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CHAPTER 4
Oceania in Russian history: expeditions,
collections, museums
ELENA GOVOR

Introduction

Although Oceanic collections in Russia are not the richest in Europe, they are among
the most valuable. In total Oceanic and Australian artefacts in these collections
number nearly 9,000 items, the majority originating from the South Pacific.245 Many of
them, especially those of Russian voyagers, were acquired during early cross-cultural
engagements and have well established geographical and temporal provenance. Russian
interest in the Pacific was determined by the fact that by the eighteenth century
Russia was both a European and a Pacific power. As a result of the gradual Russian
colonization of Siberian territories, its first settlements on the Pacific coast, Okhotsk
and Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, were established in the eighteenth century. Expansion
continued to the northwest coast of America, where the Russian-American Company
established its colonies, known as Russian America, at the end of the eighteenth
century. By the beginning of the nineteenth century these colonies attracted the first
Russian commercial ships sailing from Europe across the Pacific with supplies. Russia’s
footing in the northern Pacific also prompted exploratory expeditions ranging across
the Pacific, especially during the first quarter of the nineteenth century. Interest in
Oceania continued in the second half of the nineteenth century, when Russia had a
Pacific naval detachment stationed in Vladivostok, which regularly visited the South
Pacific islands and Australia as part of training exercises.

Early collections
Collections from the Cook expeditions

The early Russian presence in the Pacific explains the origin of the gem of the Russian
Pacific collections, the artefacts from James Cook’s third voyage. In April 1779, after a
tiring and unsuccessful attempt to return to England via the northwest passage between
Asia and America, and Cook’s death on Hawai‘i, his ships under the command of
Charles Clerke sailed to Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky to recuperate. Magnus Behm, the
governor of Kamchatka, provided the distressed voyagers with all possible hospitality
and free supplies. The visitors reciprocated in an unusual way – they donated to Behm
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the collection of superb artefacts acquired during the expedition, which included at
least 69 items and 15 engravings by William Hodges. A similar gift consisting of samples
of artefacts was made to the Russians several months later when the ships returned
to Kamchatka after their second unsuccessful attempt to go through the northwest
passage. Clerke died on the way to Kamchatka and was buried in PetropavlovskKamchatsky. It seems that the nature of the South Pacific artefacts, which were usually
transferred as gifts rather than as trade items of purely monetary value, suggested to the
British voyagers the format of reciprocation for Russian support at a critical moment.
Behm understood the cultural value of the collection and personally delivered it across
Siberia to St Petersburg, to the Russian Empress Catherine the Great, who in 1780
presented it to the Kunstkamera, the public museum of the Russian Imperial Academy.
It became one of the earliest significant collections from Oceania held by a European
museum. The destiny of the second collection, which probably did not include South
Pacific artefacts, is unknown, but presumably it also reached St Petersburg.246
The Cook expedition collection, accompanied by Behm’s inventory,247 was housed in
the Kunstkamera, now the Peter the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography
(MAE), St Petersburg, but its South Pacific origin and association with the Cook
voyage was forgotten for over a century. In his description of the museum, the curator
Osip Beliaev listed the artefacts as part of the American section.248 The collection was
rediscovered in the 1880s by MAE curator Fedor Russov, and then studied by Russian
scholars in the 1960s.249 Thorough attribution of the collection was made by Adrienne
Kaeppler,250 Ludmila Ivanova251 and Pavel Belkov,252 and presented in the exhibitions
Last Voyage of Captain Cook at the MAE, St Petersburg in 2002 and Pacific Treasures:

Figure 4.1. Brochure from the MAE exhibition The Last Voyage of Captain Cook, 2002.
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Cook Collections from the Kunstkamera, St. Petersburg at the Captain Cook Birthplace
Museum, Middlesbrough in 2006 (Figure 4.1). Although the attribution of some
objects, for example the Hawai‘ian feathered capes with oval collars, remains an open
question, according to these studies the MAE currently houses the bulk of the ‘Cook’
artefacts as collection 505 (over 30 items); besides this, some South Pacific artefacts
which correlate to Behm’s original list were identified in other MAE collections (736,
765, 2328). Most of these ‘Cook’ artefacts originate from Hawai‘i, and a few are from
Tahiti and Tonga. They include: Hawaiian feathered cloaks, a cape, helmets, helmet
bands and ornaments, a tabooing wand, barkcloth beater, boar tusk bracelet, feather
fans, matting, adze, shark tooth implement, shark hook, and weapon; a Tongan
overskirt, combs, woven basket, and neck rest; a Tahitian mourning dress, gorget, and
fish hooks. The MAE has artefacts from Cook’s second voyage as well: three Tahitian
tapa cloth from ‘von Forster’, most likely Johann Reinhold Forster, the naturalist on
this voyage, have been identified in the ‘old’ collection of 737; they were donated in
1777. Several other artefacts from the Cook expeditions might have reached Russia via
private collectors, which will be discussed further on.

Early voyagers and collecting

Another significant source of South Pacific artefacts in Russian collections came from the
participants of the Russian circumnavigation voyages. The first Russian expedition led
by Adam von Krusenstern (Ivan Fedorovich Kruzenshtern) and Yury Lisiansky visited
Rapa Nui, previously known as Easter Island, Nuku Hiva in the Marquesas Islands, and
Hawai‘i in 1804. Krusenstern did not have explicit instructions concerning collecting, but
he and his international team of Russian, Baltic German, and Western European naturalists
gathered artefacts in the traditions established by earlier European voyagers. The nominal
head of the expedition, Nikolai Rezanov, collected artefacts in triplicate when possible,
with the aim of donating one example to the Kunstkamera, one to the Russian-American
Company (a sponsor of the expedition) and one to another institution. At present we do
not know the name of the third institution. Tensions over artefact collecting nearly brought
the expedition to ruin while it was stationed on Nuku Hiva Island.253 Rezanov’s subsequent
withdrawal from the expedition and his premature death during his return journey to
St Petersburg precipitated the relaxation of state control over the expedition’s scientific
trophies. Each participant of the expedition kept their own collection, which they disposed
of according to their circumstances, although in the end many of the collectors donated
their collections to various museums; thus, the briefly whole collection of Marquesan
artefacts was dispersed throughout Russian, Estonian and Western European museums.
They were recently identified through the research of the projects ‘Artefacts of Encounter’
and ‘Pacific Presences’. As a whole, they constitute one of the earliest, richest and well
provenanced Marquesan collections in the world, numbering over 130 extant artefacts plus
scores of tapa cloth samples254 (Figures 4.2 and 4.3).
Among the most valuable collections brought to Russia by these early South Pacific
voyagers is Vasily Golovnin’s collection. He visited Tana Island, Vanuatu, in 1809,
being the second European voyager in this area after Cook, and acquired a number of
artefacts, accompanying them with notes explaining their usage and providing their
native names. In the following decades, the richest collections were gathered by Fabian
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Bellingshausen and Mikhail Lazarev during
their South Pacific voyage of 1820, when they
visited Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, the
Society Islands, Tahiti and outlying Western
Pacific islands. Collecting was among the
named objectives of this expedition and
they returned with over 500 items. Russian
voyagers were also successful in collecting
in the Micronesia area, especially on the
Marshall Islands (Kotzebue, 1816-1817) and
Caroline Islands (Lutke, 1827-1828).
The state exercised more control over
the deposition of material into museums
acquired during these later expeditions than
it had previously. Most of the collections
were deposited in Russian museums; despite
this, the whereabouts of some collections are
unknown. For instance, the location of most
of Otto Kotzebue’s artefacts from the Marshall
Islands (1816-1817) remains unclear, although
some of them have been traced to Moscow,
Tallinn, and Britain.
Figure 4.2. Nuku Hivan ’u’u, war club, Krusenstern expedition
collection. Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, St
Petersburg (736-177).

Figure 4.3. State Admiralty Department Museum’s label for ’u’u, which reads ‘Club,
used in battle by the inhabitants of the Marquesas Islands’. Museum of Anthropology and
Ethnography, St Petersburg (inventory books).
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Museums in St Petersburg

In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, during the period of the most intense
Russian voyaging and collecting in Oceania, the collections were housed in St
Petersburg in two major museums: the Academy Museum, known as the Kunstkamera,
and the Muzei Gosudarstvennogo Admiralteiskogo departamenta (State Admiralty
Department Museum). The Kunstkamera had been established by Peter the Great in
St Petersburg in 1714. The first public museum in Russia, it was inaugurated, like its
counterparts in Europe, with a collection of naturalia, having a special interest in lusus
naturae, monstra, and curiosities, and included important collections purchased from
Leiden. In 1724 it was incorporated into the newly established Academy of Sciences,
which facilitated its transformation into a research institution for which the collection
of artificialia became increasingly important. Throughout the eighteenth century
it was stocked with Chinese, Tatar and Siberian ‘rarities’.255 The first South Pacific
artefacts to reach the Kunstkamera were the above-mentioned collection from Cook’s
third expedition, which were followed by a number of other gifts. For instance, in 1807
it received a helmet and feathered cloak which had been presented by Kamehameha I,
the first ruler of the Kingdom of Hawai‘i, to the governor of the Russian colonies in
Northern America.256
Some collections of Russian South Pacific voyagers were deposited in this museum soon
after the return of their expeditions. This was done, for instance, by Lisiansky and Krusenstern;
later some gifts were deposited by the expedition’s naturalist Wilhelm Tilesius. In 1831 the
museum received the large Caroline Islands collection of Friedrich Lutke (Fedor Litke),
numbering 348 objects. ‘The collection is so complete’, wrote its curator Julia Likhtenberg,
‘that it provides an account of the Carolineans’ life in the early 19th century’257 (Figure 4.4).
But the destiny of most other collections of the voyagers was not so straightforward, as

Figure 4.4. Carolinean water bailer made from one piece of wood, Lutke expedition collection.
Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, St Petersburg (11-272).
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at that time the Kunstkamera had a rival institution, the Muzeum Gosudarstvennogo
Admiralteiskogo Departamenta (State Admiralty Department Museum), also based in St
Petersburg. Originating as the 1709 Russian Admiralty Department’s Model-kamera (Model
Chamber), it was expanded in 1805 by Emperor Alexander I to house a ‘curiosity cabinet’, and
was renamed the State Admiralty Department Museum; later it was commonly known as the
Morskoi muzei (Maritime Museum).258
The growing popularity of the later institution is obvious from changing allegiances
during the first Russian circumnavigation. While Rezanov at Nuku Hiva in 1804 was
collecting rarities for the ‘Academy’, i.e. for the Kunstkamera, and was experiencing
a lot of opposition from Krusenstern, the officers, and the naturalists, who, it seems,
were eager to build up their own collections. By 1805 the attitudes had changed.
Krusenstern, upon receiving a letter from the Naval Minister Pavel Chichagov about
the establishment of the State Admiralty Department Museum, wrote:
The Maritime Museum has inspired in all of us an enthusiasm for the
collection of rarities … All that has already been collected by us and, of
course, will be collected with great zeal, each of us will donate to the Museum
with special pleasure on our return to Russia.259
His expedition was the first to establish a new tradition of donating artefacts and
natural curiosities brought from the Pacific voyages to the State Admiralty Department
Museum; three participants of Krusenstern’s expedition – Krusenstern himself, Lisiansky,
and Povalishin – presented collections to this museum soon after their return.
The curiosity cabinet of the State Admiralty Department Museum grew rapidly
during the first decades of the nineteenth century as further Russian voyages and private
donors brought new collections. Nevertheless, in spite of the original enthusiasm, the
museum was for years no more than a collection of curiosities stored in trunks, until an
attempt to reinvigorate the museum was made in 1825, following the death of its first
head and curator Alexander Glotov. The position was offered to Nikolai Bestuzhev, a
naval officer and maritime writer. Upon taking the position, Bestuzhev drafted a plan
for the museum’s restructuring; he proposed drawing on both ethnographic and natural
history collections to prepare ambitious exhibitions dedicated to the various geographic
regions explored by the Russian voyagers. This, Russian museum specialists have argued,
was a significant innovation in Russian museum practices which took displays beyond
the unsystematic ‘cabinet of curiosities’ stage and justified the accumulation of collections
in the State Admiralty Department Museum.260
Unfortunately, political events intervened. Bestuzhev was a member of a
secret society aiming to replace Russian autocracy with a constitutional monarchy.
After the death of the Emperor Alexander I in December 1825, the revolutionaries
declared themselves. From now on they were known as the Decembrists. The uprising
was severely repressed by the new Emperor Nicholas I, and Bestuzhev, one of the
movement’s active members, was sentenced to hard labour in Siberia for the term of his
natural life. Dmitry Zavalishin, another educated naval officer and a participant of the
Russian expedition which visited the South Pacific in 1823, was appointed in his stead.
In his memoirs, he wrote that he ‘made foundations for establishing an ethnographic
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museum’, which was opened to the public and became one of St Petersburg’s early
tourist attractions.261 Alas, Zavalishin remained in this post for only three months,
as the enquiry into the Decembrist uprising also uncovered his connection with the
rebels, and he was likewise sentenced to hard labour in Siberia.
These political events had a direct impact on the Oceanic collections. With two
directors found guilty of high treason, the museum itself fell under the suspicion of the new
Emperor. In 1827 Nicholas I wrote to the head of the Naval Department that the Museum
‘stored things which have nothing to do with naval arts’ and ordered that, among other
items, ‘weapons, dress and crafts of the inhabitants of the Eastern [i.e. Pacific] Ocean’
were to be transferred to the Department of Education and to the Naval Cadet Corps.262
This marked the beginning of the dispersal of the State Admiralty Department Museum’s
collections. Some of the artefacts and natural history collections were transferred to the
Academy of Sciences (over 6,000 exhibits), of which 1,855 artefacts were deposited in the
Kunstkamera in 1828. Other objects were sent to the Naval Cadet Corps in St Petersburg
and some to the Map Depot in Nikolaev on the Black Sea.
South Pacific artefacts from the disbanded State Admiralty Department Museum
arrived at a time of change within the former Kunstkamera itself: in the 1830s its collections
were divided between several newly established museums, including the Ethnographic and
Anatomical Museums. In 1878, they became the basis for the newly established Museum
of Anthropology and Ethnography. Currently this institution has the official name of Peter
the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography (abbreviated as MAE), but being the
heir of the original Kunstkamera it is also referred to as the Kunstkamera. It has long been
the major centre of Oceanic anthropology studies in Russia.
The ethnographic collections brought by Russian expeditions in the Pacific are
the crowning jewel of this museum, but their identification has encountered some
complexities. The inventories, made at the time these collections were gifted to the
State Admiralty Department Museum, usually included brief descriptions of the items
or at least their type, sometimes identifying them according to their place of origin,
material, use, native name, but often, less informatively, grouping notionally similar
items without separate or more specific identification.263 Bestuzhev, when appointed,
had an inventory of artefacts prepared, now a key source for untangling the origins and
movements of the ethnographic collections of the museum.264 When the artefacts were
transferred from the State Admiralty Department Museum to the Kunstkamera in 1828,
they were accompanied by a ‘List of rarities’ organized by territorial subdivisions, and
had some labels, but, by the 1870s, when custodians of the Museum of Anthropology
and Ethnography turned to these collections, the connections between surviving
documentation and objects had become tenuous. Most of the South Pacific artefacts from
the State Admiralty Department Museum were grouped together as fond (collection)
736. Fond 736 has over ‘330 artefacts, most of which are attributed to particular localities
in the Pacific; they include 44 items from New Zealand, 27 from Hawai‘i, 23 from Fiji,
17 from the Marquesas, 16 from Australia, 15 from Hervey Islands, etc.’.265 Unlike later
MAE collections, this fond does not list individual donors, referring to the origin of the
artefacts as ‘From the old collections’. Although most of the artefacts in this fond were
collected during one or other of the Russian voyages to the Pacific, some of the items
came from individual collectors who had not been to Oceania.
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Currently MAE scholars are in the process of correlating the original State Admiralty
Department Museum inventories with Pacific and American artefacts brought by the
Russian expeditions.266 For instance, the collection of Golovnin from Tana Island
was painstakingly identified and researched by Ivanova and later by Belkov.267 A few
early voyagers’ collections donated to the MAE directly are well documented and
provenanced, for instance Lisiansky’s Nuku Hiva and Hawai‘i collection in fond 750
and Lutke’s above-mentioned Caroline Islands collection in fond 711.268
Other early Oceanic collections in St Petersburg museums worth noting are
the collections of the Arsenal (Armoury) in Tsarskoe Selo, which housed artefacts
nominally belonging to the Russian Emperor. The collection had dozens of South
Pacific items and their origins indicate that these were donations from the participants
of various Russian expeditions to the Pacific. Documentation of this collection has
survived in the Russian State Historical Archives and has been studied by Sergei
Dmitriev.269 This collection reached MAE in 1937 (fond 5754) after being transferred
first to the Russian Museum, and then to the State Ethnographic Museum.

Private collections and collectors

Some private collecting took place during the early expeditions, but never on such a scale
as was customary among European and American voyages (see Chapter 1). For instance,
in 1822 a toi moko (preserved Māori head) was spotted in the possession of Nikolai
Galkin, a surgeon on the Bellingshausen expedition, while several South Pacific items
were confiscated from the apartment of Dmitry Zavalishin in 1826 during his arrest.270
During the first decades of the nineteenth century some South Pacific artefacts
reached St Petersburg museums via private collectors, who might have acquired
them in London auctions. Thus, Captain Scott, an Englishman on Russian service,
known there as Stepan Georgievich Scott, owned a number of Polynesian artefacts,
particularly from New Zealand, although he had not served in the Pacific. In 1808 he
donated his collection to the State Admiralty Department Museum, and from here
his artefacts may have ended up in fond 736 with those of the Russian voyagers.271
The case of Lev Waxell, an engineer and lover of antiquities, is likewise interesting,
and has been explored in detail by Belkov.272 The trigger for this research was David
Attenborough’s case study of three figurines from Easter Island in MAE’s fond 736,
presented in his documentary ‘The Lost Gods of Easter Island’ (BBC, 2000), which
were remarkably similar to drawings of Isaac Smith’s album containing images from
Cook’s second voyage (Figure 4.5). Taking into consideration the fact that Russian
expeditions visiting Easter Island had no chance to collect such figurines during their
brief and often hostile encounters with Easter Islanders, tracing the provenance of
the figurines to Cook’s voyage seems quite reasonable. Indeed, Belkov found that in
1809 Waxell sent sculptures of three gods from the South Sea Islands to the Russian
Academy. Moreover, although Waxell missed the auction of the Leverian Museum in
1806, which put hundreds of Cook artefacts on sale (see Chapter 1), he attempted to
buy some artefacts from the dealers immediately afterwards.
Artefacts of the first Russian expedition became the foundation of another private
collection, that of Count Nikolai Rumiantsev, who supported the expedition and to
whom Lisiansky gave part of his ethnographic collections. Later Rumiantsev received
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Figure 4.5. Thor Heyerdahl studies Easter Island figurines in the Australia and Oceania office,
Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, St Petersburg. Vladimir Kabo archives, Canberra.

some artefacts from Kotzebue, whose expedition on the Rurik he had financed. For
decades the Rumiantsev collections were stored and exhibited in St Petersburg in his
mansion, first as a private collection and then as the Rumiantsev Public Museum,
opened after his death in 1831.

Collections outside St Petersburg

Russian round-the-world voyages were also foundational for museum collections beyond
St Petersburg, in other parts of the Russian Empire. For instance, Ivan Simonov, the
astronomer in Bellingshausen’s expedition, donated 37 Oceanic artefacts to the Cabinet of
Curiosities at Kazan University. The cabinet later grew into the university’s ethnographic
museum273 (Figure 4.6). Moritz Laband, the surgeon in Lisiansky’s expedition on the Neva,
donated his collection to the Cabinet of Antiquities of Kharkov University;274 unfortunately
this collection was destroyed by German bombing during the Second World War.
South Pacific artefacts also found their way to Estonia, from which many members
of the Russian naval expeditions originated. Krusenstern donated part of his collection
to the newly established Art Museum of Derpt (Tartu) University. There is evidence that
it was on display by 1814, as a German traveller, visiting the university, noted that it
was worth seeing the curiosities brought by Krusenstern, especially those of the South
Sea Islanders.275 Currently this collection is part of the Eesti Rahva Muuseum (Estonian
National Museum). Along with the Krusenstern collection the museum owns around
160 other Oceanic items, received as gifts and through exchanges with other museums.276
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Figure 4.6. Life-size figure
of Māori man in traditional
dress. Ethnographic
Museum of Kazan
University.

The Eesti Ajaloomuuseum (Estonian Historical Museum), in Revel (Tallinn), had its
origins in the private collection of Johann Burchard (1776-1838), a Tallinn pharmacist
and physician, who started collecting curios in 1802. He had an extensive network of
contacts among Baltic Germans and Western Europeans. Among those who donated
South Pacific artefacts were Karl Espenberg, the surgeon of the Krusenstern expedition,
and Otto Kotzebue, whose artefacts were in the 1822 exhibition of Burchard’s collection.277
Another early South Pacific collection which can be identified within the Estonian
Historical Museum’s holdings belongs to Hermann Karl von Friederici, a member of
Krusenstern’s expedition. He donated his collection to the Museum der Estländischen
Literarischen Gesellschaft (Museum of the Estonian Literary Society) in Tallinn on
26 July 1853 to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the departure of Krusenstern’s
expedition.278 The Estonian Historical Museum also has a collection of early South Pacific
tapa cloth including some samples of tapa attributed to the naturalist on Cook’s second
voyage, Georg Forster, in the Burchard collection279 (Figure 4.7).
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Figure 4.7. Samples of Tahitian tapa attributed to Forster and its original packaging. Estonian
Historical Museum (K 1445).

Collections in the second half of the nineteenth century and
early twentieth century

After the cessation of Russian exploratory expeditions in the Pacific in the late
1820s and the disbandment of the ethnographic section of the State Admiralty
Department Museum, the Oceanic collections in the Kunstkamera entered a state
of limbo; some remained packed in trunks and were hardly exhibited. A revival of
interest in South Pacific studies and collecting started in Russia in the 1870s with the
resumption of Russian naval voyagers in the Pacific, the travels of Nikolai MiklouhoMaclay in Oceania (1871-1883)280 and the emergence of Moscow as a new centre of
anthropological studies. This interest in South Pacific artefacts was precipitated by
broader historical processes, including the establishment of public museums across
Europe, the facilitation of travels to the South Pacific, the emergence of commercial
artefact collectors, and large-scale exchanges of collections between museums.

St Petersburg

The MAE remained the main repository of Oceanic collections from the second half
of the nineteenth to early twentieth centuries (Figure 4.8). According to an overview
by Tamara Shafranovskaia and Aleksandr Azarov, its Oceanic and Australian holdings
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Figure 4.8. Peter the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, St Petersburg, the
main repository of Oceanian collections in Russia.

rose to nearly 5,000 artefacts during this period.281 One of the first significant Oceanic
collections of this time was donated in 1886 by the Russian explorer and anthropologist
Nikolai Miklouho-Maclay. Besides his collections are some items donated by members
of the Russian naval ship Skobelev, which visited New Guinea with Maclay in 1883.
New Guinea, especially its eastern part, also featured in the collections of other donors,
who donated their collections directly to the MAE or to the Russian Geographical
Society, whose museum with its ethnographic collections was disbanded in 1891.
Among these individual contributors, on many of whom the records are patchy and
limited, we might mention Otto Finsch, a German explorer and ethnographer, whose
collection numbered 555 items representing Melanesia, especially New Guinea, and
Micronesia; Fisher (or Fischer), a military doctor from Ternate; and Pieter Swaan, a
Dutch Navy captain, who explored western New Guinea on the Surabaia in 1875-1876.
Swaan’s collection (65 items) was accompanied by a detailed catalogue; he also donated
his New Guinea collections to Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden (see Chapter 3).
Another large New Guinea collection (219 items) was donated by V.A. Baud, a Dutch
merchant serving as a Russian consul in Batavia, and de Brujen, a Dutch naval officer.
Karl Maschmeyer, a manager of a tobacco plantation on Sumatra, donated a large
collection (307 items) from New Guinea, New Britain, New Ireland, and the Hermit
Islands (Bismarck Archipelago).282
In the early twentieth century MAE collections further expanded as a result of
exchanges of duplicate artefacts with several European museums; in other cases,
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benefactors would buy duplicates in European museums and donate them to the MAE.
Among the largest acquisitions of that period were collections from Museum für
Völkerkunde zu Leipzig (via Hans Meyer), Museum Umlauff in Hamburg (via Eugeny I.
Alexander), Museum für Völkerkunde, Dresden, and Museum für Völkerkunde,
Hamburg (via Feliks Schottländer and Otto Manasevich).
The growing interest in the culture of Oceanic people resulted in a 1908 trip on
behalf of the MAE to Oceania and Australia for the purposes of artefact acquisition
by Vladimir Sviatlovsky, professor of political economy at St Petersburg University.
Newspapers reported that the catalyst for his trip was the ‘discovery’ in St Petersburg
of ‘Hawai‘ian feather-work, which was given by one of the Hawai‘ian chiefs to Captain
Cook … the day before he was killed’. Moreover, while in Hawai‘i, Sviatlovsky
proposed to the trustees of the Bishop Museum in Honolulu an exchange of Russian
duplicates from Cook’s collection for some artefacts representing the everyday life of
Hawai‘ian Islanders.283 The plan was gladly agreed upon, but was most likely never
implemented (Figures 4.9 and 4.10). Nevertheless, Sviatlovsky managed to acquire
a quite representative collection of Hawaiian artefacts. Besides purchasing artefacts
from traders, he established contacts with museum directors in Honolulu, Wellington,
Melbourne and Perth, initiating exchanges of their duplicates with Russian museums.
Letters sent by Sviatlovsky to the MAE during his voyage portray the market for artefacts
in this period. For instance, he wrote about the Dominion Museum in Wellington:
The local museum here is chaotic. It’s less of a museum, more of a giant shed,
where everything is in complete disarray. (Admittedly, they are waiting to be
transferred to a new building – a new jail rejected by the town as ‘luxurious’
and ‘too picturesque’). The museum director longs for exchange with Russia,
and has therefore agreed to send us a collection of his Maori duplicates … In
exchange for this … whole collection he asks for only one item.284
In Melbourne, Sviatlovsky’s contact was Baldwin Spencer, an anthropologist and
director of the National Museum of Victoria (now Melbourne Museum), who in
exchange for Samoyedic traditional dress, sledges and stuffed dogs offered Sviatlovsky
rich Australian Aboriginal and South Pacific collections. The ‘young museum in
Perth’, which must be the Western Australian Museum, happily swapped collections of
artefacts of newly discovered Aboriginal tribes (‘there are no analogous items in any
European museum’) for products of the Russian Imperial porcelain plant. Sviatlovsky
also bought some artefacts at London auctions and organized an exchange with the
Museum für Völkerkunde, Dresden. The collections acquired with his facilitation
number over 500 items from New Zealand, Hawai‘i, Samoa, Easter Island, Australia,
New Guinea and Melanesia.285 The Russian geographer Alexander Yashchenko, who
visited Australia in 1903, returned with nearly 100 Indigenous Australian artefacts.
During the nineteenth century, the ethnographic collections of the former
Kunstkamera became part of the Academic Museum, and then of the Etnograficheskii
muzei (Ethnographic Museum). They were occasionally put on display, but the
museums could show only a small proportion of them due to a lack of appropriate
space, resources, and the prevailing dismissive attitude to ‘artificial curiosities’. The
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Figure 4.9. Vladimir Sviatlovsky,
St Petersburg collector of
Oceanian artefacts. (Rozina, ‘V.V.
Sviatlovsky – sobiratel kollektsii
iz Okeanii’.)

Figure 4.10. ‘Featherwork traded for food’, The Pacific Commercial Advertiser, 25 February 1908.
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situation did not change much when in 1879 the collections were reshaped into
the MAE. In 1886 Miklouho-Maclay had ample grounds to criticize the state of the
museum:
I hope that the Academy will in time find better premises for the preservation
of its collections than those in which the collections of the seafarers Kotzebue,
Krusenstern, and Lutke have up to this point been housed. At the present
time, they are kept in some sort of basement. Nevertheless, they are as
valuable as my collection, because they cannot be found any longer on the
islands of the Pacific, as the process of their manufacture and their uses
have long been forgotten. It would be extremely desirable for there to be a
proper ethnographic museum in St Petersburg, whose collections would be
formed from items scattered amongst the Geographical Society Museum, the
Maritime Museum, and others.286
Only in the late 1880s, when the museum received exhibition and office spaces,
could its research curator Fedor Russov (Russow) start the laborious process of
unpacking the ‘old’ collections from their trunks and registering them, trying to
match them to the scarce documentation, and to determine their provenance.287 The
success of a temporary exhibition presented by Maclay in 1886, the growing number
of donated collections, and emerging interest in the issues of anthropology and
ethnography within society at large allowed the MAE to stage the first comprehensive
display of its Oceanic collections. The artefacts were exhibited in ten large display
cabinets and seven display cases with large items placed over the cabinets and on the
walls. The artefacts were grouped according to broad island areas, aiming to represent
the collection of each donor individually within these areas.288
A few years later the Russian traveller and writer Aleksandr Eliseev, upon visiting
the MAE, noted that it ‘enjoys the least amount of attention’, and that many educated
people were hardly aware of its existence. His arguments for the importance of the
comparative history of humankind, published in the popular Russian magazine Niva,
with numerous illustrations of Oceanic artefacts from the MAE, were beneficial for
promoting public interest.289 In the following years the study and cataloguing of Oceanic
collections continued. In 1911 the Department of Oceania was established within the
MAE; it was headed by Eugenia Petri, the widow of the Russian anthropologist of
Swedish background Eduard Petri. In 1914 she published a guide to Oceanic artefacts
in the MAE (Figure 4.11). Comparison with the guide of 1891 demonstrates that
during the intervening years much progress had been made in the study, expansion
and conceptualization of the display. Although the system remained geographical,
it evolved from displays of individual collections to a number of thematic cases, for
instance ‘Money’ or ‘Tobacco and Betel’. A special display case was dedicated to the
raw materials and production of artefacts by Oceanic people. Pottery displayed in a
spectacular hexagonal cabinet also demonstrated the different stages of production
and ornamentation; for instance, a bowl was displayed upside down to exhibit an
artist’s trademark. The exhibition also boasted two life-size figures: a Papuan with a
weapon and a Hawai‘ian in feathered garments.290
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Figure 4.11. Eugenia Petri (sitting 3rd from the right), the first female curator of Oceanic
collections, with MAE staff. (Staniukovich, Etnograficheskaia nauka i muzei, p. 137).

Moscow

While in St Petersburg the MAE was part of the academic establishment, in Moscow
the promotion of anthropology and ethnography was in the hands of learned societies
enjoying support and broad-spectrum interest from the wider community. Initially
the activities of natural science enthusiasts there centred around the Imperial Moscow
Society of Naturalists, established in 1805 at Moscow University with a predominantly
academic membership.291 The situation changed in the liberal 1860s – in 1863 a new
Society of Devotees of Natural Science was established, with a membership including
scientists and professors but also educated laymen interested in the subject. It later
grew into the Imperial Society of Devotees of Natural Science, Anthropology and
Ethnography. Anatoly Bogdanov, a Russian zoologist and anthropologist, was
instrumental in its expansion and development. By 1864 it had already established
an anthropological section and was championing the 1867 All-Russia Ethnographic
Exhibition in Moscow.
At the same time the ethnographic collections of the private museum of Count
Rumiantsev in St Petersburg, which were, by the 1850s, in a dilapidated condition, were
transferred to Moscow, becoming part of the Moskovskii publichnyi i Rumiantsevskii
muzei (Moscow Public and Rumiantsev Museum) in 1861. On the eve of the 1867
exhibition the Moscow Society of Naturalists elected the German-Australian botanist
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Figure 4.12. Life-size figures of Australian Aborigines among Russian fir-trees at the
Anthropological Exhibition in Moscow in 1879. Vidy Antropologicheskoi vystavki v Moskve,
Moscow, 1879.

Ferdinand von Mueller as a member. With his assistance, the nascent Rumiantsev
Museum was soon able to acquire superb collections of Indigenous Australian
artefacts.292 In 1879 Moscow built upon the success of the first exhibition by hosting
the Anthropological Exhibition. The display featured life-size figures of Australian
Aboriginal people, made by the Russian sculptor Ivan Sevriugin using busts in the
Natural History Museum in Paris, which had in turn been produced from living
subjects. He used materials from the same museum to create busts and masks of
Australian mainland, Tasmanian, Papuan, New Ireland, New Caledonian, Fijian,
Samoan, and Caroline Islander peoples293 (Figure 4.12).
The collections from the exhibition became part of the newly established
Muzei antropologii (Anthropological Museum) of Moscow University headed by
anthropologist Dmitry Anuchin, while the ethnographic collections became part
of the Etnograficheskii muzei (Ethnographic Museum), which had incorporated
Rumiantsev’s collections and was growing rapidly. Although the South Pacific area
had never been a focus for these museums and they had limited resources for the
acquisition of collections, they managed to accumulate around 1,500 artefacts from
the South Pacific. After the revolution of 1917 these collections underwent a number

185

Pacific Presences (vol. 1)

of inter-institutional transfers until they were reassembled in 1948 in a museum
now called the Nauchno-issledovatelskii institut i Muzei antropologii im. Anuchina
(Anuchin Research Institute and Museum of Anthropology of Lomonosov Moscow
State University, MAMSU).
The earliest collection in MAMSU is of Lisiansky’s artefacts from the Marquesas
and Hawai‘i; these artefacts are easily identifiable. By contrast, only a few items can
be identified from the collection of Kotzebue, including a mogan, a floating device
from Rumiantsev (Wotje) Atoll (Figure 4.13). The Museum has a superb collection of
Polynesian tapa cloth, mostly unpatterned; it is lacking the original documentation
and was later catalogued as Hawai‘ian, but might also originate from the Marquesas.
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the South Pacific collections of the
museum grew through donations by Russian naval visitors and individual travellers.
Among them is the collection of Aleksei Birilev from San Cristobal (Makira) Island
(Solomon Islands) (1870) and Vladimir Messer from New Guinea (1872), both of
whom visited these places aboard Russian naval vessels. Russian traveller Eduard
Zimmerman visited New Caledonia, New Zealand and Hawai‘i in 1882 and brought
back a large collection of artefacts. Although he probably purchased some from
dealers, he wrote that he had bought some artefacts including a dancing mask from
a missionary who had lived for a long time in New Caledonia. A large collection
assembled by well-known Russian symbolist poet Constantin Balmont, who visited the
islands of Polynesia and the south coast of New Guinea in 1912, in search of ‘islands
of the happy people’, is distinguished by the marked aesthetic quality of the artefacts.294

Figure 4.13. Detail of Marshall Islands grass skirt with belt. Kotzebue’s collection in Anuchin
Research Institute and Museum of Anthropology of Lomonosov Moscow State University
(370-8). Photo: Aleksei Mukhin.
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In 1911 the Museum acquired the skeletal remains and attire of a Papuan man
named Nolle from the Kai-Kai tribe in Merauke, southern New Guinea (now
Indonesian territory). He and two other Papuans were brought to Moscow in 1910 by
Angelo Koufakos, a Greek impresario, and Nolle died while on tour. The collection
consists of 36 items including a number of ornaments made from European materials.
European museums and companies were another important source for the growth
of the Oceanic collections in Moscow. For instance, large collections were acquired
from the Naturhistoriches Museum Wien (Natural History Museum Vienna) (1893),
from the companies Paul (1895), Luders (1896) and Umlauff (1899, 1909, 1912, 1929) in
Hamburg, and Oldman in London (1909). During the inter-institutional transfers, some
collections lost most of their documentation and the only way to attribute them is from
an old catalogue of the former Ethnographic Museum and some old tags. Some can be
identified only as ‘from the old collections’, without the name of the donor. One of these,
for instance, is from New Caledonia, collected in the mid-1860s (no. 342); another is
from the Micronesian Island of Pohnpei (formerly known as Ponape) (no. 390).295
Some remnants of a former South Pacific collection which might have been on
display in Moscow in the nineteenth century have also been found in the Moscow
State Museum; they include tapa cloth from the Marquesas Islands, which most likely
originates from Lisiansky’s collection.

Collections during the Soviet period

After the Russian revolution of 1917, contact between the outside world and Russian
museums and scholars was drastically curtailed, and opportunities for expeditions and
exchange with foreign institutions dwindled. Nevertheless, the anti-racist stance of the
official Marxist-Leninist ideology, shared with genuine enthusiasm by Soviet scholars,
provided some opportunity for further studies in the field of ‘Okeanistika’, i.e. studies
of Oceania and its people. In fact, MAE, along with the field of ethnography in general,
became a refuge from the ideological tenets of the regime for many scholars. For the
public at large, meanwhile, the Kunstkamera’s collections of artefacts from far-away,
unreachable lands became a rare window into a wider world.
One such story was that of Leningrad schoolboy Boris Kudriavtsev, who joined
the Friends of MAE group, and on a visit to the museum was captivated by the kohau
rongo rongo tablets donated to the museum by Miklouho-Maclay. Kudriavstsev, along
with his school friends, made the first breakthrough in deciphering the tablets. In 1941
he volunteered in the army to defend his city, and was tragically killed. His materials
survived, were published and inspired the entire Leningrad school of Easter Island
studies (Figures 4.14 and 4.15). Another South Pacific artefact became the symbol
of Leningrad’s unquenchable perseverance in the two and a half year long Siege of
Leningrad during the Second World War. There was no time to evacuate the collections
of MAE when the siege began and the figure of a Papuan holding a bow and arrow
was placed on the upper gallery of the exhibition hall. During a bomb explosion,
the Papuan’s hand shook and released the arrow, which pierced the western wall of
the hall. The MAE curators, who continued their work while dying from starvation,
were cheered by this incident: ‘If even our Papuan fires at the Nazis, we will win!’296
(Figure 4.16).
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Figure 4.14. Boris Kudriavtsev,
a Leningrad youth, goes to fight
Fascism having not finished
deciphering kohau rongo rongo.
(I. Rakhtanov. Potomki Maklaia
[Descendants of Maclay], MoscowLeningrad, 1954).

Figure 4.15. Well-read children’s
book Descendants of Maclay telling
Kudriavtsev’s story, published in
1954.
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Figure 4.16. Life-size figure of Papuan taken during the Leningrad siege. Museum of
Anthropology and Ethnography, St Petersburg.

Despite numerous political upheavals, the Oceanic collections of MAE continued
to grow. In the first years after the revolution, when contacts with the West had not
been completely limited, it received a large South Pacific collection from Etnografiska
Museet Stockholm (Stockholm Ethnographic Museum) (fond 3117). At the same time, as
all collections came into the possession of the state, inter-institutional transfers became
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easier and the MAE, as the centre for overseas ethnography, benefited from an influx of
artefacts. Significant collections of South Pacific materials were transferred to MAE from
the Voenno-morskoe uchilishche im Frunze (Frunze Naval Cadet School), the Voennomorskoi muzei (Naval Museum), and the Institut proletarskogo izobrazitelnogo iskusstva
(Institute of Proletarian Art) in the 1930s. Although these collections are lacking their
original documentation, they are most likely remnants of the early Russian voyagers’
collections in the State Admiralty Department Museum, which was disbanded in the late
1820s. Despite this sequence of transfers, not all Oceanic collections have ended up in
the MAE holdings: some remain in the Muzei istorii religii (Museum of the History of
Religion), and some are with the Russian Geographical Society.
After the Second World War, the Soviet authorities brought some material from
the collections of the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde Berlin (Royal Museum
for Ethnology Berlin, now Ethnologisches Museum Berlin) to Leningrad as part of a
broader policy of reparations. These collections seem to have remained unclaimed by
Soviet ethnographers, were never mentioned in their studies, and were finally returned
to Leipzig in 1975.297 The next sizeable acquisition in the MAE Oceanic collections
took place in the 1970s, when Soviet ethnographers were allowed to travel to Oceania
for the first time, in the footsteps of Miklouho-Maclay. Currently the Australian and
Oceanic collections in MAE number 6,500 items.298

Figure 4.17. Curators of the Australia and Oceania section at Museum of Anthropology
and Ethnography, St Petersburg, 1957: (l to r, sitting) Julia Likhtenberg, Liubov Rozina, a
Bulgarian ethnographer, Maria Butinova; (l to r, standing) Nikolai Butinov, Vladimir Kabo.
Vladimir Kabo archives, Canberra.
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In the 1930s MAE formed part of the Institut etnografii AN SSSR (Research Institute
of Ethnography) and became the centre of South Pacific ethnographic studies in
Russia. Its armchair ethnographers worked as curators of the collections and produced
a number of thorough studies of the material culture of Oceanic people on the basis
of its rich collections. The first endeavour in this field was the publication of a volume
on Miklouho-Maclay’s collections in his Collected Works in 1954. Work with South
Pacific collections continued throughout the 1960s by the MAE curators Likhtenberg,
Rozina, Butinov, Kabo, and others (Figure 4.17). These studies were mostly regional
(for instance Marquesan, Hawai‘ian, and Māori collections) or thematic (for instance
tapa cloth). The only exceptions were the above-mentioned collections of Cook and
Lutke. At that time identification of objects was based on late nineteenth century
inventories and comparisons with artefacts in published overseas collections.
During the 1930s the MAE aimed to replace the evolutionary-typological approach
dominating the displays with a MarxistLeninist ideology of class struggle as
interpreted through the lens of museum
curation, liberating itself from the
dominance of ‘things’. The result of this
were the 1934 ‘paper’ displays Colonial
Policy in Oceania and Dutch Imperialism
in Indonesia.299 From 1951 the permanent
exhibition on Australian and Oceanic
peoples, formed under the guidance
of the prominent Soviet ethnographer
Sergei Tokarev and later expanded by
Nikolai Butinov and Vladimir Kabo,
was set in one of the museum’s best
halls (Figures 4.18 and 4.19). It reflected
different aspects of traditional Oceanic
culture, featured a number of life-size
figures, and was popular with visitors.300
In 1987 the MAE’s Oceanic collections
were presented at a major exhibition
abroad, Journey to Oceania, in the
Taideteollisuusmuseo (Museum of the
Applied Arts) in Finland. It included
about 600 items and was accompanied
by a catalogue, which remains the best
pictorial illustration of Russian Oceanic
holdings.301
Figure 4.18. Life-size figure of a
Hawai‘ian in featherwork dress,
1953. Museum of Anthropology and
Ethnography, St Petersburg.
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Figure 4.19. Permanent Australia and Oceania exhibition, 1953. Museum of Anthropology
and Ethnography, St Petersburg.

Figure 4.20. Exhibition hall with Oceanic collections in MAMSU. Photograph by Aleksei Mukhin.

The South Pacific collections in Moscow were not so lucky. In the 1920s, some of
them were displayed as part of the newly established Muzei narodovedenia (Museum
of Ethnography); in 1939, as the museum was rebranded as the Muzei narodov SSSR
(Museum of the Peoples of the USSR), they were transferred to the Muzei antropologii
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Figure 4.21. Opening of Nicolai Michoutouchkine’s exhibition Ethnography and Art of
Oceania, 1980, State Museum of Ethnography, Sardarapat, Armenia. Photograph courtesy of
Aloi Pilioko.

(Museum of Anthropology). They were kept in storage during the Second World War
and, until recently, have hardly been exhibited and were barely accessible to researchers.
Only in the twenty-first century have the storage facilities for the collections been
upgraded, which allowed the curator Ekaterina Balakhonova to conduct further
research and organize their first display in the Museum hall of the old university
building in the centre of Moscow (Figure 4.20).
A wider movement to make South Pacific artefacts accessible to the masses outside
the large cities and academic institutions was precipitated in the 1980s by the artist
and collector Nicolai Michoutouchkine (1929-2010).302 A son of Russian emigres to
France, he made his home in Oceania; in 1979-1987 he toured his travelling exhibition
of Oceanic artefacts and art all over the Soviet Union. These exhibitions, which
took on aspects of festival-style happenings, were one of the first gestures towards
dismantling prescriptivist Soviet traditions of museum practice. Under one roof,
they united traditional artefacts with contemporary Oceanic art, including the work
of Michoutouchkine’s partner-artist, the Polynesian-born Aloi Pilioko, who made
drawings live for visitors; they brought Oceanic artefacts outside museums and into
accessible public exhibition spaces; finally, they were exhibited across an enormous
geographical area, including cities in Siberia, Central Asia and the Caucasus. The
exhibition was ultimately visited by more than 5 million people (Figure 4.21). After the
tour, Michoutouchkine-Pillioko’s collection of over 60 artefacts became the foundation
of the new Etnograficheskii muzei Instituta etnologii i antropologii (Ethnographical
Museum of the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology) in Moscow.

Recent developments

The political changes in Russia in recent decades have allowed its anthropologists
to travel abroad and to establish contacts with colleagues all over the world; some
collections formed as a result of fieldwork were brought from Micronesia and Maclay
(Rai) Coast in Papua New Guinea by Arina Lebedeva, curator at MAE (Figure 4.22).
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Figure 4.22. Arina Lebedeva collecting artefacts for MAE in Gorendu, PNG, 2017. Photo:
Arina Lebedeva.

Unfortunately, this newly open environment was accompanied by dwindling finances.
The exhibition hall of Australia and Oceania at the MAE was dismantled in 1999, and
has not yet been restored. Nevertheless, the work of curators and scholars in the field
of the South Pacific continued. In the 1990s a new generation of scholars, such as Elena
Soboleva and Ivanova, brought to the fore a new source for collection reconstruction –
archival documentation mostly concerning donations and the history of transfers of
Russian voyagers’ collections. In the following decades, the painstaking research into
the history of objects has continued, particularly by Belkov on Australian and Oceanic
collections and by Korsun on American collections, the respective artefacts of which
often share common destinies, as many were collected by the same expeditions. Now
the aspiration is the complete identification of all old artefacts and collectors on the
basis of archival and museum documentation, transfer lists, tags, the handwriting
of early curators in the surviving documentation, the close study of objects, and a
pinch of educated guesswork, which together overcome the lack of original identifying
documents in the artificially grouped collections. Soboleva also conducts research on
the history of the MAE’s exchanges with European museums. The above-mentioned
study of Marquesan artefacts of the Krusenstern expedition, conducted across the
holdings of multiple European museums with the involvement and knowledge of
source communities, is also a further step towards a cross-boundary study of Russian
Oceanic connections.
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The Gottorp Globe, Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, St Petersburg 2013.
Photograph by Nicholas Thomas.
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