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Literacy and Numeracy Skills of the Inhabitants of Tara  
and its Rural Districts in the 17th and 18th Centuries

On the basis of archaeological, written, and historical sources, we assess the extent to which 17th–18th century 
Russian inhabitants of the town of Tara and of its rural periphery (Tarsky District, Omsk Region) were able to read, 
write, and count. We analyze archaeological sources suggesting that those living in western Siberian towns, such as 
Mangazeya, Tobolsk, etc., were literate and able to count. This is evidenced by artifacts from the town of Tara and the 
adjacent village of Ananyino, indicating literacy: inkpots, penknives, quills, a wooden trade label with inscription, 

 
a 17th century junior commander in Tara, might have been destined for letters. Such artifacts are described in detail. 
According to written documents, just 3.4 % of those belonging to the service class of Tara and of its rural periphery 

and army commanders of various rank, reiters, mounted Cossacks, and cannoneers. Educated ones were priests and 
icon-painters. Stationery available at the Tara market included paper, ink, and raw materials for their manufacture. 
Books and candles were sold too. Relative advantages and disadvantages of documents versus artifacts as sources of 
knowledge about literacy are discussed. A combined approach helps to reveal key archaeological indicators of literacy 
and numeracy skills and to assess the approximate share of literate individuals in various social strata.
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Introduction

First Russian towns in Siberia were founded as military 
and administrative centers of the Russian State for 

under control the indigenous population. This mission 
would have been impossible without economic and 
civilizational progress. For successful achievement 
of these objectives, two governors were appointed to 

military functions, and another for economic issues. 
Such administrative system also appeared in the decree 

new place, and builds and strengthens the town, then 
truthfully write about that to the sovereign. And let him 
draw town places, and town itself, and fort on the map, 
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was also arranged: “And all volosts should take their 
tribute books in Tobolsk from the Governor Prince Fedor 
Lobanov—how much tribute was taken from them to 

to Tobolsk to Prince Fyodor. And all kinds of tribute 
should be personally recorded in the books separately 

Governor Prince Andrew should take with him clerk 
Kryank Ivanov, who was sent with him from Moscow, 
to the new town for keeping records. And order him to 

record all sorts of sovereign’s affairs” (Ibid.).
As a military town, Tara ensured stability on the 

southern borders of Western Siberia for two centuries. 
The town, as well as villages around it, were inhabited 

servicemen of the Tara garrison participated in “distant 
assignments”. They delivered the “tribute treasury” or 

delegations at negotiations with leaders of the Kalmyks 

Soldiers, Cossacks, commanders, and Boyar scions 
received state salary for their service. Information about it 
was recorded in salary books and “records of sovereign’s 
salary to the servicemen”.

Location in the Irtysh valley, with the trade routes 
going from Central Asia to the north, up to the lower 
reaches of the Ob River, fostered the destiny of Tara as a 
trade center. 

Tara needed educated people for performing its 

of both urban and rural population of the Tarsky Uyezd.

sources in studying the topic, we should analyze 

This study intends to establish the level of literacy 
among the inhabitants of Tara and its rural districts in the 

archaeological, written, and historical sources.

Literacy markers among the urban population  
of Western Siberia in the 17th–18th centuries

It is challenging and time-consuming to study the spiritual 
culture of the population in various historical periods 
from the archaeological point of view. Interpretation of 
an archaeological source of the Modern Age is based both 

contained in written, ethnographic, and other sources 
(Tataurova, 2021).

The issues of literacy among the Russian population 
of Siberia were rarely studied using archaeological 

households show that the town dwellers were literate, 
since they carried out trade business, and their children 
also studied reading and writing (Vizgalov, Parkhimovich, 

alphabet and writing skills include wooden boards with 
the alphabet, dishware, containers, such as barrels, barrel 
staves, and bottoms, labels of goods, birch-bark fragment 
with the inscribed beginning of a petition to the tsar, parts 
of leather goods with letters, words, and texts (Vizgalov, 

wooden board with carved text of a promissory note 

A collection of items indicating numeracy skills 
includes counting sticks, labels on goods (Vizgalov, 

Pens and cases for keeping them have also been 

could have been used for writing in gold and silver or 

clay inkpots varying in shapes and designs (Balyunov, 

According to oral report of the excavations’ head  
O.M. Anoshko, the cultural layer of the town (the First 
Gostiny excavation area near the Indoor Market, Bazar 

and glass inkpots. A metal pen with gold plating from the 

The range of goods at the Tobolsk market of the  

and other items indicating literacy of the population. First 
of all, it included paper, which was imported to Tobolsk 

Table). The 
amount of paper was measured in stacks. A stack included 

*The authors express their deep gratitude to Oksana 
Anoshko for the information she provided.
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dests dest

of the dest  

parts along the longer side, depending on the document 
size (Gogolev, (s.a.)).

According to customs books, paper occupied the 
seventh place in the structure of goods brought to the 

declined despite of the increasing demand. According to 
O.N. Vilkov, this decrease in import resulted from the 

However, paper production in Tobolsk emerged only in 

15 versts from the town, for manufacturing writing and 

In addition to paper, the range of goods needed by 
literate people included writing utensils (inkpots), raw 

writing (nut galls), and books imported in the second and 

The fact that the residents of Tomsk governor’s estate 

inkpots. M.P. Chernaya points to signet rings intended 

Literacy among the inhabitants of Tara  
and its rural districts

The document analysis identified the differences in 
education level among the population of Tara and 

were illiterate persons, such as “Andreev Grigory—a 

receiving salaries – the Authors]” (Sluzhiliye lyudi 

people, for example, the one who signed for G. Andreev 

mounted Cossack of the reiter hundred military unit, 

O. Bogdanov, he was sent with the sable treasury to 

Analysis of written sources has revealed that 

of various ranks who lived in Tara, including the Boyar 
scions such as Pavel Kosteletsky**, who spoke the 
Tatar language and, in addition to his service, performed 

Petr Kolpev, Ivan Konakov, Boris Nevorotov, Mikhailo 

as well as governor deputy and Cossack commander 

army commanders of a hundred soldiers’ units I. Vatov 

   *Calculated based on the materials from the encyclopedia 

The sources do not mention literacy for most of the servicemen, 
but those who were literate or illiterate are separately noted. Our 
statistics include all people who were marked as “literate”, as 

and representatives of other classes who signed for the illiterate 
while receiving salaries. The authors do not claim absolute 
results of the calculations, but consider the information obtained 
to be representative.

**Only some names of  l i terate servicemen and 
representatives of other classes are provided as examples.

Stationery and other items from the range of goods for literate people at the Tobolsk market  
of the 17th century

Year of arrival of goods Copper inkpots,  
pcs./rubles Nut galls, pound/rubles Paper, stack/rubles Books, pcs./rubles

1639/1640 31/11.8 80/16 58.9/58.9 173/46

1655/1656 – 150/30 119/119 –

1668/1669 – 80/16 124/124 –

1686/1687 – – 208/208 1/6.5

1694/1695 – 10/0.9 70/70 –
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ten soldiers’ unit Andrey Varfolomeev, cavalry captain 

mounted Cossacks Aleksey Goisky, Aleksey Ivanov, Ivan 

the servicemen to sign for them after receiving money. 
They included Fr. Savva (Sava)—the “spiritual father, 

The following priests were mentioned: priest Anton 

(pyatnitsky dyachok
Icon-painter O. Nefedov also signed for the servicemen 

century, immediately after construction of the town was 
completed, it was ordered to bring “2 stacks of writing 

supplies and ammunition from Moscow.

manufacturing were imported along with paper, since only 

boiled up to 50 puds of ink a year and sold it for 2 rubles 

In addition to paper, birch-bark might have been 
used for writing texts and religious books both in the 
State Orthodox and Old Believer traditions (Gudkov, 

 
found in Tara.

The “documentary” evidence mentions counting 
sticks (Fig. 1, 1), trade seals, and wooden trade label with 

various ranks were actively engaged in the sale of hops 
“of their own production”. For example, the commander 

Cossack son Petr Filimonov brought 10 puds of hops of 

Most of the servicemen of Tara and its rural districts 
participated in trading “goods from Russia” and selling 
livestock, hunting products, fish, butter, “huts with 

Wax tablets were known to be used in teaching literacy 
in Mangazeya and Tara. These items have not been found, 
but a bone stylus (pisalo, lit. ‘writing tool’), decorated 
with two lines of netlike ornamentation, was discovered 
in the cultural layer of Tara Fortress (Fig. 1, 2). Styluses 
were also used for writing on birch-bark (Gudkov,  

Stationery from the cultural layer of Tara included 
inkpots made of clay and metal (Fig. 1, 3, 4
item was similar to the Mangazeya find (Vizgalov, 

but since it was similar to the Mangazeya inkpot, it could 
have probably been used at an earlier time.

(Fig. 1, 8), were apparently used for writing. These knives 
differed from similar tools by the small size of their blades 

Fig. 1 1–4, 8) 

(5–7, 9–11).
1 2 3–7 8–10 11 –  
beads from abacus. 1 2 3, 4–7, 11  
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such penknives have been found in the cultural layer 
of the village of Ananyino, located near the lake of the 
same name, on the right bank of the Irtysh River, 10 km 

(Fig. 1, 9, 10
of welding a steel blade onto a soft iron base, and were 

 
A penknife from Tara was somewhat larger. Its total length 

fortress in one of administrative buildings of the second 

territory of the fort.
The written sources have no information on literacy 

among the dwellers of Ananyino. The village of Ananyina 

documents in the “Book of Records of the Tarsky Uyezd” 

family clans—the Moseevs, Neupokoevs, Skuratovs, and 

village. The encyclopedia “Servicemen of Siberia” has 
very brief information about these people: “I. Popov was 

up the Irtysh with Moseev, Neupokoev, and Skuratov” 

means that there must have been some literate persons 
among them. For example, Stepan Afanasiev Skuratov, 

a grassland near the village of Ananyino, which was 

poor: only clay inkpots (Fig. 1, 5–7) and penknives 
have been found therein. Ornithological collections at 
the site are indicative of domestic geese breeding and 

suggest that feathers of these birds might have been used  
for writing.

Signet rings of noblemen, which were found in 

two Tara bronze rings were inlaid with colored glass. 
One ring depicts Latin letters and an inverted shield  
(Fig. 2, 1
(Fig. 2, 2). A crown with four leaves and four teeth with 
pearls on the hoop (Fig. 2, 3, 4) appears on the halves of 

such image was typical of Russia and Northern German 
lands (Chernaya, 2015: 205). Signet rings were used for 

the social class (Tataurov F.S., 2020).
A ring, inkpot (see Fig. 1, 5), set of clay balls (see  

Fig. 1, 11), which we interpreted as parts of abacus, as 
well as a set of “high status” items (iron two-pronged fork, 
counting token with inscription “Corneliusa Lauffera”) 
and other artifacts found in Ananyino, belonged to the 
same residential complex where a military commander 
with writing and numeracy skills might have lived 

of dendrochronological analysis, the dwelling can be 

Sopova, 2021).

in diameter, with a hole in the middle (0.5 cm in diameter), 
which were found in the dwelling mentioned above, will 
be discussed in more details. These balls differed in shape 

in the cultural layer of the site before (the area of the 
excavation was 2500 m2

“beads” of abacuses, although they were somewhat larger 
than usual beads.

Fig. 2 1–3, 
6

Region (4, 5).
1, 2 3, 4 5
6 – case for letters. 1, 2 3, 4 5 – 
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and professor of theology, who had lived in Russia for 

Russians, down to the poorest peasants, are very skilled in 

it is so commonly used that it can be even found with 
all kinds of pocket mirrors, writing boards, or calendars 

the forerunner of Russian abacus, which has been used 
by many of our contemporaries until recently. The abacus 

cords, strung with beads. The description of P. van Haven 
mentions that “beads can be made of horn, ivory, glass, 
wood, metal, or of peas, etc.” (cited after (Spassky, 

of clay rings was discovered. Their outer diameter is  

much smaller than clay whorls. The rings are most similar 
to beads used in our time in abacuses. Some rings, made of 
light clay and well baked, do not have glaze, but most of 
them are covered with green or yellow glaze” (Rabinovich, 

intended for manufacturing board abacuses, which at that 

from Ananyino in size and presence of glazing.
In Siberia, board abacuses were known and were 

in demand in the taxation system related to agriculture 
(allocation and control of arable land, hayfields, and 

a census of lands owned by the servicemen, which were 

Tobolsk Historical and Architectural Museum-Reserve. In 
our opinion, the collection of clay balls from Ananyino 
can be considered to be a part of a similar device for 
counting, which was made by village craftsmen. The 
sizes of such board abacuses most likely depended on the 
circumstances of their use.

The need to write letters, petitions, and other 

provision of acceptable lighting. Insufficient lighting 
affected vision, which may probably explain the arrival of 

Lighting residential, administrative, and church 
premises of Tara and its rural periphery have already been 

main illumination tools were rushlight holders of various 
types. However, candle lighting was more convenient, 

by pictorial sources, such as illustrations of the Gospels 

Metal candlesticks and tweezers for removing soot have 
been found in Tara. Candles were used in everyday life 
mainly by governors and their entourage (Tataurov S.F., 

to Tara from Moscow: “2 buckets of church wine,  

candles—colored and ornately shaped—were indicated 

already had two candle factories of its own (Tara v XVI–

Availability of a clay candlestick in the filling of 
the dwelling in the village of Ananyino (see Fig. 2, 5) 
described above suggests an extraordinary social status 
of its owner and probably his literacy. The item was made 
of clay and was polished, which made it look like metal. 

part was in the form of a narrow glass on high stem, with 
a platform below the bottom of the container for melted 

 

expanding walls. The total height of the candlestick could 

Another item, which may be related to the topic 
under discussion, is a bone case looking like a round 
tube with the thread for caps at the ends (see Fig. 2, 6), 

could have exceeded 10 cm. The surface was covered 
with ornamentation of zigzag lines most likely carved 
with a knife. This item has become obsolete due to 
abrasion of the thread from one edge and possibly loss  
of one cap.

Such a small case could not store large scrolls, but 

*In order to clarify the size of the “scroll”, we conducted 
an experiment. A sheet of modern Whatman’s drawing paper  
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The case was found in a dwelling (closed complex) 
 

(Tataurov S.F., Tataurov F.S., 2021). Taking into account 
sabers, parts of firearms, and combat arrowheads 
also discovered there, the authors of the excavations 
suggested that the dwelling belonged to a junior military 
commander. He could carry out orders for delivering 

It is unlikely that this case was used for keeping 
other items. For example, sewing needles are short, and 
they had special needle cases, which were widespread 
among the indigenous population and are available in 
the Tara collection as soldered bronze or silver tubes 

were made of bone at that time, and they had different 
lengths and thicknesses. In addition, knitting needles 

storage. A possible alternative related to literacy was 
storing writing pens, such as those found in Mangazeya.

Thus, the accumulated archaeological evidence and 
currently available historical sources make it possible 
to draw a conclusion about literacy and numeracy skills 

of Tara and its rural districts, and among the Russian 
Siberian population as a whole.

Conclusions

the subjects of the Muscovite State, excluding the clergy 
and tsar’s officials, was generally not very high. The 
share of literate persons among the noble servicemen in 

the attempts of Peter I to introduce secular “elementary 
schools” for the representatives of different social classes.

Siberia was no exception, although its population class 
structure comprised servicemen of different nationalities 
and social statuses, including people from the European 
countries, such as Germans, Poles, as well as Baltic 
peoples, which were generically called “the Lithuanians”. 
They were not only well-familiar with military affairs, 

It is challenging to assess the actual literacy level of 
the Siberian population even in a particular region. Written 
sources provide information on the needs and provision of 
the Tara population with stationery supplies (ink, paper). 
It is supplemented by archaeological evidence of inkpots, 

writing. There is evidence demonstrating the tendency 
to improve the “working conditions” and use a more 
progressive way of lighting.

Archival documents contain rich data on various 
aspects of life and occupations of the Tara residents. For 

to the “fundamentals of education”. Along with religious 
books, his personal library contained two books of secular 
nature: “The Book of Moral Stories” and “The Book 

the main part of the servicemen, except for the literate and 
those for whom other persons signed, acknowledged the 
receipt of their salary.

Archaeological finds discovered both in Tara 
and Ananyino disclose social features for individual 
representatives of the service population and raise some 

letter case. Notably, earlier, a leather case for a compass 

the knowledge of navigation.
This comprehensive analysis of archaeological, 

written, and historical sources has revealed the level of 
education among the inhabitants of Tara and its rural 

shown the material markers of literacy and numeracy 
in the cultural layers of the sites, approximate number 
of literate people in different strata of society, their 
social function, degree of representativeness of the 
written documents, as well as role and importance of 
archaeological evidence.
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