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CRIME AND PUNISHMENT IN EARLY
MODERN RUSSIA

This is a magisterial new account of the day-to-day practice of
Russian criminal justice in the seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries. Nancy Kollmann contrasts Russian written law with its
pragmatic application by local judges, arguing that this combination
of formal law and legal institutions with informal, flexible practice
contributed to the country’s social and political stability. She also
places Russian developments in the broader context of early modern
European state-building strategies of governance and legal pracrice.
She compares Russia’s rituals of execution to the “spectacles of
suffering” of contemporary European capital punishment, and
uncovers the dramatic ways in which even the tsar himself, complying
with Moscow’s ideologies of legitimacy, bent to the moral economy
of the crowd in moments of uprising. Throughout, the book assesses
how criminal legal practice used violence strategically, administering
horrific punishments in some cases and in others accommodating
with local communities and popular concepts of justice.

NANCY SHIELDS KOLLMANN is William H. Bonsall Professor in
History at Stanford University. Her previous publications include By
Honor Bound. State and Society in Early Modern Russia (1999).
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Introduction

This book analyzes the criminal law in Russia in the context of early
modern state-building in Europe and Eurasia. It focuses primarily on the
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries (for which case law exists) but
begins in the “long” sixteenth century (starting from the late fifteenth)
when Russia’s laws and judicial institutions were founded. It analyzes how
courts handled serious crime (felony theft, robbery and murder; state
crime), pursuing various themes: how written law compared to pracrice,
how the courts were structured and staffed, how trials progressed, how
evidence was gathered, how judges reached verdicts, how communities
and individuals participated in the judicial system. Particular attention is
given to punishment — exile, corporal and capital sanctions — not only as
evidence of judicial practice burt also as a reflection of the state’s legitim-
izing ideology. Such a study of legal practice is warranted in Russian
historiography because most previous work on Russian legal history has
focused on the letter of the law, not practice. More boldly, the study
provides historians of other early modern states a case study of law and
adjudication in a centralizing empire. Russia has often been regarded as a
peripheral outsider employing unique forms of governance and develop-
ment; this book shows that its state-building experience was part of a
broader early modern continuum of change.

Since about the 1970s, historians and philosophers have explored how
the early modern state came into being across Europe and in the Ottoman
Empire, analyzing strategies of governance, of centralization and empire,
and of the formation of sovereignty from roughly 1500 to 1800. Those
strategies in turn are applicable to the Russian experience. One avenue of
research has chronicled the “sinews of power” — states’ creation of infra-
structure to support military reform and territorial expansion. “Sinews”
embodied new taxes and bureaucratic institutions to administer territory,
collect revenues and mobilize human and material resources; they took
the form of colonial administration for expanding multi-ethnic empires.



