasilev, "Les Societes Traditioneh de Sibene du Nord-Ouest dans l'An- 
thropologie Soviétique", Cahiers du Monde Russe et Sovi&ique, Vol. 31, # 2-3 (Avril-septembre 1990). 
p. 336. 

63~antzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth ..., p. 91. 
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case in point was Kuchum's nephew. Mahmet-kul. Subsequent to being 

captured and sent to  Moscow by Yermak, he was given a Russian military 

commission and served as a voevoda in the Swedish war of 1590 and in an 

expedition to  the Crimea in 1598. A number of other high ranking members of 

the Khanate o f  Sibir were granted estates in R ~ s s i a . ~ ~  

Other native chiefs who voluntarily joined the Russians. performed military 

duties for them, as did the Koda princes, and ensured that their fellow 

tribesmen collected and passed on the tribute to  Russian officials, were 

themselves often released from payment of iasak. Even the descendants of 

chiefs who initially had been hostile t o  the Russianç were granted these 

perquisites and allowed to retain their rank and authority over their people. In 

this manner, many native chiefs and luchshie liudi were "transformed into 

Russian officials.. . [who] often attended the voevoda of their uezd, and.. . were 

rewarded for their service by gifts and by exemption from the ia~ak." '~ 

The Russians also appealed t o  the natives' psychology. One of  the first 

duties of  a newly appointed voevoda was the invitation of local chiefs and "best 

men" to the ostrog for a feast in their honour. They were usually received with 

al1 the pomp afforded any non-native dignitary, then given the opportunity to 

gorge themselves and indulge in strong Russian drink. Typically, the voevoda 

regaled them with a speech "emphasizing the power and benevolence of  the 

6 4 ~ . ~ .  Müller, Opisanie sibirskaqo tsarstva i vsekh ~roisshedshikh v nern del ot nachala a osobfivo ot pok- 
oreniia eao rossiskoi denhave sii wemena, 2* edition. (St Petersburg, 1787). Cited in ibid. 

65~antzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth.., p. 93; Bakhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3. pt. 2, pp. 55-56. 



government, enumerating the injustices from which the natives suffered, and 

promising, in the future, new favours and the elimination of  evil p r a ~ t i c e s . " ~ ~  

In spite of al1 these inducements to  encourage cooperation, with the threat of 

harsher measures irnplicit in the Russian overtures, many native leaders 

stubbornly resisted Russian encroachment. Under such circumstances the 

Russian will was forced, often through deceit and always without mercy." 

Once the Russians had defeated any given group of natives, whether with 

persuasive or violent measures, the natives were required to swear a solemn 

oath (shert) of  loyalty to the tsar and guarantee faithful fulfillment of their 

duties. The Russians allowed them to  give the oath using traditional rites with 

native assurances that these rites made the pledge binding under penaltv of 

invoking some horrible, supernatural fate? The Russians quickly Iearned, 

however, to verify if the oath was "straight" (priamaia). Knowing little of native 

"~antzeff, ibid. 

 or example, after Kuchum left Sibir the local Tatars recognized the prince Seidiak as his successor. 
According to the Siberian chronicle, he and other Tatar notables were invited to the ostrog at Tobolsk 
for a feast, during which the voevoda, Chubukhov, urged them to prove their good will by drinking to the 
health of the tsar. Unused to strong drink, but detemined not to offend, Seidiak and his cornpanions 
each took a glas of vodka which nearly choked them. The Russians interpreted this inabifity to swallow 
the liquor as a divine omen indicating evit intentions toward th8 tsar and seized Seidiak and massacred 
his escort. Si birskiia letmisi, (St. Petersburg: Arkheograficheskaia kommissiia, 1 907). pp. 228-231. 
Cied in Lantzeff, ibid, p. 94. 

Instructions to the first voevoda of Pelym in 1592-1594, cleady recommended luring the foc& chief, 
Ableghirim, with his son, nephews, grandsons and some of his 'best menm, to the ostrog so that they 
couid be killed. Also cited in tanbeff, pp. 94-95. 

'A Grarnota frorn Tsar Vasilii lvanovich Shuiskii to the Voevoda of Berezovo, Prince Petr Cherkas- 
hi, Concerning an Uprising of Ostiaks, Voguls and Samoeds', October 28, 1607, in Dmytryshyn, Crown- 
hart-Vaughan & Vaughan, Russia's Conauest ..., pp. 55-59, also contains explicit instructions concerning 
who among the natives should be executed, and how, as a deterrent to other natives diksatisfied with 
Russian rule. 

'*~antzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth ..., p. 96, note 42. contains short descriptions of two native oaais. 
Also see Bakhnishin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2, pp. 65-66. 



customs, at  f irst they were easily duped into believing that whatever cerernony 

was performed would be regarded by the natives as ~ n b r e a k a b l e . ~ ~  Moreover, 

the two sides often interpreted an oathfs meaning very differently. In 

Moscow's opinion, it represented an "allegiance sworn by a non-Christian 

people to their Muscovite sovereign," while for many natives it was 

"confirmation of  a peace treaty with the new people, about whom the natives 

knew little and on whom they projected the structure of  their own tribal and 

decentralized society . "'O 

These perceptions also suggest that many natives saw the Russians as 

equals - potential partners in political, commercial or military undertakings. That 

such native interpretations ultimately proved to be inaccurate does not mean 

that al1 of  Siberia's aboriginals were always naive in their dealings with the 

Russians. Indeed, the apparent regularity with which false oaths were given 

indicates that many native peoples recognized that, until such time as the 

Russians overcame their ignorance of tribal customs, such oaths could serve to 

keep the conquerors "happy" with native behaviour and prevent further 

interference in native affairs. In addition to  placating the Russians, false oaths 

also served to obviate both any restrictions a true oath would place on a tribers 

freedom of action and the risk of losing face with respect t o  their own traditions 

6g~akhnishin, ibid. p. 66; Lanheff. ibid. 

70~hodarkovsky, 'Fmm Frontier to Empire...'. pp. 118-1 19. Contrast the Russian approach to that of the 
French in Canada at the same tirne. No demands were made of the lndians to swear feaity to the king 
at Versailles, nor were claims laid on Indian lanck. Rather, the French laid daim to English held territory 
and by making their native trading partners aware of such claims and the purported justification for them, 
hoped in this way to win lndian support Eccles, The Canadian ..., p. xiii. 



if a pledge was broken. 

A more effective method of  obtaining subrnission, and one which gained 

widespread practice, was the taking of hostages (amanaty).'' Occasionally, 

hostages were seized by force, but generally the natives selected them from 

among themselves with the stipulation that those whom they sent to  the 

Russians be individuals of some importance in the tribe.72 Therefore, it was 

usually chiefs, members o f  their families such as sons, brothers or nephews, or 

"best men" who served as hostages. Sometimes the Russians refused to 

accept hostages they believed came from fesser families. Usually, one or two 

hostages were taken from every volost - that is, from every district into which 

an uezd was subdivided. 

The period of a hostage's incarceration ranged from a month to a year, 

depending on how quickly his kin fell into line and how valuable a particular 

captive was felt to be. When this time expired they were to  be replaced with 

new ho stage^.^^ When representatives of their people came tu pay the iasak, 

the prisoners were shown to  them to prove that they were still alive and well. 

Varying degrees of freedom were afforded the hostages. Instructions to  

"~he tem is TuMc and is derhred from the Arabie amanet - something entrusteci for safekeeping. Khod 
arkovsky, ibid, p. 122; Forsyth, A Historv.., p. 41. 

720n mer occasions a group of natives who had been sent by the Russians to subdue and gather tdbute 
from others, rnight also be ordered to bring back hostages. Such was the case with an Ostiak chieftan 
in the Surgut uezd, narned Bardak, who had been sent for these purposes to a Samoyed tribe in 1597. 
Bakhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2, p. 142. 

73~ankeff, çibena p. 96; Khodarkovsky, 'From Fmntier to Empire...', p. 123. Khod- 
arkovsky adds that some hostages may have been kept for as few as ten days before being exchanged. 
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the voevodas dictated that they were to  be well guarded under lock and key. 

Those who were considered a risk for flight, or for whorn a rescue attempt 

might be mounted, were sometimes kept in irons. On the other hand, some 

were permitted intermittent leaves to visit their homes. On the whole, they 

were to be well treated and fed and clothed at government expense. Not 

surprisingly, however, practice often differed from theory and the hostages 

were often cheated, fed dog food or carrion flesh, and some died from beatings 

and star~at ion. '~ Finally, the practice of  holding amanaty to  encourage 

obedience did not  meet with success across the board. In some instances, they 

were abandoned by their relatives and tribespeople who chose instead to  flee 

from the Russians. 

So far the examination of the Russian administration in Siberia has 

focussed on the importance of iasak collection and some methods used to 

ensure it was paid. The gathering of furs was, however. not  the sole 

occupation the Russians prescribed for the natives. The construction of most 

ostrogs involved the use of native labourers, although they were segregated 

from the Russian workers and prohibited from entering the fort "lest they should 

learn about the number and equipment of the [Russian] serving men."75 Some 

natives were pressed into transport service (podvodnaia povinnost). hauling 

heavy loads across portages and in winter harnessing their reindeer or dog 

74~akhrushin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 4, pp. 48-49, 

75~antzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth.., p. 89. 
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teams to Russian requirements. This obligation could become so burdensome 

and distracting from the daily business of  survival that some native groups 

petitioned the tsar to be released from it.76 In some places, especially although 

not exclusively in the southern parts o f  western Siberia inhabited by Voguls and 

Tatars, the local population was put t o  work as early as 1601 clearing 

pastureland and raising crops for the Russians. Thus it was that some natives 

performed agricultural, rather than traditional, iasak." 

In general, the governmentfs attitude toward the natives was one of  

paternalisrn, regarding them as "special wards of  the state who needed 

supervision and p r ~ t e c t i o n . " ~ ~  In accordance with this way of thinking, it was 

deemed necessary to  keep Russian arms from reaching the locals. The 

importation of Russian vices, particularly wine and tobacco, was strictly 

prohibited because their consumption might affect native capability to  deliver 

the iasak. Nor were Russian merchants allowed to  seIl to the natives axes or 

knives or any other item that could be turned into a weapon. 

The latter prohibition especially caused the natives to give vent to  their 

frustrations in petitions. Desiring to  keep them as happy as possible with 

t Russian rule, the government attentively considered each petition 

7%e people of the Naryrn district, for instance, did so in 1634 and the petition was satisfied. 
jTsentmllnvi aosudarstvennv i arkhiv drevnikh aûtov, Si birskii pri kaz. stb. 40, lines 243-244. 

and gave 

TsGADA 
Cited in V. 

A. Aleksandrov & N.N. Pokrovskii, 'Mir Organizations and Administrative Authority in Siberia in the 
Seventeenth Century", Soviet Studies in Hiçtory, Vol. 26, # 3 (Winter 1987-1988). p. 91. 

77~akhntshin, Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3. pt. 2. pp. 98-99. 147. 

78~antzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth ..., p. 97. 



1 O6  

prompt and often favourable replies.79 When responses were not favourable the 

regulations could usually be circumvented, since there were always profit- 

seeking Russian merchants willing to  overlook them. 

The responsibility for ensuring that al1 of the government's instructions 

were carried out  in Siberia fell squarely on the voevodas. The scope of their 

authority was considerable, in that they wielded military, police, civil, judicial 

and limited diplornatic powers. In general, Moscow appointed members of the 

nobility to  these posts as long as they had prior experience in military and 

civilian affairs, and each candidate's background was carefully checked in order 

to prevent corruption. Before departing Moscow for Siberia, the voevodas 

received clear instructions concerning their responsibilities and were warned of 

the consequences if they failed to meet expectations. As a check on their 

activity, they were ordered to maintain regular communication with the capital 

and the term o f  office was limited to two  years as an additional measure to 

guard against graft and corruption. Moreover, in some key centres, two 

voevodas were appointed so that they could monitor each other. The diaki in 

al1 cases were t o  participate in al1 major decisions affecting an area, acting as 

the sovereign's "eyes and ears" and reporting any wrongdoing on the part of  

"~ee .  for example. 'A Petition to Tsar Fedor Ivanovich from Tabarinsk Tatars and Voguls Requesting an 
end to Obligatory Agricultural lasak, the Retum of Runaways to their Former Settlements, and Permis- 
sion to ~urchase A& and Knives from the Russians'. January 7, 1598 and 'A Gramota h m  Tsar Boris 
Fedorovich Godunov to the Pelyrn golova Dementii lushkov ...', May 17, 1598. 00th in Dmytryshyn, 
Crownhart-Vaughan & Vaughan, Russia's Conquest..-, pp. 33-37. 



the v o e v ~ d a s . ~ ~  

The realities of  life so distant from Moscow, however, greatly tempered 

the force of many regulations. With virtually unlimited power in the area in 

which he served, a voevoda could be as ruthless as he wished in extracting 

iasak from the local indigenous pop~lat ion.~'  On their own initiative soma 

voevodas raised the quota of furs. commonly b y  one or t w o  sables per native, 

although the Pelym and Narym voevodas more than doubled the quota in their 

uezds in 1 624.82 Some of  the extra pelts were passed on to the government 

treasury, but  many found their way into the pockets of the voevodas and their 

subordinates. Any investigation normally elicited the response that the furs in 

their possession had been received as gifts. 

Further aggravating the situation. many of the Russian serving men who 

went to the native settlements to collect the tribute often took more than just 

furs. They were just as likely to take native food stocks and animals, destroy 

hunting and fishing equipment, and on occasion they burned settlements with 

no apparent advantage to  themselves. 

80~rnytryshyn, The Administrative Apparatus...', p. 25. The length of a voevoda's tem was extended to 
six years in 1 695. 

%esides Me regular iasak. natives were required to give their voevodas gifb @ominki) on al1 possible 
holidays. It was usualiy requested that such gifts be in the form of furs and since his subordinates also 
expected a share, the burden of supplying pelts was more onerous than official regulations would indi- 
cate. Ibid, p. 26. 

The practice of receiving pominki seems to have been a holdover from an eariier system known as 
korm/enie meming Yeeding", under which government officiais received meagre salaries and were ex- 
pected to make ends meet by obtaining a certain amount of the products and labour of the people ttiey 
administered. 

82~antzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth ..., pp. 105-1 06. The quota had been five sables. but these vue- 
vodas demanded ten and eleven respectively. 
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The natives, o f  course, had recourse to  petitioning the tsar, i f  they could 

find scribes willing to  write such documents, and many complaints of abuse by 

the voevodas and their men were duly i n ~ e s t i g a t e d . ~ ~  However, the distances 

involved in communication with Moscow meant that responses often came too 

late to repair any damage done by the abuses of  Russian officials. Moreover, 

since one of a voevoda's duties was to  hear al1 petitions and cornplaints - both 

native and Russian - there was ample opportunity to  sidetrack any complaints 

against him personally. For those complaints that did reach the tsar's ear, the 

time required for orders concerning an investigation to reach Siberian centres 

from Moscow provided corrupt officials with plenty of  time to fix evidence and 

witnesses in their favour. Therefore, "correction of  the evils was left in the 

hands of the local administrators who, more or less, shielded each other in 

these matters."84 Unless the natives could win the sympathy of  other officials 

or make the trip to  Moscow to present a petition in person, some grievances 

might never be addressed. 

When petitions failed to  provide the relief the natives wanted, they 

resorted to refusal to  deliver the iasak, which usually brought further reprisals 

and abuses, flight to regions where the Russians might not  find them, open 

*%us 'Instructions fmrn the Voevoda of Tobolsk, Matvei Godunov. to the Tobolsk Syn Boiarskii, VasiEi 
Tyrkov, Concerning Rumours of Abuses by the Voevoda of Ketsk against lasak-paying Ostiak Natives', 
July 14, 1620. The instructions were in response to a gramota from Tsar Mikhail Fedorovich ordering 
that a syn boiarskz be sent from Tobolsk to Ketsk to investigate the claims of a native petition. In Dmy- 
tryshyn, Crownhart-Vaughan & Vaughan, Russia's Conauest .., pp. 103-1 O4. 

84~anheff, Siberia in the Seventeenth ..., p. 1 08. 
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armed opposition, or, in extreme cases, mass suicide.85 In general, the 

disorganization and jack of political unity in Siberia and the myriad petty 

jealousies and hatreds that existed between tribes operated against attempts 

at cornmon action. However, some fairly well-organized, coherent and serious 

attempts were mounted in 1604, 1609 and 161 2. The most serious was that 

of 1609, led by Anna of Koda, a baptized Ostiak. It followed a revolt o f  the 

previous year which was crushed and had many o f  i ts leaders hanged. 

lncluding almost al1 the peoples of  western Siberia, the conspirators planned to 

seize al1 the important towns and ostrogs and kill all the Russians in the 

territory, thereby overthrowing Russian rule. The plan was accidentally 

discovered when a messenger from one tribe to another was intercepted by the 

Russians, enabling the voevodas t o  deal with the c ri sis.'^ If is interesting to 

note that it was a convert to Christianity who led this revolt. Either her 

adoption of the new faith was tnerely superficial or, if she had taken it t o  heart, 

her identification with her own people was obviously stronger than any sense 

of  being Russian she might have obtained from becoming Christian. In any 

case, the scarcity of information regarding Anna and the rebellion makes it 

impossible at this juncture to arrive a t  a definite conclusion concerning this last 

point. 

The 161 2 uprising was prompted by the Time of Troubles. The Siberian 

8 5 ~ n  account fmrn 1627 reports that the Ostiaks of Surgut 'jurnped from their boats and dmwned them 
selves' rather than suffer under Russian rule. Muller, Opisanie ..., p. 249. Cied in Lantzeff, ibid, p. 110. 

86~akhrushin. Nauchnye ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2. p. 128; Lantzeff, Slberia in the Seventeenth ..., p. 11 1. 
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natives had become aware that there was no tsar in Moscow and they knew 

that the garrisons in the colony were undermanned. Accordingly, the Tatars, 

Ostiaks and Voguls formed an alliance with the intentions of capturing Pelym, 

invading Perm and reestablishing an independent Siberian khanate as had 

existed under Kuchum. According to ~antzeff ,~'  the native army began an 

advance on Pelym but further data on the rebellion are lacking. It undoubtedly 

met with failure and was pu t  down with the osual severity. The suppression 

of these revolts did no t  put  an end to attempts a t  combined resistance, but 

after 161 2 there were none of significance affecting western Siberia until 

1 662.88 

Thus, the native population had little choice but to  reconcile itself to  

Russian rule. By the late 1620s, Russian dominion had extended across almost 

al1 of western Siberia leaving fewer places o f  escape where the natives could 

avoid detection. While the policies of the central government were in many 

respects progressive for the time and every attempt was made to  see that 

indigenous peoples were treated fairly and with respect, the realities were often 

very different. The overriding Russian concern was for the collection of iasak, 

and despite the assertion by  some writers that the "tribute [didl not seem to  

have been excessively b u r d e n s ~ m e , " ~ ~  it was in fact a heavy burden. The sable 

80~antzeff, ibid. For information on Viis later rebellion. see N.V. Ustiugov, 'Bas hkirs koe vosstanie 1 662- 
1664 gg.", Istoricheskie zapiski, Vol. 24 (1 947), pp. 30-1 10. 

 oust, 'Russian Expansion...', p. 473. 
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and other fur-bearing animals desired by the Russians did not  form an integral 

part o f  the native economies and hunting them took valuable time and 

manpower away from tasks necessary t o  suwival. 

With respect to  the administration of the territory, the fairly frequent 

shifting o f  responsibility for Siberia f rom department t o  department could have 

had only a detrimental effect on the development o f  efficient management of  

the colony. Had one agency been charged with overseeing Siberia from the 

outset, Moscow may have had greater success curbing the corruption and 

abuse that plagued both iasak collection and Russianlnative relations. 

However, this remains as mere speculation and, in any event, many voevodas 

felt they could act contrary to any authority with impunity. Finally, distance 

from Moscow and the ternptation of a lucrative fur trade encouraged the greed 

of countless profit-seeking government officiais, making administrative 

corruption and abuse of the natives widespread. The perpetuation of  these 

problems may perhaps be summed up b y  a sentiment cornmon arnong the 

Russians in Siberia a t  the tirne, which emphasized that "God is high above and 

the Tsar is far a ~ a y . " ~ '  

g o ~ i e d  in James R. Gibson. 'Russia on the Pacific: The Role of the Amur', Canadian Gewiaoher, Vol. 
12, # 1 (1968), p. 16. 
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An important weapon in any conqueror's institutional arsenal is an 

organized Church. Through the various levels of its organization and the 

hierarchies of men s e ~ i n g  in them, a colonizing state has at its disposal a tool 

that can serve numerous ends. Primarily, it can meet the spiritual needs of the 

soldiers and settlers in a new territory, thereby alleviating to some degree the 

harshness of their circumstances. If necessary, it can serve state interests by 

checking on, and to some extent regulating, the activities of secular authorities. 

Thus it can act as a safeguard against corruption and abuse. In many cases, 

an organized Church performs the role of intermediary between conqueror and 

new subject, tempering the behaviour of the former toward the latter andlor 

reconciling the latter to his new condition. When a formerly autonomous 

people are to be eased into a position of vassaldom or dependence on the 

conqueror, this is most often accomplished through education in the victor's 

language, customs, social organization and belief system - essentially 

conversion. Such educational responsibilities, in the European colonial model, 

were often undertaken by the clergy o f  the colonizing power. 

The focus of the following pages will be on the role of the Russian 

Orthodox Church in western Siberia in the first half of the seventeenth century, 

especially to what extent it was interested in, and succeeded in converting to 

Christianity elements of the aboriginal population. However, before considering 

the faith introduced to Siberia with Yermak, it would be worthwhile to examine 

the religious structures already existing in western Siberia a t  the time of the 



Russian arrival. 

Native Siberian S~iritualitv 

The native peopleç of  western Siberia did not possess a Church as such 

an institution is usually understood. There were no houses of worship built 

according to  certain standards where the faithful would gather to  honour their 

deity or deities. Nor was there a hierarchy of priests, bishops, archbishops and 

so on in whom would be consecrated the knowledge required t o  establish and 

interpret religious dogma, to  guide the people's spiritual development, or t o  

perform the rites and sacraments necessary for a successful passage from this 

life to  the next. In a word, they were pagans. The lack of a highly developed 

religious organization should not be taken to mean, however, that the Siberians 

did not have established belief systems, nor should it be seen as an invalidation 

of the efficacy of such systems in helping the natives make sense of their 

world. 

Indeed, religion has been described as "man's attempt to integrate himself, 

his consciousness, the world, and society in a...system of absolute symbols, "' 
that is, a set of recognizable objects and actions that explain the world and 

man's place in it. Further, it is "the context of [any given] cultural situation, its 

structure and dynamics which decide if this or that phenornenon should be 

considered a religious phen~menon . "~  Therefore, any religion is both validated 

1 Wilhelm Dupré, Reliciion in Primitive Cultures: A Studv in Ethno~hilosophy, ('The Hague: Mouton, 1975), 
p. 66. 



by and validates the cultural milieu in which it developed. 

The predominant religious orientation, not  only in western Siberia, but 

Siberia as a whole, was shamanism. In the strict sense, "shamanism ... is pre- 

eminently a teligious phenornenon of Siberia and Central Asiat13 and is 

distinguished by the "ecstasy", or trance, by which the shamanfs sou1 travels 

to  other spheres. The word cornes, through the medium of  Russian, from the 

Tungusic Saman, and the Russian makes two distinctions in the use of  the term. 

Firstly, shamanizrn was "a system o f  outlooks [or attitudes] of  a people, in the 

lives of whom shamans played an important role." Shamanstvo, on the other 

hand, represented "the rites and popular beliefs directly connected with the 

shaman's activities. "4 

The study of  native Siberian religions began in the seventeenth century, 

but attracted serious scholarly interest only from the second half of the 

nineteenth century. This presents some difficulty for someone interested in 

seventeenth century religious practices. An additional difficulty encountered 

when studying shamanism, is that  "its rites contain preponderant elements of 

verbal and gestural f o r m ~ . " ~  However, since religious systems are rooted in 

and conditioned b y  their cultures, and alrnost al1 ethnographers, anthropologists 

and historians who have studied Siberian peoples agree that their material 

3~ircea Eliade. Shamanisrn: Ardiaic Techniques of Ecstasv, translated from the French by Willard R. 
Trask, (New York: Bollingen Foundation, 1 964), p. 4. 

%.N. Basilov, lzbranniki dukhov, (Moscow: Politudat. 1984). p. 7. 

'E.s. Novik, Obriad i fol'klor v Sibinkorn shamanizme: opyt sopostavleniia struktur, (Moscow: Izcfatel'stvo 
Nauka, 1984), p. 17. 
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cultures and ways of  life had altered little by the 1920s and 1930s, it does not  

seem anachronistic to  refer, when necessary, to  observations o f  more recent 

practice. The case for continuity in aboriginal ways of life may be buttressed 

by t w o  further considerations. The first, and perhaps weaker one, is that the 

native informants of  many modern researchers claim that the oral traditions they 

have preserved and are passing on are identical to what has been handed 

down for generations. The second, which is somewhat easier t o  verify, is that 

many of  these same scholars have noted - either by  direct admission or else it 

can be deduced from their use of  sources - that their own observations of  

native culture often differ little, if a t  all, from those of  sixteenth and 

seventeenth century travellers and observers in Siberia such as the Englishman, 

Richard Johnson and Yuri Krizhanich. The same holds true for such schoiars 

as G.F. Müller, J.E. Fischer, S.P. Krasheninnikov and P.S. Pallas, who travelled 

in and wrote about Siberia and its inhabitants in the mid and late eighteenth 

century. 

Each of  the peoples of Siberia believed in a celestial Great God - a Creator 

- although certainly by the nineteenth and probably b y  the seventeenth century, 

they thought that humankind's connection with the Creator was far less 

intimate than in the mythico-historical time following creation. Thus beyond 

man's reach, this deus otiosus was replaced by subordinate gods - "children" 

or "messenger" gods - who were more receptive to  the supplications of men 

and more inclined to  interact in their Iives. 



The peoples of Siberia conceived of the universe as existing on three levels 

- the sky (the celestial realm),6 the earth and the underworld - connected by a 

central axis. The axis passed through "holes" where the different planes 

abutted each other, and it was through these holes that gods could descend to 

earth, the dead to subterranean regions and the sou1 of the shaman could 

travel during his ecstatic trances. Mircea Eliade notes that the 

symbolism employed t o  express the inter- 
connection and intercommunication among 
the three cosmic zones is quite complex and 
not without contradictions. For it has had a 
"history" and has been frequently contamin- 
ated and modified. ..by other more recent cos- 
rnological syrnbols. But the essential schema 
is always to be seen, even after the nurnerous 
influences to which it has been subjected.' 

Thus described, shamanism appears as an adaptive and resilient system which 

retains over time al1 its essential components. For example, the shamanism of 

the Tungus of central Siberia, the Buriats of  the Lake Baikai region and the 

Mongols to their south, were greatly influenced by Buddhism and Lamaism. 

Nevertheless, "in [their] structure and as a whole [theyl cannot be 

6 
In religious ternis, native Siberiam believed the sky was subdivided into several heavens Wh the Creat- 
or inhabithg the highest and the lesser deities occupying nurnerous lower ones. The numbers of these 
gods and heavens varieci h m  tribe to tribe, although seven and nine frequentiy recur. for some gener- 
al discussion of important numbers and t heir significance see Eliade, Shamanism ..., pp. 274-279. With 
respect to certain significant numbers among Ostiaks and Voguls, see V.N. Chemetsov, "Concepts of the 
Soul Among the Ob Ugrians', translated from the Russian by Stephen and Ethel Dunn, in Henry N. 
Michael (ed.), Studies in Siberian Shamanism, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1963), passim. 

'€liade. ibid. p. 259. Emphasis added. WRh respect to foreign elernents entenng the histon'cai rnyths of 
a people, note that Vogul legends often include man's use of horses, an animal with which they had lit- 
tle farniliafity. Novik, Obriad i fol'klor ..., p. 15, 



considered ... creation[s] o f  these southern contributions."* 

Many Siberian peoples perceived the sky as a tent in the middle o f  which 

shone the Pole Star holding the tent like a stake. The Samoyed called the Pole 

Star the "Sky Nail" and believed that the other stars were "starry horses, 

[which were] tethered to  the Sky Nail and galloping around it night and day, 

[made] up the star dock of the north."' The most important feature of  the Sky 

Nail as a stake is that  it connected the heavens to  the earth and represented the 

centre of  the world (World Pillar). Significantly. this representation had a 

replica in the profane (or earthly) existence of the  Samoyed: the centre pole of 

their dwellings corresponded to the Sky Nail and it was at the feet o f  these 

poles that families or clans might construct small altars and would conduct their 

sacrifices and prayers because this was the route to  the Supreme Being, known 

as Numi Torem. 

Among peoples whose dwellings contained no central pole, as was the 

case among some Ostiak tribes, its function was appropriated to the smoke- 

hole at  the top of  the tent. In their perception it corresponded to  a similar 

opening in the "Sky Housew of the Supreme Being, called by the Ostiaks /nmar 

or S k k e .  For other groups of Ostiaks, the centre of  the world linking the three 

cosrnic regions was a tree (World Tree), of which the branches touched the sky 

 liade de. ibid. p. 502. See pp. 496503 for more detail on the Buddhiçt-Lamaist influences on these 
peo ples, 

'lbid. p. 260; Alexander Eliot. The Universal Myths: Heroes. Gods. Tricksters and ûthen, (New York: Mer- 
idian, 1976), p. 102. 
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and the roots penetrated to  the underworld. It was in the uppermost branches, 

or highest heaven, that Inmar/SZnke resided. Regardless of what object 

signified for a people the centre of the world, the fact that it had a duplicate in 

everyday life meant that "every human habitation [could bel projected to  the 

centre of the world, or that every altar, tent, or house, [or treel [made] possible 

a break-through in plane and hence ascent to  the sky."" 

In shamanistic cultures, communication between sky and earth was 

typically used to send prayers and offerings to the gods and whatever location 

acted as the centre of  the world was the site that permitted this 

communication. Personal ascent was the prerogative only of the sharnan, and 

only for him was "real communication among the three cosmic zones a 

p~ssibi l i ty." '~ lt is interesting to note the belief, widespread in Siberia, that a t  

one time al1 people possessed this ability. In fact the Koriak daim that 

"nowadays only a very few shamans know how to reach heaven .... A hundred 

years ago ... self-respecting shamans could make that climb on demand. A 

thousand years ago, laymen could do it."" The prevalence of such beliefs is 

indicative of the importance of the shaman in preserving concrete links between 

humankind and the spirit world. 

Existing alongside beliefs in a Creator, the peoples of western Siberia had 

10 Eliade, ibid, pp. 9, 261-270. especially p. 265; Dupré, Religion in Primitive ..., p. 89. 

 liade de. ibid, p. 265. 

12~liot. The Universai Mvths.., p. 103. The Kodak inhabited coastal areas of the Okhotsk and Bering 
Seas to the north and West of the Kamchatka peninsula. 
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strongly developed animist convictions: that is, they believed that every object 

and place in nature had a sou1 or protecting spirit. Animals, plants, and 

inanimate objects such as homes, clothing, rocks, water and so forth al1 

possessed spirits to which appeal could be made for protection and prosperity. 

The souk of  clan and tribal ancestors might similarly have been addressed or 

appeased with specific ceremonies to  prevent their return t o  wreak havoc 

among the living." A t  first glance, the coexistence of beliefs in a single, all- 

powerful god and a lesser pantheon of  nature and ancestor spirits might 

suggest the growth of two distinct religious patterns. But the shaman, hence 

shamanism, was essential in man's relations with both. 

The Finnish ethnographerlhistorian, K.F. Karjalainen, observed that among 

the Yugrian peoples "private sacrifices (zhertvy) could be made by anybod y, "14 

whether they were intended for the Supreme Being or any of the multitude of 

nature spirits. Indeed, Vogul fishermen would gather together to offer sacrifices 

and prayers for a plentiful catch and among the Ostiaks, prayers and rituals to  

the protector spirit(s) of the home were performed by the owner of the 

dwelling. l5 The Englishman, Richard Johnson, travelling in Russia in the middle 

'3~hernetsov's article is particularly interesthg for its descriptions of steps taken to keep this from hap- 
pening, Two articles by ZP. Sokolova are also of interest for their descriptions of some of the artefacts 
used in conjunction with such preventative measures. See her "Perezhitki religioznykh verovanii u ob- 
skikh ugrov", in LP. Potapov (ed.), Sbornik rnuzeia antro~olo~ii i etno~rafÎi. XXVII: reliaioznie predstav- 
leniia i obriadv narodov Sibiri v XIX - nachaie XX veka, (Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo Nauka, 1971), pp. 21 1- 
238 and "Izobrazheniia umershikh u Khantov i Mansi", in DA. Funk (ed.), Shamanizrn i rannie relicrioznie 
predstavleniia, (Moscow Rossiiskaia Akaderniia Nauk, 1 995), pp. 1 43-1 73. 

'4~ited in Basilov, Izbranniki ..., p. 14. 

15~akhrushin. Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3, pt. 2. pp. 105, 107. 
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of the sixteenth century, noted that among the Samoyed, "every member o f  the 

clan makes the offering in his own tent, and the oldest among them is the 

p r i e ~ t . " ' ~  However, b y  the seventeenth century the celestial Creator had 

receded so far from men's affairs that his presence was scarcely felt  and, as 

was noted above, only the shaman had the knowledge and skills to achieve 

direct communication with the spirits. Therefore, to  complete Karjalainen's 

observation, any ceremony which had as its purpose the well-being of tribal 

society as a whole required a priest - the shaman." 

In general, the majority of Siberian peoples believed that the shamanic gifts 

were bestowed on a semi-rnythical "first shaman" by the Creator? 

Thenceforward, recruitment to the vocation happened in one of two ways: 

hereditary transmission of shamanic powers or election by the spirits. In fact, 

the shaman was "a person who was convinced that  he had been chosen by the 

spirits in order to serve them and with their help to defend his fellow 

tribespeople from r n i s f ~ r t u n e . " ~ ~  E.S. Novik expressed the same sentiment with 

soma qualification, stating that there was insufficient evidence to  determine if 

the sharnan believed he was inhabited by spirits, or if the ecstasy was merely 

a symbolic, performed act. Nonetheless, he felt  it was "unlikely ... that al1 

%ed in ibid. pp. 10-1 1. 

"~ited in Basilov. Izbranniki ..., p. 1 4: Dupré. Religion in Primitive .... p. 91 . 

'%orne myths tell of self-creation or a combination of self-creation assisted by devils or dernons. These. 
however, seem to have been the case more in south-central Sibena and the Siberian Far East. See 
Eliade, Shamanism ..., pp. 68-71. 

'g~asilov. Izbranniki ..., p. 5. 



shamans were atheists or  charlatan^."^^ 

In most cases, future shamans became aware of their calling at around 

twenty or twenty-one years of age, although the first indications could manifest 

anytime between the ages of six and fifty. Good physical health was a 

requisite among many peoples since the demands o f  the kamlanie - the 

shamanic séance - were taxing. In this context it is interesting to note the 

stipulation among the Saami of the Kola peninsula in the far north of European 

Russia, that "a man over fifty, especially one who had lost his teeth, could not 

be a servant of the  spirit^."^' 

Awareness of the cal1 to the shaman's profession was almost universally 

attended by a nervous disorder. Virtually from the inception of the study of 

Siberian religions, Siberian shamans had been described as suffering from 

"arctic hysteria". To outside observers the sharnan's nervous demeanour, 

especially in the midst of a kadanie, was a result o f  the extreme cold, long 

nights, desert solitude, lack of vitamins and so forth that were characteristic of 

life in arctic and near arctic environ ment^.^^ This hysteria, known as meryak 

or menerik, was most commonly compared to epilepsy and a number of early 

researchers believed that the shaman was "first and foremost a nervous, 

21Basilov, Izbranniki ..., p. 139. It's not clear if this prohibition applied only to those individuals who had 
recently fett the spirits' cd1 or if it also affected those who had been sharnans for many years. Kamlanie 
is derived from the Turkic word kam, meaning shaman, and denotes the ritual actions of the sharnan 
while in the throes of ecstasy. 



hysterical person, inclined to  fits, sometirnes an epileptic.,..The sharnan's 

kamfanie itself contains great similarities to  a f i t  of  h y ~ t e r i a . " ~ ~  Others wrote 

that those "with nervous disorders [Le. shamansl, as a rule, were subject to  

particular mental diseases, which together with the psycho-physical consistence 

of the organism were inherited."" Native belief that shamanic powers were 

also inherited would have confirmed these views for these investigators. 

However, such sicknesses were important indicators of the future vocation 

because "from deepest antiquity [native] people thought that mental instability 

and nervous disorders came about by the will of  the Moreover, there 

are significant differences between the shaman and an epileptic or a typical 

mentally unstable person. Primarily, an epileptic cannot enter a t  will into a 

trance, which was an indispensable component of  a true shamanic séance. 

More significantly, shamans, 

for al1 their apparent likeness to  epilep- 
tics and hysterics, show proof of a more 
than normal nervous constitution; they 
achieve a degree of  concentration bey- 
ond the capacity of  the profane; they 
sustain exhausting efforts [and]; they 
control their ecstatic m o v e r n e n t ~ . ~ ~  

Essentially, then, one of  the features distinguishing the shaman frorn a common 

23 S.A. Tokarev. Rannie fomv reliaii i ikh azvitie, (Moscow: 1964). p. 292. Cited in Basilov, lzbranniki .., p. 
140. 

2 4 ~ . ~ .  Ksenofontov. Kul't sumasshestviia v uralo-altaiskom shamanizme, (Irkutsk: 1 929). pp. 1 2-1 3; Cza- 
plicka, Aboriqinal ..., pp. 179 ff. 

25~asilov. Izbranniki .... p. 142. 

20~liade, Shamanism ..., p. 29. 



neurotic was his ability, with the assistance of his helping spirits, t o  at least 

control or even cure the illness which marked him as a ~harnan.~'  Furtherrnore, 

it has been written that "it is impossible to  separate the [shamanrsl "fits" and 

"swoons" from the ritual." They indicated that the shaman had been entered 

by the spirits, and thus "was conducting himself just as his people's beliefs 

demanded. "28 

There is a final point which is important for disrnissing the notion that the 

behaviours of  the shaman were nothing more than the staged or confused 

ramblings of a charlatan or neurotic, thus meaningless. That is the fact that the 

shamanic initiation - and by extension, the séance - "include(dl not  only an 

ecstatic experience but, ... a course of theoretical and practical instruction too 

complicated to  be within the grasp of a n e ~ r o t i c . " ~ ~  Among the peoples of 

western Siberia - the Sarnoyed, Ostiaks, Voguls - and certain other tribes, "it 

can be maintained that ... the shaman is usually healthy and that, intellectually, 

he is often above his milieu."30 

The shamanfs function was important for many of the religious 

271here are numemus accounts. scattered throughout the litemture. of shamans who testified that Mev 
tried to ignore the signficance of the initiat~r~sickness to the point of becoming deathly ill. Some - 
sought the help of Russian doctors for a more 'conventional" cure. Some even believed they had died. 
In all cases, they reported that as soon as they heeded the spirits and began shamanizing, their dis- 
eases were either controllable or cured. For a thoroughiy modem account of this phenornenon, see 
Olga Kharitidi, Enterinri the Circle: Ancient Secrets of Siberian Wisdom Discovered bv a Russian Psv- 
c hiatrist, (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1 996). 

28~asilov, Izbranniki .... p. 146. 

 liade de, Shamanism .... p. 31. 

3 0 ~ a i  Donner. La Sibérie: La Vie en Sibérie. les temps anciens, (Paris: 1946). p. 223. Cited in ibid, p. 30. 
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observances of these western Siberian groups. As was already rnentioned. his 

presence was not  required at al1 rituals, particularly sacrificial offerings to  clan 

totemic spirits or  spirits o f  the home, which could be performed by almost 

anyone. His presence at  these types of ceremonies as a spiritual guide was, 

nonetheless, common since he possessed the skills to escort the sou1 of the 

sacrificial victim t o  the proper divinity. However, rites for the determination and 

cure of illness (commonly involving "lost" souls) and the transport o f  souls of  

the dead to  the afterworld routinely called for the shaman's services. The 

Ostiaks and Voguls, especially, had highly developed concepts concerning the 

nature of souls and how properly to  deal with them. 

In general, the Ostiaks and Voguls believed that an individual consisted of  

a body and souls: four souls in women and five in men. The descriptions that 

follow are drawn primarily frorn the work of  V.N. Chernetsov, who investigated 

Ugrian concepts o f  the sou1 in the 1950s. Since he was unable t o  find a 

concrete explanation for the difference in the number of  souls between the 

sexes, only the four souls common to every person will be described. 

The first of the souls was called the "shadow-soul" (is or is-xor) .31 It was 

considered to  be the most material o f  the souls and was connected with the 

visible shadow cast by every object. All people and anirnals possessed one as 

did al1 inanimate objects. The shadow-sou1 was plainly visible and throughout 

life was attached to  the individual, apparently never leaving. Upon death, it 

31 Chernetsov, 'Concepts of the Seul...', pp. 6-13. 
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followed the body o f  the deceased to the grave where it remained, although as 

the corpse decayed the is could choose either to abandon the body or stay with 

it. As an apparition this sou1 could also leave the graveyard and appear near 

the house in which its "ownern once Iived, seeking an opportunity to rejoin the 

living. lllustrative of the strength of clan ties was the practice, if a person died 

far from home, o f  holding a fictitious funeral in the clan graveyard (usually 

located not far from the village) so that the shadow-sou1 could settle among its 

dead fellow clansmen. Moreover, the dead continued to enjoy the protection 

of the clan, which would take revenge for any damage done to  the interests o f  

the deceased, such as grave-robbery. 

Perhaps the most interesting feature of this sou1 was its materiality. The 

shadow-sou1 was "conceived of  not  as some spirit existing apart from the body, 

but as the body itself, possessing in spite of death, some sort of vitality, at  

least as long as [the body] exists physically. "32 Indeed, it was believed that the 

is could feel cold and hunger and in the first stages after its "owner'sn death, 

yearned for the trappings of its earthly existence.33 In this respect, the shadow- 

sou1 could be a danger to  the living. Because of its perceived materiality, a 

disgruntled shadow-sou1 could physically harm or kill. Further, it might steal 

one of the souls o f  a still living person, thereby leading to  serious illness or 

death. In the event this occurred, a shaman would be needed to  go in search 

3 3 ~ .  Munkacsi. 'Seelenglaube und Totenkult der Wogulen'. Keleti Szernle, Vol. 6. # 1 . (Budapest: 1 905). 
pp. 102-105. Cited in ibid. 



of and retrieve the stolen soul. These risks did no t  pass until the is itself died. 

Like the living, it existed for a finite period of time and when there was nothing 

left of the body to  which it had belonged, the shadow-sou1 was believed to be 

transformed into a little beetle. Finally, "after the third death in the form of this 

animal, the person ... disappearred] without a trace. "34 

The second sou1 was called "the soul that goes down (on the river)" 

(l~nxalminne)'~ and was generally considered to  appear only after a person's 

death. Nevertheless, it was thought to  be visible during life as well, only much 

less so than the shadow-soul. In its appearance, it resembled a person or a 

bird, though some tribes visualized it as an insect. The lonxalminne resided for 

the whole of  a person's life in the head and while it could leave the body by 

chance, its master could not live long without it. The conception of the head 

as the soul's dwelling place accounts for the near universal practice among 

shamans of reinserting rescued souls through a patient's ear or, failing this, the 

r n ~ u t h . ~ ~  

Good health ensured that the second soul stayed where it belonged, 

regularly leaving a person only during sleep. When it left the body during sleep, 

it was held that it visited various places and met other souls with which it 

Y.P. Rosliakov, 'Pokhoronnie obriady ostiakoV. Gheaodnik Tobolskoao aubernskoao muzeia, Vol. 5, 
(1 896)' p. 2. Cited in ibid, p. 1 3. 

%hemetsov. ibid. pp. 1 3-21 . 

3 8 ~ ~ .  Karialainen. Die Reliaion der Juara-VOlker, Folklore Fellowç Communications. Vol. 1. # 41. p. 45. 
Cited in ibid; Novik, Obriad i fol'kior. .., p. 37; Eliade, Shamanism..., p. 256. In some cases the shaman 
was said to have opened the patient's skull in order to replace the lost soul, aithough reinsertion 
through an already visible onfice (ear, muth)  seerns to have been more cornmon. 
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entered into various relationships that could be either amicable or hostile. If an 

individual suffered from insomnia, it was most likely because his lonxal minne 

had seen a stronger, unfriendly sou1 and was thus afraid to leave the body. 

Among the Ostiaks and Voguls, apart from sleep, only the shaman during a 

kam/anie could part with the second sou1 without harm. 

Outside of sleep, the departure of this sou1 could be occasioned by any 

shock: a blow to  the head, a fall from a tree or a sudden fright. Cold apparently 

produced the same effect and "a shiver representred] the rush of the sou1 

jumping a ~ a y . " ~ ~  In such instances, the sou!, in a panic, might not have been 

able to find its way back and might even have attacked and inhabited someone 

else. Once again the shaman was prevailed upon to put back the displaced sou1 

and if he could not, or if the procedure took too long, the owner might die. 

Fear of losing the second soul, even temporarily, led to a number of 

precautions. For some Voguls and Ostiaks, the wearing of squirrel-skin or hare- 

skin clothing was such a preventative measure. Hare-skin, especially, was 

effective because it "is sof t  and the sou1 does not slip a ~ a y . " ~ '  The religious 

significance of clothing originated in the belief found in some tribes that the 

lonxalmime did not reside in the head, rather it lived on the body's surface or 

37 Chernetsov, 'Concepts of the Seul...", pp. 14-15. 

381bid, p. 15. For more detailed information on the religious associations of clothing, see the following 
two articles by N.F. Prytkova: 'Odezhda khantov", in S.P. Tolstov (ed.), Sbomik muzeia antropoloqii i 
etnocrrafii, XV, (Moscow/Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo AN SSSR, 1953), pp. 123-233; "Odin k istochnikov ini- 
cheniia odezhdy n d o v  Sibiri (na materialakh obskikh ugrov)', in LP. Potapov (ed.), Sbornik muzeia 
antropologii i etno~rafii. XXVII: reliaioznie ~redstavleniia i obnady narodov Sibiri v XIX - nachale XX veka 
(Leningrad: Izdater'stvo Nauka, 1 971 ), pp. 101 -1 1 2, 
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what came into contact with the body - the clothes. An even stronger 

safeguard against losing this soul was the practice o f  tattooing. Images of birds 

were applied to the body with the expectation that "[wlhen the sou1 has 

comrades, it starts to stay at home more."3g 

Connected with the second sou1 was the widespread belief that it 

permanently left its master a set period o f  time before death - usually one year. 

During this time the  former owner was sick. Recognizing the sickness as the 

loss of lonxalminne, the shaman endeavoured to  retrieve it and if he could not, 

the individual died. This soul, after leaving its master for good, then became 

known as the urt. 

From the tirne the lonxal minne left the body becoming the urt, until the 

person died, the urt was particularly dangerous to  the living. In a manner akin 

to the shadow-soul, it would attempt to  steal the souk of the living, especially 

if the deceased had left a vengeance unfulfilled or had been unable to  

accomplish al1 he had meant to do while alive. The most dissatisfied, therefore 

dangerous, were the urts of infants and young children who had had the least 

opportunity to  lead full and productive lives. At  the death of the person of  

whorn the urt had been a part, it began i ts journey to  the realm of the dead, the 

entrance to  which lay somewhere near the mouth of the Ob. 

The Ostiaks and Voguls believed that the urt Iived exactly the same 

amount of time in the afterworld as its master had had on earth. It pursued the 

%ernetsov. ibid. 
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same occupations and lived in an identical society, with the difference that this 

existence was lived in reverse. With the passing of each day it grew younger 

and over the course of  t h e  it also diminished in size until, like the shadow-soul, 

it was transformed into a beetle. 

The third sou1 was called the "dreaming soul" or "the sou1 of  sIeepn (ufem 

isL40 Its physical representation was that of  a wood grouse or blackcock, 

hence it was also known as "the bird of sleep" or u/em uj. lt came to a person 

only during sleep and spent most of  its time outside the individual, in the forest. 

If this sou1 stayed away for any length of time then the person suffered from 

sleeplessness. The function of  this sou1 in regard to  sleep, then, was the direct 

opposite to that of the lonxal minne. 

If this sou1 was captured by the "spirits who eat people" - that is 

malevolent spirits "who carry the sou1 away with them, kill, roast, and eat itW4' - 

if the shaman could not return it before it was killed, or if it died from any other 

cause, death was almost certain to follow for the person it served. Given that  

while a person was awake this sou1 lived in the forest in the form of a 

blackcock, it could easily fall prey to a hunter. In some cruelly ironic cases, it 

could fall victim to  its own master. 

In the event of  a person's death from some cause other than the death of 

the ulem is, the fate of this externat soul was unclear, according to  Chernetsov. 

- - - - - -- - 

40 lbid, pp. 21 -23. 

"Ibid. p. 22. 
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He does, however, cite the belief that it continued to  live in the clothing o f  the 

deceased, which would be hung on a tree not far from the village or graveyard. 

There it survived only a short time until it was blown and washed out by the 

wind and rain, that is, until it died. 

The fourth, and final, sou1 to be considered here was the "reincarnation 

soul" (lilior man After an individual died, this sou1 was suppoçed to pass 

into the body of  a newborn child of the same clan to  which the deceased had 

belonged. Generally, it remained with its master at  all times (although some 

people believed that it wandered apart from the body during sleep), and if it left 

temporarily, the person became powerless, feeling fatigued and timid. Thus, 

among some Voguls, the fourth sou1 was equated wi th  strength and courage. 

As it was for the second soul, the head, especially the hair, was regarded 

as the lili's home. In this respect, the warning of  a shaman of  the Konda 

Voguls t o  his fellow tribespeople is of some interest: "Beware ... when you cut 

your hair you will tear the souk right out of you."" In light o f  this belief the 

wartime practice of  scalping, widely distributed among the Ostiaks and Voguls, 

acquired a religious connotation in that removal of the scalp constituted an 

attempt to destroy an enemy's sou1 and the possibility o f  rebirth. 

Furthermore, the adornment of braids with bird-form pendants, especially 

by  women, could be construed as serving a purpose beyond mere decoration. 

421bid. pp. 23-29. 

%.I. Novitskii, Kfatk08 opkanie O namde ostiatskorn, (St. Petersburg: 1884), p. 102. Ciied in ibid, p. 24. 
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The lili's physical aspect was a bird (the species varied from tribe ta tribe), thus 

it may be supposed that the attachment of bird pendants to the ends of braids 

served as a means for guarding and holding the soul. 

When a person died, the process of reincarnation of the fifi began. 

lmmediately following death, it either lived in the grave with the corpse or in a 

special image of the deceased, usually carved from wood and often dressed in 

pieces of the dead person's clothing, which was either retained in the home by 

relatives or, more often, buried with the body." This soul remained in the 

grave for at least three y e a r ~ ~ ~  - untii the body was decomposed - and then it 

moved into the body of a newborn. However, if the fourth soul did not take up 

residence in a new body in the allotted tirne, which usually corresponded to the 

length of the deceased's earthly life, it died and the clan lost a spiritual link to 

one of its ancestors. 

The preceding pages are by no means an exhaustive explication of the 

complexities of religious experience among the natives of western Siberia. The 

full spectrum of this experience comprised many complex and interconnected 

rituals. One of the most important of the totemic rituals, for instance, 

concerned the bear. The structure of the shamanic séance has not been 

discussed in any detail, although some hints about its nature can be discerned 

44 See bot h articles by Prytkova and So kolova's, 'Izo brazhenii a...', for more detailed discussions of the 
making of these wooden effigies and the rituals conceming them. 

"ln the opinion of sorne Voguls, this tirne period was somewhat longer: four years for women and five for 
men. Chernetsov, 'Concepts of the Soul...", p. 25; Sokolova, 'Izobrazheniia ...', p. 144. 



frorn the role and responsibilities of the ~ h a r n a n . ~ ~  Neither were the shaman's 

helping spirits analyzed. 

However, the one indispensable - therefore the one universal - implement 

of the shaman should be mentioned. The selection of the wood and the rnaking 

from it of  a drum were of the utmost importance. Indeed, its selection was 

entirely dependent on the spirits, and 

[wlhen a shaman of the Ostyak [sic] Sam- 
oyed people requires a rnagical drum, he 
closes his eyes and stumbles off into the 
forest. He feels himself drawn blindly along 
until he bumps headlong into a tree. That 
is the one from which he rnust make his 
drum. Chance is not what brought him to  
it; he believes supernatural guidance did 
so. He wiil transform the tree into a drum, 
the music of which wil l transform him in 
t ~ r n . ~ '  

Often the drum was entered during the kamlanie by the shaman's chef helping 

spirit, thus the instrument acquired an importance of the first order. It could 

also be used to  capture evil spirits or to  carry back the lost sou1 of a sick person 

for whose well-being the karnlanie was undertaken. Moreover, the rhythmic 

beating of the drum, ever-increasing in tempo, helped the shaman to obtain the 

ecstatic trance. 

The indigenous peoples of western Siberia possessed a fairly sophisticated 

46 In English, Eliade's rnonograph is probably the best place to begin for information on this topic, For 
the peoples deatt with hem, see especidly pp. 220-228. The book is particulariy valuable for its corn 
parative work on Sibetian s hamanism and similar aboriginat religious orientations worldwide. 

"~liot. The Universal Mvths ..., p. 1 14; Eliade. Sharnanism .... pp. 168-1 76. 
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cosmological conception of the universe. It more than adequately explained for 

them the origins o f  man, the creatures with which he shared his environment 

and al1 of  their relationships with the spirit world. Highly developed notions of 

the soul, in conjunction with which everyday objects and events (animals, 

clothing, jewelry, birth, sickness, death, etc.) took on added meaning, 

emphasized the omnipresence of the spirits and the absolute necessity o f  

maintaining good relations with them. 

With the withdrawal of the Creator from the lives of men and the general 

loss of  man's ability to communicate directly wi th the spirits, the shaman 

remained as the only direct link. His abilities became the most effective 

barometer for gauging the attitudes and wills o f  the spirits. Indeed, the 

Samoyed said that while the shaman was in his trance "our god tells hirn what 

we should do and where we should go."" Thus, the person o f  the shaman 

reinforced for his people the presence of the divine in the world. Seen in this 

light, the importance of the institution of shamanism to  the peoples of western 

Siberia and its longevity can be readily understood. 

That shamanistic practices suwived into the twentieth century is evident 

from the work of  some of the authors already cited. The carved representations 

of the dead that were frequently placed in their graves, were no t  only clothed 

but adorned with articles of bone, wood or metal that carried some religious 

significance. Gravesite excavations carried out b y  Z.P. Sokolova in 1973 

48~akh~shin. Nauchnve ..., Vol. 3. pt. 2. p. 11. 



1 35 

uncovered several of these images with Russian coins attached, some dated as 

late as 1 946? 

However, preservation of traditions to modern tirnes does not  necessarily 

mean that all of the people to whom they belong continue to practice them. It 

is very fikely - perhaps even unavoidable - that when an indigenous population 

fell under the influence of a colonizing state, the religion of the latter would 

have exerted its own influence on the state's new subjects. 

The Russian Orthodox Church in Siberia 

Russia's Introduction to Christianity 

The tale of  Rus's conversion is a familiar one and need not be recounted 

in full. It is sufficient to note that Princess Olga of Kyiv converted in 

Constantinople in 955. Her son, Sviatoslav (r. 945-957). though remaining 

pagan, allowed her and other converts in the city to practice their religion 

freely, thus giving Christianity a foothold in RUS.'' If was Olga's grandson, 

Grand Prince Vladimir the Great (r. 980-1 01 5). who, after much deliberation 

with his council, chose the Byzantine model of Christianity and had the entire 

49 
Sokolova, 'Izobrazheniia..', p. 1 46. 

"lt has been written that '[nJowhere has Christianity ever been less persecuted at its first introduction' 
than in Russia AN, Muravev, A H'ktorv of the Church of Russia, translated frorn the Russian by Rev. 
R-W. Blackmore, (Oxford: 1842). Reprint (New Yok: AMI; Press Inc., IQil), p. 10. This might in part 
have b e n  due to the Russians' own pagan background Wich contaid many features cungenial to 
Eastern Orthodoxy, [and] hefped the Slavs to achieve the transition without much inner struggle,' Nic- 
olas Zemov, The Russians and Their Church, (London: S.P.C.K., 1964), pp. 7-8. 



population of Kyiv baptized in the Dniepr river with him in 988.51 

Relative t o  most other major Christian churches, the Russian church is a 

youngster. However. it was the Russian Orthodox Church that would inherit 

a unique legacy when not yet 500 years o f  aga. Since their creation, all 

Apostolic Sees of the Christian Church had been considered equal, although 

Rome had stood as the preeminent bishopric thereby enjoying distinction as a 

first among equals. Subsequent to the schisrn between the western and 

eastern branches o f  Christianity in 1054, al1 Eastern Churches, including the 

fledgling Church in Rus, looked to Constantinople for guidance in spiritual 

matters. Over the following centuries there were several attempts by senior 

churchmen on both sides to  bridge the gulf between east and West, often wi th 

secular support, but no permanent reconciliation was accomplished. After 

Byzantium fell t o  the Ottoman Turks in 1453, Muscovy assumed for itself in the 

city of Moscow the mantle of the third Rome - that is, the final bastion, 

defender and propagator. after the failures o f  Rome and Constantinople. of  the 

true Christian faith. The adoption o f  such a role is indicative of the scope o f  

power and influence that Moscow's grand princes believed were Muscovy's 

destiny. 

Orthodoxv & Pacaanisrn: Pre-Siberia 

Unlike churchmen and missionaries from contemporary colonizing 

5 1 Vladimir had sent a number of his wisest men abroad to inquire about and study various faiths: Islam, 
Judaism, and western (Roman) and eastem (Greek) Ctiristianity. It was on their reports and recom 
mendations that his selection waç based. Vladimir was later canonized by the Chumh. 
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countries, who had little or no recent experience with pagan peoples when they 

embarked o n  their colonial adventures early in the sixteenth century, the 

Russians had benefitted from such experience. Not surprisingly, contact had 

been primarily in the north and east of European Russia where the commercial 

interests o f  Novgorod and the Nizovskie had also been drawn. Although a 

majority of early references in the chronicles t o  contact with the natives of 

these regions are accounts o f  commercial or military expeditions, some do 

relate to  religious matters. Before considering events in Siberia it would be 

useful to outline some o f  these encounters. 

The Russians inherited from the Byzantine Church a keen desire t o  spread 

the faith t o  those who did not have it. Within a relatively short time after their 

own conversion they began sending missionaries t o  the Finnic and Turkic 

peoples inhabiting the north and e a ~ t . ' ~  Most o f  the early accounts relate to 

the activities of churchmen from Novgorod, which was likely a function of  that 

city-state's relative freedorn from the Mongol y ~ k e . ~ ~  As early as 1227, 

Novgorodian priests had baptized a significant number of Karelians living around 

52~emov, The Russians and ..., p. 1 38; C hanta1 Lemercier-Quelquejay. 'Les Missions Orthodoxes en Pays 
Musulmans de Moyenne- et Basse Volga, 1552-1 865", Cahiers du Monde Russe et Soviétique, Vol. 8, # 
3 (Juillet-septembre, 1 967). p. 370. There are, however, some Miters who daim that ?hem was at no 
time active missionary work in Russian Orthodoxy." V.G. Ovchinnikov, "Pravoslavnaia tserkov v istorii 
nashei stranr, Voprosy istorii, # 5 (May), 1988, p. 1 1 1. 

%ee chapter one. The Mongols were actualiy remarkably tolerant of the religions of the peoples they 
conquered. However. the cletgy of the other pnncipalities of medieval Rus were largeiy preoocupied 
with tending to the needs of the populace in their own domains, and with supporthg their respective 
princes in the constant fratricidal stwggles that raged between them until the grand princes of Moscow 
put an end to them in the fifteenth century. 
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the ~ i t y . ~ ~  In the mid-thirteenth century, twenty-three hermits (otshel'niki) 

settled on an island in Lake Kubenskoe, some distance to  the north and east of 

Novgorod, with the intention of taking the "word of the Gospel to  the wild 

Chud and Karelian tribes" whose nornadic lives centred on the northeastern 

shore of the lake. Despite enduring "insults and beatings a t  the hands of rude 

idolators" they continued their preaching. Their efforts seem to have met wi th 

little or no success, since "[dlue to the oppression of their poverty, they were 

unable to construct a church which was required both for them and for the 

success of the faith."55 

At  the end of the thirteenth century, the preacher (propovednik) Kirill 

Chelmskii (Chelmogorskii), founded the Chelmogorskii monastery in the Chelm 

"rnountains". Over the next half-century, until near his death in 1368, he 

"enlightened with Christianity al! the Chud in the ~ i c in i t y . "~ '  

The preceding examples point to the importance of  providing a permanent 

physical reminder - a church or monastery - of the new faith if one expected to 

have any success in converting a local population. However, not al1 

monasteries, probably even a minority of them, would have been founded for 

the purpose of  spreading Christianity among non-believers. As often as not, a 

5 4 ~ .  Talberg, lstoriia russkoi tserkvi, (Jordanville. N.Y.: Holy Trinity Monasteiy. 1959). p. 95. The Karelians 
were a Finnic tribe, m s t  of whose descendants settled in the regions of the present Russian-Finnish 
border. Unfortunately, the source does not relate what percentage of the local Karelian population "a 
significant number" represented. 

''lbid; Muravev, A Histow .... p. 70. See chapter one. note 16 for the definition of Chud.' 

qalberg, ibid. 
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single monk or a srnall group of monkç would establish themselves in an 

isolated location, far from the distractions of "urban" life, in order to achieve a 

greater degree of spiritual purity. Nonetheless, whether it was by design or 

not, monasteries played an important role in Novgorod's colonizing efforts. 

Regardiess of whether a monastery was set up in the wilderness on its 

own or in conjunction with the founding of a new town, it introduced an 

element of Russian culture to an area where it hitherto had not existed. In 

terms of providing colonists, the wealthier monasteries, besides owning 

valuable hunting and fishing lands, had extensive holdings of arable land with 

peasants attached to  work them. In addition, alrnost al1 monasteries, especially 

in the outlying districts of Novgorod's territory, attracted settlers to live nearby. 

if for no other reasons than the familiarity and sense of stability and security the 

monasteries provided in a new environment. 

Some authors have attributed the conversion of some native peoples more 

to the influence of these peasant settlers than to the monasteries and clergy. 

These opinions hold that, having settled peacefully among the Lops and Korels 

(Karelians?) of the Pornore and Northern Dvina regions, the natives developed 

a favourable impression of the communal characteristics of the peasant 

lifestyle. The natives adopted these traits, subsequently converted to 

Orthodoxy and "according to old gramoty it became impossible to distinguish 

native Novgorodians from newly baptized (novokreshcheny) f~reigners."~' 

57~latonov & Andreav, Wcherk novgorodskoi ...". pp. 29-30; Chirkin. 'lao"ko-ekonorniche~koe~.~, p. 10. 



While it is entirely possible that some peasant communities did influence certain 

aboriginal groups in this way, one finds only sporadic mention of  such 

situations and they were more likely the exception than the r ~ l e . ~ '  

Some idea o f  the potential for monasteries to be effective agents for 

introducing Christianity t o  different regions and new peoples may be gained by 

looking at  the number of  new monasteries founded. By the end of  the 

fourteenth century, forty-two new monasteries had been built in the northern 

and eastern peripheries of  Rus. Fifty-seven more were built in the fifteenth 

century and fifty-one in the ~ ix teenth. '~  If one considers that in al1 of Muscovy 

from the fourteenth to  the sixteenth centuries inclusively, only 254 monasteries 

were c o n s t r ~ c t e d , ~ ~  with at least the 150 already mentioned located in border 

areas, the possibilities for spreading Christianity seemed nearly lirnitless. 

However, as the grand princes o f  Moscow carried out the gradua1 process 

o f  the gathering o f  the Russian lands, uniting them under a strong, centralized 

Muscovite authority. conflict between Moscow and Novgorod became 

inevitable.'' Ultimately, the latter surrendered its independence to the former 

in 1478. The differences in the political and social philosophies of Novgorod 

"sec the introduction and the discussion of the Great Friendship of Peoples. 

"chirkin, nIstoriko-ekonomicheskoe ...'. p. 14; Platonov, 'Ocherk nkovskoi ...', p. 54. 

'9.0. Kliuchevskii, Sochineniia, pt. 2. (Moscow 1957). p. 247. Cited in V.S. Rurniantseva, The Orthodox 
Church in the 1 srn and 16"' Centuriesn in Alexander Preobrazhenskii (ed.), The Russian Orthodox Chur- 
ch: 1 O* to 2om Centuries, translated from the Russian by Sergei Syrovatkin, (Moscow Progress Publish- 
ers, 1988), p. 57. 

%ee chapter one. 



and Moscow, which in large measure exacerbated the animosity between them, 

can be simplified and summarized by the following: 

Novgorod stood for individual responsi- 
bility; its people mixed freely with foreig- 
ners, and the ...p opulation was ready to 
defend its traditional liberties against al1 
those who had any designs upon them. 
Moscow stood for obedience and cau- 
tion, was suspicious of  all strangers and 
was prepared to  sacrifice freedom for 
the sake of unity and p ~ w e r . ~ ~  

The significance of these distinctions lies in how they defined the role o f  the 

individual in society and, more importantly, in the fact that they provided the 

framework for state/institutional relationships as well. In Muscovy, al1 

institutional activities came to be subordinated to the ambitions and defence of 

the state. 

The loss of  political freedom, however, did not bring the activities of 

Novgorod's religious houses to a grinding halt. In 1526, for instance, a group 

of Pomortsy (people living along the sea coast) and Loplians (Lopary) 

from the shores of the ocean, from Kan- 
dolzhskii bay [and] the mouth of the Neva 
river petitioned (bili chelom) the sover- 
eign grand prince Vasilii lvanovich and 
requested priests o f  the church to  sanc- 
t i fy and enlighten them with holy b a p t i ~ m . ~ ~  

Vasilii responded by ordering Novgorod's archbishop, Makarii, to  send to  them 

priests and deacons from the Cathedra1 of  St. Sophia. The clerics went as 

6 '~ernov, The Russians and ..., p. 48. 

Q~ S R L 9 Vol. 4. p. 542. 



ordered, consecrated a church and "many Loplians were baptized in the name 

of the Father and the Son and our orthodox Christian faith."@ 

Again, in 1532, a group of Loplians from the Murmansk Sea and Kola river 

region petitioned for priests t o  baptize them in the Christian faith. On this 

occasion, the request was made directly to archbishop Makarii and not the 

grand prince in Moscow. Nonetheless, the same procedure as six years earlier 

was followed and many more Loplians were baptired? 

The preceding accounts contain a number of  points of interest. ft appears 

that some confusion existed concerning to  whom requests for baptism should 

be directed: the Church or the government. With respect to the petition of 

1532, it is doubtful the natives felt that they would receive a more positive 

response from the archbishop than from the government, since the grand prince 

in Moscow had already shown himself favourable to an  earlier request. Living 

closer to Novgorod than to  Moscow, they sirnply may have decided to  petition 

the authority from whom a response would be more quickly received. It is 

rather more interesting to note that a petition regarding a purely religious matter 

was directed to  the secular authorities, bypassing the ecclesiastical h i e r a r ~ h y . ~ ~  

Indeed, it suggests that Moscow was still wary o f  any independent action 

bid. 

%ile it is true that the grand primes of Moscow sought to culoiate the belief that they ruled by divine 
right and that Church and state had cooperated closely since 988, the Muscovite rnonarch had not yet 
taken on the mle of head of the Church and the activities of the Church were still largely separate h m  
those of the state. 
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emanating from Novgorod and wanted to  keep a tight rein on the city's 

institutions. The record is silent on why it should have mattered to the Loplians 

to  whom their petition was addressed. Perhaps it did not and they regarded 

both Church and state simply as Russian, thus equally Christian and equally 

able to  satisfy their requests. 

Finally, the fact that  the Loplians took the initiative in seeking conversion 

raises doubts about the missionary zeal of  the Church and its servitors and their 

abilities to play a meaningful part in the lives of the indigenous peoples whom 

they encountered, which stands in sharp contrast to  the efforts of various 

churchmen one and t w o  centuries earlier. In any event, what was certain was 

that any future expansion of Russian culture would be directed by Moscow and 

the Church would have its role to play. 

Siberia 

Among European empire-builders, indigenous inhabitants of the colonized 

territories were commonly depicted as savages without morals, honour or 

culture - essentially without any form of civilized society. It is not surprising 

then, that many Europeans perceived it as their duty, beyond working to 

increase the power and wealth of their own nation, t o  carry out a mission 

civilisatrice with respect to  the native peopies. In many cases - one thinks 

especially of the Spanish in North and South America - christianization was a 



1 44 

prerequisite to becoming ncivilizedn on the European mode!? Many 

rnissionaries in North America felt that the fundamental weakness of Indian life 

was that "they are born, live and die in a liberty without restraint" thus 

"rendering no homage to  any one whomsoever, except when they like?* 

Therefore, 

no aspect o f  their "reduction to  civility" 
was more essential than persuading or 
forcing thern t o  place their necks in "the 
yoke of the law of  Godin which ... meant 
European-style autocracy, law, and com- 
pulsion.69 

Hence, in the interests of  ensuring native loyalty, missionary activity became 

a consistent feature of many a colonial administration. But did the Muscovite 

state and Church adopt the same attitude toward the native peoples of  Siberia? 

It is impossible to answer this question either yes or no. When the first 

Russian traders, trappers and tribute collectors arrived in Siberia, they found it 

populated by people they called foreigners (inozemtsy). Despite the obvious 

s 7 ~ u g h  any detaj1ed comparative work is beyond the scope of this study, a few sources for idonna- 
tion regarding the chnstiankatbn of natives by other colonking nations may be merrtioneâ here. Wrth 
respect to Spain in southwest North Nrica,  see Ramon A. Gutierrez, When Jesus Came the Corn 
Mothers Went Awav: Maniaqe, Sexualitv. and Power in New Mexico. 1500-1846, (-rd: Stanford 
University Press, 1991). For the Engiish and French on the eaçtern seaboard of North Amerka, see 
James Axtell, The Euro pean and the I d a m  
(New York: Mord  University Press, 1981). especialiy chapter 3. See also his The Invasion WRhin: The 
Contest of Cuitures in Colonial North America, (New York: ûxford University Press, 1985), which ex- 
pands on the tfierne of the previous citation. For miore information on çome French rriissions in Can- 
ada in the rnid-seventeenth century, see Eccles. op. ck, chapter 3. 

I owe the references to Gutierrez and Axteli's more recerit p~bl~cation, respcüvely, to Jacob 
Vander Meulen and Ruth McLelW-Nugent 

%euben Goid M e s  (ed.), The Jesuit ReWrts and Allied Documents, 73 vols., (Cleveland: 1- 
1901). Vol. 12, p- 61 and Vol. 6, p. 243. 60th cited in Axtell, The Eumpean .., p. 63- 

6 g ~ e l l .  ibid, pp. 63-64. 



differences in ways of  life, political and material culture, the "only [real] 

difference between the Russians and the foreigners was re~igion."'~ The 

obvious method for  overcoming this difference was conversion of  the natives, 

but while "proselytizing on behalf of Orthodoxy was an important ... function of  

the Church [it was] not always zealously performed."" 

Barely fifty years after Kuchum's defeat, however, interpretations emerged 

stressing the role o f  the Church in the conquest of Siberia. The Yesipov 

chronicle - named for its compiler Savva Yesipov - was composed in 1636 and 

was written "to emphasize the religious aspect o f  Yermak's campaign, and in 

particular the role of the Orthodox ~hurch." "  It would have enhanced the 

Churchfs reputation should it have been believed it was the driving force behind 

Siberia's acquisition. In reality, however, apart from the participation of one or 

two clerics in Yermak's band, the motivation was purely economic and was 

initiated by the ~ t r o g a n o v s . ~ ~  

Later representations of the conquest often portrayed the expedition as a 

crusade against the godless infidel. Consider, for example, Surikov's painting 

[see p. 571 in which Yermak's men are flying banners adorned with images of 

70~uri Slednne. *Savage Christians or Unorthodox Russians? The Missionary Dilemma in Siberia'. in Gai- 
ya Diment & Yuri Sletkine (eds.), Between Heaven and HeB: The Mvth of Siberia in Russian Culture, 
(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1993), p. 16. 

71 philip E. Mosely. *Aspects of Russian Expansion'. The Arnerican Slavic and East Euroman Review, Vol. 
7, # 3 (1948), p. 199. 

7 2 ~ ~ m n g ,  Yermak's ..., p. 26. Sawa Yesipov was in s e ~ c e  to the Archbishop of Tobolsk when he 
wrote the chronicle. 

n ~ e e  chapter two. 
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Christ and St. George. The Rernezov chronicle (c. 1700) also contains a great 

deal of religious imagery: banners of Christ and saints a t  the head of Cossack 

troops, manifestations of archangels leading the Cossacks in battle, or visions 

of Jesus appearing in the sky directing battle toward a Cossack victory. In any 

case, by not mentioning the Cossacksr connection to the Stroganovs, Yesipov 

could "refine stimulating notions of  the Cossacks as God's chosen, raising thern 

to the level of heroes (podvizhnikt] of the faith ... for the edification of local 

'~nbel ievers' ."~~ It is, then, interesting to  note that Yermak once paid a visit to 

a shaman in Chandyr (in the Pelym district), to seek advice about a route back 

to Russia through hostile Pelym lands. And it is ironic that, apart from some 

battle damage and "contradicting later church legends, Ermak's warriors 

showed no inclination to destroy pagan ~ h r i n e s . " ~ ~  

The Church, nonetheless, was quick to establish a presence. Within a few 

short years o f  Yermak's campaign, the first church in Siberia was raised in 

Tiurnen in 1586 and the first monastery was founded a t  Tobolsk in 1588. 

Whenever new towns were founded a church was among the first buildings to 

be erected. After Tiumen, churches were built in Tobolsk (1 587), Pelym 

(1 595), Verkhoture ( 1 W8), Turinsk ( 1 60 1 ), Mangazeia ( 1 603) and Berezov 

(1 605). By 1 621, Narym. Tara, Surgut, Ketsk, Tomsk, Kuznetsk and Eniseisk 

also had churches, so that within forty years of establishing a permanent 

74 Sergeev, 'U istokov ...", p. 52. 

75~krynnikov, "Ermak's Siberian ...', p. 31, note 11 4. 
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presence beyond the Urals, every major Russian town had its own house of 

worship. 

Thus established, the Church performed a number of functions in  the first 

decades after western Siberia's annexation to Russia. lnitially the Siberian 

clergy was under the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the Archbishop of Vologda 

and Perm Velikaia in European Russia. Being too distant from the Siberian 

towns, it was difficult for the archbishop to exercise any effective control and 

the early activities of the Church in Siberia were directed almost exclusively by 

secular authorities - the voevodas. Compounding the problem of Church 

administration on the frontier, Moscow was beset at the beginning of the 

seventeenth century by the difficulties of the Time of Troubles. As a result, the 

government was too distracted to pay much attention to Siberian affairs in 

general, let alone to look after the welfare of the Siberian Church. 

Around 1620, the po!itical life of Muscovy became somewhat more settled 

and the governrnent began to take notice of some disturbing reports from 

Siberia concerning administrative abuse and demoralization of the Siberian 

clergy. Both through their own fault and as a result of the interference of local 

officiais, representatives of the Church in Siberia were not discharging their 

duties properly. Under such circumstances, the interests of both Church and 

state suggested the creation of a Siberian archbishopric. A local archbishop 

would provide the Church with immediate control over its Siberian clergy 

instead of the largely fictitious control exercised from Vologda. For its part, the 



state wanted to improve church administration in Siberia so it could fulfill its 

spiritual role more effectively. as well as increase its efficiency as the 

"sovereign's eye" over secular a u t h ~ r i t i e s . ~ ~  Given such a convergence of 

Church and state interests, the decision to establish a Siberian archbishopric in 

Tobolsk was reached in 1620, and the first archbishop. Kiprian, arrived in 

1621. 

60th before and after 1621. the Church performed some basic but 

essential services. The construction of  a church soon after a town's founding 

was designed to  meet the needs of  the government's serving men (s/uzhi/ie or 

sluzhashchie liudr). The government was petitioned on a regular basis by 

Siberian townspeople and administrators for permission to build churches and 

have sent to  them priests with al1 the equipment necessary for conducting a 

liturgy. Wishing to  keep the Russians in Siberia as content as possible. 

Moscow usually responded quickly by sending instructions to the voevodas 

ordering construction of the church where requested and directing that the 

priests be supplied with whatever money and foodstuffs were required for their 

upkeep." 

Clergymen were required so that the Russians in Siberia would be able to  

receive the sacraments that were fundamental to their lives as Christians: 

7 
'TO ensure that both these roles were m'cd out, whornevar the Church chose to fil1 the p s t  had also 

to receive the government's sanction. The same was true for appointment to dl higher posts in the 
Russian Church. 

7 7 m ~  G r m t a  from Tsar Bons Fedorovich to the Turinsk Golova Fedor Fofanov, Conceming Construction 
of a Church in the New Ostrog", October 1 2, 1600. In Dmytryshyn, Crownhart-Vaughan & Vaughan, 
Russia's Conque st..., pp. 40-41. 
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baptism of children, rnarriege, the rite o f  absolution for the dying. In some 

respects, the growth of  monasteries in the colony was tied t o  this last point in 

that they were regarded as natural and desirable places for the aged to  finish 

their days. One o f  the reasons for the foundation of a monastery in Eniseisk in 

1639, was to provide "for the crippled and aged ... an asylum and a place of 

salvation of the sou1 in time of death."78 

Much as they had in Novgorod's heyday, religious houses in Siberia played 

a role as agents o f  colonization. Resulting from a long tradition of  land-holding 

and tax exemption privileges, many monasteries owned land that could be 

leased to peasants on fairly attractive terms. In this manner they helped 

stabilize private colonization in Siberia and as their land possessions grew, they 

became instrumental in attracting new settlers and expanding areas of 

cultivated land. 

The Church also carried out important civic duties on behalf of  the state. 

Clergy administered the oath to serving men, which was given either as a 

pledge of loyalty when a new tsar ascended the throne or as a guarantee upon 

enlisting in the service that they would faithfully discharge their duties. 

The one activity generally associated with the church o f  a colonial power 

that thus far seems conspicuous by its absence, is the existence of widespread 

mission work for the conversion to Christianity of the aboriginal populations of 

Siberia. Given that the Chctrch had a relatively rich history in this sphere and 

'*N.N. Ogloblin, Obozrenie Jtolbtsov i knia sibirskooo ~rikaza. 1592-1 768, Val. 3. (Moscow: 1900). p. 298. 
Cited in Lantreff, Siberia in the Seventeenth.., p. 178. 
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that  one of the surest ways to pacify a conquered population was through 

conversion, the question becomes even more compelling. 

It would be a mistake, however, to believe that conversions did not occur, 

they did. It is rather a question of scale. According to the Remezov chronicle, 

after the death of Kuchum in 1598, a number of his s u ~ i v i n g  followers adopted 

Christianity and were "enlisted on the roll of new con vert^."^^ Furtherrnore. any 

natives who requested baptism were given the sacrament, but this indicates a 

rather passive role in the conversion process on the part of the Church. 

The most obvious reason for a Jack of missionary zeal, and the one cited 

by most authors on the topic, was that large-scale conversion ran counter to 

the state's interests. Moscow's primary interest in Siberia was economic - the 

acquisition of furs for enrichment of the treasury and supply of Muscovy's 

foreign trade. Apart from the efforts of Russian serving men and entrepreneurs, 

Siberia's adult male population - through the vehicle of iasak - provided the 

state with its best method for procuring sable pelts. 

To the Russian mind, conversion to Orthodoxy was identical to being 

Russian since religion was the only "real" difference separating the native from 

the   us si an.** Consequently, since Russians were not required to pay iasak, 

baptized Siberians were also released from the obligation. What was more, 

BolndeedD The Russian concept of nationality had no place for a racial notion, for in colonizing Eastern 
Europe and Northern Asia it had absorbed into its religious, and hence cuttural and political, sphere 
substantial numbers of perçons of diverse racial and linguistic strains.' Mosely, "Aspects...", p. 199. 
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they were expected to move in with the Cossacks and sewing men and become 

taxpayers or servitors, that is, t o  becorne Russians.*' If conversion translated 

into fewer non-Russians, as it clearly did, the rationale for the government's 

aversion to  the process is evident - fewer foreigners meant fewer pelts in the 

treasury. Thus, the government ordered its churchmen in Siberia to  honour 

requests for baptism but not  t o  coerce, force or otherwise induce native 

peoples to seek conversion. That such an order was given suggests that some 

clergymen may have had a tendency toward this type o f  compulsion. 

A substantial number of  native women were converted, however. ln the 

first half of the seventeenth century the majority of Russians in Siberia were 

single males. In spite of repeated petitions to  the tsar t o  send them women, for 

"it is quite impossible for us to be without ~ i v e s , " ~ *  few were forthcoming and 

the shortage of women remained a serious problem. As a result, many 

Russians took up with native women, some took them as wives and some had 

children by them. Christianlnon-Christian cohabitation o f  this sort was frowned 

upon by the Church and the solution that proved amenable to  al1 concerned was 

simply to  baptize the wornen. Unlike their male kin, they were not registered 

tribute payers, so their rernoval from the wilderness did no t  result in any 

financial loss to the treasury. A t  the same time, the baptism of these women 

served t o  placate the priests and legitimized some of the children born on the 

"~lezkine. "Savage Christians 2, p. 16; hntzeff, Siberia in the Seventeenth .... p. 179. 

"N.N. Ogloblin. Prenskii vopros v Sibiri v XVll veke', lstoricheskii vestnik, Vol. 41 (1 890). p. 197. C M  
in Slezkine, ibid. 
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frontier. Thus, the baptism of native women added to  the number of Russians 

without either diminishing the number of "official" natives in Siberia or 

adversely affecting the amount of iasak that could be collected. 

The baptism and removal of  any substantial number of women, however, 

could have had only a negative effect on native society. Every female "lostw 

represented one less potential wife for native men. Any adult woman who 

converted andlor took up residence wi th a Russian was one fewer her tribe 

could rely upon to  care for the home and children. Their loss could also have 

affected the potential for maintaining stable native populations, let alone the 

capability for population growth which was usually marginal at best among 

nomadic peoples. Further, in terms of  the Russian long-term ability t o  collect 

iasak, children born t o  baptized native women were considered Russian, thus 

their male children would not have been future iasak payers, opening up the 

possibility that Moscow might have had to rely on fewer men to bring in the 

required tribute. This final point, in any case, may be moot since by the second 

half of the seventeenth century the sable had been hunted to near extinction 

in western Siberia. Finally, the preceding examples dernonstrate how 

detrimental the conversion of a substantial number of aboriginal women could 

have been to  native society. Nonetheless, the real existence of  these 

possibilities does rest on the assumption that a large number of native women 

converted and left their tribal homes. The available sources do not indicate 

how many female converts there were or what percentage of  the native 



population they represented. 

The relationship between Church and state in Russia had been close since 

the beginning. Unlike the Byzantine model, however, in which the Church 

retained its independence and acted in partnership with the temporal authority, 

by the seventeenth century the Church in Russia was more closeiy tied to the 

state than ever. This can be accounted for in the first instance by the fact that 

it was Muscovy, with its strongly centralized governmental apparatus, that 

emerged as the dominant Russian principality. Perhaps demonstrative of the 

tendency toward centralization, when the Moscow patriarchate was established 

in 1589, its administrative structure virtually mirrored that of the g o ~ e r n r n e n t . ~ ~  

More importantly, the existence of nearly identical administrative structure's 

would, theoretically at  least, have allowed for one institution to  step in  and run 

the other i f  doing so becarne desirable. 

Since any activity o f  the Church was largeiy dependent on its ability to 

derive an incorne from its landholdings, any discussion of the secularization of 

church lands posed a threat to  the institution's capability for independent 

action. One of the most serious dangers revolved around the Possessors/Non- 

Posçessors conflict o f  the fifieenth and early sixteenth centuries. In brief, the 

Non-Possessors, advocating a retum to the original obligations o f  Christian 

monks such as poverty and withdrawal from the world, believed that all 

monastic wealth should be turned over to the state. The Possessors argued 
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that because the monasteries were the centres of education for future Church 

leaders, they should be relieved of financial anxieties, that iç to Say, they should 

be allowed to keep their lands and wealth. 

Ultimately, Vasilii III (r. 1 505-1 533), who had originally favoured the Non- 

Possessors, changed sides because, after twenty years o f  childless marriage, 

the Possessors supported his wish to divorce his wife and to remarry. 

Moreover, the Possessors were exponents of autocracy and were prepared to 

allot to the tsar a leading role in Church governance. They "preached the 

doctrine that the Tsars ought to be loved and obeyed as fathers were obeyed 

by their ~ h i l d r e n . " ~ ~  In return for their support, a representative of the 

Possessors, Daniel, abbot of the Volokolamsk monastery, was appointed 

Metropolitan of Moscow in 1521. The price of victory and the continuation of 

the Church's privileges of owning land and acquiring wealth, was an even 

tighter bond to the g ~ v e r n r n e n t . ~ ~  

The question of secularization of Church lands was a regular feature of 

sixteenth century Church Councils, cropping up in 1503, 1504, 1551, 1553 

and 1580-1 584. A compromise was reached only at the Stoglav (one hundred 

heads) Council of 155 1. A t  this Council, Ivan IV questioned whether it was 

proper for churches and monasteries to own lands as vast as they did. The 

Council, headed by archbishop Makarii, threatened t o  excommunicate anyone 

"~ernov. The Russians and ..., p. 54. 

%atm Murvar. aussian Religious Structures: A Study in Persistent Church Subservience'. Journal for the 
Scientific Studv of Reliaion, Vol. 7, # 1 (Spring 1968), pp. 4-5, 



who encroached on that right. The compromise, which represented the first 

legislative restriction of monastic landownership in Russia, stated that 

henceforward monasteries could buy new land only with the tsar's 

p e r r n i s s i ~ n . ~ ~  In addition. lands that had been granted to the clergy in the 

1530s and early 1540s had to be returned to  the tsar.87 It is obvious, despite 

the state and Church partially coming t o  terms, that the issues of  h o w  far 

monastic rights extended and of  what degree of authority the tsar wielded over 

the Church were still alive even after the conquest of  Siberia had begun. 

Beyond the Church's growing ties to, and dependence on, the state with 

al1 that these implied for freedom of  action, there were other factors which 

contributed to an inability to attract converts. Had the government found it 

economically worthwhile or, more precisely, not economically detrimental, it 

could have authorized an aggressive missionizing program. It has been seen 

how the idea of  what defined the other in the Russian context, combined with 

the policy of  collecting the greatest possible iasak, militated against the 

implementation of such a program in Siberia. Ironically, one of the most well- 

known and most successful conversions of the Russian Church may have led 

to  the abandonment of  this type of  missionary work. 

=ln a similar vein, it seerns voluntary donations of land to monasteries by ptivate individuais did not r e  
quire royal consent. On occasion, howevef, the tsar was petitioned, especially by poorer cloisters more 
urgently in need of such donations, to remind his local administrators not to prohibit ttiem. See 'A Gra- 
mota from Tsar Mikhail Fedomvich to the Voevoda of Verkhoture, Ivan Pushkin, Conceming Monastery 
Lands', November 2, 1622. In Dmytryshyn, CrownhaR-Vaughan & Vaughan, Russia's Conquest.., pp. 
1 05-1 06. 

"~umiantseva. The Orthodox Church ...", pp. 62. 69. 
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In 1379, a monk by the name o f  Stefan Khrap began preaching t o  the 

Permians (Zyrians) along the Vychegda and Vym rivers to  the northeast of 

Moscow. Before starting out, he had spent a number of years learning the 

native language, creating an alphabet for it and translating various scriptures 

and texts into the native vernacular so that the Permians might understand 

better what he was teaching. Frequently threatened with death, Stefan 

persevered and began attracting converts. The crucial moment came when he 

secretly burned to the ground an idol sacred to  the Permians. Their shamans 

(pamy) especially were angered. The chief shaman challenged Stefan to  pass 

through fire and to enter through a hole in the river ice and emerge from 

another to  determine whose god was stronger. Legend has it that Stefan 

replied, "1  do not rule over the elements, but the Christian God is great - I will 

go with y ~ u . " * ~  Surprised, the shaman began to  tremble and refused the test. 

Witnessing this, his people descended upon hirn and tore him to pieces. In this 

way, the Permians were convinced of the Christian God's superiority. 

By 1383, Stefan had traversed the Perm lands responding to  requests for 

baptism - by this time he had performed about 700 of them - and the 

destruction of local idols. In that same year, he asked for the creation of a 

separate bishopric for the territory so that its spiritual needs could be met more 

readily. Metropolitan Pimen and Grand Prince Dmitrii Donskoi granted the 

request and Stefan himself served as bishop until 1396. 
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Stefan's efforts were a great success for the rnissionary tradition. The 

territory adjacent to the Vychegda Perm was that of Perm Velikaia. Success in 

this region was neither as great nor as swift and its people were not converted 

until1463. Since becoming Orthodox equated with becoming Russian, religious 

conversion also meant political subordination to Moscow, but in Perm Velikaia 

this subordination was resisted and had to be reinforced by military means in 

1472. MOSCOW, though, had grown accustorned quickly to more successful 

results from the Church and did not wish to find it was still necessary to 

subdue a native population by force of arms after waiting so patiently for 

conversion to work. After the Perm Velikaia experience, Moscow discarded 

religious conversion as a preliminary - or even prirnary - means for breaking 

native tribes. Instead, the government resorted to launching military campaigns 

to oblige natives to accept tributary status in cases where they could not be 

persuaded to accept it v o l ~ n t a r i l y . ~ ~  

Further affecting the Church's ability to gain converts was the harsh 

treatment suffered by the natives at the hands of civil authorities. The 

practices of fornenting intertribal hostility, particularly where it never before had 

existed, the taking of amanaty and their subsequent treatment, the taking of 

slavesg0 and the ready manner in which the military was used to enforce iasak 

B8Talberg. ibid, pp. 96-100; Martin. 'Muscovy'ç Northeastern ...'. pp. 460462; V.N. BelRser, Ocherki po et- 
noarafii narodov Komi XIX - nachdo XX v., (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo AN SSSR, 1958), p. 31 6. 

'-0 enslavement of natives by the Russians was neither uncornmon nor widespread. It was practiced 
by al1 types of Russian in Siberia, some clergy included, but unlike the development of slavery in the 
Amen'can south it was never of more tttan minor, secondary economic importance. Moreover, as the 
Russians rnoved into Siberia. "the government in Moscow and its agents in the provinces tried to curtail 



payment, al1 s e ~ e d  to alienate the aboriginal peoples of Siberia from the 

Russians. The results of such treattnents were predictable: whenever they 

became too much to bear, native peoples would retreat deeper into the taiga 

to avoid as much as possible any Russian influence, including that of the 

Church. Further, given the low native population density in western Siberia, the 

Church would have found it just as difficult to  reach potential converts as the 

voevodas often found it to  obtain efficient iasak collection. It was possibly 

even more difficult as a result of the smail numbers of clergymen in Siberia. 

Neither did the condition of the Church in Siberia tend itself to  organized 

missionary work. When Kiprian arrived in 1621, he found the number of 

churchmen to be insufficient to meet the needs of the Russians, let alone 

anyone else. They were largely illiterate and in some cases completely 

dominated by the voevodas, thus ineffective in almost any capacity. Priests 

were often treated with disrespect and forced by the voevodas to work as 

clerks or in other civil positions. Furthermore, the behaviour of much - perhaps 

even a majority - of the clergy in Siberia left much to be desired. Kiprian 

reported to Patriarch Filaret, that on his journey to Siberia he saw monasteries 

in such places as Verkhoture, Tiumen and Tobolsk where both monks and nuns 

were cohabiting "not in accordance with their monastic vows, but rather as 

the enslavement of the aborigines by the Russians ... because such practices diminished the number of 
iasak payers.' Richard Hellie, "Slavery Among the Eady Modem Peoples on the Tenitory of the USSR', 
Canadian-American Slavic Studies, Vol. 17, # 4 (Winter 1983). pp. 461, 463. 

See also "A Petition to Tsar Mikhail Fedorovich from the Deacon Spiridon to Baptize a lakut Girl 
He has Boughtm, dated to between July 22 and Novernber 25, 1646. In Drnytryshyn, Crownhart- 
Vaughan & Vaughan, Russia's Conque st..., p. 223. 



man and woman, in the same cell." He also reported on instances of immoral 

liaisons with unbaptized natives. the performance o f  illegal marriages and the 

low moral standards o f  the Russian Siberian population in generaLg' 

The tasks o f  reforming church practices in Siberia and o f  improving the 

moral rectitude of the populace were not easy ones. They could neither be 

accomplished swift ly nor by the small number o f  clerics a t  Kiprian's disposal. 

Accordingly, a number of  ecclesiastics were sent with Kiprian to  Tobolsk in 

order to help remedy these problems. However, these men were among the 

first to disobey hirn and, dissatisfied with their new lives in Siberia, they 

attempted to  run away. They were caught. however, and returned to Tobolsk 

where it was suggested they adjust or they might find themselves posted to 

even more remote towns. For these priests at least. such a prospect was 

enough to reconcile them to their fate since they were still in Tobolsk during the 

tenure of the next a r c h b i s h ~ p . ~ ~  

The difficulty in attracting priests to the frontier appears to  have existed 

almost from the beginning of the Siberian venture. In 1583, the Bishop of  

Vologda had been ordered to seek out any clergymen willing t o  move to the 

new district of  Tobolsk and to  "send ten priests (sviashchennik~l with their 

'' Lantzeff, Sibena in the Seventeenth ..., p. 1 80; Rurniantseva, "The Oithodox Church 2, p. 63; "A Report 
from the Voevoda of Tobolsk, Matvei Godunov, to the Voevoda of Turinsk, Semen ApukMin, Concern- 
ing Licentious Behaviour by the Clergy", dated as not before January 31, 1 623. In Dmytryshyn, Crown- 
hart-Vaughan & Vaughan, ibid. pp. 107-1 14. 

It should be noted that these types of problems were not unique to Russian colonialism, but were 
encountered at various times by neady al1 of Russia's empire-building conternporaries. 

92~antzeff, ibid. p. 181. 
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families for Christian divine service."93 It is not  clear if any willing priests could 

be found or if those chosen refused to  go. In any event, it would seem this 

effort to supply priests to the new colony came t o  naught, since the first 

church was no t  built until 1586 and Tobolsk's only in 1587. 

Kiprian's successors laboured under conditions similar to his. Despite 

incentives offered by  the government, such as grants o f  financial assistance for 

every priest or monk willing to go to  Siberia, and the wilfingness o f  the Church 

to cover the travel costs, difficulties persisted in  finding new priests for Siberia. 

Moreover, many of those appointed to serve in the territory continued t o  try to 

escape. Monasteries also suffered from the shortage of  manpower and several 

closed their doors after only a few years, when their founders died and no new 

monks could be found ta replace them. Popular perceptions of Siberia - many 

of them true - characterized the colony as being too far from more civilized 

European Russia. too harsh climatically, and too unpredictable or unsafe wi th 

respect to  its indigenous inhabitants. In many cases these views were simply 

too strong to  overcome with financial inducernents. 

The scarcity of clergymen also made the enforcement of discipline among 

those who were in Siberia rnuch more difficult. The Church coutd not tolerate 

immoral and illegal behaviour, but it also could not  afford to lose what priests 

it had in the territory. Though some of the worst behaviours were corrected 

when Kiprian stopped the practice of  monks and nuns living together, the moral 

- - -  

9 3 ~ n ,  lstoriia ~ ~ s u d  arstva... Vol. 9. p. 250. 
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standards of  the clergy were still an issue into the 1650s. when archbishop 

Simeon complained that they continued to  behave in an undignified fashion, 

frequently abused alcohol and performed services i n c o r r e c t ~ y . ~ ~  

Exacerbating al1 of these problems was the fact that the vast majority of 

priests who were sent to  Siberia were selected from the black, or lower, clergy. 

Black clergy carried out church functions on a local level. filling the posts of 

priest, deacon and so on. They were usually expected to marry, which, it was 

believed, would bind them to the local village or town in which they served. 

Most importantly, since they were no t  destined for higher Church offices which 

were the domain of  the white clergy, formal educations were n o t  "wastedn on 

them. This accounts for the high degree of  illiteracy among parish priests and 

for the inability of many of them t o  perform successfully even the most 

rudimentary of  Iiturgical services. 

Relative t o  some other colonial states, particularly Spain and France, there 

is a further point that deserves mention. From 1541, these two states (and 

Catholic nations in general) could rely on the services of  the Jesuits t o  spread 

their faith. The Jesuits' organization was hierarchical and international in nature 

and its members were "freed frorn parish work to attack heresy and paganism 

wherever it flourished." While the Jesuits, 

like al1 missionaries, sought to replace 
the [natives'] cosmology and religion 
with their own, they were more willing 

g 4 ~ e f f D  Siberia in the Seventeenth ..., pp. 181 -1 82; Phtom.  'Ocherk nizovskoi ...'. p. 52. 



than their Christian counterparts t o  ad- 
opt  the external life-style of the [natives] 
until their goal could be realized. Rather 
than imrnediately condemn and destroy 
what they found, they carefully studied 
native beliefs and practices and tried t o  
reshape and reorient them in order t o  
establish a cornmon ground on which 
t o  begin c o n v e r ~ i o n . ~ ~  

There was no analogous institution in Russian Orthodoxy. Indeed, while 

Orthodoxy's tradition of  monasticism was old and strong, the concept of 

rnonastic orders dedicated to  this or that purposs was foreign to  it. Moreover, 

had monastic orders wi th the sole purpose of converting pagans to  Christianity 

existed in early modern Russia, it is not at al1 certain that  they could have 

opposed the wishes of  the siste. Of course, neither is it uncertain. The point 

to  be made is that the lack of an organization comparable t o  the Jesuits 

represented for the Orthodox Church one less available avenue for the 

conversion of  natives. 

Finally, there is a prevailing sense in some sources, though never explicitly 

stated, which suggests that Russians in general felt no sense o f  urgency for the 

conversion to  Orthodoxy of the non-Christian inhabitants of  Siberia. Quite apart 

from the state's aversion to  widespread missionizing, there seems to have been 

a remarkable degree of tolerance - at least for the time - afforded to  people of 

different races and cultural backgrounds. It is interesting to note that, during 

an instance when Church and state concurred on the utility of  a conversion 

95 Axtell, The European ..., pp. 69-70. 
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policy, there was also a recognition of how and why pagan influences could 

persist. There were admissions that it really was not al1 that long ago that the 

Russians themselves had been pagan and, what was more, that pagan beliefs 

still existed arnong certain   us si ans.^^ 

With the passing of the Sobornoe u/ozhenie in 1649, the Church became 

more closely tied to the state than ever before. Its first chapter provided for the 

protection of priests, bishops, other Church hierarchs and church services 

against the activities of blasphemers (bogokhufnik~' and church rebels 

(heretics) . 97 

More irnportantly, some of its articles encroached even further on Church 

landholding rights than had the Stoglav Council a hundred years earlier. No 

longer were churches and monasteries permitted to buy new lands or to 

mortgage those in their possession. Private lands were not to be given or 

accepted as gifts or bequeathals to monasteries. If an individual wished to 

leave sornething as payment for prayers to  be said in his memory or for the 

repose of his sou1 it had to be in the form of money. Any church or monastery 

breaking these regulations was subject to  having the relevant lands seized by 

the tsar without remuneration and distributed to other petitioners seeking royal 

g e ~ . ~ . ~ . ~ ,  Vol. 4, pp. 564-566; Vol. 5, (St. Petersburg: AMeograficheskaia kornrnissiia, 1851 ). pp. 73-74. 
The admissions are in relation to a 1 534 carnpaign to mot out and destroy pagan idols and sacred 
places near Novgorod, in order to facilitate the spread of Christianity arnong the Chud and Karelians. 

g7~obomoe ulozhenie 1649 aoda, M.N. Tikhornimv & P.P. Epifanov (eds.), (Moscow Izdatel'stvo Moskov- 
skogo universiteta, 1 961), pp. 70-71 . 



f a v o ~ r . ~ ~  

The ulozhenie's most damaging blow to Church autonomy was embodied 

by the creation of the Monasterial Department (Manastyrskii prikaz), which 

placed the entire monastic system under the control of the state. 

Henceforward, anything concerning the acquisition, use or transfer of land by 

the monasteries, the obligations of the peasants attached to them, and the 

appointment of higher clergy to run them would be scrutinized by government 

functionaries in ~ o s c o w . ~ ~  

Thus, taking Christianity to Siberia's natives in direct opposition to the 

economic aims of the state - in which the natives played a pivotal role - would 

have involved serious risks to Church wealth, risks which had steadily grown 

higher by 1649. Though adherence to Christianity was highly valued among 

Russia's leading churchmen and propagation of the faith was not foreign to the 

Church's experience, non-belief did not preclude inclusion in the state and its 

activities: after all, Christian and non-Christian alike in Siberia were subjects of 

the same tsar. More important, from the Church's perspective, was the 

preservation of its ancient and traditional rights, regardless of whatever other 

functions might have to be neglected for their protection. 

98 Ibid, pp. 21 0-21 1 . 
@lbid, pp. 170-1 72. 
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In the late sixteenth century, Muscovy embarked on a colonial venture not 

dissirnilar to  those undertaken by other contemporary Eoropean nations. By the 

middle of the seventeenth century, Russian dominion extended from one end 

of northern Asia to  the other. By the end of the century the first Russian steps 

into North America had been taken. 

The acquisition of Siberia was of momentous importance for the relatively 

small, insignificant principality of  Muscovy. It signalled its transformation into 

a colonial power that had set itself on the path to empire. Like other colonizing 

nations, it found its motivation for striking out and continuing on this path in 

economic considerations: the exploitation of natural resources and the potential 

profits from thern that the state's treasury might realize. In the Russian 

context. the most desired natural resource was Siberia's wildlife, in particular 

the sable whose luxurious pelts could fetch astronomical sums on European 

markets. 

It seems trite to  mention, but  the expansion of any state did not  occur in 

a vacuum. The acquisition and retention of a colony could not be accomplished 

by a single institution or segment o f  society. Accordingly, many different 

institutions and types of  people took part in the processes that made Siberia an 

integral part of Russia. Each had its own background and each had its own 

ambitions and motivations for participating in the colonial adventure. These 

ambitions could be in accord with, or opposition to, the goals o f  the state, but  

ultimately those who acted on thern were accountable to  the tsar and his 



government in which control of  colonial affairs rested. 

Moreover, expansion over the Ural rnountains brought Muscovy into direct 

contact wi th peoples native to Siberia. They, like the Russians, had their own 

long histories, ways of life and beliefs that had served thern well for 

generations. Their responses to  the Russian intrusion with its insatiable 

demands for furs ran the gamut from resigned acceptance to  open resistance 

to  retreat into the wilderness. 

By in large, Muscovy's economic pursuits appear to  have been successful. 

Throughout the first half of the seventeenth century, a steady Stream of  sable 

and other valuable pelts flowed into the government's treasury. That such was 

the case implies that the Muscovite administration was also relatively 

successful. Despite widespread graft and corruption arnong Siberian officiais, 

the incarne frorn independent fur-trapping and, more importantly, iasak 

collection was not  seriously interrupted and did not begin to decline until the 

sable was hunted beyond its capacity to replenish its numbers. 

Moreover, the rnethods employed to  bring native populations under control 

were largely effective. Though they often were arrived a t  by means of  a 

process of trial and error and could not  prevent al1 resistance to the Russian 

presence, there are t w o  points which bear out  the assertion. The first is that 

the Russians succeeded in CO-opting many native leaders, turning thern toward 

the pursuit of  Russian ambitions, the most notable example being the Koda 

Ostiaks. Secondly, no native rebellion succeeded in dislodging the Russians 
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from their settlernents and fortifications in Siberia, although it may be argued 

that this was as much a fonction of native disorganization and mutual distrusts 

as it was of deliberate Muscovite policies. 

Nonetheless, the indigenous inhabitants of western Siberia should not be 

seen merely as the canvas upon which Muscovite policy was painted. While 

the effects are often difficult to detect and flesh out in detail, native behaviours 

influenced Russian policy and behaviour. It has been seen how some aboriginal 

peoples were willing t o  cooperate with the invaders in order t o  improve their 

positions with respect to  rival tribes and/or t o  retain some degree o f  political 

and cultural autonomy. The Russians in turn, were eager t o  encourage such 

cooperation since it distracted the various tribes from organizing joint 

resistance, and at the same time obviated expenditures in time, money and men 

for sustained military ventures to  bring the natives to  heel. 

Furthermore, once it became clear to the natives that they were indeed 

conquered, they did not  sirnply roll over and allow the Russians t o  do as they 

pleased. That they frequently made use of petitions to  the tsar to protest harsh 

treatment at  the hands of  voevodas or the burdens of tribute payrnent indicates 

that they believed the system could work in their favour. Since Moscow had 

a vested interest in a contented native populace to  enable efficient iasak 

collection, it was expedient to extend t o  the natives the right to petition and, 

indeed, the government often provided favourable replies. In cases o f  extreme 

discontent the natives could resort t o  armed resistance. 
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it has been noted how, as a means for pacifying and reconciling native 

populations to  colonial rule, a Church with an active missionizing tradition could 

perform a valuable service to  the state. A "tacit assumption of Christian 

missionary endeavour among preliterate peoples has been that Christianity 

would be beneficial t o  any people who could be induced to embrace it."' 

Undoubtedly, such was the opinion held by leading Russian churchmen at  the 

time of Siberia's annexation. But the work of missionaries during the first 

decades of  Siberian occupation, despite the Russian Orthodox Church's 

relatively rich tradition of missionary activity and successful conversions, was 

of little importance. 

A number of factors account for the Church's failure to  undertake to try 

to  convert Siberia's indigenous peoples. Some were external to the Church - 

the difficulty of attracting priests to  the colony, the treatment of clerics by local 

government officiais - and some were interna1 - the poor education and general 

moral decrepitude of  many clergy sewing in Siberia. 

Recalling that conversion was permitted if the natives requested it, the low 

incidence o f  such events indicates that the strength of  native beliefs should not 

be left out of the equation. Indeed, the persistence of some such beliefs into 

the twentieth century (even if people did not remember how they originated or 

why), demonstrates that even when circumstances changed for Siberia's 

aboriginal peoples traditional observances - especially those concerning birth 

1 Ruth Shonle, "The Christianizing Process Among Preliterate Peoplesw, The Journal of Reliaion, Vol. 4, 
# 3 (May 1 924), p. 261. 
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and death - demanded traditional rites and ~e remon ies .~  To extend this line of 

thought, while it is irrefutable that a number of  western Siberian natives 

converted t o  Christianity, it is often unclear to what degree they internalized its 

precepts and teachings. Some undoubtedly did take the new faith to heart, but  

it is just as likely that many only superficially adopted it, accreting only those 

facets of  Christianity that either resembled or dovetailed wi th their own native 

beliefs, as was the case with numerous European missions in North ~ r n e r i c a . ~  

The most important factors, however, were the Church's gradua1 loss, 

from a t  least the early sixteenth century, o f  its autonomy vis-à-vis the state, 

and the fact that  the baptism of  natives on a large scale was contrary to  the 

government's economic aims in Siberia in the first half of  the seventeenth 

century. No extensive missionary endeavour could hope to  be successful 

without the means to  support those carrying it out. In most cases, these 

means could be provided by the landed wealth of the Church/monastic system 

or through state support. In the case of  early modern Russia in Siberia, the 

Church possessed the wherewithal to support missionary activity but with each 

passing year the state drew the Church doser, culminating in the Sobomoe 

ulozhenie. While this did no t  represent the final chapter in the subordination of  

the Church to the state in Russia, any attempt to  proselytize arnong and convert 

the natives o f  Siberia to Christianity was taking a serious risk with respect to 

2 
B.A. Rybakov, " lazy ches koe mirovourenie russ kogo srednevekov'ia", Vo~rosv istorii, # 1 (January), 
1974, pp. 7-1 2. 

3~honle, "The Christianizing Process ...", p. 267. 
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the Church's rights to acquire and maintain land and wealth. Therefore, the 

Church was in no position to  undertake an aggressive conversion campaign. 

Thus, the Church in Siberia directed more of its energy toward tending to  the 

needs o f  Russians than in working among Siberian natives. As a result, the one 

function one would expect the Church of  a colonial state t o  carry out on the 

frontier - directly affecting the state's ability to  have an impact on native ways 

of life - was not done by the Russian Orthodox Church in Siberia between 1581 

and 1649. 

Finally, it should be noted that the information on Muscovy's goals in 

Siberia and i ts administration of the territory and its inhabitants is fairly well- 

known and written about. However, a curious feature of  the research 

uiidertaken for this study was that no source devoted entirely to the Russian 

Orthodox Church in a colonial context - Siberian or otherwise - was 

encountered. Adrnittedly, that such a monograph was not  found does not 

mean that one does not exist, rather the limitations of time and travel may have 

prevented the author from locating such a work. Nonetheless, it is the author's 

opinion that a careful perusal of state archives and of such Church archives that 

exist in Russia - especially in Moscow, St. Petersburg and Novosibirsk - may 

very well reveal a more detailed documentary record of  Church activity in 

Siberia during the first decades of Muscovy's expansion into the region. 

Especially useful would be an examination of the rolls of converts to determine 

how rnany natives were baptized. If enough reliable data are extant, a 
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cornparison of the figures with the demographic data for  western SiSeria in the 

seventeenth century as worked out by Dolgikh and others would permit, at the 

least, an approximation of the percentage of the aboriginal peoples who 

adopted Christianity. Thus, the researcher could draw some more conclusions 

regarding the extent t o  which the Church actually might have influenced, or 

have been expected to  influence, native ways of life. 

In any event, it is in this sphere - the role of the Russian Orthodox Church 

in a colonial context, especially in the early colonial expansion of Muscovy - 

that the author believes there is the potential for fruitful future research. 

Forther, beyond the inherent value of such research for its own sake, it could 

provide the basis for a comparative study of  the participation in the colonial 

process of  the Russian Orthodox Church and the Churches of  other 

contemporary States. 





1 74 

Native Population of Western Siberia bv Uezd : First Half of XVll Centur@ 

Uezd - 
Verkhoture 

Pelym 

Turinsk 

Tiurnen 

Tara 

To bols k 

Berezov 

Surgut 

Narym 

Kets k 

Tomsk 

Kuznetsk 

Total 

A Adapted from B.O. Dolgikh, Rodovoi i olemennoi sostav narodov Sibiri v XVll v., (Moscow: 
IzdateIrstvo AN SSSR, 1 96O), chapters 1 -1 2. 

These figures are averages based on data for the iasak paying population from the years in 
parentheses beneath. 



These figures are averages based on data for the native population as a whole at  the begin- 
ning and middle o f  the seventeenth century, unless otherwise noted. - - . 

O Figure represents total for the middle of the century only. 

Data for three of this uezû's elevan volosts are lacking for the years 1629, 1 630, 1 634, 1636 
and 1642. In the years for which they are present, they comprised 25 to 35 percent of the 
uezd3 iasak payers. 

Almost three-quaners o f  the data supplied by Dolgikh for the total native population in the 
Kuznetsk uezd is from the last one-third of the century. 

The number representing the iasak payers from Kuznetsk uezd is not included in the total. 

Administrative Subdivision of Western Siberia bv Uezd 

Source: Dolgikh, p. 1 8. Each uerd is indicated by number: 1 )Verkhoturr; 2)Pelym; 3)Turinsk; 
4)Tiumen; 5 )Tara; 6)To bols k; 7 )  Berezov; 8) Surgut; 9) Narym; 1 0)  Kets k; 1 1 )Tomsk; 
1 2)  Kuznets k. 
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