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Illuminating the history of Russian-Eastern relations and observing the fate of the embassy to India of 

1675-16771) headed by Muhammad-Iysyf, academician V.V.Bartold wrote: “Kasimov was one of those figures 

of the Tatar origion who in the XYII and XYIII centuries had rendered Russia a great service in it's relations 

with Front-Asian and even Eastern-Asian countries. Thanks to Tatars who were in Russian service the 

Russian government possessed a skilled personnel for it's relations with governments of muslim countries. 

This is partly the reason why in Russia even in the XYIII c. Front-Asian languages have been studied less as 

compared to languages of Eastern Asia. For some period of time Tatar language was the language of 

diplomatic relations between Russia and Persia. Documents in Persian must have been translated into Russian 

by Tatars as well, they expounded the contents in the style of Russian official papers...”.1)  

 

Reflection the actual state of affairs, these conclusions of V.V.Bartold could be made more exact in some 

details and considerably enlarged in respect of time and space. They do to the same extent correspond to 

Russian-Eastern contacts in the XY-XYI centuries and up to the XIX c., and they are applicable not only to 

relations with Asian countries but also with those muslim outskirts of the Russia Empire official 

communications of with which had a character of interstate relations due to their self-government. But in 

order to have some idea about it, it is necessary to turn our attention, even if briefly, to the history of early 

relations of the Russian state with its neighbours in the South-East. Elucidating main stages of this 

complicated history, we could have not only confirmed the source base of the above thesis, but at the same 

time received the information about the origin, development, structure and informational diapason of those 

numerous documental sources in Turkic languages of XYI-XYIII centuries. These documents have been 

accumulated in state archives and antiguity depositories but no to the present day they did not become the 

object of special analysis and hence their information failed to find an application in the study of the century-

old history of Russian-Eastern relations. At the same time it is impossible to illuminate all urgent problems in 

one article with limited volume. For this reason the material presented here is of preliminary character.  

 

*     *     *  

 

The earliest contacts of the Eastern Slavs with representatives of Altaic linguistic group (with the Turks 

and mondolspeaking tribes) go back to the lY-Yll centuries A.D., to the epoch when the Huns1) find the Avars1) 

appeared in the Eastern Europe. In the IX-X cc. long-term relations had been between ancient Russia and the 



Khazar Kaganat1) among the population of which the Turkic component predominated.1) In the X-th century 

and the beginning of the XIII c. Kievan Russia had established closer and more complicated relations (peaceful 

and friendly as well as hostile) with its Turkic speaking neighbours in the East and South, namely with the 

Bulgars on the Volga,2) and in the southern steppes3) with Pechenegs, the Torks, the Berendeis, the Black 

klobuks, the Polovets (Cumans) and etc. Academician A. N. Kononov convincingly showed that in spite of the 

complexity and discrepancy of the events themselves (with certain one-sided illumination of them in the 

literature4)), these long-term relations strengthened mutual cultural influences which gave the opportunity to 

speak, with a certain extent of probability, about peculiar Russian-Turkic bilingualism in Russia.5)  

 

We are paying attention to this thesis made by A.N. Kononov as the probability of bilingualism in Kiev 

which “had a Turkic name Mankirman”6), gives us a right to speak about the possibility of analogous 

phenomena, though in some other forms and volumes, in the opposite camp as well. Not only Kievan princes 

but also Turkic chieves were equally interested in maintenance of contacts in the times of alliance, and in 

getting information, intelligence data about their rivals, enemies at the periods of conflicts and wars. It goes 

without saying that such lenthy contacts necessarily had been accompanied both by oral negotiations and by 

written treaties, mutual commitments. Otherwise the facts of such relations could not have been fixed in some 

other written sources, in russian chronicles, for example. Therefore we can assume that as functional and 

written language there could be used both their own language of contractors, for example Slavic, and 

“foreign” languages, e.g. Greek and Latin which were well known in Russia7), and consequently were 

accessible to Russia's neighbours too. At the same time we can not exclude the possibility of the fixation of 

some statements in Turkic language. The point is that not only the Turkic language was known in Kiev and 

could be used for writing with the help of some other alphabets, but in such treaty records was also 

interested the Turkic side of contractor for it's own needs. If the Bulgars had composed such conjectural 

Turkic documents in Arabic language8), their Polovets-Kipchac analogues had been fixed not in runic, what 

would be more probably for us to suppose9), but on the base of Roman alphabet or Slavic writing. This is 

favoured by the facts of expanding the Christianity among the Turks of Southern Steppes at the very 

beginning of the XIII c.10), including the fact of compiling (writing) “Cuman collection” (“Codex Cumanicus”).11)  

 

Proceeding from all these one can suppose that the first “meeting” of Ancient Russian and Early 

medieval Turkic official diplomatic documents had taken place in premongol era.  

 

Naturally that speaking about the possibility of drawing up the Turkic diplomatic documents in premongol 

Eastern Europe, it is necessary 1) to differentiate between various Turkic regions, for example, the Volga 

Bulgaria and Polovets Steppes; 2) not to put sign of equality between the Turks of Eastern Europe on the one 

hand and, say, the Uigurs - on the other hand.12) In Eastern Europe the Turkic official business 

correspondence became widespread in the so-called epoch of the Golden Horde. It was due to the high 



organization by the Djouchids of peoples exploitation, intensification of their inter-state relations, i.e. the 

presence of socio-political requirements. Originally the formation of the Djouchids official Turkic business 

correspondence had been the consequence of a peculiar symbiosis of serveral cultures, the part of 

assimilating component in which was played by Kindred cultures the Kipchacs of Eastern Europe, the Uigurs 

of Central Asia and the settled population of the Djouchi Ulus itself of the Lower Volga, the Crimea, the 

Nothern Caucasus, Bulgaria and Chorezm. Later on, experiencing the influence of the written tradition of 

contigous Muslim Countries, this business correspondence quickly had become isolated, gaining its own 

distinctive features, and it developed as a part of the ruling culture of the nobility of the multiethnic empire, 

whose flowering and prosperity had been accompanied (as it was stated above) by the high level of 

exploitation of the working people of the dependent and conquered nations.13)  

 

Against this widelyaccepted in Turkology and approved concept14) protested A.P.Grigorieff. Without 

having any sufficient grounds, he is trying to prove that until 1380 the Mongolian language15) was the official 

language of the Djouchids. Leaving the criticism of Grigorieff's arguments till the next occasion, here I would 

like particularly to stress that it was the official character and the leading position of the Turkic written 

language in the Djouchi Ulus in th XIII-XIY centuries that directly influenced the essential feature of the 

diplomatic correspondence of grand dukes of the XIY-XY centuries with governments of Eastern countries, 

and mainly Tatar khanates of Eastern Europe, and with the governments of other Muslim countries in the XYI-

XYIII c.  

 

There are known facts of Russian-Tatar bilingualism in the XY-XYI centuries: official gramotas of the 

Russian origin and purpose have been certified by the Russian people themselves in Tatar with the help of 

Ujgur writing16) Moscow coins of the times of Ivan the III have been minted with the parallel Tatar legend.17) 

The originality of Tatar khan message translation into Russian language in Moscow accurasy of the Eastern 

terminology in Russian gramotas proper, also speak in favour of the fact that in grand dukes encirclement the 

Tatar language of that time was known rather well.18) and finally, the observance of the main elements of the 

Tatar ritual of salutation by the young grand duke lvan (the future tzar Ivan the Terrible) on meeting with the 

sultana Fatima19) also supports our conclusion which helps to comprehend nature, history and peculiarity of 

Russian-Eastern correspondence.  

 

Although we don't have the Turkic originals of the Russian-Eastern correspondence of the XIY-the 

beginning of the XY c., there is no doubt in the historical truth of their existance. This is supported by the 

data of Russian-Eastern relations of the second half of the Xyth and the beginning of XYI c. Thus, according 

to the known inventory of Russian archives of the XYI-XYII centuries they have kept original of a great 

number of Turkic documents of Astrakhan, Kazan, Kasimov, Crimean, Nogai and “Orda” origin, written in 

“Tatar” or “Besermen” writing. For example, among the documents of Tzar's archives that have been kept in 



approximately 250 boxes (with regard to double numbers), 38 boxes, i.e. more than 15%, contained 

documents on relations with Weighbour Khanates, 20 boxes out of 38 contained not less than a hundred of 

Eastern gramotas.  

 

In what languages have these gramotas been written? In the very inventory of the Tsar's archieves there 

are only several cases indicating their graphic and linguistic peculiarities: “Box 72. And in it there are old 

Kazan lists, and gramotas, written in Tatar, under the tsar Maahmed-Amin and under the tsar Abdillatif...”, 

“Box 101. And in it there are shertni Crimean gramotas written in Besermen writing... they are not translated; 

there are also gramotas of Min-girei with translations...”20)  

In these quatations attributes “old” and “shertni” are printed in italics because they give an opportunity 

to judge about the written language of other analogous documents. Box 148, for example, contained “defteri 

old from Bati and from other tsars; there are no translations to them nobody can translate”.21)  

 

Hence, in that box there were remainders of the larliest layers of the earliest layers of the described 

archives, i.e. documents of the times of dependence of Russian grand dukes from Saray khans, and the final 

indication of the inventory's compiler shows that these documents have been written in Uigur writing.22) That 

is the reason why in 1572-1575, in the years of compiling the inventory, these documents have not been 

available to Moscow interpretors, specialising, as we shall see later, in Turkic business correspondence 

written in the Arabic script.  

 

At last it is necessary to note that the most of khan gramotas from the Tsar's archives were shertni, i.e 

contractual23), the Tatar khans wrote them in their own language24). As it was mentioned in the inventory itself, 

authenticity and lawfulness of these documents has been confirmed by the oath on the Korean: “... two Tsar's 

shertni gramotas...and the list of gramotas that were shertni gramotas of the Tsar and the Crimean Tsar; also 

the Tatar Koran on which the Tatars gave the oath; also the gramotas in Tatar writing” (box N 218).  

 

Hence there is in no doubt that most of the mentioned in the inventory Tatar gramotas have been written 

in Turkic language. If the script and the language have not been mentioned in the inventory it meant the 

presence of their translations in “boxes”. Thus, mentioning undoubtedly Turkish in language “gramotas of 

Turkish Shakhsaltan Suleimen from Tsargrad...” and also “Saltan's gramotas, Selim saltan”25), the compiler of 

the inventory says absolutely nothing about their script and language.  

 

The peculiarity of the Tsar archives's inventory is also characteristic of the Embassy department's 

inventory of 1614. It includes a more detailed enumeration of documents mainly of the second half of the XY-

XYI c., each gramota being marked separately, or in the presence of group descriptions their exact number is 

mentioned. All in all their have been fixed about 130 gramotas of Eastern rulers: Turkish - 16, Crimean -29, 



Iranian (Kizilbashs) - 55, Middle Asian (Bukhara and Urgench) - 20, then one or two gramotas of Kazakh, 

Nogai and Kumik rulers.26) Their language has been mentioned only in two cases: first when describing two 

Crimean “shertni” gramotas (“one in Russian, and one in Tatar”), it seems to be due to the availability of the 

Russian duplicate of the Tatar document; for the second time such indication was provoked by such a rare 

occasion when the Turkish sultan Suleimen has sent his message that “was written in Serbian”.27) Therefore 

the regular absence of indications on linguistic features of Eastern gramotas with availability of their authentic 

and sufficient translations was common, as their being foreign went without saying.  

 

The most of documents on Russian-Tatar relations being Turkic, is also cofirmed by some other 

materials of Russian origin, e.g. by some preserved parts of the Embassy department's archives - by lists of 

the official business correspondence which are in the “books” and “columns” (stolbtsi). A great part of these 

documents has already been published.28) It is worthy that these “books” and “stolbtsi” tell us not only about 

numerous and regular translations of Tatar gramotas into Russian in Moscow29), but they also give abundant 

information about Russian documents written in Tatar language in the offices of grand dukes. About this first 

of all tell the facts that grand dukes had numerous interpreters from Tatar language out of the Russians 

themselves, the old and new christened Tatas and “sludzili” (employees) out of the Muslims, together with 

their names often go such definitions as : “our Tatars” or “sludzili Tatarin (employer) (of such grand duke)” 

etc.30) At the end of XY - the beginning of XYI c. the most prominent interpreter, having been mentioned in 

Turkic literature31), was Ablez-bakhshi (Abljaz Bakhshei; Obljaz bakhshei). He was an influential figure at the 

court of the grand prince Ivan III. For instance, he as an interprete, wrote “for the grand prince gramotas... in 

Tatar language” to the Crimea and other Khanates; he translated into Russian32) letters of the Turkish sultan 

Bajazit; at the same time he performed the duties of the Keeper of important documents.33) All these facts 

testify to his relatively high position in Moscow; Ablez was not a mere interpeter-practician, but most likely 

he was at the head of the group of Tatar clerks. This group was a distinctive precursor of the “Tatar office”. 

Later it officially existed as a part of the Embassy department, which had competely been made official in 

1549.  

 

The special Tatar office had been formed because of the Turkic written language traditionally being 

together with Russian the functional language in Russian-Tatar correspondence. The Turkic written language 

was the official literatury language of the Tatar khanates which had appeared on the outskirts of the former 

Djouchi empire. And the official language of the last state from the end of the XIII c. was kipchak-Oguz 

written language. It was this variety of the Turkic literary language that, having mixed with dialects of “the 

majority of population” of those outskirts, from the XY c. served as the base for the formation of two 

independent branches - Crimean-Tatar and Volga-Tatar.34) Because of this objective reason in the XYI-XYII 

c. old Tatar language officially performed in Russia the function of one of the parallel diplomatic languages in 

relations of this state with a number of Eastern countries.35) N.I.Veselovsky must have taken this into account 



when making a summarizing conclusion that the embassy ceremonial of Russian dukes and Tsars up to Peter I 

“to a great extent had Tatar or rather Asian character”36)  

 

After the Volga Tatar Khanates have been joined to the Russian state, relations of Russia with Muslim 

countries became more or less regular, e.g. with dukes and tsar in the Caucasus, with khans in Siberia, 

Kazakhstan and Middle Asia.  

 

With the beginning of the second half of the XYII c. there were established embassies between Moscow 

and China.37) All these together with diplomatic relations of Russia with Wester countries led to a constant 

functioning of the Whole body of interpreters from different languages (as a part of the department). In any 

case, in the second half of the XYIII c. when the contingent of interpreters has been reduced a little, in the 

department mentioned above, there were interpreters from Latin, Polish, Tatar, German, Swedish, Dutch, 

Greek, Persian, Arabian, Turkish, English, Gorgian and other languages.38) In 1689 there were 22 interpreters, 

8 of them translated from Tatar, some of them also knew “Turkish language”.39)  

 

It is interesting to note ethnic and social structure of Tatar interpreters in the staff of the Embassy 

department. The contingent of these interpreters was replenished first of all by the so-called Romanoff, 

Kasimoff, Temnikoff, Kadomoff Tatars, i.e. by those ethnic groups of this people who had entered into the 

composition of Russian state earlier than their Volga and Ural tribesmen and traditionally were “Sludilie ljudi” 

(employees). As a rule they were taken from high-born families, e.g. of mirzas (i.e.mirzas - the Tatar nobility 

of that time), who were landholders in the inner regions of the country.40) Out of this social enviroment came 

such high official as, for example, Kutlu-Muhammad, a rich landowner advocating serfdom41); mirza Tevkeleff 

- interpreter of the tsar Patar I on confidential affairs, embassador of Russia in Kazakhstan, who helped to 

join it to Russia peacefully, major-general, governor of the Orenburg province in 1751-1753.42)  

 

Together with deep historical tradition great was the role of the circumstance, that in the era of Russia's 

rapid territorial expansion and development of diplomatic relations with eastern peoples, the government had 

an almost ready personnel of tolmaches and interpreters in literate Tatars, knowing Eastern and Russian 

languages. All these facts have brought in the long run to such a phenomenon that Turkic documents of XYII-

XYIII centuries comming from the Russian office, to say nothing of those of the XIX c.; were in Tartar 

language (namely in Old Tatar) but not “abstractedly” Turkic.43) It was due to this objective reason that in 

relations of Russia not only with Crimea (earlier with khanates of Volga region and Siberia), Turkey and 

Turkic-speaking rulers of Caucasus, Kazakhstan, Middle Asia and also with Iran, India, Mongolia and even 

China. Russian ambassadors and envoys had been provided with gramotas-Russian in language and main 

functions and also with their opposite duplicates in old Tatar language.44) In response to Tatar versions of 

Russian gramotas Sefevidian Iran was sending its messages in Farsi or Old Azerbaijanian language, khanates 



of the Middle Asia wrote in Old Uzbek or Tajik and Tirkey - in the Great Mongols, who had forgotten the 

language of their ancestors, sometimes tried to answer also in Turkic language.45)  

 

Rather peculiar was the beginning of correspondence with China. So, for example, in 1654 and 1674 when 

sending embassies to Pekin but not passessing precise information about language situation there, the 

Posolsky Prikaz (Embassy Department) had accompanied Russian gramota with its translations - dublicates at 

first only in Tatar, later in Latin and Tatar languages.46)  

 

Thus, as it is evident from the survey, specific weight of old Tatar language in business correspondence 

between Russia and East in the XYII-XYIII c. was significant. It continued to play the role of the functional 

diplomatic language. Because of this objective reason there is an enormous number of documents in different 

Turkic dialects and in old Tatar as well not only in depositories of Moscow, Leningrad, but also in archieves 

of Outlying towns of Russia, e.g. in Kazan, Ufa, Orenburg, Astrakhan, Simpheropol, Tobolsk, Tomsk and later 

in Alma-Ata, Makhachkala, etc. Contents of these documents are of great value for the study of century-old 

history of relations between Russia and East.  

 

All the same functional development of the Old Tatar language was not identical with that of Old Turkic 

languages, both in respect of time and space. On the one haud the sphere of action of the Old Tatar language 

became conciderably narrow even in duplicating Russian gramotas owing to appearance in Russia, as a result 

of Peter's reforms, of experts of a number of languages.47) It has become limited only to relations with Turkic 

addresses. On the other hand, with further intensification and modification of administrative culture of the 

state itself in its correspondence with local administration of autonomously managed outskirts of Russia, the 

tsarist governement significantly intensified the use of the Old Tatar language.48) In this way it helped to 

broaden the sphere of its action.  

 

Further more, the Old Tatar language itself, having been imposed by tsarism on other Turkic peopes49) 

and influencing their style and vocabulary, experienced the opposite influence.  

 

We observe it in a more complicated structure of the mixed Old Tatar language50), which was to some 

extent a result of mastering by Russian interpreters the peculiarity of other Turkic languages.51) For this 

reason the meaning of the term “Old Turkic language” became at that time somewhat relative. At last, from 

the beginning of the XYIII c. when the purposeful training of interpreters was established together with 

enlisting the services of the “prepared” personell of Tatars, there increased specific, weight of interpreters 

of other nations - the Bashkirs, Kazakhs and naturally the Russians themselves who had studied “the Old 

Tatar language”, Kazan, Astrakhan, Orenburg, Podolsk etc.52)  

 



Thus, Russian-Eastern correspondence in Turkic languages in the XYIII-XYX cc. considerably differed 

from that of the preceding centuries and become a far more complicated phenomenon.  

 

As an example we might name numerous documents of the correspondence of Russian administration with 

North-Caucasion rulers. For example, only in the fund of the Central State archieve of Dagestan ASSR “there 

are no less than 3 and a half thousand documents”, written in Turkic dialects.53) These documents are 

composed by native speakers of both Turkic and Iberian-Caucasion languages. In respect of their linguistics 

they are rather mixed, though “they don't go beyond the limits of the main vocabulary fund of literally 

Turki”.54) So, the language of these documents might have been called the variety of the Old Turkic literary 

language of the North-Eastern Caucasus of the XYII - XYIII cc.55) If modern Dagestan philologues have every 

reason to consider turkisms of Dagestan languages as the result of the everyday close intercause of native 

speakers with Azerbaidjans, Kumiks and Nogais56), then the development of Russian-Dagestan's Turkic 

correspondence should be interpreted as a continuation of the Russian-Eastern correspondence with its roots 

going back to preceding centuries.57) Hence together with due regard for modern ethnageographical features 

of the region it is also necessary to bear in mind the historical factor itself, which has played a considerable 

role as well. There is no less solid in volume Turkic material on the history of Russian-Kazakh relations of 

XYIII - the beginning of XIX c. For example, we have looked through about 140 files out of six fundsl of цгA 

Kaэ. CCP (f. 3, 4, 21, 64, 78, 345) and we have revealed more than 1200 unites of Turkic documents, 

concerning not only different sides of Russian-Kazakh relations, but also giving the richest material on socio-

political history of the Kazakh society of the periods mentioned. So, for instance, only in two funds there are 

files with dozens and dozens of Turkic documents about famous uprisings of Sirim Datov, Isatai Taimanov, 

Kenesar Kasimov.58) It seems doubtful to have a detailed and objective study of the history of these uprisings 

without new reading, new understanding of the contents of documents, coming from rebells themselves.  

 

As far as Turkic sources on social history are concerned, we can not avoid another complex of such 

documents, dating back to the Great peasant war (1773-1775), under the command of E.I.Pugachev. As we 

have already mentioned, it was a deep tradition of the intercause of the tsarist administration with Turkic 

“inorodtsi”, in the east of the country - in the Old Tatar language that caused the emergence of numerous 

documents of rebells in this language.59) We should only repeat that together with more than 300 documents, 

that had left the camp of the rebells of different in ethnical composition, there had been preserved a vast 

correspondence of the Tsarist administraion with progovernemental circles in provinces - with starostas of 

tatar auls, with Baskir bais, with foremen etc. On the whole, a total number of Turkic documents of the 

Pugachev cycle exceeds 1000 units.60)  

 



We could have continued this informational survey in some other directions as well, but it is not 

necessary as yet, because on the one hand, it is the aim of a special investigation and on the other hand - 

everything written here is just enough making a summary the main points are as follows:  

- functional application of Turkic written language (mainly of its Old Tatar version) in the Russian-

Eastern correspondence of XY - XYIII cc., as it is shown by materialsnumerous in number and convincing in 

quality, had a long-term tradition and rather wide sphere of action; and it was not incidental, as it was treated 

earlier;  

- by their general contents and informational diapason these documents are the valid source both on the 

history of different aspects of Russion-estern relations and on the culture, social history of some peoples of 

our country;  

- all stated above testifies to the necessity of a more intensive study, i.e. of introducing into scientific 

circulation of the entire complex of Turkic materials of this circle. This assumes revealing, preliminary 

description of them and further publication of separate collections.  

 

All these makes actual the training of Turkologists- documentalists,  
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