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Kremlins of Russia

Astrakhan emerged on the crossroads of cultures and civilizations, on one of the 
most vibrant routes of Silk Road from China to Europe. East and West have been actively 
cooperating in this region for many centuries. Astrakhan was the very town to become a 
connecting bridge between two cultural and historical systems, joining them into one united 
space ‑ Eurasia.

After the collapse of the Golden Horde, the young growing Russian State accepted the 
role of a historical heir of Genghis Khan’s power. In 1552 the Kazan Khanate was annexed 
to Muscovy, and in 1556 the annexation of the Astrakhan Khanate followed. Thus began 
the process of transforming a mono‑national Muscovy state into a multinational Eurasian 
empire.

A very important event in Astrakhan’s history is connected to Russia’s taking of power 
in the Lower Volga Region. Voivode Ivan Semenovich Cheremisinov made the decision to 
secure control over the new Russian town by reestablishing it on the left riverside called "the 
meadow bank". He decided on this action because the Crimean Khanate and the Turks, as 
well as those connected with the Astrakhan and Nogai princes, refused to abandon attempts 
to seize the town and take it from the Russian tsar. The establishment of a "new" Astrakhan 
predetermined the formation of a town fortress, an outpost, and secure borders in south‑
eastern Russia.

Ivan Grigorievich Vyrodkov came to Astrakhan in 1558 to act as the new voivode and 
erect a mighty fortress. He was previously famous for the "Kazan Affair". The gifted town 
planner created a log house for Sviyazhsk fortress near Uglich. All the parts of the log house 
were enumerated, dismantled and floated on a raft along the Volga to the mouth of the Sviyaga 
River. It took less than a month to mount the fortress on the site. Because of his innovative 
ability, he arrived in Astrakhan and was given a short deadline to create fortifications capable 
of defending the borders of the state and providing safety of the citizens.

ASTRAKHAN WOODEN FORTRESS. The 16th century. Reconstruction drawing by A.Babysheva

SOUTHERN WALL OF THE KREMLIN. ZHITNAYA TOWER. Drawing by A.Babysheva
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The birth of this new Russian town took place in the 1550s and it grew under the 
severe conditions of "wartime border life". Voivodes carefully monitored the development 
and protection of the town. The local steppe posed a constant threat of invasion, plunder, or 
capturing of people to sell them on the Middle Eastern markets in the Crimea and Turkey. 
There was a permanent garrison in the fortress to repel the attacks of the Crimean, Nogai and 
other foreign neighbors. The notes of English traveler С. Barrow say: "The Astrakhan voivode 
keeps his soldiers alert and ready; the garrison only consists of 2000 archers and Cossacks".

For a long time the Crimea Khanate and Turkey refused to accept Russia’s annexation 
of the Lower Volga area. In the summer of 1569 Astrakhan withstood a siege by several 
thousand strong Crimean‑Turkish armies, dispelling the myth of the invincible Turkish 
Army. In 1580 the Crimean and Nogai Hordes unsuccessfully attempted to seize Astrakhan; 
upon seeing the town’s fortifications, the enemy did not dare to attack. Hence the idea that 
there was always a threat of invasion from the "steppe", made it obviously necessary to erect 
better fortification. Thus, the decision was made to carry out construction of a stone Kremlin 
to replace the wooden fortress.

Other factors also predetermined the construction of the stone Kremlin. In particular, 
the understanding of Astrakhan’s political and economic prestige was spreading among the 
local nationalities. Being situated on the crossroads of trade main routes, Astrakhan attracted 
the attention of foreign and Russian merchants; in the course of time, Astrakhan turned into a 
developed trading center. English, Dutch, Italian and other ambassadorial missions, directed 
to Persia, Syria and the Caucasus, passed through Astrakhan customs. The Russian state 
benefited greatly from the development of transit trade. Furthermore, Astrakhan became the 
main junctions for Russia’s political interests in the East.

The construction of the Astrakhan’s stone Kremlin began under the reign of Ivan the 
Terrible in 1582 and ended under the reign of his son Feodor Ivanovich in 1589; however, the 
Kremlin walls continued to be refined up to 1619.

Construction and migrant parties of "service people" were sent to the Lower Volga 
Region in spring to erect that important state landmark. Town planners Mikhail Ivanovich 
Veliyaminov, Grigory Ovtsyn and deacon Dey Gubasty, who were sent here especially 
from Moscow, headed the construction of the Kremlin. Moscow created a plan and budget, 
according to which the Kremlin should be built.

During this time, brick manufacturing in Astrakhan was facing major difficulties 
because there was a lack of fuel for brick burning; thus, it was impossible to produce building 
material on site. Therefore, the masters used "plinfa", Tatar bricks brought in from the remains 
of the Golden Horde towns.

The Astrakhan’s stone Kremlin is a vivid example of Russian fortification architecture. 
It was the most powerful military engineered fortification of the time. The Kremlin was built 
according to the Moscow Kremlin pattern, but differed in many aspects from the capital fortress. 
The Astrakhan Kremlin was formed in the shape of a triangle, with an elongated southwestern 
angle; this formation harmoniously blends the Kremlin with the surrounding area.

The foundations of the walls were made from piles of broken bricks, coated in some 
areas with limestone mortar. The width of the Kremlin’s stonewalls varies from 2.8 to 5.2 m 
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and their height from 7‑11.3 m. The exterior of the fighting grounds was hidden behind 
doubled rounded battlements with an arch between them, so‑called "swallowtails". The 
battlements had loopholes cut out; these were called "pechuras" and used for hand firearms. 
Where the battlements and fighting grounds meet, there were angular holes, or "varnitsas". 
These were intended for pouring boiling water or hot tar over the enemy. The width of the 
fighting ground differed, depending on the width of the wall. Upstream canons or mortar 
guns could be set along the wall when necessary.

The interior wall of the Kremlin had a wide curtain wall with semi‑circular niches 
and a lot of ‘pechuras’ to install canons of both heavy and light gauge. The wall was also 
distinguished by the most modern system of gunfire attack organization of that time. 
Aside from the traditional canon gunfire attack, they had a supplementary line of medium 
harquebuses attack, which had not been used before in Russian fortress architecture.

Loopholes for medium and heavy gunfire attack were checker boarded, which when 
the fortress was attacked by enemy, made it possible to increase the density of fire. The 
straight position of the Kremlin walls allowed delivering fire from all the seven towers at one 
and at the same time, as the towers are almost "pushed out" of the Kremlin’s triangle.

Three, four, and five floor towers reinforced the walls. Some of them were sealed 
(Arkhiereyskaya (Eparch), Artilleriyskaya/Pytochnaya (Artillery/Torture), and Krymskaya 
(Crimean Towers); others were passable (Prechistenskie (Virgin), Nikolskie, Krasnye (Red) 
Gates). The towers reached the height of 12.7‑17 m and their width was equal to 3‑3.5 m. The 
jagged dome of each tower was crowned with a wooden roof where the observation point 
was organized. The sentry derrick of the Prechistenskie Gate was equipped with sentry bell. 

GOLDEN HORDE BRICK – PLINTH BRICK AND MOSAIC TILE



PLAN OF THE FORTRESS WALLS AND TOWERS. 1736. 

DRAWINGS OF THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE KREMLIN WALLS, MADE DURING THE
RESTORATION IN THE MID-20TH CENTURY.


