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In 1788 Russia’s Admiralty College published an atlas containing fifty-eight hand-drawn
maps of the Aegean Sea and its islands, bays, and harbors, in different scales and perspectives
—a memento of the first time Russian ships entered the Mediterranean. Known as the Atlas of
the Archipelago, the volume’s dedication exalted “the conquest of the Archipelago” by
Russian naval forces, which opened the sea to navigation under the Russian flag “to the very
gates of Istanbul.”! A product of the First Archipelago Expedition of the 1768—1774 Russian-
Ottoman War, in which five squadrons loaded with land forces and artillery sailed from the
Baltic to the Mediterranean, the Atlas included views of dozens of islands that had entered
under Russian protection and whose populations were claimed as subjects of Empress
Catherine the Great.”

The Atlas was a physical accompaniment to a web of “ideological constructions” that
had gripped the Russian court since the 1760s: a turn to Hellenistic and ancient-world motifs
across a literary spectrum that amounted to nothing short of a “logical four de force [that]
fundamentally changed the thinking about Russia’s historical role and destiny.” Through the
science of cartography and an imperial mindset the islands assembled therein had been
conquered by Russian forces, and the waters between them symbolically marked by the
appearance of the Russian flag.* Had it not been for Sweden’s declaration of war on Russia,

which in 1788 detained the Baltic squadron in the northern seas, in the 1787-1791 Russian-
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Ottoman War the Russian navy would have reestablished a Russian protectorate in the
Eastern Mediterranean. The At/as was reprinted in the heat of the Napoleonic Wars, with an
expanded view of the Mediterranean, to guide Russian forces from the coasts of France to the
Adriatic Sea.> A new frontispiece referenced the improbable 1798 alliance between the
Russian and Ottoman empires, forged to block French expansion in the region. A joint fleet
captured a group of islands in the Adriatic Sea, forming the Septinsular Republic — Russia’s
second protectorate in the Eastern Mediterranean.®

The discrete set of charts in the Atlas of the Archipelago represented, and in 1798 —
extended, the Russian Mediterranean. Publishing its own maps, based on Russian
hydrographic knowledge, imprinted with Russian names and locations of note, the Russian
Admiralty effaced what it had previously recognized as Ottoman seas and marked them as
Russia’s own. Indifferent to political boundaries and historical, cultural, or geographic
groupings, the Atlas proclaimed the waters from the western edge of the Peloponnese
peninsula to the distant shores of Anatolia as a single space in the Russian imperial and
maritime imagination.

Where the Atlas of the Archipelago presented the Russian Mediterranean as a flat
constant, captured with ornate flourishes to captivate and flatter the empire’s elite, this article
lays out the contentious battles over Russian sovereignty in the Ottoman Empire’s maritime
domains that modulated Russian presence in the region and thereby varied the shapes —
constellations — of Russian sovereignty over the course of several decades. In contrast to the
Atlas s singular depiction of the region, the Russian Empire’s Mediterranean shifted from
territorial constellations of island groups to diverse configurations of smaller legally-
protected units — ships, consulates, and individuals — each formed with a special regard for
European legal conventions. After an overview that examines the Mediterranean not as a

satellite region, but as part of Russia’s imperial framework, this article proceeds by arguing
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that the territorial constellations of the Russian Mediterranean were formed through the
extension of Russia’s governing practices from its contiguous empire to its overseas
protectorates and surrounding waters. The subsequent sections investigate constitutive
elements of the Russian Mediterranean, in order of increasing uncertainty regarding their
Russian belonging. Although they conjured the Russian Mediterranean in different shapes,
scales, and legal forms, these constellations shared two common traits: their creation
supplanted Ottoman control over swathes of land and sea, and their legitimacy relied on
ambiguous relationships forged between representatives of the Russian Empire and the local
population. The legal claims to the Russian Mediterranean rested on these fabricated subjects,

whose interests and rights were secured and protected in this imagined region.

The Russian Mediterranean

Russia’s Mediterranean Moment spanned the momentous decades of the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 1770 to 1830, which included four Russian-
Ottoman wars, the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, and an unprecedented
Russian-Ottoman alliance. Owing to a fortuitous confluence of factors — the reinvigoration of
the Russian navy under Catherine II that combined an interest in exploration with new forms
of finance and credit;’ the changing politics inside the Ottoman Empire;® and shifting
dynamics of southeastern Europe, including the decline of Venice® — Russian ships sailed to
the Mediterranean Sea and placed a new set of possibilities in the imperial elite’s sights. This
half-century was distinctly marked by the Russian Empire’s strong and visible presence in the
Mediterranean Sea, when the range of possibilities for the empire’s future in the region
appeared (to its own elite as well as to envious and anxious observers) to be the widest.
Indeed, this period, often seen as a pre-history to Russia’s role in the formation of national
governments in the Balkans and the religious trajectory in Russian foreign policy, established

Russia as an actor in the Mediterranean. The subsequent anxiety about Russian interests in
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the region only goes to show that Russia’s entry into the Mediterranean did not go unnoticed;
it challenged, overturned, shaped, taxed, and structured the politics, commerce, and laws of
the region.

This article describes the formation of what I call the Russian Mediterranean, not a
region that was ever labelled as such on any map, but a capacious appellation that embraces
the ambiguity of the Russian Empire’s tenure in the Levantine, Aegean, Adriatic and lonian
seas, across the Aegean islands and Balkan Peninsula, and along the Syrian shores.!® Wars
that repeatedly brought Russian forces into this region were also opportunities to realize a
political and strategic goal: a Russian port in the Mediterranean Sea.!! When circumstances
permitted, arriving Russian forces occupied Mediterranean locales to satisfy immediate
strategic goals, but nevertheless conceived of them as Russian political entities: the
Archipelago Principality (1770—-1774), Septinsular Republic (1800-1807), “Russian Albania”
(1806—1807) became the ephemeral products of this imperial imaginary.!? In the nineteenth
century, particularly after Russia gave up its territorial strongholds, the law became a tool to
defend smaller units of Russian sovereignty in the Mediterranean region: ships, consulates,
people. New constellations of sovereignty emerged in the legal battles surrounding the use of
the Russian flag in the Eastern Mediterranean, a right carved out and defended through legal
means. A ship’s flag, an indicator of its nationality, stood for more than just travel
permissions, economic privileges, and deference in international waters; in numerous ways,
ships were read as “representatives of municipal legal authorities — vectors of law thrusting
into ocean space,” and their treatment reflected an empire’s international standing.!® In the
Russian Mediterranean, Russian sovereignty shifted from claims to physical dominions to
asserting protection for imperial Russian institutions, but both resided in persons and groups
operating in the Eastern Mediterranean with the imprimatur of the Russian state’s authority.

As the time-lapse narrative of this article shows, the Russian Mediterranean was not a static
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geopolitical construction, but one of changing configurations. That its parameters —
territories, waters, subjects — were not always visible or obvious to all observers in the region
was part of its ephemeral quality.

This term — Russian Mediterranean — captures phenomena that have been described
by generations of scholars. Seen through the prism of great-power politics, the Russian
Mediterranean might be the region where many observed Russia’s “interference” in the guise
of a “guardian of religious independence of Christians in Turkey”’; of “involvement in and
penetration of the Balkan Peninsula,” formed as a consequence of Russian “over-confidence”
and “expansion in the East.”!* It seems apt to describe the latticework of Russia’s bilateral
ties with representatives of semi-autonomous regions and provinces, captured by historians as
prehistories of nation-states that gained independence over the course of the nineteenth
century, as constituting a Russian Mediterranean. These formal and informal connections
often developed concurrently, just as their outcomes were often linked.!> Another scholarly
trend has sought to capture the simultaneity of policies and interactions across semi-
autonomous provinces, city-states, and principalities by thinking of them as borderlands, or
frontiers — as zones of conflict in wartime and contestation in peacetime.!'® But such contact
zones, as I argue, were not exclusively zones of violence, nor did they exist solely on land.
Russian-Ottoman conflicts spilled out along the maritime frontier, and the physical and
symbolic space of the sea contributed to the strength of each of the two empires as much as
the inhabitants of its islands.!” The diversity, marginality, contestation, and violence of the
lands situated between imperial centers characterized the maritime spaces as well, a
dimension that the Russian Mediterranean captures. In fact, the thalassic reference reminds us
not only that imperial rivalries and clashes happened at sea just as they did on land; it calls
attention to the primacy of naval institutions in Russia’s activities in the region. Not only was

the sea an equally important space to observe the extension of Russian imperial power, but it
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was in fact naval commanders who reached beyond their military directives to act as the
imperial force in the region.'® In the decades around the turn of the nineteenth century,
maritime navigation and rights at sea were at the forefront of Russian interests in the Eastern
Mediterranean.

To speak of a Russian Mediterranean in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries brings to mind Russian Empress Catherine the Great’s frequently-cited but never
actualized “Greek Project” — a grandiose vision of the conquest of significant swathes of
Ottoman territory, Orthodox control of Constantinople, and the creation of one or more
independent kingdoms from the Ottoman Empire’s European provinces — relayed in a few
letters to Habsburg Emperor Joseph IT in 1781 and 1782.!° Cemented by specious evidence
that included the name of Catherine’s second grandson born in 1779 (Constantine), Russia’s
Orthodox Christian faith, and court gossip,? in the nineteenth century this symbolic,
geopolitical fantasy became another way to stoke Russophobia across Europe and incite
presumptions about Russian intentions vis-a-vis the Ottoman Empire that sat at the heart of
the so-called Eastern Question.?! Compared to the alarmist and single-minded tale woven by
foreign ministers and pamphleteers about Russian activities in the region, the reality of
Russia’s entry into the Mediterranean was less sinister. This article steps away from the
conjectures of diplomats concerned with Russia’s interjections and the European balance of
power towards a discussion of the “imperial repertoires,” to borrow Burbank and Cooper’s
familiar term, that comprised many of the Russian Empire’s activities in the Eastern
Mediterranean and the Balkan Peninsula.?? It highlights the spontaneity of Russian activities
in response to local politics, eschewing the presumption of predetermined geopolitical goals.
Where grand narratives remain at the state level, I locate the agency of individual actors and
intermediaries whose actions sometimes ran counter to the official stance in St. Petersburg.

Finally, on the basis of extensive archival materials, this article looks at Russian interactions
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with the inhabitants of the Eastern Mediterranean to show the inherent uncertainty of the
Russian imperial project in the region.

The creation of a Russian layer of influence in the Eastern Mediterranean coincided
with empire-building on the Eurasian landmass. By the late eighteenth century, parallel
processes of indirect rule, construction of defensive lines, and in-migration of new settlers
cast the shadow of the Russian Empire across Siberia and the Steppe. New peoples and
territories entered the empire as a consequence of the Partitions of Poland (1772—1795) and
the annexation of the Grand Duchy of Finland (1809), leaving the imperial elite to draw on
earlier experiences of the Baltic provinces to incorporate the land administratively while
preserving privileges and elements of governmental autonomy for the elite classes. The
imperial project extended to the south as well. The 1783 annexation of the khanate of Crimea
set off a decades-long process to incorporate people, territory, and coastline into the Russian
Empire. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the first moves in the conquest of the Caucasus
were made with the annexation of Georgia, which led to one protracted war after another
alongside other efforts to subdue the local population. This article shows these elements —
administrative rationalization, legal structure, taxes, military recruitment, mapping and land
surveyance — were part of the Russian Empire’s practice in the Eastern Mediterranean as
well. Despite these similarities, the Russian polities of the Eastern Mediterranean were never
long-lasting; the few attempts to secure a Russian overseas base shifted to a different
mechanism of extending power.?

While some aspects of Mediterranean rule carried over from the contiguous empire,
the Mediterranean was nevertheless a distinctive region for Russian activity. Like the
empire’s other peripheries, it played a unique role in the self-representation and imagination
of the imperial elite. Similar to the western borderlands in the acquisitions of Poland and

Finland, culturally and geographically, these Mediterranean projects placed Russia squarely
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within Europe. In contrast to Alaska, Russia’s other overseas region under the purview of the
navy with overtly colonial nomenclature and bold comparisons to Columbus, in the
Mediterranean, the Russians mined the cultural resources of antiquity to represent what
Richard Wortman has called the “European myth.”?* In fact, the overt poetic, literary and
symbolic imaginary surrounding Russian incursions into the region styled the Russian
Empire as the savior of Europe — even if what Russians were saving and from whom varied
with each war.?

In other ways, too, the Russian Mediterranean brought its own historical
particularities to the Russian Empire: like the Aland islands in the Baltic, a strategically
important location that entered the Russian Empire along with the rest of Finland in 1809,
Russian protectorates in the Mediterranean were in striking distance of the capital of a rival
empire; unlike the Aland islands, the Mediterranean islands were far more difficult for the
imperial Russian navy to defend. Like the distant islands and territories of the North Pacific,
the Mediterranean islands had human and agricultural resources for the empire to harvest;
unlike the North Pacific, the Mediterrancan islands were intended to be under Russian
protection and tutelage, but not explicitly deprived of self-governance in the medium-to-long
term.?® Where governance of the North Pacific territories took on the brutal and exploitative
nature of European colonialism, the forms of governance introduced in the Mediterranean
took into account historical precedents in the region. And while the Russian Empire’s direct
rule over Mediterranean territories was ephemeral, the cultural footprint it left behind cast a
shadow over the political affairs of the region into the twentieth century.

In a way, the formation of the Russian Mediterranean as a region played out in reverse
of the common narrative of imperial expansion. Polities were formed and temporarily viewed
through the flexible and adaptable framework of the Russian Empire. However, imperial

integration, as numerous historians of Russia’s borderlands have shown, is a long, delicate,
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historically contingent process.?’ Instead of incorporating these polities into its political and
administrative structure, by the end of first decade of the nineteenth century the Russian
Empire dissolved and ceded them to other imperial powers. Historical contingencies that
adjoined regions and borderlands to empires just as easily broke them up into separate
entities. The brief lives of Russia’s Eastern Mediterranean polities remind us that imperial
compacts were neither linear nor unidirectional; the fragility and historical contingency of the
Russian Empire is even more glaring in light of these short-lived efforts to extend the Russian
Empire to the Eastern Mediterranean. Instead, the Russian Empire saw its influence shift
towards advocacy for the empire’s rights in international and foreign spaces. Shifting control
from provinces and administrative units to smaller spaces and persons did nothing to change
the impression that Russia’s influence in the Mediterranean was growing with every decade,

creating anxieties among other imperial powers, with tangible political repercussions.

Nested Normative Orders

Russia’s conquest and formation of political entities out of groups of islands was
neither predetermined nor prescribed, but rather reflective of local politics. While other
regions occupied in the Russian-Ottoman wars, namely Moldavia and Wallachia, had an
aristocratic class with concrete ideas about rights and privileges and experience in self-rule,
Russia’s first Mediterranean formation — the Archipelago Principality — had no concrete set
of rights to resurrect under Russian protection.?® When Russian forces introduced new
political and legal realities, these were imposed on preexisting political, social, and legal —
that is, normative — orders. But these were not uniform across the different islands that
became Russian exclaves in a contested region. The Russian Empire’s political and legal
structures drew on existing arrangements, resurrected old orders, and sometimes replaced
them. In some instances, the leaders of Russia’s occupying forces showed a striking regard

for the political infrastructure, governance, and administration of political, social, and
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economic life in the Mediterranean territories. To resolve individual legal questions, local
authorities looked for solutions in any number of sources: law of nations, Russian law, local
customary law, canon law — a phenomenon described in the scholarly literature as legal
pluralism.? In Russian understanding, different sources of law existed in a hierarchy, a
nested legal arrangement confined to particular institutions and authorities across different
islands, and the waters in between them. In itemizing the hierarchy of nine kinds of law by
which people were governed, the Procurator-General Aleksandr Viazemskii stated that
human reason lay in knowing which was called for to decide a given issue.*® This section
examines the new forms of Russian legal authority introduced to the Mediterranean that
shifted political, social, economic, and military contests in the region into the arena of
jurisprudence. I highlight three fundamental instruments that created a legal framework for
the Russian Mediterranean: written constitutions that legally constructed the territorial
entities, admiralty courts that underpinned Russian sovereignty in the waters between the
islands, and oaths of subjecthood that populated these spaces with Russian subjects.

The language and structure of law are a particularly useful prism to understand both
how Russia adjoined new territories and used legal instruments to govern them.?! In contrast
to traditional narratives, this approach emphasizes the practical experience of governance of
these territories over diplomatic horse trading at Great Power conferences. Instead of
negotiating, the Russian Empire sought to secure these territories by invoking international
norms and the language of empire. Formative documents were the first steps taken to extend
Russian sovereignty to the Mediterranean polities, in the legal terminology that was
intelligible to other powers in the region. Like admiralty courts that most clearly reflected the
nuanced Russian interpretation of European maritime laws and conventions, Mediterranean

constitutions hinted at the nested legal orders in the Russian Mediterranean.
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Within a broader historiography that meticulously documents how the Russian
Empire and its successor states ruled the Eurasian space through law, concerns about Russian
constitutionalism — a question Richard Wortman accurately recast as the relationship between
the monarch and the law — remain at the center.’?> While written constitutions were a la mode
at the end of the eighteenth and in the early nineteenth century, they were still one of a
variety of legal instruments that included manifestoes, charters, grammoty, and rescripts that
granted status and privileges to different social groups, sometimes extending concessions to
entire territories that were incorporated into the Russian Empire.>3 While historians have read
the written constitutions granted by Alexander I to the empire’s western borderlands in the
nineteenth century as a test of the form’s applicability to the rest of Russia by a tsar
predisposed to domestic reform,** in the Mediterranean we might see them as a particular
application of the empire’s long and veritable tradition of governance through law at a
moment in time when this form commanded interest and debate among Russia’s elite.*
Indeed, historians have disputed whether the term constitution necessarily implied the liberal,
progressive forms of government created by the French and American revolutions. Russian
usage at the turn of the nineteenth century meant something else.*¢

In the Mediterranean, this seemingly novel form of a written blueprint of government
spelled out the basic order of a society and relationship between various classes, in
fashionable and regionally-appropriate terminology. The Russian idea of governance was so
intimately linked to confirming and guaranteeing the islands’ established social order that the
political design for the Archipelago Principality (1770—1774), which was formed during the
1768-1774 Russian-Ottoman war, was tucked away in a long letter guaranteeing concessions
to the local clergy. In between assurances that churches would be exempt from taxes and that

clergy would retain their privileged status, the decorated Russian admiral Grigorii Spiridov,
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the senior-most Russian naval officer in the Aegean Sea, outlined a plan for an independent
polity, to be set up under Russian tutelage.’’

Instructions from St. Petersburg offered little guidance beyond “uniting the Greek
provinces into a single unified body,” loosely following the example of the United Provinces
of the Netherlands, yet Spiridov’s letter touched on all basic functions of government.3® One
of the oldest officers in the navy, Spiridov had cut his teeth in the Caspian Sea flotilla that
was part of Russia’s colonial administration over seaside provinces wrested from Safavid
Iran in 1723. For the Mediterranean polity, he proposed a cluster of self-governing islands,
each of which would be led either by elected deputies or an archduke, overseeing a
chancellery that handled each island’s civic affairs. In keeping with his guarantees to the
islands’ clergy, a separate religious consistory would oversee spiritual affairs. Deputies from
the islands would represent the islands’ affairs in a governing senate, which would oversee
disputes between the civil and religious chancelleries and “govern in favor of its people.” To
keep the peace, enforce laws, and provide protection, each island would raise a small armed
militia, for the safety of the island and to deploy to other islands as necessary, although for
the time being the principality would remain under the protection of the Russian Empire’s
navy and arms. Spiridov’s plan also addressed the question of finances with a provision for
all government servants to receive salaries to cover their expenses, allowing them to serve
impartially and not take bribes. Another foundational document of eighteen points outlining
the main duties of the local authorities was later distributed by Pavel Nesterov, who was by
then in charge of the islands.** During an initial period — presumably until the end of the
ongoing war — the islands would remain under the protection of the Russian Empire;
however, the Russian proposals were vague on Russia’s future relationship with the islands.

It was this political vision for the Archipelago Principality that the first of the three

documents for the governance of the Septinsular Republic in the early nineteenth century, the
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1799 Ushakov plan, later came to resemble. Composed with the input of (or by)
representatives of the islands, the plan promised to restore Venetian-era privileges to the
nobility, while incorporating the middle-class townspeople into institutions of government.*°
Members of this second class would be eligible to serve in the governing councils and as
judges. Like the Archipelago Principality, the Ionian Republic took each main island as the
basic administrative unit. The governing senate’s powers included approving the laws of the
constituent islands of the republic, overseeing each island’s treasury and incomes, nominating
representatives to represent the republic in the courts of St. Petersburg and Constantinople,
appointing and overseeing military commanders on each of the islands. Additionally, the plan
enshrined privileges such as protection of private property and naming Greek the language of
all court proceedings.*! Continuity between the polities resided in the population as well.
Keen observers of the 1770 uprising, the islands later became places of refuge for combatants
from the Peloponnese.*?

However, despite these promises, the Septinsular Republic’s political structure and
international status were decided by Russian and Ottoman representatives in Constantinople,
with minimal input from hand-picked island delegates. Of the three forms of rule on the table,
the Russian preference for structuring the polity as an “aristocratic constitutional republic”
modeled on Ragusa was eventually accepted by the Ottoman ministers. Consequently, the
Republic of the Seven Islands received the same political, civil, and commercial rights as the
Ragusan republic, including self-governance. Its tribute to the Ottoman Porte in the amount
of 10,000 piasters was owed once every three years.*> While this article is concerned with the
Ionian Republic as a Russian imperial project, we should not overlook the marks of Ottoman
stewardship in the republic’s existence. In addition to tribute, Ottoman suzerainty was
symbolized in the red border on the republic’s flag and consecrated in trading privileges for

Tonian merchants.** In fact, only with the sultan’s agreement was the Ushakov plan turned
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into the first official constitution of the newly created polity. (Several more constitutional
projects followed from different interest groups, containing varying visions for the social and
political order of the Ionian islands.*’) These constitutions laid the foundation for island
governance when the republic was surrendered to the French in 1807, and then formally
taken under British protection in 1815.4

The constitutional projects were concerned with more than just the internal
governance of the polities they created; they contained clues as to how these islands were
situated in the Russian imperial and international order. Despite promises of their eventual
independence, there was no question that in the short term they were conceived of as Russian
strongholds. While their respective constitutions envisioned disparate islands as singular
administrative units to be governed by a central elected representative body, each political
arrangement retained Russian imperial oversight over the state. In the Archipelago
Principality, the head of Russian forces or his proxy was empowered to guide the individual
island chancelleries (which also had local leaders) and carry out the function of the Senate
until Russian forces left and the Archipelago Principality gained independence.*’ In some
instances, island elders also appealed to these figures to intervene in matters that were
considered local jurisdiction because local leaders abused their powers or seemed not to
know “Russian laws.”*® In the Septinsular Republic, not only did any adopted constitution
require approval of the Russian emperor and the Ottoman sultan, but the Russian
representative overseeing the republic’s affairs and local interests, Giorgio Mocenigo, was, as
Konstantina Zanou put it, “vested with almost dictatorial powers.” ** Mocenigo instigated
internal reforms that amounted to greater Russian control in local affairs. Future
arrangements with constitutional principalities closer to St. Petersburg followed suit with

official ministerial titles for petty despots of this sort, Governor-General of Finland and the
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tsar’s plenipotentiary in the Kingdom of Poland.’® In the Russian political order, there was no
contradiction of imperial oversight over a republic.

Yet, while there was an obvious tension in the degree of imperial oversight inscribed
in the arrangements and the decisions of imperial governors, it was also at times surprising
where they drew the line of Russian control. Consider the question of flags which would be
used by the newly-established principalities — a matter of some significance, as we shall see
below. With the exception of ships taken into the Russian navy with all appropriate
paperwork, ships in the Mediterranean, including merchants from Russian-occupied islands,
were not entitled to use the Russian flag. The expectation was that they would sail under their
own Greek flags.>! Much to Spiridov’s annoyance, this expectation was often flouted by the
Russian islands’ merchants, who raised Russian flags instead.>? By contrast, citizens of the
Septinsular Republic actively made use of their own flag, which provided valuable neutrality
amidst the Napoleonic Wars.>?

The existence of individual flags implies the polities had a degree of independence in
conducting foreign policy. Indeed, the Ragusan model also allowed for the Republic of the
Seven Islands to carry on its own foreign policy, and the scant correspondence guiding the
creation of the Archipelago Principality implied that the unified body of Greek islands would
be able to appeal to Europe on its own behalf. However, in practice, the Russian government
precluded this at every turn. Spiridov, who felt that the financial burdens of empire in the
Mediterranean were too great, rather than continuing to pay for the defense of the islands or
ports suggested selling an island or two to the French or the British.>* In the Tonian case,
citing the impoverishment of the state treasury, the Russian foreign minister informed
Mocenigo that the Republic’s finances would not allow for diplomatic agents abroad or for
foreign agents to be established in Corfu.>> For much the same reasons of fiscal austerity,

Mocenigo was further instructed to decline France’s appointment of a trading agent on the
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islands’ behalf in Marseilles and to use the Russian consular representatives instead.’® Over a
longer timeframe, one can imagine such contradictions would have added up to the kinds of
constitutional battles that took place in Poland and Finland.>’

The arrival of Russian forces in the Eastern Mediterranean also challenged Ottoman
imperial authority at sea.’® At first, Russian commanders were cautious. Arriving in
traditional Ottoman waters, Russian forces continued to tread carefully before imposing
Russian laws in the Mediterranean, heeding Catherine II’s warning that “because the Russian
flag had not previously been seen in [Mediterranean] waters it [was] that much more
important to respect the established order.” It was not just the Ottoman prohibition on
navigation and passage of Russian ships in Ottoman seas that dictated caution and limited the
geographical reach of Russian law; Russia’s own unfamiliarity with these far-away waters
conditioned such an approach. Orders and instructions issued to Russian vessels
geographically circumscribed the waters where Russian-flagged ships could cruise. The 1787
Rules for Privateers, for instance, restricted privateers to the Eastern Mediterranean, and
warned them to engage only vessels traveling to the Aegean and the Levant, not those sailing
westward.®® Efforts to avoid impropriety were partially linked with an even stronger desire to
avoid upsetting the established Mediterranean order, not giving other Mediterranean powers —
particularly France — a reason to dispatch warships to protect their trade.’! Even once groups
of islands became Russian protectorates, it was the islands, not the waters around or between
them, that were understood to be Russian: in their internal correspondence the Russian
commanders referred to the islanders as “our Greeks,” but the space in between the islands as
“enemy waters.” © Little of the imperial imagination that encompassed new lands and their
subjects extended to waters that in so many ways shaped local lives. While the Russian
Empire developed its laws and policies for maritime spaces, deference to Ottoman rule

persisted.
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But soon, from their constitutionally-framed, lawfully-formulated strongholds,
Russian naval commanders began to govern the waters around and between their island
constellations. From Russia’s first arrival in the Eastern Mediterranean, Aleksei Orlov
proclaimed to European powers skeptical of Russian presence in the Mediterranean, that it
was his intention to impose order and eradicate the piracy that plagued the region. In May
1772, he pronounced these efforts successful.®* Orlov claimed that the mere presence of
Russian naval forces eradicated piracy, but Russian admiralty courts in the Mediterranean
likewise served the case of justice by putting the pirates that plagued the Archipelago on
trial.** As maritime cases cropped up, the expedition leaders leaned on the Naval Statute
(Morskoi ustav) introduced by Peter the Great and their interpretations of the maritime legal
conventions of the law of nations. They appealed to the same maritime laws that enabled
early modern empires to claim control over coastlines and adjacent marine resources, to tar
with the brush of piracy villainous predators on maritime commerce and condemn them to
punishment or death, to protect their colonial trade and overseas resources, and to turn
legalized maritime violence into a lucrative commercial enterprise.®> In addition to first-hand
experience with admiralty commissions convened in previous wars, naval officials received
guidance on these conventions in their lengthy instructions and further correspondence with
the government in St. Petersburg. The heads of the foreign ministry, where such treatises on
international law were acquired and translated, offered glosses on ticklish legal questions that
came to their attention. Ambassadors and consuls also weighed in with legal opinions.%®
There was nothing unusual about imperial claims to bring order to a region that was
seemingly devoid of law, except that for the Russian Empire it was the first instance of
making these claims in international waters.

Believing they served the needs of the local population, Russian commanders

recruited auxiliaries and privateers from among them to help with the war efforts and to
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secure commercial navigation in the region. In a legal system that relied on the European
vision of international order and political organization, Russia’ legal claims to island-
republics also went a long way towards legitimately expanding the empire’s legal reach
across the Eastern Mediterranean. When Russian-flagged privateers caused trouble, elites
tasked with overseeing and auditing their activities delved deep into Russian and
international law to interpret, amend, and adapt it as necessary to suit Russia’s purposes.®” It
was with this Mediterranean context in mind that Russia’s Prize Law of 1806, which made
capturing ships and their cargoes far more lucrative for naval officers, was implemented.®®
Between privateer raids, Fedor Ushakov’s capture of the French-held Ionian islands, and the
Russian squadrons operating in the Mediterranean, prize commissions cleared millions of
rubles. In this way, the two functions of law that framed Russia’s presence in the
Mediterranean were closely connected, not only due to the legal valence of geographic
features, but specifically because the legal arguments encountered in Russian admiralty
courts rested on Russian presence in the region.®

In a notable confluence, the legal forms and law-based practices used to declare and
define the territories of the Russian Mediterranean resonated with global patterns and trends
of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Conditioned by the same intellectual
currents that fostered similar polities and legal concerns elsewhere, law played a dual role in
Russia’s Mediterranean holdings: as a mechanism of securing Russian power over the
islands, waters, and peoples, and as an organizing principle that situated them in both the
international order and the Russian imperial order.”® Following models of familiar and
accepted Russian and international practices, Russia’s legal reach was administered and
structured through an array of legal instruments: constitutions, public rituals, writs and letters
of marque, and admiralty courts.”! Turning to these legal instruments was as much a sign of

the prevalence of these ideas in Russian political thought as it was a conscious signal to make
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Russia’s presence legible and palatable to the international community and other participants
in local power struggles.”> Russian monarchs remained conscious of the perception and
response to their actions by other European powers.”® The ambiguity of Russia’s position in
these territories persisted through another legal uncertainty: on one hand, Russia’s presence
was met with the approbation of part of the local population; on the other hand, the threat of
coercion and conquest always loomed in the background. Unresolved, this tension manifested

itself in the policies that were instituted to govern the Russian Mediterranean.

Ambiguities of Protection

Newly-affirmed Russian subjects moved within island configurations, along straits
and shipping lanes, forming constellations of Russian sovereignty all on their own. The
previous section dissected the control of Russia’s imperial forces in the Mediterranean. This
section probes the rhetoric of protection under which those polities were formed, for the
Russian mythology of establishing its Mediterranean protectorates rested on narratives of
liberation. Arriving Russian forces made alliances with select groups, to the exclusion of
others, and despite common perceptions (and the Russians’ own assumptions) allegiance to
the Russian Empire did not divide nearly along religious lines.” In fact, the notion of
protection remained unclear even to the naval officers themselves.

Russia’s first imperial polity formed in the 1768—1774 war, the Archipelago
Principality, was also the first to straddle the tension of voluntary compact and coercion. On
the heels of Russia’s momentous destruction of the Ottoman fleet in the Eastern
Mediterranean’s Cesme Bay in 1770, the head of Russian armed forces Count Aleksei Orlov
proclaimed himself in charge of the Archipelago and conqueror of the islands in the Aegean
Sea, adding the phrase “Head of the Archipelago” to his list of military and honorary titles. In
late autumn 1770, he ordered all the islands of the Aegean Sea to obey the orders of Admiral

Grigorii Spirodov, whom he left in charge upon his departure for Tuscany. Those that did not
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comply would be “punished without mercy.””® By the time of Orlov’s proclamation, the
Russian commanders of the First Archipelago Expedition had already received petitions from
the elders of the islands of Skopelos and Agios Efstratos, asking for Russian protection.’®
However, it was far from clear whether other islands would follow suit and formally ally
themselves with the Russian forces, or even submit to Spiridov’s orders. From the moment of
its arrival in the Aegean Sea, the Russian fleet received a mixed reception: the denizens of
Lemnos resisted the Russian siege of the island at all costs, while others reportedly provided
welcome receptions and offered gifts of produce and cattle without hearing of payment.”” The
dwellers of the Aegean islands, like the Russian leadership itself, were split on the question of
Russian presence and the nature of their relationship with the Russian forces for the
remainder of the war and even after.

The Russian leadership itself was of two minds on how to admit the islands under
Russian rule. The leader of the expedition’s squadrons and Orlov’s proxy as Head of the
Archipelago, Grigorii Spiridov, and the officer first appointed as “governor of the islands,”
Ivan Voinovich, openly disagreed on this very question. In a written appeal to fourteen
islands dated January 1771, Spiridov urged them to “publicly reject Ottoman sovereignty”
and enter under the protection of the Russian Empire.”® Spiridov’s appeal and offer made the
rounds, and within six months, thirty-one islands in the Aegean Sea formally entered under
Russian protection.”® For Spiridov, entry under Russian protection required a public
performance by the elders of each island: the formal renunciation of Ottoman sovereignty
accompanied by an oath of allegiance to Russia, a common ritual in the Russian Empire that
carried legal significance.®® However, Voinovich questioned whether overt acceptance of the
islands into the imperial fold was the best way to ensure the safety of the local inhabitants.
His reading of Russia’s relationship with the islands was far less rosy: he described them as

“subdued by force.” But he also worried that the very public act of rejecting Ottoman



Russia’s Mediterranean Moment 21

subjecthood and pledging allegiance to Russia would decimate what small amount of
provisions were coming into the Archipelago and place Her Imperial Majesty’s subjects at
greater risk of Ottoman retribution (his concern was that there would not be enough
provisions in the Archipelago to sustain both the fleet and the local population).8! While
Spiridov likely wanted to avoid any chance that the islanders protected by Russian force
would be tempted to play both sides (he went so far as to argue that the newly-affirmed
Russian subjects should have no communication or written correspondence with the
Ottomans), Voinovich thought this was precisely the strategy that would allow ships loaded
with victuals to enter the Aegean Sea, supplying both the fleet and the local population.’?
Ultimately, the symbolic conquest of the islands triumphed; Voinovich’s proposition was
disregarded and he was soon reassigned from his duties as governor.

The Russian “liberation by conquest” paradigm reemerged in the next political
manifestation of the Russian Mediterranean: the Septinsular Republic. Following an
unprecedented treaty of alliance signed in 1798, a joint Russian-Ottoman naval force wrested
control of the seven Ionian Islands from Napoleonic France. Worried that they did not have a
sufficient number of ground troops to hold Corfu, arriving Russian forces called on Ionians to
rebel: to imprison French troops and confiscate French possessions in cooperation with the
Russian forces.®? Russian political overtures to the Ionian islanders promised them a return of
their Venice-era privileges — a promise that roused other former Venetian lands, namely, the
cities of formerly-Venetian Albania, to ask for Russian protection as well.®* All the while,
Fedor Ushakov, the head of the joint Russian-Ottoman squadron, instructed his officers to
inform the local populations that if they did not coordinate and assist Russian efforts to
liberate them — from the wicked French, for their own good — then they would descend on the
island and use force to bend them to their will. In a note to the officer sent to take the island

of Kythira, Ushakov wrote: “...inform the islanders, that if they will not carry out our wishes,
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for their own good, in that case we will direct the entire fleet to you, descend on the island,
and compel them by force to carry them out.”> Although Russian commanders often
believed they were acting in the islanders’ best interest or at their request, the threat of force
was never far behind.

Once the Ionian government was formed, the republic’s Russian-backed official
called on Russia’s naval forces to maintain a presence near the islands. Citing social and
political unrest, Mocenigo claimed powers over the naval forces and retained them in the
islands to support the newly established government. He instructed them to remain in a state
of battle-preparedness and to sail around the islands in a visible demonstration of force.’ By
the end of 1803, Mocenigo’s pretexts for detaining the squadron changed to the impending
fear of French invasion.®” When the Russian-Ottoman war of 1806 broke out, the Ionian
Senate cited Russian military presence and protection from external threats as reasons for
refusing the sultan’s demands to break ties with one of its protectors.®®

Nowhere was the threat of coercion more explicit than with the Russian efforts to
resolve supply and manpower problems by drawing on the resources in the Eastern
Mediterranean. During the 1768 Russian-Ottoman war Russian forces employed familiar
imperial tactics: surveying the human and economic resources of the Aegean archipelago.
The commanders sent ten-point questionnaires to the islands to assess the size of the
population, agricultural resources, and economic potential of each island.?® On the basis of
this survey, the leadership decided to collect one-tenth of each island’s harvest in cash or in
kind from all islands under Russian protection, buying all other necessary provisions.
Spiridov instructed his officers to buy or take all the provisions they needed by the right of
war from all islands, stating that the islands would be compensated upon entering Russian

protection.””
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Yet, we might need to read between the lines of these instances of coercion. Sources
relay to us the willingness with which some denizens of the Archipelago provided food and
provisions to the Russian forces, but these accounts also recognized that the locals did so at
their own peril. Stepan Khmetevskii, who kept a journal during the 1769 expedition, reported
the caution with which some of the islanders would supply the forces. For fear of Ottoman
retribution, locals urged the Russians to act as if they were taking their livestock by force.
Collaborating with the Russian forces or offering any assistance carried a brutal death
sentence.”! According to Khmetevskii, Greek merchants were even reluctant to bring grain to
islands known to have been occupied by Russian forces, although, ironically, trading with
other settlements in the region made these merchants’ cargo liable to be confiscated under
Russia’s laws of maritime warfare.”? In the 1787 war, the Russian privateer Lambros
Katsonis similarly threatened local merchants that what they would not provide voluntarily,
he would confiscate by the right of war.”®> On the other hand, merchants who gave Katsonis or
his captains money, loans, or supplies received a passport that allegedly protected them from
further searches or seizures by Russian-flagged privateers for the remainder of that war.
Believing Katsonis to be an agent of the Russian government, merchants accepted his letters
of credit for produce and livestock.”* At the most rudimentary level, Russian protection
offered the legal fiction for islanders that their contribution to Russian forces was voluntary,
or part of the social compact between a sovereign and subjects. Ultimately, the narrative of
liberation set up a paradox between the legal forms of rule described above and the means by
which these were achieved.

An Archipelago of Sovereignty

By 1815, the deliberations at the Congress of Vienna had foreclosed the possibility for

Russia to reestablish a protectorate over the Ionian Islands, or indeed, any other part of the

Eastern Mediterranean.”® Nevertheless, Russian presence in the region, drawing on decades
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of practice and legal precedent rooted in the law of nations and Russian-Ottoman treaties,
reconstituted itself in new and different forms. In the previous sections we saw that by
formalizing its territorial holdings the Russian Empire gained legal standing in the region,
positioned maritime spaces in the Russian imperial order, and saw the role of legal claims in
international structures of power. The Archipelago Principality and the Septinsular Republic
— two constellations of Russian sovereignty in the Eastern Mediterranean — were constructed
through the laws of occupation in wartime and rested on territorial claims to the islands as
well as voluntary compacts with their residents. This section shifts the emphasis to another
manifestation of Russian presence and influence in the region that was emerging and gaining
visibility: the ever-shifting scatterplot of Russian ships. Alongside the web of legal networks
that sustained their activity in the region, these vessels were the foundation of a Russian
presence that was as visible as the earlier territorial holdings. The activities of these ships’
crews, consuls, and other subjects in the region elaborated upon Russian legal practices in
foreign and international waters established decades earlier in pursuance of commercial and
imperial goals. These practices were channeled through consular networks and the legal
framework of capitulation agreements (Russian-Ottoman treaties modelled on privileges
granted by the Ottoman sultan to European states), which became the mainstays of Russia’s
continued participation in the legal environment of the Mediterranean. As Russia’s territorial
presence in the Mediterranean receded, a new importance was placed on securing the rights
of navigation and commerce for Russian ships.

By the second decade of the nineteenth century, Russian politics in the Eastern
Mediterranean were no longer concerned with attracting subjects and influence through
territorial acquisitions at the expense of Constantinople. Whereas most of Russian activity in
the Levant in the first decades of the nineteenth century was governed by what Alexander

Bitis described as “force of circumstance” — a mix of political tactics without a clear
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overarching strategy — there was an understanding among the ruling elite that pursuing any
policy of territorial expansion, especially an explicit course of action that would give Russia
control over the Black Sea Straits, would result in a major European conflict.”® These
considerations likewise led to the decision to keep the Russian army from marching on
Constantinople with the intent to take the city at the end of the 1828—1829 Russian-Ottoman
war, in lieu of which the government opted for a weakened Ottoman Empire ensured by the
1829 Treaty of Adrianople.”” In these decades, Russia’s presence in the region was felt
through prolific commercial networks that connected the south of the empire that abutted the
Black Sea to the Eastern Mediterranean. Despite the turbulent background of the Greek
Revolution in 1821 and the gruesome violence that followed, at the official level, the
political, religious, and social anxieties of both empires played out through the politics of
commerce and navigation.’® Articulations of Russian policy insisted on its legalistic and
peaceful character, repeated in remonstrances to the Ottoman Porte and in internal
communiqués.”® Russia’s eventual declaration of war on the Ottoman Empire in 1828 — a war
long awaited after the beginning of the Greek Revolution and made more likely by the 1827
Battle of Navarino — was made using the language of breach of contract, citing a litany of
violations of Russian-Ottoman treaties by the Sublime Porte.!?° The language reflected none
of the humanitarian concerns that underpinned much of the reaction of Russian society to the
Greek Revolution and the atrocities throughout the conflict which were reported by
eyewitnesses, many of whom were government officials stationed in the region.!%!

Four interlinked elements — consuls, treaties, ships, and protégés — worked together to
support a litigious framework within which Russian consuls pressed maritime and shipping
concerns on behalf of Russian subjects and protégés. Consuls were the conduits, whose
interest in the issues at hand and involvement in the disputes shaped the evolution of these

legal debates between 1774 and 1828. They acted on the basis of bilateral treaties between
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the Russian and Ottoman empires, the backbone of the legal framework between the two
polities; violations of these agreements were cited as cause for war on more than one
occasion.!?? While Russian-Ottoman contacts go back centuries, the 1774 Treaty of Kiigiik-
Kaynarca opened a new dimension in the relationship. Modelled on French and British
capitulations, these treaties gave Russian merchants the right to trade in the Ottoman Empire
on favorable terms, navigate through Ottoman waters including the Black Sea straits, appoint
Ottoman subjects as protégés, and receive extraterritorial protection from the Ottoman legal

system.!0?

The reach and legal protection offered by these legal agreements extends the
archipelago metaphor to describe the diffuse nodes of Russian sovereignty within Ottoman
domains that these treaties now covered. Throughout the nineteenth century, they were recast
in new spatial arrangements and transformed over time as privileges were repealed, as new
rights were asserted, and as reiterated claims grew into new treaty guarantees.!* The
privileges and concessions afforded to the imperial Russian flag stood at the center of many
complaints of individual infractions and accusations of treaty violation, thrusting the question
of who benefited from these flag protections into the center of the discord. These concerns
were not merely theoretical; they contained very practical consequences for maritime
sovereignty in the Eastern Mediterranean.
Ships

In the Russian interpretation, Russian-Ottoman treaties of the 1770s and 1780s gave
the Russian Empire the right to grant permission to merchants of allied and friendly states to
use the Russian flag so long as they were not Ottoman subjects. These privileges were
extended to foreign entrepreneurs both through Russian initiative and at their request;
subjects and citizens of Mediterranean municipalities and republics wrote to the Commerce

College requesting permission to raise the Russian flag. Catherine II was quick to bestow

rights to navigate under the Russian flag to Neapolitan subjects, offering merchants who
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traded with Kherson, Feodosia, and Sevastopol the privilege for ease of passage to and across
the Black Sea.!% By the 1820s, merchants applying for permission to raise the Russian flag
cited numerous political and economic advantages that the Russian flag brought. It was the
privileges negotiated by the Russian Empire for its merchants as well as Russia’s neutrality in
particular conflicts that made the Russian flag the flag of convenience for Mediterranean
trade. Subjects of the Papal States based in Ancona stressed their desire to navigate under the
Russian flag to avoid extensive attacks by the Barbary corsairs, and noted that it was in the
Russian interest to grant such a request because it was the only way they would be able to
continue trading with Russian ports. Some noted the Russian flag was preferable because
British consular officers charged too much for the Tonian flag.!% Spanish merchants wanted
to use the Russian flag to avoid Latin American privateers.!?” Requests even came from
northern European states such as Sweden and Denmark.!%® Such wide-ranging requests and
stories consumed the Russian consular apparatus with clarifications of who was legally
entitled to the imperial tricolor.

Sailing under a Russian flag, ships were enveloped with the rights and honor of the
Russian state that had received these concessions from the Ottoman government, and the
inviolability of these rights — as guaranteed by Russian-Ottoman agreements — now became a
primary concern for the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The Russian flag was, as one
ambassador stated in a protest over a public incident of desecration, “a symbol of sacred
immunity” that had been “trampled upon.”!? Closely aligned with the embassy’s chronicle of
Ottoman violations was the question of whom these protestations benefited. The legal
haranguing over who was entitled to raise the Russian flag became a fundamental concern for
Russian consulates in the region in its own right. But this myopic focus on flag permissions
obscured the bigger development: that Russian openness to lending the imperial flag to

Mediterranean merchants presented a challenge to Ottoman sovereignty, as securing greater
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protection in greater numbers for Russian ships encroached on the Porte’s ability to oversee
and govern its subjects.!1?

The Greek-owned merchant marine played an important role in the Greek revolution,
yet the technicalities of how rebellious ships could keep up commercial activities or transport
arms and troops through Ottoman waters have been overlooked.!'! To the extent that
Ottoman Christians sailed under a Russian flag in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, it
was against government policy. Although it is commonly held that beratli — subjects of the
Ottoman Empire who held privileged positions as intermediaries between the Russian and
Ottoman empires — had the right to fly the Russian flag on their merchant vessels, this
interpretation is not supported by the legal documents alluding to Russian-flagged navigation.
Building on the 1774 Treaty of Kii¢iik Kaynarca, the 1779 clarifying convention stated that
Russian ships could employ Ottoman subjects as crew only in case of dire need, but with
Ottoman permission (§VI). Articles 33 and 34 of the 1783 Treaty of Commerce stated that
Russian-flagged vessels could only be stopped and searched in the Bosporus on suspicion of
Ottoman subjects among their crews. Military and naval auxiliaries, although sometimes
combatants under Russian flags, were not holders of Ottoman-issued berats.!'? Instead, in
many instances, the Russian flag was deployed without Russian permission and the Russian
government played the dual role of securing privileges for the Russian flag while policing its
usage.

Given Russia’s willingness to distribute the Russian flag to merchants, it is not too
surprising that it should have become an often-raised point of concern in Russian-Ottoman
diplomacy. From the Russian flag’s first appeared in the Mediterranean in 1769, the Russian
navy proved powerless to police its unauthorized use even in the eastern-most corners of the
Middle Sea over which it claimed dominion. During and after the 1768 Russian-Ottoman

war, reports of vessels raising the Russian flag without authorization reached Russian
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authorities in the region.!!® In 1775, the Russian chargé d’affaires in Constantinople Nikolai
Repnin learned that as many as fifty vessels captained by Ottoman Greeks sailed in Ottoman
waters and even entered the port of Constantinople waving Russian flags, a circumstance he
sought to rectify by taking them away.''* Sometimes havoc in the region was caused even by
Russian-flagged vessels that were also in possession of a firman, an Ottoman measure to
control trade in Ottoman domains, as a consul in Trieste reported to the Commerce College in
1777.115 Over the next quarter-century concerns escalated until in 1797 new legislation
required all ships waving a Russian flag to apply for a special patent from the Russian
Admiralty.!1®

Merchants circumvented the 1797 legislation by exploiting other avenues to gain
access to the Russian standard. Some locals affiliated with Russian consulates claimed that
the beratli, or protégé, system, which granted privileges such as tax exemptions and access to
foreign legal systems to select Ottoman subjects, gave them permission to navigate under the
Russian flag. The treaty texts and Ottoman policy only ever intended Russian subjects to sail
under the Russian flag, but the beratli system created a legal grey area which lent some
credibility to such claims. Even so, despite the proliferation of berats, they remained
expensive and difficult to come by, and therefore were not a universally viable option.!!”
Other entrepreneurs feigned an interest in settling in Russia to obtain a passport to travel to
Russia’s southern provinces, where, in the guise of immigrants, they could receive a Russian
passport and flag for navigation.!!® In 1819, a new strategy was uncovered: fictional sales of
ships. This scheme involved using affidavits or documents of legitimate Russian subjects to
purchase ships in the Mediterranean, allegedly on their behalf.!!® As in previous schemes, this
too was addressed with a detailed plan that called for additional documents to prove the
buyer’s (Russian) subjecthood and guild affiliation, and restricted the approval of these

documents to the Chancellery of Commerce in the Constantinople Embassy and the general
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consulates only.!?° Predictably, low levels of awareness of these new regulations among both
the merchants and consular staff created even lower levels of enactment and enforcement, or,
at best, raised numerous points for clarification through St. Petersburg.!?!

In response to Ottoman concerns, the Russian government investigated ships and
captains navigating under the Russian flag. As early as 1806, the Porte complained that its
subjects received Russian passports and flags with great ease, especially considering many
never permanently relocated to the Russian Empire and remained Ottoman subjects.!??
Authorities in St. Petersburg instructed the embassy in Constantinople to be more scrupulous
in issuing permissions to travel to Russia and to cease handing out permissions to settle.!?
Successive foreign ministers stressed that the Russian emperor sought to avoid giving the
Ottoman Empire “any reason to complain.”'?* Yet new restrictions on Russian flags were
circumvented, leading to further Ottoman objections, launching new Russian investigations
and new measures.

Despite the reports of malfeasance, each new regulatory hurdle came with cautious
warnings about the potential economic and political fallout from new flag regulations. As
most requests for the Russian flag were framed in terms of economic incentives, ministers
worried that those to whom they denied usage of the Russian flag would cease trading with
Russian ports. Stroganov himself surmised that with the removal of the advantages of the
Russian flag, both Ottoman Christians and other Mediterranean merchants would flock to the
protection of the British flag instead.!®
Protégés

Russian-sponsored berats and a generally aggressive advocacy launched by Russian
consulates constituted another layer of Russian sovereignty — that of real and imagined
Ottoman subjects benefitting from Russian protection. In the late 1810s the conversation

about Russian commercial rights in the Ottoman Empire turned into a conversation about
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privileges and protections extended to Ottoman subjects. Imagined to exist in great numbers
by officials on both sides, these assumed Ottoman subjects under Russian protection, and
their rights, began to matter more and more in the political discourse of the Russian and
Ottoman governments. While both sides agreed there were numerous persons of Levantine
extraction conducting business as Russian subjects in Ottoman domains, the ambiguity of
whether these were in actuality Russian or Ottoman subjects created tensions around every
purported defense of their positions and privileges. Russian officials lamented bickering with
an ally over such “inconsequential causes”; they dismissed “all that concerned berats and
protection for people, who were not in fact Russian subjects and whose protection served
neither the interests nor the honor” of the Russian Empire as trivialities.!?® But as questions
of subjecthood became intertwined with Russian commerce and navigation, they became
inescapable areas of policy concern.

Beyond the potential economic consequences of new regulations over access to
Russian flags, members of the foreign ministry speculated that these obstacles would result in
a decline of Russian political influence over the sultan’s Christian subjects. Despite the
government’s stated reluctance to antagonize the Ottoman Porte over this issue, Russian
ministers gave increasingly greater consideration to formal and informal protection over
Ottoman Christians. As Roderic Davison and others have shown, Russia’s position on
protection changed tone over time, becoming stronger, more assertive and expansive with
every decade.!?” In 1806, official instructions from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs both
underscored Russia’s reluctance to go to war over these protections and ordered diplomats on
the ground to accommodate Ottoman grievances, issuing demands to curtail surreptitious and
indirect accommodations to Ottoman Christians.!?® Instructions to Stroganov in 1816 were
more assertive, arguing that Russian protection was not incompatible with Ottoman

sovereignty over its subjects: “If Christians — subjects of the Porte — hope for Russian
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protection, and if that empire [Russia], finding justification in its religion, its rights, its army
and territorial proximity, can and is obliged to offer them this protection, then why should we
consider this to be incompatible with the existence of the Turkish Empire or as damaging to
the interests of other European powers?”!?* Within one decade the defense of Russian
interventions became more acute. Russia’s rights to protect Ottoman Christian subjects were
deemed “incontrovertible rights” founded in law and mutual interests of the contracting
parties. While legalism has long been a feature of Russian law, the differences in instructions
also reflected the new landscape of international politics. If the 1806 instruction was issued
by a war-weary minister with no intention to antagonize a recent ally, by 1816 the two
empires had fought another war and Russia had bolstered its standing in Europe with its
triumphant campaigns against Napoleon. The Congress of Vienna cemented Russia’s
standing among the European powers, adding to Russia’s growing sense of superiority over
the Ottoman Empire.'*°

Nevertheless, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stopped short of stating that it would
take forceful measures to protect foreign subjects holding berats. It asserted that Russia’s
goal was to stop the Porte’s “war against its [own] subjects” and to facilitate the latter’s
“transformation into peaceful and faithful subjects of the monarch, under whose scepter they
exist.”13! Despite rumors and misperceptions to the contrary, this remained the case in the
run-up to and the years immediately following the Greek uprising in 1821.132

The issue of berats became linked to the misuse of the Russian flag through Grigorii
Stroganov’s memorandum. In detailing the potential dangers of widespread access to the
Russian flag, Stroganov cast doubt on the entire protégé system. In his internally-circulated
report on the abuses of foreigners using Russian names to purchase ships, he claimed that
trust placed in these intermediaries was not always warranted as they “deceived, stole

merchandise, caused accidents, substituted skippers, lied about their assets, concealed debts”
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in addition to many other infractions.!3* Stroganov’s memorandum sounded alarm bells in the
Russian government, and despite the decreased ambassadorial and consular presence in light
of the Eastern Crisis in the 1820s, the Russian government launched an investigation into its
consular practices throughout the Ottoman Empire.!3*

As the investigation confirmed, the government’s measured position was undermined
by its consular representatives, who out of sympathy or personal gain facilitated distribution
of the very berats that conferred Russian protection onto Ottoman subjects.!*> Spiridon
Destunis, one of the most prolific commentators on his position as consul in Smyrna,
captured these sentiments in his personal diary. In his entry for May 29, 1819, he recounted
how he protected a young Greek who converted to Islam and then repented by providing him
with documents and passage to Mount Athos. Destunis had no disillusions about his
infraction, yet offered little hesitation as to where his moral compass pointed: “This is a false
certificate and a violation of international law,” he wrote, “but it was all for a greater good,
not out of personal interest. It’s good to be a Russian consul — but first, one must be honest
and sensitive, and not hold one’s Orthodox co-religionists in contempt.”!3¢ Destunis’s views
went further, to suggest that expanding the number of protégés should be official government
policy. In a draft of a policy proposal likely written during his tenure as consul, Destunis
denied having ever misused the privilege of Russian protection himself but made a forceful
argument for the Russian government not to shy away from this opportunity.!3” The
memorandum hit all the key notes stirring Russian society’s attitudes towards Ottoman
Christians: a moral duty of protection, a mark of Russian greatness and generosity, and a
potential for profit.!3®

The Russian foreign ministry’s stated sympathy towards Ottoman grievances about
the proliferation of berats was undermined not only by the actions of its consuls on the

ground, but also by the presumption of Ottoman retribution. In private, Russian ministers
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often agreed with Ottoman grievances; however, they were adamant that they did not give the
Porte permission to renege on its legal obligations. In asserting old grievances and
formulating new ones, Russian complaints were made in the most general form - accusing the
Ottoman government of violating its legal obligations.!’
The Legal Battleground

The Russian position in legal disputes with the Ottoman Empire came down to a
specific reading of Russian-Ottoman treaties. This reading argued that the Russian Empire
had a right to oversight over locales that it understood to be an extension of Russian
sovereignty, including consular affairs and Russian-flagged ships, and placed this right above
the Ottoman desire to ensure that Russia was not violating its treaty obligations within these
locales. In enforcing this interpretation, Russian ministers lodged protests at any Ottoman
attempt to investigate treaty infractions, claiming any such Ottoman investigation of Russian
affairs to be an insult to Russian sovereignty. In response to Ottoman attempts to uncover
whether the persons sailing on Russian-flagged ships had the right to do so, Russian ministers
demanded that the Porte “desist from letting its ministers conduct such an investigation,”
claiming that the investigation had to be conducted by Russian ministers according to
Russian standards of fraud.!*® (Not only was this seen as a Russian right according to the
framework set out by capitulations, but the government claimed that Russian oversight was
necessary to ensure impartiality.) In another incident, where a captain suspected of being an
Ottoman subject was accused of smuggling barley, the Russian minister denied the Ottoman
Porte the right to investigate the incident and punish the perpetrator. Instead, Stroganov
insisted that the transgression would be corrected only after /e investigated the incident. His
reasoning was that the offense occurred on a Russian vessel, which was exclusively within
Russian jurisdiction, even if the captain was, as the Porte claimed, an Ottoman subject.!*! In

other words, while the Ottomans tried to assert sovereignty over their subjects, the Russians
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argued that the absolute sovereignty over Russian-flagged vessels superseded these rights.
Vehement denials of an Ottoman right to verification themselves created further tensions,
escalating the issue beyond whether Ottoman subjects were sometimes stowaways on
Russian ships or illegally using the Russian flag to a more abstract disagreement over which
empire’s rights would prevail in enforcing these treaties. Russian ministers repeatedly
claimed that their consular representatives were more impartial in making such
determinations. What has often been interpreted as the Russian government’s patronage and
protection of Orthodox Christians was actually a more universal argument about the
sovereignty of the Russian flag and the legal rights that Russia held to ensure the inviolability
of these rights.

In the scope of this seemingly technical aspect of international law about flag usage,
both empires played out issues of tremendous psychological and symbolic importance. In
addition to the financial loss from numerous taxes and tariffs that the Ottoman Empire
incurred from the protégé system, the government’s protests revealed its anxiety over losing
sovereignty over its subjects. The Ottoman Empire, as van den Boogert has argued, was fully
aware of all the ways that European governments exploited the privileges of the protégé
system — an awareness that had created numerous responses to control it from the Ottoman
side.!#? In the Russian case, as Prousis has argued, “Ottoman officials sought to ... limit the
Russian flag to strictly Russian ships, namely those carriers owned and operated by bona fide
Russian subjects, and by reducing the number of reaya in Russian service.”!** These efforts,
however, only revealed the seriousness of what the Ottoman Empire faced: the proliferation
of berats and Russian flags in the Mediterranean region made it increasingly difficult to
identify who was an Ottoman subject, and consequently, for the empire to govern them. As
one reis effendi reportedly remarked in 1819, “all the inhabitants of the Archipelago have

become Russian; we have no more reaya.”!**
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Flag politics became the means by which broader concerns of the two empires were
expressed. When they were arguing about the usage and rights of the Russian flag, the
Russian and Ottoman empires were discussing more than just national honor and
international prestige, they were defending core imperial interests: trade and commerce on
the one hand, and imperial governance on the other.!*> For the Russian Empire, Russian-
flagged ships provided a not insignificant annual fee for a patent, but even more importantly,
they represented the health and robustness of Russian trade. For the Russian government,
Russian-flagged ships were a proxy for the empire’s commercial viability. Where British
consular representatives diligently reported the value of goods entering and leaving the ports
assigned to them, Russian consuls and ministers counted the flags docking in each port.!*®
The embassy in Constantinople kept careful records of the number of ships passing through
the port in each direction and reported these to the government in St. Petersburg on an annual
basis. For the Ottoman Empire, the replacement of the Ottoman flag with the Russian flag
throughout the Aegean Sea, and Mediterranean more broadly, was tantamount to, as the reis
effendi suggested, the usurpation of Ottoman sovereignty over these populations. In an era of
numerous Balkan uprisings against Ottoman rule, Mehmed Ali Pasha’s challenges to
Ottoman governance, and further alienation of the Maghreb provinces of North Africa, the
displacement of the Ottoman flag — a symbol of the Sultan — by the loathsome Russian flag
was not only a reminder of the military losses that yielded these concessions, but a reflection
of a further erosion of Ottoman strength.!*’ As the numerous Ottoman objections captured in
the historical record showed, the flag — a symbol and metaphor for Ottoman subjects’
allegiance to the Sultan — now served as a physical reminder of how that bond was broken.
The Russian ministers, who understood the increased use of Russian flags as reaffirming

Ottoman fears of foreign intervention and influence over their population, noted that
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increased Russian influence wounded “the pride and vanity of the Sultan” who held the view
that Russian influence “in his domains, impinge[d] on his authority.”!4®

As Russia’s physical control over political entities in the Eastern Mediterranean
waned in the 1810s, the government stepped up its efforts to advocate for Russian
commercial interests in the region. The rights surrounding shipping and navigation in
Ottoman waters made favorable tariffs and other benefits all the more valuable; the privileges
accorded to the Russian flag lay at the heart of Russia’s commercial interests in the Levant.
Equally, the procurement and spirited defense of these privileges made them more desirable
for Mediterranean merchants. Moreover, in addition to bringing prosperity to the empire, the
Russian flag also came to be seen (by the Russian government) as a way to exert influence
over Ottoman Christian subjects and the region in general. Therefore, as Russia’s defense of
Russian-flagged navigation ran up against the Ottoman Empire’s concerns about its subjects,
the Russian government walked a tight rope between defending its rights and assuaging
Ottoman concerns over misappropriation of the Russian flag by its subjects. In deference to
the Ottoman Empire, Russians sought to introduce burdensome restrictions, increased costs
of patents, and slow bureaucratic procedures to ward off Ottoman retaliation and, despite
potential hindrances to Russian trade, to forestall danger to the integrity of the Russian flag
(and by extension the Russian Empire). These did little to curb illicit flag use and complaints
stacked up on both sides. Russia’s rights around commerce and shipping, which the empire
claimed were violated repeatedly, like treaty clauses concerning Serbia, Moldavia, Wallachia,
became part of a bigger discourse about Ottoman propensity to violate treaties. The 1828—
1829 war, declared over non-fulfillment of treaty obligations, inadvertently provided a partial

resolution to the flag politics through the creation of the kingdom of Greece.
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Conclusion
The half-century that was Russia’s Mediterranean Moment forged a Russian

Mediterranean, not a stable geographical entity, but a historically constructed region with a
strong grasp on the international imagination. Captured in the Atlas of the Archipelago as one
geographical constellation with a singular layer of meaning, the Russian Mediterranean had
in fact manifested itself numerous times and in a variety of patterns and shapes. It
incorporated different groups of islands, cropped up in different subsidiary seas, and drew
new boundaries between the Russian Empire and neighboring polities that now had to
accommodate a Russian presence in the region. With each iteration, alongside designated
Russian physical spaces, be they ships or islands that the Russian Empire claimed for its own,
new legal questions arose, in response to which imperial agents, the monarch’s envoys,
plenipotentiaries, and representatives delimited what fell under Russian protection and within
its sphere of influence.

Situated in a variety of legal claims, the Russian Mediterranean was not based on one
— Orthodox — idea; it existed in more than one dimension and through a plurality of
institutions and structures. When Russian imperial intermediaries entered the region, they did
not eradicate existing political and legal orders, but weaved through them, resurrecting
Venetian-era privileges, replacing or complementing Ottoman forms of governance,
eradicating revolutionary French departments, empowering religious classes, and laying the
foundation for British rule. Russia’s political experiments, laws, and symbolic and cultural
markers contributed to the distinctive political, intellectual, and cultural climate that, as
Konstantina Zanou has argued, fostered a distinctive intellectual tradition that shaped Greek
national consciousness.!*’ But Russia’s presence was notable for more than just the post-
imperial afterlives of personalities and thinkers empowered by the empire as its

intermediaries. It was the effort to situate the region within the Russian imperial order that
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left a cultural legacy and a legal framework on which new formulations of the Russian
Mediterranean could be imprinted.

Russian claims to Ottoman lands, control over important commercial centers and
routes, and insistence on the security of its commercial and navigational rights in the region
went to the heart of the Ottoman Empire’s biggest concern at the time: retaining control over
its sprawling domains and populations. By the nineteenth century, there was a growing
anxiety inside the Ottoman government that these very ships, the floating pieces of Russian
sovereignty that Russian ministers so forcefully protected, were carrying Ottoman subjects
away from the empire in great numbers. The Treaty of Adrianople (1829) that ended the 1828
war with the Ottoman Empire confirmed those rights to Russian commerce and navigation in
the region. While the treaty did not solve commercial tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean,
the creation of an independent Greece and Britain’s growing presence in the region shifted
the nature of international anxiety about the Russian Mediterranean. Once Russian flags no
longer symbolized rebelling subjects, Russian commerce caused less anxiety for the Porte. In
the wake of the Treaty of Adrianople, new tensions arose.

International competition shifted to new realms of activity. Contrary to historical
accounts that characterized Russia’s Mediterranean politics of the previous sixty years as
centered on a Russian Orthodox messianism, it was in the 1830s and 1840s that religious
politics emerged as central to the Russian Mediterranean.'>® Away from legal disputes with
the Ottoman Empire about the interpretation of treaties, consular functions turned to
protecting increasing numbers of pilgrims that now flooded into Ottoman provinces,
including Palestine, Syria, and Arabia. The religious politics of the decades leading up to the
Crimean War did not explicitly equate to promotion of Orthodoxy abroad — the Russian
consular apparatus advocated for the rights of Muslim hajjis alongside Orthodox pilgrims —

but it included interdenominational rivalries stoked by a developing Orthodox
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internationalism.!>! Pilgrims formed one strand of the confessional and church politics that
emerged in the Holy Land, and it was the political pressure over religious issues — and for the
Russian Empire this was expressed as the traditional privileges of the Orthodox Church that
had been challenged in numerous ways — that led to the next Russian-Ottoman conflict.!>2
Compounded by other international and imperial dynamics, the Crimean War drew in the
British and French empires, and its end created numerous conceptual shifts in the realm of

international law, European politics, and Russian-Ottoman affairs.
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