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SUMMARY    . 

Imperial Russia’s large wolf populations were demonized, persecuted, tormented, 

and sometimes admired. That Savage Gaze explores the significance of wolves in 

pre-revolutionary Russia utilizing the perspectives of cultural studies, ecocriticism, 

and human-animal studies. It examines the ways in which hunters, writers, 

conservationists, members of animal protection societies, scientists, doctors, 

government officials and others contested Russia’s “Wolf Problem” and the particular 

threat posed by rabid wolves. It elucidates the ways in which wolves became 

intertwined with Russian identity both domestically and abroad. It argues that 

wolves played a foundational role in Russians’ conceptions of the natural world in 

ways that reverberated throughout Russian society, providing insights into broader 

aspects of Russian culture and history as well as the opportunities and challenges 

that modernity posed for the Russian empire. 
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For Astrid, Skye and Aidan in our hope that humans will find a way to coexist 
with wolves and the other animals with whom we share this world
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Over the last decade the number of wolves has increased dramatically 
and continues to do so with each passing year. Wolves are becoming a public 
pestilence, a national scourge: they run into the cities and even the capitals in 
broad daylight, and in the villages they approach herds and throttle livestock 
without fear or danger . . . Our peasants, who have just recently been freed from 
slavery, who have scarcely ceased paying a heavy tribute to landowners, have 
once again fallen into servitude—only this time not to people, but rather to a 
predatory beast.

—L. P. Sabaneev, The Wolf (1880)

But I’ve had a good look, and I’ve long since been crying. This wolf has 
been poked through the side with a rake. He breathes through a hole in his side. 
The air hisses, and it seems as though I hear it through the hole; the edges of 
his wound move up and down. It’s horrible. The wolf ’s teeth have bit the stick 
in his mouth; quite close to my face, where it’s pressed against the bars, are 
his eyes. In their corners I see the white part. It’s all bloody. His pupils strain 
straight into my pupils. Unbearable pain, furious hatred, and sorrow are con-
densed in them, along with a final, hopeless, settled horror.

—L. D. Zinovieva-Annibal, The Tragic Menagerie (1907)
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A Note on Translation and 
Transliteration

Russian names and other words in the text, endnotes and bibliography 
 follow a modified Library of Congress system of transliteration without 

the use of diacritics in which “y” replaces “ii,” “aya” replaces “aia,” etc. Proper 
nouns and names are presented in the most common variants found in English-
language texts (Alexander rather than Aleksandr, etc.) All translations, unless 
otherwise indicated, are my own. An imperial verst was equivalent to 1.07 kilo-
meters or 3500 feet.

Free sampler. Copyrighted material.



Acknowledgments

T here are relatively few scholars studying nineteenth-century Russia 
through the prisms of ecocriticism and human–animal studies (though 

that is rapidly changing) and I’m fortunate to have benefited from the advice, 
friendship and wisdom of most of them. I would like to especially thank Jane 
Costlow and Amy Nelson, who convened a group of sixteen or so like-minded 
colleagues at Virginia Tech in 2007 for a conference on animals in Russian his-
tory and culture, which was supported by Virginia Tech and Bates College. The 
group included Cathy Frierson, who had served as my undergraduate thesis 
advisor twenty years earlier while finishing her PhD at Harvard, and many 
others whose camaraderie and thoughtful comments on each other’s papers 
made the two-day gathering a paradigm of scholarly collegiality and support. In 
2010 an evolved version of my paper, which contained the seeds for this later 
book project, appeared in the volume that emerged from that conference as 
“That Savage Gaze: The Contested Portrayal of  Wolves in Nineteenth-Century 
Russian Culture,” in J. Costlow and A. Nelson, eds., Other Animals: Beyond the 
Human in Russian Culture and History (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 
63-76. Portions of it appear in further incarnation scattered among these pages 
with permission of the University of Pittsburgh Press.

In the intervening years, as the book slowly unfolded amid the pleasures 
and burdens of teaching, administration and parenthood I gave a series of 
papers that would later coalesce into portions of its four chapters at both the 
national ASEEES conferences and the biennial conference of ASLE. In both 
venues I frequently co-presented and benefited from the erudition of Tom 
Hodge and Tom Newlin alongside Jane and Amy, as well as younger colleagues 
including Molly Brunson (who generously shared her expertise on art copy-
right  permissions), Anya Corke Allen, Isabel Lane, and others. Here at Colgate 
Nancy Ries, Mieka Erley and Chris Vecsey have read individual chapters  

Free sampler. Copyrighted material.



x Acknowledgments

and offered sage counsel, as did fellow wolf enthusiast Tovar Cerulli during a 
campus visit to give an Environmental Studies Brownbag on being a “mindful 
carnivore.” I would like to thank Alice Dautry, formerly Director of the Pasteur 
Institute in Paris, for her help in obtaining permission to reproduce a photo-
graph of a group of Smolensk peasants attacked by a wolf, who were among the 
first foreigners to be treated by Pasteur. I am truly grateful to Joe Peschio, editor 
of The Unknown Nineteenth Century series at Academic Studies Press, former 
ASP acquiring editors Faith Wilson Stein and Oleh Kotsyuba, and the excel-
lent editing staff at ASP for their encouragement and professionalism. The two 
anonymous peer reviewers arranged by ASP provided detailed, pointed and 
astute advice, which I took to heart. The book would not be what it is without 
their invaluable input.

I benefited from the support of Colgate’s Research Council via two major 
grants, a discretionary grant, a subvention grant, and an Associate Faculty 
Research Leave in spring 2017. The grants enabled three month-long research 
trips to Russia in 2006, 2012, and 2014 while the semester of sabbatical allowed 
me to get the book into final shape for submission. Most of my research for 
the book took place at the National Library in St. Petersburg, particularly 
in the rare journals collection, and I am indebted to its hardworking and  
resourceful staff. 

My development as a scholar of ecocriticism and human–animal studies 
coincided with the transformation of Colgate University’s Russian Department 
into an interdisciplinary program that includes wonderful colleagues across 
the academic divisions and culminated in my senior joint appointment in 
Russian & Eurasian Studies and Environmental Studies. Little did I know 
on  arriving here in 1998 that I would be  teaching a course called “Hunting, 
Eating, Vegetarianism” alongside Russian language, literature and culture fif-
teen years later! My colleagues’ and the institution’s openness to allowing this 
 scholarly and pedagogical  evolution has been instrumental in this book coming 
to  fruition.

Free sampler. Copyrighted material.



Introduction

In 1862, the year after Tsar Alexander II’s edict of emancipation freed serfs 
throughout the Russian empire, a three-page account of an attack on a village 

by a rabid wolf appeared in the August issue of the Moscow-based Journal of 
Hunting.1 Entitled “A Horrific Event,” the unsigned piece detailed how the wolf 
had run into the Village of the Evangelists in the Belorussian province of Minsk 
at midnight on January 27, biting fifty-eight people. The victims included seven 
women who were nursing and two who were pregnant. The onslaught ended 
only when a villager attempting to defend his wife stuffed his elbow into the 
wolf ’s mouth. This enabled a soldier stationed in the village to kill the crazed 
animal with an axe. Reinforcing its claims to accuracy, the article then pains-
takingly enumerated the medical outcomes for those the wolf had attacked, 
including five additional people it had bitten before entering the village. All 
were treated with arsenic according to medical protocols of the time under the 
guidance of a Dr. Grabovsky, but—as he later reported to the Vilnius Medical 
Society—the treatment was to no avail. The desperate patients also received 
no benefit from the cures provided by “charlatan” folk healers, who snuck past 
the practitioners of official medicine to meet with them. In the months follow-
ing the attack forty-one of the victims died, many of them praying fervently 
with their families as they awaited the end. Among them were the courageous 
husband, who died after five weeks, and his wife, who succumbed after three 
months, orphaning their unweaned child.2 

This 1862 narrative, while presented as factual and filled with  specific 
detail, stretches a modern reader’s credulity. Could one wolf—even if rabid—
really attack so many people? Why didn’t the soldier or one of the other 
 villagers have a gun at hand?3 What should we make of the mixture of  folkloric,  
religious, and medical motifs implicit in this dramatic recounting of a beast 
emerging from the forest at midnight, gripped by a demoniacal frenzy, to 
 terrorize an entire village (and one so aptly named)? How common were such 
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xii Introduction

accounts in Russia and what role did they play in both Russians’ and foreigners’ 
perceptions of the Russian empire, as well the significance of Russian nature 
and especially animals in the lives of its peoples?

Such questions form central foci of this book, which explores the  powerful 
presence of wolves in imperial Russian culture. That Savage Gaze draws on the 
burgeoning scholarly fields of ecocriticism and human–animal studies, as well 
as extensive primary research conducted in Russia, to investigate the ways in 
which Russians perceived and portrayed the substantial wolf  populations that 
persisted in the Russian empire throughout the pre-revolutionary era. It delves 
into diverse spheres in which hunters, writers, conservationists, members of 
animal protection societies, scientists, peasants, government officials and others 
contested the ecological, economic and cultural significance of wolves. It also 
elucidates the processes by which the empire’s large wolf populations became 
intertwined with Russian identity both domestically and abroad, revealing 
Russian insecurities vis-à-vis the countries of Western Europe. Ultimately, it 
traces the importance of wolves as a symbolic locus for the expression of under-
lying tensions in imperial society as Russians grappled with the pressures of 
modernity.

Throughout the nineteenth century and especially in the decades that 
 followed the emancipation of Russia’s serfs in 1861, wolves occupied a crit-
ical position amid a web of anxieties that preoccupied Russians of all classes 
for different but intersecting reasons. For a nobility in decline hunting wolves 
served to shore up an eroding sense of patriarchal entitlement and hegemony. 
Wolf hunts also allowed gentry hunters to display a distinctively Russian form 
of masculinity that paralleled their performances in related behavioral arenas 
such as warfare, gambling and dueling. For members of Russia’s intellec-
tual classes including scientists, and its political elites, wolves represented an  
ongoing challenge as they attempted to impose order and control on the 
empire’s rural landscapes and inhabitants and oversaw efforts to domesticate 
and utilize its remaining wilderness. Prior to Pasteur’s development of a rabies 
vaccine in the mid-1880s wolves also posed a serious problem for Russia’s 
nascent medical establishment, as ineffectual treatments in the aftermath of 
attacks by rabid wolves subverted its claims that victims (typically peasants) 
should place their trust in trained medical professionals rather than seeking the 
care of village folk healers; this perpetuated distrust of modern medicine in the 
countryside. For peasants in the empire’s most vulnerable regions, wolves repre-
sented a  perennial threat to their livestock and even themselves. In combatting 
wolves they revealed  superstitions and employed techniques that members of 
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xiiiIntroduction

Russia’s upper classes criticized as emblematic of their backwardness and bar-
barity. For all these reasons, wolves came to serve as a psychic nexus for the 
abiding anxieties and class tensions that characterized the late imperial period 
to a degree that was disproportionate to the actual damage they inflicted and 
dangers they posed.

In tracing these evolving frictions and rifts I focus on nineteenth-century 
European Russia but situate this focus within a broader geographical and tem-
poral context, as well as amid studies of wolves in other countries and cultures 
ranging from America to Japan. I enlist the tools of literary analysis alongside 
those of historical research, explicating canonical texts such as Leo Tolstoy’s 
War and Peace alongside neglected or minor literary works while paying equal 
attention to non-literary sources such as hunting journals, medical tracts, legal 
codes, natural history treatises, and memoirs. Together, these diverse and 
wide-ranging sources provide an array of perspectives on the means by which 
Russians demonized and persecuted wolves, as well as their particular fear of 
rabid wolves. I juxtapose this widespread antipathy with isolated voices that 
began to question Russian culture’s hostility toward wolves as conservation 
and animal welfare movements began to coalesce in the late nineteenth cen-
tury and as Russia’s wolf populations decreased. Ultimately, I argue that wolves 
played a foundational role in Russians’ conceptualization of the natural world 
in ways that reverberated even within the social realm, providing insights into 
broader aspects of Russian culture and history as well as the opportunities and 
challenges that modernity posed for the Russian empire.

Russia’s Wolf Problem (volchy vopros) highlighted the challenges of its 
efforts to join the “civilized” nations of Western Europe and to overcome both 
internal and external perceptions that it lagged behind its West European 
counterparts in social, economic, legal, and political spheres.4 Throughout the 
decades that preceded and followed emancipation, wolf populations across 
the Russian empire remained much higher than those in Western Europe, 
where wolves had been eradicated or their populations dramatically reduced. 
Government researchers, the hunting community, and others concerned for the 
welfare of Russia’s newly emancipated peasantry lamented the toll that wolves 
took on Russia’s mostly unarmed rural population and especially children. 
They also bemoaned the economic damage that stemmed from wolf attacks 
on livestock. Such attacks were especially prevalent in the more densely pop-
ulated provinces of European Russia where the majority of peasants engaged 
in subsistence agriculture and their livestock were concentrated. Rabid wolves 
caused particular concern given the high incidence of rabies that resulted 
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xiv Introduction

from wolf bites, the horrific nature of the disease, and the lack of any effective 
 treatment prior to Pasteur’s invention of a vaccine in 1885. From the 1850s 
through the 1890s, stories of wolf packs laying siege to isolated areas of the 
countryside or of lone rabid wolves attacking many villagers in a single night 
appeared regularly in the Russian press. Ranging from matter-of-fact reports 
to highly dramatic accounts like the one above, they contributed to a cultural 
demonization of wolves that found legal expression in the epochal hunting law 
of February 3, 1892, which codified Russia’s hostility toward wolves alongside 
other predators. 

In keeping with this overriding cultural antipathy, Russian hunters 
throughout the nineteenth century saw wolves (along with bears) as the  
ultimate quarry. Early in the century aristocratic hunters on horseback with serf 
retainers pursued wolves with large packs of dogs including both scent hounds 
and borzois in a manner that resembled but also fundamentally differed from 
fox hunting in England. As the Russian landed aristocracy contracted,  however, 
and especially with the abolition of serfdom, hunting on this grand scale 
 gradually gave way to less extravagant and more egalitarian modes of hunting. 
This accounted in part for the fascination with hunts by members of the impe-
rial family, which maintained these traditions—royal hunting expeditions and 
kill tallies were described in detail in Russia’s hunting journals. In the second 
half of the century wolves were more commonly pursued by hunting club 
 members drawn from the gentry and newly professional classes in Moscow,  
St. Petersburg and the provinces; by professional hunters and trappers (whose 
primary interest lay in other more marketable and less challenging quarry); 
and in some cases by peasants defending their livestock, as they had the right 
to hunt on land belonging to their communities (although they often leased 
this right to individual members of the gentry or hunting clubs). Amid these 
changes—which epitomized the close linkage between the Russian empire’s 
changing social order and the population’s interactions with nature—gentry 
and other privileged hunters continued to assert that their self-appointed 
role as the protectors of rural peasants necessitated their killing wolves, just 
as they continued to believe that wolves provided some of the most challeng-
ing and desirable hunting experiences. The members of hunting clubs often 
paid  supplemental fees in addition to their yearly membership dues in order to 
 participate in winter wolf hunts organized by Russia’s hunting societies as part 
of wolf reduction campaigns. This mixed set of motivations led some to oppose 
as “unsporting” a new means of killing wolves that was controversial not only 
because it differed so radically from what had come before but also because 
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xvIntroduction

it seemed to threaten the very notion of what wolf hunting represented: 
 poisoning wolves with strychnine. Pioneered in wolf eradication campaigns in 
Western Europe and North America and promoted by the tsarist government 
and prominent wolf experts, poisoning became a point of particular contro-
versy in heated debates over Russia’s wolves that emerged in the 1870s. 

In the late 1880s and 1890s, as the debate over the Wolf Problem contin-
ued to seethe isolated voices began to question Russian culture’s unwavering 
antagonism toward wolves and even the ethics of hunting itself. Most promi-
nently Tolstoy, who had hunted avidly until his spiritual crisis of the late 1870s 
and early 1880s and who portrayed an aristocratic wolf hunt so memorably in 
twenty mesmerizing pages of War and Peace, renounced hunting and became 
a pacifist and vegetarian. In a preface to an 1890 article entitled “A Wicked 
Pastime” by his friend and collaborator Vladimir Chertkov, which appeared in 
the newspaper Novoe vremia (A New Age), Tolstoy called for others to renounce 
hunting as well. The article hinged on Chertkov’s own renunciation of hunting 
after an epiphany—spurred by his detailed recollection of beating a wolf he 
had shot with a heavy stick on the bridge of its nose until it died as it stared at 
him with savage rage (s dikim isstupleniem)—that his lack of empathy for the 
wolf undermined his own humanity.5 

The Imperial Russian Society for the Protection of Animals, established 
in 1865, also ran a series of articles and stories around the turn of the century 
that portrayed wolves in a more sympathetic manner. These polemicized with 
the anti-wolf views that continued to prevail among hunters and the public. 
They criticized especially fervently such institutions as wolf-hounding com-
petitions, in which rival packs of borzoi hounds pursued, mauled, and often 
killed wolves that had been previously captured and were released from their 
cages in front of spectators for these events. These spectacles attempted to 
 recreate the borzoi hunts that had predominated earlier in the century but did 
so artificially and amid a changed social and cultural landscape in which they 
came under fierce criticism as a symbol of Russian backwardness and cruelty 
by members of Russia’s emerging civic society, including influential writers like 
Anton Chekhov. The rise of natural history, with its attempts to analyze Russia’s 
flora and fauna in scientific terms, also helped to reduce longstanding folkloric 
associations of wolves (and especially rabid wolves) with  werewolves and even 
vampires. Pasteur’s development of a rabies vaccine and the rapid establish-
ment of rabies stations across the Russian empire over the next decade, which 
coincided with reduced wolf populations in European Russia due to wolf 
eradication efforts, also helped somewhat to alleviate the terror that wolves  
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xvi Introduction

inspired in many rural Russians. Despite these cultural fissures, however, antip-
athy toward wolves and fear of rabies continue to hold sway in Russian cul-
ture throughout the tsarist era and into the post-revolutionary period. The vast 
majority of Russians continued to view wolves as a scourge to be persecuted 
and, if possible, eliminated. 

Figure 2 Bloodthirsty Wolves Attacking Travelers. Popular print (1894). Image copyright 
Grafika 

Grappling with the rich complexity of these intertwined historical, cul-
tural, ecological and otherwise multi-dimensional issues represents a daunting 
task. How, for example, should one interrelate and disentangle attitudes toward 
wolves among a rural population that consisted mostly of peasants engaged 
in subsistence agriculture (who possessed detailed local knowledge but often 
were also influenced by folklore or superstition) with those of gentry hunters 
and members of Russia’s emerging scientific establishment (who drew on a 
wider set of more “authoritative” perspectives, including those of writers and 
scientists abroad)? How did Russia’s early medical professionals relate to folk 
medicine in the treatment of rabies prior to and during the shift to Pasteur’s 
method of vaccination, which quickly supplanted all other approaches, and 
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xviiIntroduction

how did uneducated commoners view both the official medical establishment 
and local healers? How did attitudes toward wilderness change during the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries as European Russia became increasingly 
“domesticated” and wildlife populations diminished, and what role did this 
play in changing attitudes toward wolves? Did Russians relate to these various 
issues differently than their Western European and other counterparts abroad 
including American settlers, who also confronted large populations of wolves? 

In meeting these methodological and conceptual challenges I will draw on 
a wide range of scholarship including the emerging fields of ecocriticism and 
animal studies, which have recently begun to make inroads into Slavic studies, 
as well as works of environmental history. While this book focuses primarily on 
cultural history, I will also refer selectively to the ongoing and robust discussion 
of wolves in the fields of wildlife and conservation biology. It’s worth noting 
at the outset that there has been relatively little cross-fertilization between 
Western and Russian scholarship on wolves, particularly in fields other than 
zoology. One of my major goals, in fact, is to address this lacuna by employing 
current Western scholarly approaches in my analysis of the historical signifi-
cance of wolves in Imperial Russia.

One may view both ecocriticism and animal studies as having developed 
out of cultural studies with animal studies representing a branch of ecocriti-
cism.6 As is true of cultural studies in general, ecocriticism attempts to achieve 
broad understandings of its subjects by ranging widely through such diverse 
disciplines as history, anthropology, literature, journalism, the visual arts, and 
the natural sciences. The fundamental question that ecocriticism explores 
is how humanity views itself in relation to nature and how these views vary 
between societies and over time, particularly as expressed in literature and the 
arts. Animal studies, at its best, shares this breadth of perspective with  particular 
attention to the ethical and ecological implications of humanity’s interrelations 
with other animals; hence many in the field, myself included, prefer the more 
encompassing term human–animal studies. A unifying theme of human–
animal studies is that the ways in which humans view and portray other animals 
lend important insights not only into our interactions with and influences on 
the natural world but also into our conceptions of self and society. 7 

During the last decade Slavic studies has begun to incorporate perspec-
tives from these increasingly significant and often intertwined fields alongside 
works in environmental history more broadly. For example, the preeminent 
journal Slavic Review devoted its spring 2009 issue to the theme of “Nature, 
Culture, and Power.” Other Animals: Beyond the Human in Russian Culture and 
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xviii Introduction

History was published a year later. This collection of multidisciplinary forays 
into the significance of animals in Russian culture includes my first publication 
on Russia’s wolves alongside treatments of bears, dogs, folk veterinary medi-
cine, reindeer herding, literary representations of animals from the nineteenth 
century to the present, and other topics. In their introduction to the collection, 
editors Jane Costlow and Amy Nelson emphasize the persistence of Western 
tendencies to see “Russia as the wild other of Europe, an exotic (or pathetic) 
human creature who is somehow closer to nature and the animal realm.”8 I will 
show that wolves played a significant role in Western perceptions of Russia 
in ways that echo and reinforce this statement. Costlow’s Heart-Pine Russia: 
Walking and Writing the Nineteenth-Century Forest, published in 2013, utilizes 
ecocritical perspectives to explore the importance of forested landscapes in 
Russian cultural history; it ranges widely through scientific writing and for-
estry journals alongside the works of writers and visual artists in a manner that 
has helped to guide my own approach.9 Henrietta Mondry’s Political Animals: 
Representing Dogs in Modern Russian Culture, published in 2015, emphasizes the 
often transgressive cultural significance of dogs from the eighteenth century 
onward in a range of contexts and a variety of literary and non-literary genres 
and mediums.10 Most recently Canadian Slavonic Papers, noting the “explosion 
of interest in the various ways that animals have shaped human identities and 
experiences,” issued a call in 2016 for submissions to a special issue on “Animals 
in Eastern Europe and Russia.” Slavic studies has clearly begun to embrace 
these fecund approaches.11 

Surprisingly, no previous scholars have delved with any  persistence into 
the significance of wolves in imperial Russia utilizing these  perspectives, 
whereas a plethora of scholarly and popular books have addressed the 
 ecological and historical significance of wolves across a variety of other 
 cultures. Most Soviet era scholarship on wolves was zoological and pragmatic 
in orientation, and contemporary Russian approaches do not tend to draw on 
current scholarship in ecocritical and human–animal studies, which has largely 
been driven by Western  scholars. Moreover, Western studies—even those 
that strive for  comparative and international perspectives on wolves—have 
 generally included minimal information about wolves in Russia, reflecting  
linguistic challenges and a less robust tradition of scholarly collaboration 
between Russian experts and those beyond the Soviet bloc and now post- 
Soviet space. For example, a substantial 2002 collaboration of eighteen mostly 
European researchers that aimed at systematically documenting and evaluat-
ing historical accounts of wolf attacks on humans across the globe bemoaned at 
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xixIntroduction

the outset the group’s inability to enlist a Russian co-author.12 An  authoritative 
2003 compilation entitled Wolves: Behavior, Ecology, and Conservation co- 
edited by the dean of American wolf studies, L. David Mech, and Italian wolf 
expert Luigi Boitani, devoted relatively little attention to Russia and Eurasia.13 
A recent densely researched monograph on wolves by British human–animal 
studies scholar Garry Marvin utilizes my 2010 chapter in Other Animals as 
its primary source for information about wolves in Russia.14 A 2015 collec-
tion entitled A Fairytale in Question: Historical Interactions between Humans 
and Wolves, which includes fourteen mostly collaborative chapters on wolves 
throughout Western Europe and North America, alludes to the history of 
wolves in the Russian empire only in passing and includes just one chapter on 
the post-Soviet space—a discussion of recent wolf attacks in Central Asia.15 

Among Russian experts, the culmination of Soviet-era understanding of 
wolves appeared in 1985 in a 600-page volume with more than twenty con-
tributors edited by the prominent zoologist D. I. Bibikov and published by the 
USSR Academy of Sciences entitled The Wolf: History, Systematics, Morphology, 
Ecology.16 Although primarily zoological in orientation, the volume included a 
brief discussion of human attitudes toward wolves, as well as wolf predation on 
both livestock and wildlife, and—while it focused primarily on wolves within 
the Soviet Union—acknowledged the work of key international wolf scholars. 
Its importance was underlined by its translation into German two years later.17 
In addition to Bibikov, the other Russian wolf expert who is most often referred 
to in Western scholarship is M. P. Pavlov, whose 350-page monograph The Wolf 
appeared in 1982 (and in its second edition in 1990).18 Pavlov has drawn par-
ticular attention for his emphasis on attacks by non-rabid wolves on people and 
especially children, which have been both cited as evidence and critiqued as 
exaggerated by subsequent scholars.19

The most extensive treatment of Russia’s wolves by a non-Russian that 
I’ve encountered is an idiosyncratic book containing a hodgepodge of mate-
rial compiled by a retired US government employee whose explicit goal is to 
discredit the sentimental views of wolves that he believes characterize Western 
environmentalism. Will N. Graves’ Wolves in Russia gathers a substantial vari-
ety of information related primarily to Russia’s wolves in the twentieth  century. 
Unfortunately, it is a tendentious work that spends only a few pages on the 
pre-revolutionary period and does not meet scholarly standards of rigor, orga-
nization, reliable and consistent citation, or theoretical sophistication.20 In 
addition, a German book published in 2011 provides the full Russian text of an 
important government brochure of 1876 that compiled statistics about Russia’s 
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wolf populations and the damage they caused to rural agriculture along with 
other accounts by contemporaries and some briefer writings on wolves by 
present-day contributors. Taken as a whole, the volume promotes an intensely 
negative portrayal of wolves, drawing on the Russian historical experience to 
support this stance.21

In contrast to these examples, two relatively recent works of environmen-
tal history provide excellent paradigms of how one can approach the inter-
woven stories of wolves and humans across centuries in two very different 
cultures: colonial America and pre-modern Japan. In Vicious: Wolves and Men 
in America, historian Jon Coleman traces the contours of human persecution 
of wolves in colonial America, touching on recent reintroduction efforts briefly 
in the book’s final pages. His treatment draws together history, folklore, the col-
onists’ Christian beliefs, and wildlife biology to explain their strikingly savage 
treatment of wolves, who threatened not only their livestock but their dream 
of domesticating the wild landscapes of the New World. One of Coleman’s 
especially instructive insights is that the tales colonists told each other about 
wolf attacks on defenseless humans inversely mirrored reality, in which it was 
humans who killed wolves.22 Indeed, one quickly realizes that the “vicious” of 
his title refers to human attitudes and actions over time toward wolves, rather 
than describing the wolves themselves. 

Historian Brett Walker explores the history of wolf veneration and subse-
quent extermination in a very different cultural context in The Lost Wolves of 
Japan. Like Coleman, but with particular attention to the place of wolves in folk 
culture and the Shinto religion, Walker traces the shift from traditional Ainu 
beliefs that wolves deserved veneration, to rising fear of rabid wolves in the 
eighteenth century, to persecution of wolves through hunting and poisoning 
in the nineteenth century that culminated in their extinction in Japan by 1905. 
He describes how modernity, including scientific progress and the rise of eco-
logical thinking in the twentieth century, caused fundamental shifts in Japanese 
cultural attitudes toward wolves, anchoring his analysis in a multidisciplinary 
and comparative context.23 

These exemplary works of environmental history illustrate some of the 
ways in which varying climates, landscapes, flora, and fauna can interact with 
religious, economic, and cultural differences to become interlinked with 
humans’ senses of themselves and the roles that animals have played in their 
histories. My approach emulates such works but also reflects my background 
as a literary scholar with expertise in cultural studies, ecocriticism, and human–
animal studies rather than as a historian. I will draw consistently on literature as 
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a source of insight into Russian attitudes toward wolves throughout the book, 
and my readings of memoiristic and journalistic accounts will also pay close 
attention to their narrative qualities. At the same time—as in my earlier work 
on gambling as a cultural institution and central component of gentry identity 
in nineteenth-century Russia—I will range widely through a variety of non- 
literary sources in order to grapple with the fundamental questions at hand.24 
While That Savage Gaze does provide a history of imperial Russians’ attitudes 
toward and treatment of wolves during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
 centuries, and does so in roughly chronological order, it does this through 
focusing on certain key tropes, texts, and contested areas of cultural discourse 
rather than by attempting to exhaustively catalogue every instance in which 
one encounters wolves in nineteenth-century Russian sources. Nor does it 
provide a comprehensive overview of wolf populations and distribution in the 
imperial period. This reflects both the problematic and conflicting nature of 
much of the information available on wolves in imperial Russia and the fact 
that zoology was only beginning to establish itself as a scientific discipline in 
this period, as I will explore in Chapter 2.

The primary sources that populate the book derive from three month-long 
research trips to St. Petersburg in 2006, 2012, and 2014. During these visits 
I delved into a variety of neglected nineteenth-century texts at the National 
Library in St. Petersburg, focusing increasingly on wolves. Among the most sig-
nificant of the resources I explored is a trove of imperial hunting journals that 
have received little attention even among Russian scholars. As one of the major 
venues in which Russian attitudes toward wolves were on display, they com-
prise a key source of the primary materials utilized in the immersive analysis of 
Russian culture for which the book aims. Most are unobtainable outside Russia 
but available as full hardbound runs in the National Library’s journal collection. 

Reflecting Russia’s “thick journal” tradition in their eclectic nature, impe-
rial Russia’s hunting journals employed a variety of genres ranging from the 
literary to the scientific in attempting to address issues of interest to hunters 
and the general public. They contained hunting stories by authors famous and 
unknown, poems about nature, letters from provincial readers reporting on 
local hunting conditions and animal populations, hunters’ travel journals from 
trips abroad, official communications from regional hunting clubs,  recurrent 
examples of such genres as “a hunter’s memoirs,” scientific articles in the 
 disciplines of zoology, geography, and ethnography, and early examples of con-
servationist literature. These diverse genres coexisted through their common 
emphasis on issues of concern to hunters and others interested in Russia’s flora 
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and fauna. The journals provided a forum through which editors, contributors, 
and readers of various backgrounds shared a wide range of perspectives and 
knowledge. While imperial Russia’s hunting journals serve as a particularly apt 
example, many of the other materials that inform this study have been simi-
larly neglected. These include memoiristic and overlooked literary accounts 
of wolves and wolf hunting, Russian hunting laws and commentary on legal 
codes, nineteenth-century newspapers, and forestry, humane society, and med-
ical journals. Taken as a whole, this range of sources provides the possibility for 
a multifaceted description of evolving Russian attitudes toward wolves during 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

One of the primary challenges in writing about animals is that they do 
not have readily intelligible voices and do not themselves leave documents, as 
Erica Fudge has highlighted: “The only documents available to the historian in 
any field are documents written, or spoken, by humans.”25 Therefore, any his-
tory of animals is in fact a “history of human attitudes toward animals.”26 This 
renders problems of subjectivity and perspective especially proximate, which 
perhaps helps to explain a general tendency among practitioners of ecocriti-
cism and human–animal studies to acknowledge and sometimes even welcome 
the subjective aspects of our scholarly endeavors.27 Fudge divides animal his-
tories into three types: intellectual, humane, and holistic. In the first, animals 
represent a means for better understanding major intellectual currents of the 
era under study, as exemplified in books that trace the use of animal imagery 
to illuminate “the medieval mind.”28 Her second category focuses on “the lived 
relation” between humans and animals, wherein what humans say and write 
about animals reveals something about themselves as well. Hilda Kean’s Animal 
Rights (1998) exemplifies this approach in her view: it investigates animal  
welfare movements in nineteenth and twentieth-century Britain but interrelates 
them with changing social relationships, including the rising independence and 
influence of women. Fudge’s third category of holistic histories goes even fur-
ther in utilizing the representation of animals to recast our understanding of 
a culture’s past. Kathleen Kete’s The Beast in the Boudoir (1994), which draws 
on the literature of petkeeping in nineteenth-century Paris not only to explore 
the relationship between humans and their pets but also to better understand 
the rise of bourgeois ideology and changing attitudes to class and gender, rep-
resents a preeminent example of this type of history, as Fudge explains.29

My study, like those of Coleman and Walker, attempts to trace how 
Russians’ evolving attitudes toward wolves shed light on a society in a state 
of flux. In this sense it straddles the second and third categories of Fudge’s 
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 tripartite categorization, the borders of which she emphasizes are permeable. 
The roughly half-century between the emancipation of 1861 and the revolu-
tions of 1917 represented an extraordinarily difficult time for imperial society 
and the tsarist regime and exerted particularly excruciating pressures on the 
peasantry. Tracing this turmoil through the prism of the treatment of wolves 
renders crucial aspects of the period in sharp relief. Many of the scenes I will 
explore involve members of the gentry and educated elite such as doctors, 
scientists and writers interacting with serfs, peasants and other commoners 
against a backdrop of Russian nature and its most feared predator. In some cases 
these encounters yielded a sense of kinship rooted in common perceptions of 
a shared enemy. In others the protagonists’ attitudes diverged, revealing deep 
fissures of understanding as all segments of Russian society attempted to nav-
igate the empire’s changing social, economic and environmental landscapes. 

If communication across social and class divides was fraught and problem-
atic, then attempts to peer across the divide between species was infinitely more 
so. Throughout this book I will investigate human attempts to interpret wolves 
and their behaviors. Hunters attempted to understand wolves in order to more 
effectively kill them. Russia’s early zoologists strove to ascertain wolves’ and 
other predators’ habitat and prey requirements, breeding and hunting activi-
ties, and social relationships in order to create scientific knowledge and inform 
government policies. Doctors endeavored to gauge the potency of the rabies 
“poison” carried by wolves and understand the symptoms and progression of 
“canine madness” in order to help their patients. Peasants, who often lived in 
the closest proximity to wolves, sometimes viewed them through the lens of 
superstition but also could be among their most astute observers. Writers of 
fiction for both children and adults attempted to capture wolves’ inner worlds 
with varying degrees of realism, sentimentality, and anthropomorphism. 

Many of these instances will culminate in moments at which the human 
gaze intercepts or interlocks with that of the wolf, which meets or avoids it. 
The human observer will interpret the wolf ’s gaze variously as savage, frenzied, 
demonic, resigned, despairing, inscrutable, alien, or (rarely) kindred. This 
recurrent trope will serve as a touchstone for tracing evolving attitudes toward 
wolves and larger questions of humanness, wildness, otherness, and the com-
plexities of the human–animal divide. My study straddles the era during which 
John Berger argued in his famous 1977 essay “Why Look at Animals?” that 
industrialization and urbanization caused much of humanity to lose its direct 
contact with animals other than the artificial intimacy we enjoy with pets or the 
intimate alienation we experience in observing animals in zoos. In the wake of 
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modernity, in Berger’s view, humans and animals view each other “across an 
abyss of non-comprehension . . . [and we humans] across ignorance and fear.”30 
The fascination and challenge of responding to and interpreting the gaze of 
animals has become a point of pressing concern for modern human–animal 
studies, as summarized by Philip Armstrong in a 2011 book chapter “The Gaze 
of Animals.” Armstrong traces the ways in which human interpretations of the 
animal gaze have shifted dramatically over the centuries, correlating to larger 
epistemological shifts ranging from the rise of modern science to  changing 
literary forms.31 I will highlight moments involving the human-wolf gaze and 
interrelated ones such as the practice of imitating the howls of wolves to elicit 
a response as we encounter them throughout the book, then consider this 
issue more fully in the conclusion in the hopes of contributing to this ongoing 
 discourse. 

Chapter 1 of That Savage Gaze focuses on Tolstoy’s protracted portrayal 
of a wolf hunt in War and Peace, fictionally set in 1810, which encapsulates 
key features of the grand hunt on horseback with hounds and borzois (pso-
vaya okhota) that provided a behavioral platform for a specifically Russian sort 
of aggressive masculinity. This aristocratic social institution, which rested on 
the crumbling foundation of serfdom, would be supplanted by other methods 
of hunting wolves during the course of the century, but it remained as a key 
cultural backdrop for these later approaches. The chapter situates Tolstoy’s 
fictional representation in this larger socio-historical context by drawing on 
sources ranging from memoirs, to minor literary works, to articles in both 
the popular press and Russia’s hunting journals. It pays particular attention 
to a work published in 1859 by the little-known writer E. E. Driansky entitled 
Notes of a Hunter with a Small Leash of Hounds. Driansky’s pseudo-memoir, 
along with other contemporary sources, provides a window into the lexicon 
and cultural practices that underlay Tolstoy’s more famous representation of  
aristocratic wolf hunting. The chapter also briefly compares the Russian wolf 
hunt with its British counterpart, the fox hunt.

Chapter 2 juxtaposes imperial Russia’s two major hunting societies and 
their roles in controlling the empire’s wolf populations in the context of the 
emerging science of natural history. The Moscow Hunting Society, established 
in 1862, and the Imperial Society for the Promotion of Game and Wildlife of 
Economic Significance and Proper Hunting, established in 1872, addressed 
Russia’s Wolf Problem and strove to reduce wolf numbers through divergent 
approaches. The former leased land accessible to its exclusive Moscow mem-
bership and arranged coveted gun hunts for wolves during which members 
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benefited from the skills of wolf experts retained by the Society. The latter 
attempted to analyze wolf populations throughout the empire and encouraged 
poisoning of wolves alongside hunting. It also published imperial Russia’s most 
significant monthly hunting journal, Nature and Hunting, and a weekly newspa-
per, Hunting News. The chapter details the work of the two successive editors of 
these publications, L. P. Sabaneev and N. V. Turkin. Sabaneev, trained as a zool-
ogist, published a lengthy monograph on wolves in 1880. Turkin developed 
into the empire’s foremost expert on Russian and international hunting law and 
served as a leading architect of the 1892 hunting law. Together, their contribu-
tions were central to institutionalizing wolf reduction efforts in imperial Russia.

Chapter 3 explores the significance of rabid wolves and rabies in the 
Russian empire during the pre-Pasteur era, as well as the profound impact of 
Pasteur’s 1885 vaccine. It situates neglected literary portrayals of attacks by 
rabid wolves in Chekhov’s “Hydrophobia” and T. A. Kuzminskaya’s “The Rabid 
Wolf ” (both published in 1886) within the framework of journalistic accounts 
about Russia’s Wolf Problem and medical texts on rabies from 1780 through 
the 1880s. It also utilizes perspectives drawn from Charles Rosenberg’s influ-
ential 1992 essay “Framing Disease.” Together, these literary and non-literary 
sources provide a window into the anxieties of the post-emancipation era as 
rural Russians of all classes, but especially the emancipated peasantry, found 
themselves painfully positioned between the tracts of untamed nature that 
 lingered in Russia—symbolized by the potent figure of the rabid wolf—and 
the forces of modernization and social change imposed by provincial author-
ities and exemplified in the newly institutionalized forms of medicine that 
 coexisted uneasily with traditional folk healing. The chapter ends by describing 
the  journey of nineteen Smolensk peasants who’d been bitten by a rabid wolf to 
Paris for treatment by Pasteur in early 1886, as well as the subsequent establish-
ment of rabies stations throughout the Russian empire.

Chapter 4 complements portrayals of wolves in earlier chapters by high-
lighting shifting attitudes toward the turn of the century as certain voices began 
to question Russian culture’s demonization of wolves and other predators. It 
emphasizes the significance of the Russian Society for the Protection of Animals 
(RSPA), established in 1865, which vehemently opposed such practices as wolf 
hounding and poisoning and was especially concerned about the relationship 
between animal abuse and the plight of Russia’s rural poor. It explores the 
importance of literary and memoiristic works in promoting the glimmerings 
of a more compassionate sensibility toward wolves that emerged among some 
Russians toward the turn of the century. These range from Chekhov’s 1895 
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story about a nurturing mother wolf, “Whitebrow,” to a series of stories and 
articles that appeared in the RSPA’s monthly journal and elsewhere, some of 
which were narrated from the perspectives of wolves, to a 1907 first-person 
narrative in which a young girl encounters a wolf wounded in the “tsar’s hunt.” 
The chapter probes the difficulties that writers faced in trying to represent 
wolves’ perspectives, including the attractions and perils of portraying animal 
protagonists anthropomorphically. 

The conclusion reprises the unique role that wolves played in imperial 
Russian history. It revisits and muses on the trope of the interpenetrating 
gazes of humans and wolves with reference to modern human–animal  studies.  
It addresses the related issues of subjectivity and selectivity that inevitably 
underlie a project such as this one. Finally, it briefly addresses how our attitudes 
toward wolves in the present-day can be informed by the Russian experience.

Thank you for viewing this free sampler of That Savage Gaze. To purchase this 
volume, please visit www.academicstudiespress.com or your book supplier.
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