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Book Reviews

⸪

David Moon, Nicolas B. Breyfogle, Alexandra Bekasova (eds.). Place and Nature. 
Essays in Russian Environmental History, Cambridgeshire, UK: The White Horse 
Press, 2021, pp. 343. ISBN: 978-1-912186-16-7

 Introduction

Place and Nature is a collection of essays and research articles that deal with 
Russian environmental history, primarily in three locations: the Solovetsky 
Islands, Lake Baikal and Siberia. This book has three parts; part I concentrates 
on the European North of Russia, part II consists of photographic essays and 
part III is about Siberia and the Pacific Far East. It develops place-based envi-
ronmental history in depth and stresses the importance of an ethnographic 
approach along with more conventional research. The approach of involving 
the personal experience of the authors adds a special flavour to the book. It 
brings the topic closer to the reader by making it possible to understand and 
visualise how the environment and nature affected the writers themselves.

The book is based on a series of field and research trips carried out by an 
international network of specialists from the United Kingdom, Russia and the 
United States. The network, known as Exploring Russia’s Environmental History 
and Natural Resources, relied mostly on funding from the Leverhulme Trust for 
organising the research trips to Russia. Other institutions which supported the 
activities of the network were Georgetown Environment Initiative, The Ohio 
State University, the European University of Saint Petersburg and the National 
Research University Higher School of Economics. The contributors are mostly 
historians who have specialised in environmental and technological issues, 
supplemented with a few natural scientists.

An important topic throughout the book is the contradiction of attitudes 
of the officials and civil society to nature reserves and nature protection. This 
theme is discussed in various articles.
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The main argument in the book is the view that nature, environment and 
culture are tightly interconnected and reflect current world politics. Environ-
ments and landscapes deeply transform the culture and identity of the people, 
despite the fact that in the beginning of nature protection in tsarist Russia 
in the mid-1850s, it was mostly the elites who initiated and carried out these 
activities. As the editors write in the introductory article, another motive to 
protect nature was aesthetic (p. 14), and in the 20th century the major motives 
for nature protection were scientific (p. 15).

The book focuses on the question of how human engagement transforms 
‘undifferentiated’ spaces of the natural world into culturally and technologi-
cally orientated places. This viewpoint is especially fruitful when focusing 
on places such as the Solovetsky Islands and Lake Baikal, which carry huge 
symbolic value in Russian culture but also represent fragile microcosms with 
unique natural environments.

The writers of the book have attempted to engage themselves with the 
topic very deeply by experiencing the locations on a personal level. They have 
focused their attention on the process of turning the ‘spaces’ into ‘places’ by 
observing and learning the history of those places. They make the insightful 
point that space is more abstract than place and examine how the spaces ana-
lysed in the book become meaningful places (p. 3).

Water plays a significant role throughout the book, and almost all of the 
articles and essays reflect on the relationship between humans and water. This 
aquatic history intersects many aspects of human life, from transportation to 
spiritual life, leisure and beauty, as the authors state (p. 7). The history of water 
in the Russian North is a central focus of research in the fields of cultural stud-
ies, literature and social sciences. The book’s contributions are grounded in 
discussions about the socially but also culturally sustainable development of 
the Arctic and other distant areas of Russia.

The data used is gathered from multiple locations, and in most cases, the 
researchers also rely on their own observations. Other literature used concerns 
Soviet and Russian environmental issues, industrialisation and nature protec-
tion. The book contains abundant photographs from the field, along with other 
visual materials such as tables and maps, which makes it easier for a reader to 
envisage the topics and locations that are under scrutiny.

 Chapters

The first part is opened by Alexei Kraikovski and Julia Lajus’s article The Space 
of Blue and Gold, with a deep analysis of the relationship between religion 
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and the harshness of nature. An extremely interesting aspect was the analysis 
of the cultural myths of the Solovetsky Islands and their role in Russian cul-
ture. Solovetsky Islands plays a symbolic role in literature and art, and is often 
referred to by authors writing about the Great Terror of the 1930’s.

Andy Bruno’s article on Lake Imandra in the Kola Peninsula is a very interest-
ing contribution to the understanding of the Anthropocene era and how his-
torical world changes affect the natural environment in particular landscapes. 
From this point of view, it is interesting to see how the landscapes carry layers 
of history and how different factors affect the formation of the landscape.

Alan Roe’s article about Vodlozero National Park is a salient reminder of 
how one person can make significant changes in nature conservation. Roe tells 
the story of Oleg Cherviakov, who was the main advocate of the national park. 
Cherviakov – originally from Kharkiv – was a student inspired by mysticism 
related to nature, following the ideals of 19th century romanticism. In 1988 
he discovered the area during a holiday, and the same year started campaign-
ing against the timber companies which were about to begin logging in the 
Vodlozero area. The national park was established in 1991, but the rest of the 
story did not go as Cherviakov envisioned and the article explores his disillu-
sionment with the reality.

Robert Dale’s article about the floods in St. Petersburg shed light on the role 
of water in the formation of the city’s landscape, and how building the dam to 
protect the city actually resulted in drastic changes to the city’s cultural iden-
tity. The encounters between humans and nature that have occurred during 
the centuries of existence of St. Petersburg have developed resilience in its 
inhabitants, as well as practical strategies for mitigating the effects of floods 
(pp. 120–121).

The second part of the book consists of photographic essays. These essays 
convey the emotions and visual landscapes that have made an impact on 
the authors. Nicholas B. Breyfogle’s essay, The Faith and Nature on Solovetsky 
Islands, brings to light the early days of Solovetsky Islands in the end of  
15th century, when it became fully settled. Breyfogle refers to the story of the 
first two permanent settlers in 1429 – Orthodox monks Savvatii and German – 
who were seeking solitude to worship God (p. 151). There remains the question 
of why these monks chose Solovetsky Islands, where the monastery grew rap-
idly into one of the spiritual centres of the Orthodox world. The author also 
ponders the question of the labyrinths in Solovetsky Islands, whose origin is 
still unknown.

The industrial heritage of the Soviet time in the Urals is examined by 
Catherine Evtuhov who attended an excursion on Kama river through the 
Perm-Ekaterinburg region in the Urals. Evtuhov draws attention to the salt 
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industry of the region and discusses the salt magnates of Kama region, from 
which the most well-known are probably the Stroganovs. Ekaterinburg, on the 
other hand, is known for its iron production, since the city grew up around an 
iron factory in the beginning of the 18th century.

Bryce Stewart is a marine biologist who visited Lake Baikal with a group of 
researchers. Stewart’s article considers the underwater world of Baikal and the 
fragility of the nature around it. He pays attention to the area’s identity as a 
climate change hotspot, where warming is much faster than the global average 
(p. 190). Forest fires are just one aspect that threaten the already fragile envi-
ronment in the World Heritage Area of Lake Baikal.

The third part of the book focuses on Siberia and the Pacific Far East by 
examining travel guidebooks and other sources in order to consider industrial 
development and the conservation of wildlife and nature. It concentrates on 
the area of Lake Baikal.

Alexandra Bekasova and Ekaterina Kalemeneva have studied late imperial 
travel guidebooks on Siberia, which open up new insight into the possibility 
that Trans-Siberian railway brought in tourists from Russia and abroad. The 
article is named Landscapes of Transportation, where ‘landscapes’ refers to the 
rich sources, such as historical and geographical reviews and photographs, 
maps and other visual materials, that the authors use to illustrate the transpor-
tation concept. The term ‘landscapes’ is also used to refer to a special way of 
viewing social constructs (p. 204).

In the article, the authors analyse travel guides on Siberia. The number 
of such travel guides being written has risen steeply since the beginning of 
the construction of the Trans-Siberian railway at the end of 19th century. 
They analyse the different motives and publishing strategies of the guides’ 
authors; these varied considerably depending on the publisher. For example, 
the Guide to the Great Siberian Railway, published by the Ministry of Ways and 
Communication in the beginning of the 20th century, became very influential 
through many republications and translations (p. 215).

Siberia’s image as a distant, colonised region was recast by the authors of 
the guides, who stressed the natural miracles of the nature found in Siberia 
and the value of visiting the region. The railway was depicted as a symbol of 
progress and power through areas such as forests and mountains that were 
still, in a sense, ‘wild’. This contradiction of progress and wildness was a focus 
of the travel guides, and this also helped to change perceptions of space and 
time related to Siberia by bringing it to the modern era.

Lake Baikal’s environmental history is illustrated thoroughly by Arkady and 
Tatiana Kalikhman. The authors have extensive experience on Lake Baikal’s 
history, and by bringing it to the international reader, provide an eye-opening 
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insight into the way that major changes in history have affected the unique 
nature of Baikal. The Kalikhmans look at the interactions between humans 
and nature around Lake Baikal by looking back to the times of colonisation 
of Siberia in the 17th century. Another interesting point is also the impact 
of the arrival of exiled criminals in the management of the environment 
(pp. 239–240).

In the pre-war years, industrialisation spread closer to the shores of Lake 
Baikal. Shipbuilding was one aspect of the process and the fishing industry 
another, along with the hydropower construction which was catastrophic for 
the lake’s ecosystem. The Irkutsk dam raised the water levels in Baikal, and 
the flooded area has grown to such an extent that the flood has eradicated 141 
settlements, erosion of the banks has grown and the natural fluctuations cycle 
has changed (pp. 248–249).

One cannot talk about Lake Baikal without mentioning its status as a 
UNESCO World Heritage site. The authors describe this process in detail: how 
an international group of ecologists helped the Russians in defining a sus-
tainable development model and ecotourism plans for the area. Finally, in 
December 1996, Lake Baikal was included on the list of World Heritage sites.

The Kalikhmans conclude their article with a couple of important points 
related to the anthropogenic impact that the last two centuries have had on the 
environment of Lake Baikal. They stress the importance of historical changes 
which brought the extensive industries of pulp and paper, aluminium and 
hydropower, as well as transportation routes in direct proximity to Lake Baikal.

Nicholas B. Breyfogle’s second contribution to the book is on the origins of 
the first and only state-sponsored nature reserve in tsarist Russia, which was 
established in 1916. He explores the history of Barguzin Zapovednik (nature 
reserve) from various angles and lists three reasons why it is important: 1) it was 
the first and longest-lasting state-sponsored zapovednik in the Soviet Union 
and Russia. In Russia, a zapovednik is a special nature protection zone which 
is highly regulated and cannot be used for economic purposes; 2) Barguzin 
Zapovednik has been successful in many of its objectives, such as those of con-
serving the population of sable and scientifically studying many species; 3) 
Barguzin became a test ground for establishing best practices of zapovedniks 
(pp. 270–271).

Elena Kochetkova’s article studies the role of Lake Baikal’s waters in the 
industrial development and institutional debates of the 1950–70s. She sheds 
light on the confrontation between the ‘industrialisers’ and the environmen-
tal scientists and journalists. Mark Sokolsky writes in his article Hunting, Civil 
Society and Wildlife Conservation in the Russian Far East about the Primorye 
region, which Russia acquired from China in the mid 19th century. Both of 
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these articles show the power of civil society actors in nature protection, and 
the often-contradictory interests of the state and the inhabitants of certain 
environments.

 Conclusion

This book on the environmental history of Russia is very timely in the Anthro-
pocene era. Furthermore, the growing interest in understanding humans’ role 
in the changing climate is crucial to our survival, which makes this collection 
an important contribution to the field.

Throughout the book, the concepts of space and time crosscut the environ-
mental history. Various spaces that are analysed in the book become mean-
ingful places through the personal experiences shared by the authors. Those 
places serve as laboratories of human-nature encounters and reveal the impact 
of world history on the changes in local environments.

The editors and contributors have succeeded in compiling a coherent and 
comprehensive collection of Russian environmental history, by its geographi-
cal scope, but also by the scope of data and ethnographic observations. The 
photographs are especially informative and provide a clear illustration of local 
landscapes. The essays in between the research articles make the reading expe-
rience lighter and could also be of use to readers who are keen on travelling to 
the places they describe.
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