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‘A kaleidoscope of life stories told by a fine historian, Anarchy and Authority vividly illuminates Irish encounters with Russia from the time of Peter the Great through the revolutionary upheavals of the early twentieth century. An absorbing read.’ – Breandán Mac Suibhne


‘Anarchy and Authority draws on a wealth of research to uncover the incredible stories of Irish women and men in Romanov Russia. Written with skill and sensitivity, this is an important and timely book.’ – Dr Liam Chambers


‘a fascinating account of a colourful cast of Irish men and women who travelled around or settled in the Russian Empire during a period of profound change and upheaval. Through a cast of extraordinary characters – many of them intrepid Irish women seeking new lives outside the strictures of 18th and 19th century life in their homeland – the book underlines how Irish identity has never been one-dimensional but is constantly in a state of redefinition. […] This meticulously researched book paints an illuminating and entertaining picture of an often overlooked branch of the Irish Diaspora. It is a timely reminder that the Irish business of forging links and finding cultural commonalities in far-flung places has long been how this small nation makes its way in the world.’ – Lise Hand
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Fool, nothing is impossible in Russia but reform.


Oscar Wilde, Vera; or, The Nihilists (1902).


There are two phases of enjoyment in journeying through an unknown country – the eager phase of wondering interest in every detail, and the relaxed phase when one feels no longer an observer of the exotic, but a participator in the rhythm of daily life.


Dervla Murphy, In Ethiopia with a Mule (1968).

















PREFACE



When I was eight years old, my favourite television programme – RTÉ’s The Den – recorded a special episode in Moscow. It showed exactly the Russia one might have expected to see in a children’s programme in 1991 – snow, fur hats, Red Square with St Basil’s and the Lenin Mausoleum, accordion-playing buskers. But I was enchanted, and my fascination with Russia’s complex history and rich cultural heritage was born. The presenters poked fun at popular stereotypes, joking about the coldness of the temperature and planning to tell Irish audiences that they were the first Western Europeans to ever go inside the walls of the Moscow Kremlin. They must have known, too, that Irish viewers would have been familiar with news reports showing people queuing for food in the new, post-Soviet Russia. But looking back today on a recording of the episode, I suspect the Muscovites caught on camera were not impressed by the Irish presenters’ antics.


I had the chance to start studying the Russian language as a teenager, when my family hosted Belarusian children through the Chernobyl Children’s Project. One of the first of these children to stay with us was extremely confident and clever for her seven years and was delighted to teach me the Russian alphabet and some basic phrases. I later continued my studies through night classes in Trinity College Dublin and seasonal courses at Moscow State University.


I visited Russia and Belarus for the first time in 2004. The day my bus from Helsinki rolled into St Petersburg, news of the Beslan school siege was breaking. Those terrible events overshadowed my ten days in western Russia. My first sight of Red Square was from behind a security cordon manned by armed military personnel. I have returned to Russia many times since then, travelling the length and breadth of the west of the country, from St Petersburg to Elbrus near the Georgian border. One of the highlights of my long student career was the semester I spent at Voronezh State University, where I made lifelong friends.


This project was born in 2003, when I had just started work as a researcher in the Royal Irish Academy. In a casual conversation during my first week there, the librarian told me about one of her favourite items in the collection – the Wilmot papers, letters and diaries by Cork sisters who lived in Russia during the Napoleonic Wars. I had been forming ideas for a postgraduate research project on women’s travel writing, and I still remember the first day I began reading the sisters’ 200-year-old notebooks and letter books. I was captured by Martha’s and Katherine’s personalities – respectively empathetic and irreverent – and as I immersed myself in their lives and experiences, they became as friends to me. But I could not stop with the Wilmots, and over time the project expanded to cover all Irish residents, travellers and migrants to Russia during the two long centuries from the reign of Peter the Great until the end of Romanov rule. I could never have foreseen in summer 2003, when the seeds of this book were sown, the variety of personalities, stories and connections that would emerge.


As I write, Russia’s brutal and illegal invasion of Ukraine continues. It is impossible not to view these terrible events in the light of the Russian state’s long history of aggressive expansionism, annexation of neighbouring territories and subjugation of the peoples living there. The interactions studied in this book almost entirely took place against the backdrop of war, imperial expansion, violence and oppression: the Great Northern War of 1700–21, Napoleonic Wars, Crimean War, Russo-Japanese War, World War I and wars with Turkey and Persia; Russia’s serial attacks on and annexations of Finland, Ukraine, Poland, Georgia and other nations of the Caucasus and Central Asia; the persecution of the Bashkirs and Circassians; and state-sanctioned anti-Semitism and pogroms. That is to say nothing of the violence inherent in everyday life for serfs, servants, religious minorities and women. It is my hope that this study of Irish encounters with the Russian Empire will contribute to understandings of how people related to one another in the past through such questions as how international diplomatic, commercial and scientific relationships were formed, maintained and conducted; and how Irish observers bore witness to the horrors of serfdom, Russia’s many wars against the peoples forcibly drawn over the centuries into its vast empire, and the oppression of dissenting voices through such means as exile, imprisonment without trial and forced labour in Siberia. It is also vital to acknowledge that Irish people were implicated in Russian imperial aggression through their service in the Russian army and navy, with some rising to the highest levels of the imperial administration and benefiting from their positions for generations. Some Irish people had proximity to political, military, social and economic power in Imperial Russia, while Irish activists participated in international radical networks, bearing witness to abuses of power.


Inishowen, December 2023

















ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



I have run up many debts in the two decades since I first started this project. I owe special thanks to Michael Lavelle, Susan Grant, Georgina Laragy, David Murphy and Jessica Traynor. Ulster University has provided invaluable access to resources by granting me honorary research associate status since 2018; I am particularly grateful to Prof. Ian Thatcher for his ongoing support.


Part of this book had its first iteration as my PhD thesis, focusing on the period 1690–1815, and under the supervision of Dr David Lederer at NUI Maynooth. Professor Vincent Comerford and the History Department provided practical assistance and mentorship in those early stages of the research. I was the grateful recipient of a National University of Ireland Travelling Studentship in 2006–9. During research trips to Russia, I received generous hospitality and assistance from Irish Embassy staff in Moscow, particularly former ambassador His Excellency Justin Harman, and Elizabeth Keogh and Niall Keogh. The faculty and students of the Irish Centre at Voronezh State University made me welcome for a semester in 2006. Research on Jenny O’Reilly/Evgeniya Ivanovna Vyazemskaya was completed during a short residency at the All-Russia State Library for Foreign Literatures in 2013.


Thanks to the archivists, librarians and staff at the following repositories: Bodleian Library, Oxford; Boole Library, Cork; British Library; Historical Library of the Religious Society of Friends in Ireland; National Archives of Ireland; National Library of Ireland; Public Records Office of Northern Ireland; Royal Irish Academy; Russian State Archive of Literature and Art; Russian State Library, Moscow; State Archive of Voronezh Region; and the university libraries of Cambridge, Maynooth and Ulster. I also wish to note the excellent services provided by Irish public libraries, with a particular note of thanks to the branches in Buncrana and Carndonagh. 


Bridget Farrell at Lilliput Press has had a formative influence on the final shape of this book. Since 2020, she has been a midwife to this project; Bridget, I owe you a great deal of thanks. In later stages, the book benefited hugely from Larissa Silva McDonnell’s editorial eye, and from the guidance of Stephen Reid at Lilliput Press. I am also grateful to Professor Emeritus David Dickson for his generous and considered advice.


This book followed me through full-time and part-time academic jobs in Ireland, Canada and the UK. I worked on it in my spare time while freelancing as an editor and, more recently, alongside a full-time non-academic job. But the final pieces fell into place in 2021 while my baby son nursed or slept in the crook of one arm, the fingers of the other hand pecking out words on a laptop balanced on the arm of a sofa. I dedicate this book to him.

















LIST OF MAPS AND ILLUSTRATIONS



(Figs. 1.1–1.4) Sketches of Russian people drawn by Martha Wilmot, 1803–8, Royal Irish Academy MS 12 L 20 (i, ii, iii, iv)


(Fig. 2) Portrait of Yekaterina Vorontsova-Dashkova by Dmitry Grigoryevich Levitsky, 1784. Oil on canvas, Hillwood Estate, Museum & Gardens, Washington


(Fig. 3) John Ladeveze Adlercron’s Russian passport, 1807. National Library of Ireland.


(Fig. 4) Nikolskaya Tower, Moscow, by Sir John Fiennes Twisleton Crampton, c. 1858–1860. National Library of Ireland


(Fig. 5) ‘Prisoners for Siberia, Moscow’ by Bayard Taylor, 1862/3. Library of Congress


(Fig. 6) Ethel Lilian Boole Voynich, 1955. Planeta Press


(Fig. 7) Hariot Georgina (née Rowan-Hamilton), Marchioness of Dufferin and Ava by H. Walter Barnett, 1900–1910. National Portrait Gallery


(Fig. 8) Depiction of the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in January 1881 published in the Illustrated London News, 2 April 1881. Mary Evans Picture Library


(Fig. 9) Margaretta Eagar with the eldest four Romanov children (l–r): Tatiana, Anastasiia, Olga, and Maria. C.E. de Hahn & Co.


(Fig. 10) Constance Markievicz, Woman of Zywotowka, 1902. By kind permission of the Lissadell Collection


(Fig. 11) Constance Markievicz in Ukrainian dress, 1902. The Deputy Keeper of the Records, Public Record Office of Northern Ireland and Sir Josslyn Gore-Booth, PRONI D 4131/K/4/1/32


(Fig. 12.1–12.2) Maps of places mentioned in the text. Matthew Stout

















ABBREVIATIONS



BL British Library, London


DIB Dictionary of Irish Biography, online edition FJ	Freeman’s Journal


NAI National Archives of Ireland, Dublin


NLI National Library of Ireland, Dublin


ODNB Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, online edition OS	Old Style


PRONI Public Records Office of Northern Ireland, Belfast 


RGALI Rossiiskii gosudarstvennyi arkhiv literaturi i iskusstva [Russian State Archive of Literature and Arts], Moscow RIA	Royal Irish Academy, Dublin


SEER Slavonic and East European Review


SIRIO Sbornik imperatorskogo russkogo istoricheskogo obshchestva [Collection of the Imperial Russian Historical Society] (148 vols, St Petersburg: Academy of Sciences, 1867–1916)





 

ABBREVIATIONS RELATING TO RUSSIAN ARCHIVAL MATERIAL



F. fond  [collection]


op.opis [inventory]


d.delo [file]


l. / ll. list / listy [leaf / leaves]




















NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY AND USAGE



Until 1918 the Julian calendar was used in Russia, meaning the date was eleven days (in the eighteenth century) or twelve days (in the nineteenth century) behind the ‘New Style’ Gregorian calendar in use in Western Europe. All dates in this book are given in New Style, unless otherwise noted as Old Style (OS).


Transliterations from Cyrillic follow the British Standard 2979 (1958), omitting diacritics and using -y to represent -й, -ий and -ый at the end of personal names. However, the common English-language usage of wellknown names is adhered to, such as the names of rulers and writers.


In relation to the early modern period, ‘Russia’ and ‘Muscovy’ are used interchangeably, as was common at the time. Throughout this book,‘Russia’ includes the territories annexed by the imperial state at any given time. It is not my intention to erase the identities or distinct histories of those subsumed into the empire, but to underline the long and brutal history of Russian expansionism. It also serves to reflect the understanding of the Irish people studied in this book, who saw and experienced Russia as an absolutist empire peopled by many ethnicities.


Throughout this book, I use the word ‘Irish’ to refer to any person born on the island of Ireland, born abroad of Irish parentage or who self-identified as Irish. It is not my intention to gloss over the complex identities of people formerly generally referred to as Anglo-Irish, but instead to emphasize the fluidity and malleability of identities that worked within and above national frameworks. I consider these people simply as being of Ireland.


 

NOTE ON SOURCES



Direct quotations from contemporary sources are presented here as is, unless otherwise stated, including italicization and capitalization, with the exception of the replacement of ampersands with the word ‘and’ or ‘et’ as appropriate. Due to the common occurrence of spelling errors in those sources, the distracting ‘sic’ is not used.




















INTRODUCTION



Wild Irish are as civil as the Russies in their kind; hard choice which is best of both, each bloody, rude, and blind


George Turberville, 1568


The English first made direct contact with Muscovy in 1553, when navigator Richard Chancellor rounded the northern tip of Scandinavia and sailed to the port of Arkhangelsk. English poet George Turberville wrote the above lines just fifteen years later, during his time as secretary to Sir Thomas Randolph, the first English royal envoy to Russia, in 1568–9. It did not take long for the idea of a kinship between the Irish and the Russians to gain a foothold among the English. Thirty years later Edmund Spenser wrote in A View of the Present State of Ireland that the Irish were descended from the Scythians,‘barbarians’ from the grassy expanse of the Russian Steppe.1  It had been widely accepted since the medieval period that the Irish were descended from the Milesians of Iberia, who were themselves understood to have descended from the wandering Scythians.


The comparisons drawn by Turberville and Spenser had enduring power and appeal, continuing into the twentieth century and deployed to portray both Ireland and Russia as culturally ‘backward’ and marginal to the ‘civilized’ European world. Ever since England’s first direct contact with Russia in 1553, writers have focused on the harshness of the Russian winter and the seemingly barbaric and childish winter games and pastimes that even the highest nobles would join in, like sledding, or sprinting from a steaming banya to plunge into a nearby icy lake. Early observers were also disturbed by the paganism and suspected cannibalism of the indigenous Samoyed, Nenets and Saami peoples subjected to Muscovite rule.2 


English writers had looked at Ireland through a colonial lens for centuries. The picture of rude incivility and barbarism painted by Gerald of Wales in the thirteenth century lingered into eighteenth-century accounts that portrayed an economically underdeveloped island blanketed by bogland, where a Catholic underclass laboured under the twin yokes of Rome and poverty.3  Ireland was at once a kingdom and a colony, both at the heart of the British Empire and a place apart. Dogged by poverty and emigration, Ireland was easily marginalized, as were the Irish networks that stretched across the Continent, influencing European cultural life since the early Christian era.


The Irish upper class, differentiating themselves from the largely Catholic, labouring and poor Irish, borrowed from the narrative traditionally applied to Ireland when they visited and wrote about Russia. In the late eighteenth century Irish Protestant clergyman Thomas Campbell recorded in his Philosophical Survey of the South of Ireland that Peter the Great had a great love of potato-based spirits (poitín) or ‘Irish wine’.4  This apocryphal story played on established stereotypes of both nations and was part of a wider set of negative perceptions that overshadowed Irish reporting on Russia for centuries.


Irish connections with Russia can be traced to the tenth century, with fragments of Central Russian silver found in Viking archaeological remains in County Dublin.5  These were not direct contacts, however, but exchanges mediated by Scandinavian traders. The Vikings established trading relationships and settlements in medieval Russia, most significantly at Novgorod, an important point on the north–south trading axis between Scandinavia and Greece. Today, Novgorod is a popular tourist destination, but in the Middle Ages it was a thriving trading centre where Scandinavian merchants exchanged Northern and Western European goods with dealers from Persia and Central Asia. In c. 1100, an Irish monk named Mauritius travelled to Kyiv, where he collected donations of valuable furs towards the building of a new monastery in Regensburg; a short-lived Irish monastery or Schottenklöster would be established in Kyiv itself in the first half of the thirteenth century.6  Evidence for direct Irish contact with Russia then quiets until the early seventeenth century, when Irish soldiers began seeking employment in Russia.7 


The Irish people who travelled to, worked in and lived in Russia were relatively small in number, but were not isolated cases of individual eccentrics. Over the two centuries studied in this book definite patterns can be clearly seen, even in the absence of formal census or migration data – Russian officialdom did not distinguish between Irish and British.8  From the late seventeenth century Irish soldiers were recruited into the army and navy of Peter the Great, and the formalization of diplomatic relations between Britain and Russia saw several Irish-born diplomats represent British interests in St Petersburg. Peter I’s, Elizabeth’s and Catherine II’s ambitious cultural programmes gave St Petersburg a thriving arts scene, attracting Irish pianist John Field to spend his entire career entertaining and teaching Russian nobles and their children. The late eighteenth century also brought the first waves of Western European visitors to Russia, particularly during the Napoleonic Wars, when the traditional grand tour of France and Italy became too risky. Among them were Cork sisters Martha and Katherine Wilmot, whose letters and diaries are still considered some of the most important English-language accounts of early nineteenth-century Russian life. Katherine Wilmot’s maid, Eleanor Cavanagh, also left two letters giving her impressions – a unique record of travel from‘below stairs’. These interactions took place against the backdrop of Anglo-Russian diplomacy and trade, one of Britain’s most important official relationships in the period.


After 1815 and the reshaping of post-Napoleonic Europe Russia had a new status among the European nations. It became more common for thrill-seeking, landed and titled young gentlemen like William Hartigan Barrington and Arthur MacMurrough Kavanagh to travel in search of good hunting grounds, or sexually liberating experiences. The wealthy landowner Richard White, Lord Berehaven (1800–1868), visited Russia during one of his annual overseas tours, collecting works of art and exotic plants to adorn Bantry House (regrettably, his handwritten journals did not survive a fire in the estate office). Mid-nineteenth century advances in communications, a booming newspaper trade and improving literacy rates in Britain and Ireland were reflected in a growing public appetite for journalism and quality travel writing, as any possible warming of relations between Britain and Russia was troubled by Russian imperial expansion in Central Asia. Crimean War journalists like William Howard Russell and professional travel writers like Selina Bunbury responded to this demand. The Crimean War brought unprecedented numbers of Irish soldiers and nurses to Russia’s south-western frontier, and the returned soldiers were feted at a massive banquet in one of Dublin’s largest buildings. The war generated an unprecedented level of reporting on matters relating to Russia, invigorating Irish interest in the region and bringing a wave of adventurers and writers to the empire’s southern reaches. Simultaneously, Irish engineers and scientists played a role in modernization and industrialization in Russia, employed in the expansion of the rail and canal networks.


Finally, at the close of the nineteenth century – and in the wake of a brief reconciliation between Britain and Russia on the 1874 marriage of Queen Victoria’s son Alfred to Alexander II’s daughter Grand Duchess Maria Alexandrovna, after which the tsar visited Britain – the complexity of an increasingly globalized and industrialized world is reflected in new kinds of Irish migration and contacts with Russia. Ethel Lilian Boole Voynich became enmeshed in the dangerous intrigue of international radical politics, drawing on her experiences to write The Gadfly, one of twentieth-century Russia’s best-loved novels. Meanwhile, Margaretta Eagar, like so many unmarried Irish women of her generation, emigrated alone in search of better prospects and a little adventure, becoming nanny to the children of the last tsar. The ‘new woman’ of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is embodied in the figure of adventurer, author and mountaineer Lizzie le Blond, whose daring life on the peaks of Norway and the Alps contrasted sharply with her rather pedestrian visit to Moscow and St Petersburg. The story, as I tell it, closes on the eve of the establishment of a new set of relationships as Irish radicals looked with critical appreciation to the Soviet Union’s experimental society.9 


None of this is to say that the Irish were in any way exceptional in their global reach, or in their ability to forge international networks. Eighteenth-century Russia was home to a significant German diaspora and thriving English and Scottish merchant communities.10  British connections with Russia have been studied in-depth by Anthony Cross,11 while Irish connections with Russia, particularly the military diaspora, invite comparisons with the Scottish case. Scottish scholars have examined historic connections with Russia, from David Dobson and Jacqueline Cromarty’s collective biographies to Steve Murdoch and Rebecca Wills’ detailed work on the Scottish military diaspora there.12  Academic conferences dedicated to Russo-Scottish connections have taken place in Russia (2000) and in Scotland (2016), and their proceedings have been published.13  A special issue of the Journal of Irish and Scottish Studies (2014) was dedicated to the diary of Patrick Gordon, a Scottish general and rear-admiral who became a trusted advisor of Peter the Great.14 


Histories of Ireland’s connections with the wider world have flourished in recent decades, broadening and deepening understandings of diaspora, nationalism and networks, as well as the ways in which the Irish were implicated in the British Empire and its global wars, especially in the nineteenth century. Although a rich body of scholarship exists on the Irish diaspora in Britain, North America and Australia, little attention was paid to the Irish in Europe until relatively recently.15  The study of Irish religious, educational and mercantile links with Continental Europe in the medieval and early modern period has also developed over the past twenty years or so, but Ireland’s lively connections with pre-Revolutionary Russia have been relatively forgotten.16  During the 1950s John Jordan and others published research on the Irish in imperial Russian military service in The Irish Sword. This burst of interest in Irish–Russian links was short-lived, however, and only resurfaced in a smattering of articles in Irish Slavonic Studies in the 1980s.17  Biographical works dedicated to high-profile individual Irish travellers to and residents in Russia have also appeared sporadically.18  Since then, studies of Ireland’s historic connections with Russia have focused on two main themes: the Crimean War and radical political links in the early decades of the Soviet Union. Excellent, detailed studies of Irish participation in the Crimean War and the war’s impacts on Ireland have been published by David Murphy (Ireland and the Crimean War, 2002) and Paul Huddie (The Crimean War and Irish Society, 2015). The Irish Easter Rising of 1916 and the Russian Revolutions of 1917 ushered in a new era of covert connections between the two countries, examined in detail by Emmet O’Connor (Reds and the Green: Ireland, Russia and the Communist Internationals, 1919–43, 2004). Barry McLoughlin’s Left to the Wolves: Irish Victims of Stalinist Terror (2007) brought to light the tragic consequences of totalitarianism for some Irish in the USSR. Polish–Irish contacts enlivened following EU enlargement in 2004 and the establishment of a significant Polish diaspora in Ireland. Róisín Healy leads scholarship on the historic contexts of Irish contacts with Poland and a shared narrative and experience of subjugation and religious persecution, while Thomas McLean has studied Irish and British literary representations of Poland.19  These themes are extended into the twentieth century in Tim Wilson’s comparative study of the experiences of minority groups in Ireland and Poland.20  Sabine Egger and John McDonagh’s collection Polish–Irish Encounters in the Old and New Europe (2011) reviews those connections over the long term and in international comparative contexts.


This book examines connections and exchanges between Ireland and Russia between pivotal dates in the histories of both countries: from the ascent of Peter the Great to the Russian throne (1682) and the Battle of the Boyne that sounded the final death-knell to Gaelic Ireland (1690), up to the eve of World War I, the Irish 1916 Rising and the 1917 Russian Revolutions. The reverberations of those events are still felt in both countries today, and in between were two fascinating centuries of war, diplomacy, advances in travel and communications and international radical political movements.


 

IMAGES OF RUSSIA IN IRELAND



Aside from the experiences of individual migrants and visitors, what do we know of ideas about Russia in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Ireland? In the 1780s Elizabeth Tighe of Woodstock, Co. Wicklow, received a light-hearted letter from William Tighe in London, in which he mulled over his options for an overseas tour. The future MP played on negative stereotypes of all parts of Europe, but Poland and Russia fared worst of all:


Was I to go to Ireland […] I should be tempted not to leave the potatoes and whiskey, which I prefer greatly to the stewed dirt of France or the oil and garlic of Italy. But travellers must never consider eating. I used to reckon an old sausage stuffed with guts and garlic no bad meal in Italy. Lord Darnley says that the travelling is excellent in Poland and Russia, if you can go without inn and victuals.21


William knew that employing stereotypes about different parts of Europe would entertain Elizabeth because they were established and recognizable – she would get the joke. Eastern Europe was not perceived as a destination for the faint-hearted. William did go on a grand tour shortly after writing this letter, and then promptly went into a career in politics. What were the origins of Irish people’s poor opinions of Russia, as expressed in this simple piece of family correspondence?


Because Russia remained a relatively unusual destination for Western Europeans until the nineteenth century, for a long time there was a shortage of up-to-date, reliable travel accounts of the country. A number of well-known English accounts were written in the mid-sixteenth century, when formal Anglo-Russian relations were first established. These included Stephen Burrough’s foray into Siberia and Anthony Jenkinson’s voyage down the Volga to the Silk Road. Records of these expeditions were included in Richard Hakluyt’s important anthology, The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation. First published in 1589 and expanded considerably in a second edition of 1598–1600, Hakluyt’s work was, in historian Marshall Poe’s words, ‘the largest early modern collection of Moscovitica ever issued’.22  The second edition included previously unpublished texts relating to ‘the North and Northeast quarters’, many of which were quite negative about Muscovite life and customs but recognized the potential for the development of an eastern maritime trade route or Northeast Passage. Hakluyt’s collection was hugely influential in early modern trade policy, exploration and navigation, and in the establishment of diplomatic relationships. The Principal Navigations was of enduring interest and was still read in the early nineteenth century. Katherine Wilmot, one of the most important Irish observers of imperial Russian life and culture, included it in her reading list alongside other important English- and French-language texts about Russia. She was so keen to learn and record all that she could that she transcribed a full chapter from an original French edition of Pierre Charles Levesque’s Histoire de Russie – at thirty-four manuscript pages, it was a task that must have taken many hours. She read some of the most famous and influential books about Russia that were available at the time, and her reading list gives us an idea of the titles that an Irish person interested in Russia might have reached for.23 


Mountaineer and politician James Bryce published a weighty, almost 600-page account of his 1877 journey south along the Volga and into the Caucasus in which he revealed the influence childhood reading had on his perceptions of the region. Crossing the steppe en route from Voronezh to Rostov-on-Don, he allowed his imagination to engage with his historical knowledge, ‘to understand the kind of impression that Scythia made on the imagination of the Greeks: how all sorts of wonders and horrors, like those Herodotus relates, were credible about the peoples that roamed over these wilds’. He was delighted with what he saw as the Oriental flavour of life in Georgia and Armenia – then under Russian rule – recalling how his ‘childish imagination [was] fed by the Bible and the Arabian Nights’ and how, ‘with the sacred mountain of the Ark looking down upon all, this seems like a delightful dream from far-off years’.24 


The records of Marsh’s Library in Dublin and Armagh’s Public Library (now known as the Robinson Library) also indicate the kinds of information Irish people had access to about Russia. These were Ireland’s first public libraries, established in 1707 and 1771 respectively. Marsh’s Library held a copy of Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations, as well as a number of Russian religious texts and late seventeenth-century travel accounts. These included An Account of a Voyage from Archangel in Russia in the Year 1697 (1699) by Russia Company trader Thomas Allison, who found himself stranded on the shore of the White Sea in winter 1697–8; Voyage en divers états d’Europe et d’Asie (1693) by the Jesuit Philip Avril; and The Present State of Russia (1671) by Samuel Collins, physician to the tsar and resident in Russia for much of the 1660s. Marsh’s Library also held the Oriental manuscript collection of Narcissus Marsh (1638–1713), which included Cyrillic texts.25  It seems that Armagh Public Library only held one early printed book relating to Russia, Purchas his Pilgrimes (1625 edition).26  While not a public library, the library of Trinity College Dublin had catalogued over 350 titles relating to Russia by 1872, but the majority of these were nineteenth-century publications.27  The small minority who had access to these libraries would not have learned a great deal about Russia, given the limitations of the collections.


Those who could afford to buy books might have opted for one of the relatively inexpensive counterfeit travel books produced by Dublin’s printers who, in the eighteenth century, had something of a reputation for publishing unauthorized editions. The earliest books directly relating to Russia that were published in Ireland –not necessarily by Irish authors – included Memoirs of the Life of Prince Menzikoff (1727); John Mottley, The History of the Life of Peter I Emperor of Russia (1740); and Memoirs of the Life of John-Daniel Mentzel (1744). Later in the century Byrne and Company published William Coxe’s important three-volume Travels into Poland, Russia, Sweden, and Denmark (1784) and Memoirs of Peter Henry Bruce … in the Services of Prussia, Russia, and Great Britain (1783).28  It is interesting to note that only one of these titles was a travelogue, and that the majority of the Irish-published titles related to the lively political and military affairs of Eastern and Northern Europe. In 1826 Dublin printers Bentham and Hardy published the anonymous Travels in European Russia, a low-quality publication compiled from various sources and illustrated with simple plates showing aspects of Russian life and architecture.


The first comprehensive English-language account of Poland, Bernard Connor’s History of Poland (1698), contains tantalizing glimpses into early-modern Irish views on Muscovy.29  The author, an Irish Catholic anatomist, physician and historian, served as royal physician to Jan III Sobieski in 1694–5 before moving to London, where he befriended fellow Irish naturalist and physician Sir Hans Sloane and impressed the members of the Royal Society with the plant and mineral specimens he had collected in Poland.30  Presented as a series of letters to eminent English gentlemen, Connor’s book reaches back to the earliest history of Poland–Lithuania, with its ever-changing borders, and includes snippets of information on neighbouring Muscovy. Russia and Sarmatia (partly present-day Ukraine) were, for Connor, ‘desolate countries’ where ‘Peasants Children, especially in Russia, go Naked till they are four or five years Old’ and are bathed in cold water so that ‘it need not be wonder’d that they afterwards become so exceeding hardy’.31  Notably, the second volume of the book – the portion relating to Russia – was compiled not by Connor, but by his friend John Savage. We do not know what other sources Connor used, but if any of his information about Muscovy was obtained from Polish sources, his observations must be considered in light of negative Polish perspectives on Russia at the time.32  Connor found much to praise in Polish life and government, portraying a modernizing state that was, in his view, at a much better advantage than its neighbours in Muscovy or Scandinavia. He was at pains to separate Russia and Poland in his readers’ minds by correcting unfair and out-dated perceptions of Poland, writing that the Polish nobility were‘not so barbarous nor so unpolish’d, as they are generally represented’.33  His generally positive representation of the Eastern European kingdom is significant, given the negative tone of almost all English-language writing on the region at the time.


Irish-authored book-length eyewitness accounts of Russia were slow to appear in print. The first, Recollections of a Tour in the North of Europe in 1836–1837 (1838), was by soldier and diplomat Charles William Vane, Marquess of Londonderry. Irish-born diplomat George, Earl Macartney, privately published an account of Russia in 1767 for a very limited circulation – it was not publicly available, but selected extracts were published in John Barrow’s account of Macartney’s life and career in 1807. Irish journalist Robert Bell published a three-volume History of Russia in 1836–8, but it was compiled entirely from other sources, and it is unlikely that he ever visited the country. On the title page, he acknowledges that he was ‘assisted by eminent literary and scientific men’ in compiling the work. Even though it seems that he had never been to Russia, he still claimed that his work was original, stating in the opening lines,‘The geography and statistics of Russia have never been satisfactorily recorded. Except, perhaps, some of the estimates collected at great pains within our own time, there are no available documents of that description extant that can safely be relied upon.’34 His history ends with the 1807 Treaty of Tilsit, which made foes of Britain and Russia against the backdrop of the global conflict of the Napoleonic Wars.


Many other Irish visitors to Russia kept important and detailed records of their journeys but did not publish them. Unpublished manuscripts may not appear to be broadly influential, but travellers’ letters and diaries are an important record of lived experience, and in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it was commonplace for letters and diaries to be shared with family and friends. In this respect, unpublished records did go some way towards informing Irish opinions of Russia. Historian Sara Dickinson finds that although the majority of eighteenth-century Russian travel accounts remained unpublished, this did not mean that they were not circulated – many travel writers and their readers were used to reading each other’s personal letters and diaries, did not see it as out of the ordinary and did not think them any less valuable for remaining unpublished.35  This book gives primacy to the voices, experiences, motivations and intentions of Irish visitors and residents in the Russian Empire as recorded in both published and unpublished records.





 

MARGINAL STATES? 



In her landmark study of Poland’s place in nineteenth-century Irish nationalism, Róisín Healy writes that by the late eighteenth century, the relative lack of direct contact and the geographical distance between Ireland and Poland came to matter less and less because ‘one did not have to leave one’s seat to become knowledgeable about foreign places’.36  Travel writing dominated the literary marketplace, and the booming newspaper trade made knowledge of life overseas more accessible than ever before to an increasingly literate public. The same could be said of Irish knowledge of Russia, but unlike connections between Irish and Polish nationalists, Irish–Russian contacts were not founded on mutual sympathy. As is so often the case with travel writing, though, the records of Irish encounters with Russia tell us as much, if not more, about Ireland and Irish people than they do about Russia. They hold a clearer mirror to the face of the observer than the observed.


In Enlightenment European thought, geography and climate were understood to influence the moral fibre of a nation and the extent to which a people were ‘civilized’. Racial stereotypes emerged from this theory, as extremes of weather were thought detrimental to advancement. For example, Southern Europeans were thought to have been made lazy and amorous by the heat and humidity; Northern Europeans were thought to have been made more hardworking and temperate by the cooler weather. This racist theory was perhaps best summed up in the words of Irish travel writer John Ross Browne when he assessed the prospects of civilizing Russia:


No human power can successfully contend against the depressing influences of a climate scarcely paralleled for its rigor. Where there are four months of a summer, to which the scorching heats of Africa can scarcely bear a comparison, and from six to eight months of a polar winter, it is utterly impossible that the moral and intellectual faculties of man can be brought to the highest degree of perfection.37


Feudal, despotic Russia and poor, Catholic Ireland, with their vast stretches of seemingly useless tundra and bog emanating harmful vapours, were not thought conducive to attaining the highest forms of civilization. Observers found the problems of under-industrialization and unsophisticated agricultural methods in both countries, as well as similarities between Catholicism and Russian Orthodoxy, the Irish rural labourer and the Russian serf, and their folk traditions. Meanwhile, the tradition of seeking assistance for Irish independence from Britain’s foes runs throughout the period studied in this book, from eighteenth-century Jacobite attempts at alliances with Peter the Great (see Chapter 1), to attempts by Young Ireland to secure Russian Arms during the Crimean War and further Fenian attempts at a Russian alliance during the Russo-Turkish war of 1877.38 


The Russian Empire as declared by Peter the Great was a transcontinental, contiguous landmass, but the Ural Mountains formed a geographic and cultural divide between the Europeanized west and the conquered territories of Siberia. (That said, in 1767 Catherine the Great wrote to Voltaire from Kazan, west of the Urals, declaring,‘I am in Asia’.39 ) Until at least the 1820s Siberia functioned as a reassuring barometer of western Russia’s ‘civility’. The Caucasus was another focal point for Russian empire-building in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, prompting Orientalist literary responses from major writers like Pushkin and Lermontov.40  Russia itself fulfilled the same role for Western European and Irish observers, who could point eastward and be assured of their own, presumed, relative superiority.


Irish pro-imperialists seized on Russia as an example of unenlightened empire, particularly for its continuation of feudal serfdom until 1861, which on the surface of things compared poorly with Britain’s ban on the slave trade from 1807. Russia’s imperial ambitions and incursions into neighbouring territories generated negative commentary; Walpole was moved to refer to Catherine II as ‘the imperial vulture of Russia’.41  Irish nationalist leaders from Wolfe Tone to William Smith O’Brien compared Russia’s annexation of Poland to Ireland’s relationship with Britain.42  The politician and diplomat Sir Thomas Wyse made Russia’s treatment of Poland the topic of his maiden speech in parliament in 1832.43  The partition of Poland even prompted some to call on Britain to take military action in defence of Polish freedom, positioning Britain as the more modern, enlightened power.44  Russia’s ruling elite recognized the need for social reform after the humiliation of the Crimean War. Russia, like Britain, was a multi-ethnic empire that oppressed indigenous people in the territories to which it laid claim, but the British Empire was portrayed as a civilizing force while the Russian Empire was seen as despotic. This is the process described in Larry Wolff’s classic study Inventing Eastern Europe, whereby travel writers created an image of Eastern Europe as unmodern by contrasting it with Britain and France.45 


Some slightly more reliable accounts of the Russian Empire appeared on the market in the late eighteenth century, and the Napoleonic Wars sparked new interest in Russia as a travel destination – a fresh alternative to the well-trodden paths of the grand tour. The quality of information on Russia gradually improved, but problems persisted. Until the mid-nineteenth century few visitors strayed far beyond St Petersburg and Moscow, and observers stubbornly continued to focus on the apparent strangeness of Russian life and the barbarity of its government, perpetuating an image that was both commercially profitable for booksellers and pleasing to the reading public’s imagination. Irish visitors relished brushes with the Russian police, from Meath barrister John Ladeveze Adlercron’s arrest for brutally beating a postillion in Belarus in 1806, to Dublin publisher Joseph Maunsell Hone’s and mountaineer Page Lawrence Dickinson’s being charged with spying in Baku for photographing a mounted unit of Cossacks, and mountaineer Lizzie le Blond’s being interviewed by police for photographing Peterhof palace in 1913.46  The wealth of Russia’s ethno-religious diversity went unnoticed by most observers. Western Russia’s Jewish population and the Circassians and Muslims to the south and east were usually only seen as symbolic of the empire’s perceived Oriental barbarism – not because these people laboured under the Russian yoke, but because their customs, religion and ethnicity were judged inferior to those of Western Europe.


More astute observers found a disparity between the images peddled in travel accounts and the realities on the ground. Katherine Wilmot, for example, wrote that she had expected her visit ‘to be a fairy tale’, but found that she needed to do some ‘rummaging for Russia’ to peel away the layers of French and English influence on noble Russian life.47  Ironically, many Irish–Russian contacts were facilitated by the French language, which was a pillar of Russian polite society in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.48  German had formerly been the language of the Russian court and military – the latter populated at its highest ranks by the nobility’s compulsory service until the mid-eighteenth century – but was replaced by French when Peter and Catherine the Great imposed their ‘civilizing mission’ on Russian society. French was the universal language of diplomacy and international relations – Irish-born diplomats James Jefferies and George Forbes communicated with their London superiors in French.49  Cork-born Martha Wilmot wrote in 1803: ‘For language, it is a Tower of Babel as you may suppose […]‘tis quite common to hear four or five at one dinner table – French is universal.’50





 

IRISH CULTURE IN RUSSIA, RUSSIAN CULTURE IN IRELAND



Military and diplomatic connections existed between Ireland and Russia from the seventeenth century, but ties were also strong in culture and the arts. Irish and Russian culture and traditions were reinterpreted for audiences on both sides of Europe, on the page and on the stage. From the late eighteenth century literature and music in the Irish tradition permeated Russian high culture, while Dublin theatre audiences were treated to performances of Russian song and dance. Irish craftspeople contributed to the of Russian life and culture. Catherine II brought foreign craftspeople to St Petersburg, making the city an international centre for jewellery production.51  In 1781–5, Scottish-born cameo maker James Tassie received substantial orders (worth thousands of pounds) from Catherine II. He wrote to his friend, Dr Henry Quin in Dublin to share the news and to suggest that he received the business thanks to Quin’s having presented Princess Dashkova with a collection of his pastes during her visit to Ireland. Tassie had lived in Dublin in 1763–6, during which time he and Quin experimented with imitating ancient Roman pastes and cameos. These techniques made Tassie famous and established him as a leading cameo-maker of the age. His time in Dublin and his connections with the Irish doctor Quin endure in the impressive cabinet collection held by the Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg.52 


John Field (1782–1837) was the most prominent Irish figure in nineteenth-century Russia. Born into a musical family at Golden Lane, Dublin, he migrated to London with his family at the age of eleven. In 1802 he embarked on a Continental tour with his Italian piano tutor, Muzio Clementi. The pair arrived in St Petersburg in 1803, but when Clementi prepared to return to London, Field insisted on remaining in Russia. He saw the opportunity to release himself from a difficult – even abusive – master who was said to have kept his young apprentice in a state of near-starvation, paying only the most meagre stipend.53  Field found a wealthy patron and made his formal debut at St Petersburg’s new Philharmonic Hall in 1804.54  His popularity soared, and he became a highly sought-after performer and tutor to the children of noble families, counting a young Mikhail Glinka among his pupils. In Moscow in 1808 Martha Wilmot noted that ‘nothing but [his] style is tolerated’, and in January 1815, having just taken up a diplomatic post at St Petersburg, Limerick-born Sir Gore Ouseley heard Field perform at a private party.55  In Tolstoy’s War and Peace (Book 5), the old countess, Natasha’s mother, requests ‘my favourite nocturne by Field’. He developed a new, tremendously popular style of piano composition known as the nocturne. This style has retained an enduring appeal for its evocative and calming, if moody, ambiance. Field married a fellow pianist, Adelaide Victoria Percheron (‘Percherette’), and his son (by another partner), Leon Ivanovich Leonov, became a distinguished tenor.56  Behind his success, however, lurked the tragedy of alcoholism. By 1835 he was on a Continental tour and in poor health when a Russian family found him in a Neapolitan hospital. They returned him to Moscow, where he died of pneumonia in January 1837. An obituary published in a Russian magazine referred to him as ‘the primary harpsichord player of our age’.57  Field performed in London in the 1820s but never returned to Ireland. Despite being recorded as British in St Petersburg’s marriage register, he considered himself Irish.58  As the childhood piano tutor of Glinka – the founder of Russian classical music – Field’s influence on Russian high culture is indisputable, as is his influence on classical music more widely, as creator of the piano style perfected by Chopin. When the two met in 1832 Chopin was in awe of his idol, but Field was unimpressed by the young Polish musician, describing him as ‘a sick-room talent’.59  A year earlier Chopin told a friend that he was ‘delighted’ when a German composer said that he had ‘Field’s touch’. In a curious case of degrees of separation, Cork-born radical and novelist Ethel Lilian Boole Voynich would, in 1931, publish an edition of Chopin’s letters.60 


Irish authors and literary works inspired by Gaelic traditions were popular in Russia from the late eighteenth century. The mythical Gaelic bard Ossian came to prominence when Scottish writer James Macpherson published his controversial Poems of Ossian in 1762–3. They were an instant hit across Europe, even if their authenticity was questioned from the outset, and generated a new appreciation for the wild landscapes of Scotland and Ireland. The epic tales spread to Russia, with translations appearing in 1788 (A.I. Dmitriev, Poemi drevnikh bardov [Poetry of the Ancient Bards]) and 1792 (Emil Kostrov, Ossian, syn Fingalov [Ossian, Son of Fingal]).61  In the 1770s to 1790s Irish playwrights Oliver Goldsmith and Richard Brinsley Sheridan found popularity in Russia, as did Tipperary-born writer Laurence Sterne – his A Sentimental Journey was available in Russian from 1779 and The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy was translated into Russian by Mikhail Kaisarov in 1804–7. In 1869 Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace (Book 1, Chapter 28) testified to Sterne’s enduring popularity and recognizability in Russia, when Princess Mary states: ‘As Sterne says: “We don’t love people so much for the good they have done us, as the good we have done them.”’


Ireland’s most popular literary export to Russia, however, was Thomas Moore, who achieved great popularity there in the 1820s and 1830s. Martha Wilmot was somewhat before her time when she performed one of his songs at a party in Moscow in 1805.62  Moore’s compositions were extremely fashionable across Europe, and his Irish Melodies (10 volumes, 1808–34) included at least two Russian-inspired poems: ‘Those Evening Bells’ and ‘The Russian Lover’. ‘Those Evening Bells’ is an excellent example of how song and poetry circulated internationally at the time. The poet Ivan Kozlov made a Russian translation of the poem, which Moore claimed he had set to the tune of ‘The Bells of St Petersburg’, but the original song is not known.63  Kozlov’s translation, set to music by a Russian composer, remains a popular favourite in Russia, having circled back to the place of its origin. Moore’s influence on Russian poetry is evident, as well-known poets like Vasily Zhukovsky, Konstantin Batyushkov, Pushkin and Lermontov produced translations or directly imitated his style.64  In Wiltshire in January 1829 a Russian man showed Moore a translation of his Paradise and the Peri ‘in a collection of Russian poems which he had bound together to read in travelling’. The man read it aloud for the assembly, and to Moore’s ear it ‘sounded very musically’.65  In the same year the journalist and writer Petr Vyazemsky published his Russian translation of Moore’s ‘Whene’er I See Those Smiling Eyes’ – a fitting tribute to the Irish birth of his mother, Jenny O’Reilly Vyazemskaya.66  In 1823 Turgenev had urged Vyazemsky in relation to Moore’s Irish Melodies, ‘Get it and read it!’67


As folk song and dance became fashionable forms of entertainment in Europe’s upper-class drawing rooms, Russian traditions made their way to Ireland. Cork sisters Martha and Katherine Wilmot made an important collection of Russian folksongs during their residence on a rural Russian estate in 1803–8. The transcriptions were only published in 1840, when Martha included four of the folksongs in her edition of her dear friend Princess Dashkova’s Memoirs. Shortly afterwards some of the songs were published, along with extracts from the Memoirs, in the popular periodical The Literary Gazette.68  Martha Wilmot also became the first to translate Nikolay Karamzin’s celebrated poetry into English when she worked on his composition, ‘Dovolen ya sud’boyu / I miloyu bogat’ (‘Contented with my humble lot / Thy love is all my store’) – unfortunately, she did not publish her translation.69  Coincidentally, Karamzin married Jenny O’Reilly Vyazemskaya’s stepdaughter.


From the 1820s Russian poetry was available in Dublin’s bookshops and began to feature in the literary pages of Irish newspapers and magazines.70  The Freeman’s Journal – Ireland’s biggest selling newspaper at the time – published a translation of the popular Russian song ‘The Inexperienced Shepherdess’ along with an extract from Sir John Bowring’s Specimens of the Russian Poets. This extract was a Karamzin composition,‘The Church-Yard’, which remained popular for some time.71  Irish newspapers also advertised new products from Russia, like a ‘Russian Oil’ that promised the user a ‘fine head of hair’.72 


Irish interest in Russian music and dance increased in the 1820s and 1830s, with regular themed performances and variety concerts at Dublin’s Theatre Royal on Abbey Street and the Grand Promenade on Suffolk Street.73  On one occasion a ‘Russian Overture’ was performed immediately before Moore’s ‘Believe Me, If All Those Endearing Young Charms’.74  In September 1839 Madame Rosier performed a ‘Russian dance’ during an evening at the Theatre Royal.75  In November of the same year the Matweitsch family made their first Irish appearance ‘to one of the most crowded houses [...] witnessed since the commencement of the season’ and performed ‘several of the most admired Russian marches, songs, and choruses’.76  This continued into the early twentieth century, with the Queen’s Theatre in Dublin showing The Conscript, a drama based in Russia, twice nightly during the summer of 1913. The marketing of Russian song and dance on the Dublin stage indicates a wider pattern of exoticizing and othering Russian culture that had mass appeal and endured throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


Irish writers and artists were also inspired by Russian topics. Ulster ‘weaver poet’ and United Irishman James Orr wrote ‘The Ruin of Moscow’ as an allegorical response to the terrible events of 1798 with the lines: ‘So Moscow fell. Now o’er her ruins weep, / Ye friends of man, with awe-struck anguish riv’n, / See Russia’s boast a huge chaotic heap, / Her people cinders, or as outcasts driv’n!’77 Donegal-born Frances Browne (1816–1879), the ‘blind poetess of Stranorlar’, was responsible for the most significant English-language artistic response to the forced removal of a million Circassians from their homelands in the 1840s. Her first published collection, The Star of Atteghei (1844), drew on the flurry of recent travel accounts of the Caucasus and the frequent reporting on the Circassian conflict in the British newspapers, reflecting her sympathy with nationalist movements in Ireland and Poland. Browne’s response to the plight of the Circassians unmistakably situated England and Russia as oppressors, with Ireland and Circassia as nations struggling for independence.78  Cork-born playwright Herbert Trench (1865–1923) published an English translation of Dmitry Merezhkovsky’s novel Death of the Gods in 1901, having previously collected works of art in Russia. In 1907 the Monaghan writer and landowner Shane Leslie travelled to Russia and met Tolstoy, who he claimed was the greatest influence on his own life; the elderly Russian writer presented the nationalist landlord with a signed photographic portrait.79  Travelling in the opposite direction, Tsar Nicholas II was a fan of Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897),80 and Odesa-born writer and activist Sophie Raffalovich (1860–1960) married Irish nationalist leader William O’Brien and published a number of novels influenced by the couple’s retirement in Mayo. Dublin-born writer and polyglot Liam Ó Rinn translated Turgenev’s Prose Poems from the original Russian into Irish (Dánta Próis, 1933) and published a translation of Petr Kropotkin’s Fields, Factories and Workshops for publication in serial form in the periodical Irish Freedom in the 1910s, corresponding with the anarchist directly on the finer points of the translation.81 


Elizabeth Thompson Lady Butler’s well-known painting The Roll Call (1874) remains one of the best-known artistic responses to the Crimean War. The work launched Butler’s career as a painter concerned with the psychological effects of warfare and secured her reputation as the greatest ‘war artist’ of the age.82  While not Irish by birth, she married an Irish Catholic who was enlisted in the British Army and moved to Wicklow with him, recording on her canvasses the global experience of imperial warfare as she saw it through his eyes. Her knowledge of Irish political and social life is reflected in her evocative Irish scenes Listed for the Connaught Rangers (1878) and Evicted (1890). Neither work shied away from the harsh realities of life in Victorian Ireland, drawing on the same compassion that defines her battlefield scenes. Later, in 1913, Dublin-born Harriet Kirkwood moved briefly to Russia with her husband, taking painting lessons from Russian neo-primitivist Ilya Mashkov in Moscow. Her work bears his influence in her bold use of colour and in the composition of her startling portraits. She returned to Dublin to study at the Metropolitan School of Art in 1919–20 and later attended London’s famous Slade School of Art.83  Around 1900, 300 Donegal women worked for three years stitching and embroidering (‘sprigging’) linen stair-cloths for one of the Russian imperial palaces.84  In an enduring testimony to the cultural links between Russia and Ireland, one of twenty-six scenes painted in rural Donegal in the mid-1920s by New York artist Rockwell Kent hangs on permanent display in the Hermitage Museum, the artist having presented it to the St Petersburg gallery in 1964.85 


This book ties together the various strands of Irish–Russian contact from around 1690 to the eve of the Irish and Russian revolutions, identifying thematic connections between apparently disparate individuals. The contrasts between Chapter 1, which focuses on male lives and careers, and Chapter 5, which focuses mostly on women’s lives and careers, illuminate broader patterns in the history of Irish migration and in Irish social history. By the late nineteenth century Irish women were as likely to emigrate as Irish men, a unique pattern not repeated among any other global diaspora group. The story of Irish links with Russia offers new perspectives on the Irish abroad. It is not just a curious aside to the well-recognized and massive outflows to Britain and North America, but is part of the global Irish experience.
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