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This paper examines how the term beshbarmak (bishbarmak) emerged through early processes of incorporation of the
Qazaq steppe into Russian imperial structures. It argues that beshbarmak should be understood not as the name of a
pre-existing dish, but as a category produced through imperial practices of observation, administrative saturation, and
the classificatory imperative. The term entered the historical record in contexts shaped by prolonged co-presence and
sustained interaction between imperial outsiders and colonized actors within a narrow frontier setting in the Orenburg
region. In such contexts, where local food practices had to be rendered nameable and intelligible, early accounts
foregrounded observable practices—most notably the consumption of meat seasoned with salt by hand —rather than
stable recipes or locally grounded names for dishes. Through descriptive naming, these practices were gradually endowed
with the appearance of cultural specificity and came to be associated with particular groups, including Qazags, Bashkirs,
and Tatars. More broadly, using the case of beshbarmak, the paper examines how embodied food practices of local
populations were made legible within imperial regimes of knowledge.
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«TaMaKTbl KOIMEH }Key»: UMNEPUANDIK YFbIM }KaHe
«bewbapmaK» TYCiHiriHiH, KanabinTacybl

onuAa bonamxaH
dokmopaHm, Lropux yHusepcumemi, Liropux, LLiseliyapus

Makana Peceli umnepuschbl KesiHae «belwbapmak» TEPMUHIHIH, Naaa 6ony TapuxbiHa apHanfFaH. byn ybim opbic Tingj
aaebuettepae Peceit umnepuscbiHbiH Kasak AanacblH oTapnayblHbIH, 6acTankbl KeseHaepiHae naiga 6onabl. Anaiiga byn
TEPMUHAI ac aTaybl Aen TyciHyre 6omaliabl. OHbl OpbIC TiNAT MaTepuangapaarbl cMnaTrama Aen KapacTbipFaH »eH. bacTa-
MKblAa WeKapasblk aimakTapaa, CoHbIH, iwiHae OpbIHBOp esikeciHe BalnaHbICTbl MaTepuangapaa anTbingpl. OTapiaHfaH
alimakTapMeH e3apa KapbiM-KaTbiHac 6apbicbiHAa 6aLLKYPT, TaTap aHe Ka3aKTblH A43CTYPAi TaFamaaps! Aa (eT Taramaapbl)
Typni apebuet beTiHae cypeTtene 6actasbl. Anaiaa OHbIH aTaybl MeH AaliblHAANY TaCIiNAEPiHE aca Ha3ap ay4apbliFaH KoK,
MaTepuan aBTopnapbl Ty34anbin, KaHaTbIFaH €TTi KOJIMEH ¥Key TacifiHe ToKTanabl. ETTi 6ec caycakneH yCTaiTbiH CbIpTKbI
cunaTbiHa Kapal «belwbapmak» aTayblH oinan TanTbl. bactankbiaa PeceigiH, WeKapanbik api sKiMWIiNik XaHe Hakbinay,
Ky»KaTTay NyHKTi caHanfaH OpbIHBOpP enkeciHae KonaaHbingpl. OpbiC Ky»KaTTapbiHAa 6y ac — KonmeH, 6ec caycakneH ycran
JKeWTIH, ycakTan TypanfaH, Ty3fanfaH, KaiHatbliFaH eT (HerisiHeH KoWApIH, eTi) gen cypettengi. baybip meH 6yipek apa-
NIACKaH, Maiifa KyblpblafaH €T Aen cUnaTTaiTbiH (Kybipaak) manimeTttep e 6ap. OHbl MepeKeaeri ac Hemece KOHaKKal
[aCTypaiH, 6enrici gen TyciHaipreH. «bewbapmakTbiH» KasakLua maFbiHachl «bec caycaky. Kasak gactypiHae «bec caycak»
[en atanatbiH TaFam »OK. Pecelt umnepuanbik A3CTypiHae nainaa bonfaH «bewbapmaky» TepMuHi bipTiHaen Typai Konga-
HbICTapAa eTekK »Kan bacTasbl. OpuHe By atay HaKTbl 6ip MBAEHUETTIH aTbl EMEec, cMnaTTayFa biHFalAbl TYPi 60bIN WHIKTbI.
MiHe ocbinaiiwa «belwbapmak» TEpMUHIHIH Naiaa 601y Tapuxbl UMMNEPUANBIK YFbIMHbIH, KeMbip cunatramanapabl TYpaKTbl
KO/NZLaHbICKA EHTI3rEHIH, OTapLUbLN BUAIK SNEYMETTIK KIHE M3AEHU AyHUenepre 63 KONTaHOACbIH KanablpFaHbIH KOpceTes,.
Cinteme »kacay ywiH: bonatxaH 9. «TamMaKTbl KOJIMEH ¥Key»: UMMNEPUANbIK YFbIM XKaHe «belbapmak» TYCiHiriHiH Kaabintacybl.
Qazagq Historical Review. 2025.T. 3. Ne 3. C. 363-379 (afbinwbiHwa). DOI: https://doi.org/10.69567/3007-0236.2025.3.363.379
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«EAAT pyKamn»: umnepckoe 3HaHMe U co3gaHue
nAaTMnanoro 6aoaa «bewbapmak»

Anusa bonamxaH
dokmopaHm, Lropuxckuli yHusepcumem, Lropux, LLlseliuapus

B cTaTbe paccmaTtpuBaeTcs, Kakum obpasom belwbapmak (6uwbapmak) odopmuaCa Kak KaTeropus B Xoae paHHUX npo-
LLeccoB BK/OYeHUA Ka3axcKoit cTenu B CTPYKTYpbl Poccuiickoi nmnepum. MokKasblBaeTcs, 4To STOT TEPMUH C/iedyeT Mno-
HUMaTb He KaK HarMeHoBaHWe 6Nt0Aa, @ Kak KaTeroputo, NPOU3BEAEHHYIO B paMKax UMMEPCKUX NPAKTUK HabaoaeHus,
aLMMHUCTPATUBHOIO OCBOEHMA U KNaccMdUKaLMOHHOTO MmnepaTuaa. OH BOLWEN B UCTOPUYECKMI1 060POT B KOHTEKCTAX,
cHOPMMPOBAHHDBIX AJIUTENbHBIM COCYLLLECTBOBAHWEM U YCTOMYMBLIM B3aMMOAENCTBMEM MEXAY NPeacTaBUTENIMU UM-
Nepumn 1 KONOHU3MPYEMbIMM aKTOPaMu B Mpeaesiax Y3Koro pernoHanbHoro npocTpaHcTa, COCPeA0TOYEHHOMO BOKPYT
OpeHbypsKbs. B 3TMX yCNOBUAX, KOTAA /IOKA/IbHbIE NULLEBbIE NMPAKTUKM MOAJIENKANN ONUCAHMUIO, PAHHUE UCTOYHUKM aK-
LEHTUPOBaNN BHUMaHME He Ha YCTOMUMBbIX PELENTaxX UM IOKaJIbHO 3aKperieHHbIX Ha3BaHuaAx 6to4, a Ha Habnoaae-
MbIX MPaKTUKaX — Mpex /e BCcero Ha cnocobe ynotpebieHns BapeHoro Maca, NpUNpPaBiIeHHOrO CoAblo, pykamu. Mocpes-
CTBOM OMUCATE/IbHOTO MMEHOBAHMA TakMe NPAKTUKKU NOCTENEHHO HAAEeNANNCH BUAMMOCTbBIO KyNIbTYpHOM cneunduKkm n
HaYyMHaM COOTHOCUTLCA C OMpeaenéHHbIMM rpynnamm, BKAOYan Kasaxos, bawkup v Tatap. B 6onee WMpPoOKOm aHanu-
TUYECKOM KOHTEeKCTe, obpaluanch K Keicy 6ewbapmaka, cTaTba NOKasbiBaeT, KaKMM 06pa3om TesIeCHO YKOPEHEHHbIe
nuuiesble MNPAKTUKM TOKa/IbHbIX COOGLU.eCTB CTAaHOBU/IUCb «4YUTAaeMbIMU» B PaMKaX MMMNEPCKUX PEXMMOB 3HAHUA.

[na uutnpoBaHua: bonatxaH A. «EAAT pyKamu»: UMNePCKoe 3HaHWE 1 co3aaHue natunanoro 6atoaa «bewbapmaky». Qazaq
Historical Review, 2025. T. 3. Ne 3. C. 363—379 (Ha aHm. 13.). DOI: https://doi.org/10.69567/3007-0236.2025.3.363.379

Introduction

Beshbarmak® is often presented as a shared culinary heritage among Turkic-speaking peoples
of the former Soviet space, particularly those historically associated with nomadic pastoralism.
Such interpretations usually rest on two assumptions: that the name of the dish derives from the
expression “five fingers,” referring to the manner of eating by hand, and that it designates a meat-
based food regarded as culturally characteristic. These claims, however, are rarely examined in
relation to the historical circumstances under which the term itself entered the written record.

The historical foundations of this narrative rest almost exclusively on Russian-language sources
produced during the imperial period by administrators, scholars, and observers operating
within colonial contexts, rather than by the communities whose food practices they described.
A close reading of these materials shows that references to the so-called “five-finger dish”
(bishbarmak / beshbarmak) originate from a narrow regional and administrative setting. Most
early descriptions were produced in, or were strongly shaped by, observations made in the
Orenburg region,? which from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries functioned as

1 In Russian-language sources produced during the colonial period, the name of the so-called “five-finger dish” appears in
multiple variant spellings, most commonly bishbarmak (6uw6apmak) and only rarely beshbarmak (6ewbapmak). These
forms were used across accounts of food practices associated with Qazaqgs and Bashkirs, and only occasionally with
Tatars. During the Soviet period, particularly from the mid-twentieth century onward, the spelling beshbarmak (6ew6ap-
MaK) became increasingly common in popular publications, gradually displacing earlier colonial-era variants.

2 Because a significant portion of the materials analyzed in this study were produced in or routed through what contem-
poraries referred to as the Orenburg region (Orenburgskii krai), it is necessary to clarify how this term is used here. In this
article, the Orenburg region is treated as a historical and analytical category rather than as a stable administrative unit. In
the eighteenth century, it encompassed an extensive frontier space stretching from the Volga—Kama basin to the Tobol and
Ishim river systems, and from the southern Urals to the Syr-Darya, the Aral Sea, and the Caspian coast [Pistolenko 1939: 2].
Over the nineteenth century, this space underwent repeated administrative reorganization, including the separation of ter-
ritories into the Omsk oblast, Samara governorate, Ufa and Orenburg governorates, and later the Turkestan region; further
subdivisions followed with the creation of the Ural and Turgai oblasts in 1869 and the abolition of the Orenburg Gover-
nor-Generalship in 1881. By the late nineteenth century, Orenburgskii krai no longer existed as an administrative entity and
survived primarily as a historical designation [Stolpyanskii 1906: 12]. Contemporary observers emphasized the fluidity of this
frontier: despite formal divisions into uezdy, boundaries remained poorly defined in practice, while nomadic mobility further
blurred administrative distinctions. Tens of thousands of Qazaqgs formally assigned to the Turgai oblast, for example, contin-
ued seasonal migrations within the Orenburg governorate, settling among Cossack detachments and stanitsas in districts
such as Verkhneuralsk, Cheliabinsk, and Troitsk [Lobysevich 1891: 24]. In this sense, the Orenburg region functioned less as
a fixed territory than as a shifting frontier shaped by military lines, trade routes, seasonal movement, and administrative
experimentation—conditions that structured how cultural practices, including food, were observed, named, and recorded.
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a key imperial frontier and administrative hub for governance, observation, and documentation.
Within this space, Qazaq, Bashkir, and Tatar populations, among others, were incorporated into a
shared framework of imperial governance. Across these regionally specific and internally diverse
accounts, bishbarmak appears not as a dish defined by a stable recipe or culinary technique, but
as a descriptive category emphasizing modes of consumption — most notably, eating meat with
the hands.

Imperial-period sources related to Bashkir populations describe bishbarmak with particular
consistency as a preparation combining meat and dough, in which finely chopped meat
is served together with salma (small pieces of unleavened dough), rather than as a meat-
only dish. At the same time, the explanation of the term itself remains unstable: while some
accounts link the name to the practice of eating with the hands, others associate it with manual
techniques involved in the preparation of dough, especially salma [Lepekhin 1772: 105, 107;
Nazarov 1890: 171, 178, 182, 185; Rudenko 1925: 81-82].

In pre-Soviet ethnographic descriptions concerning Tatar populations, bishbarmak appears even
less clearly defined. In some accounts the term is absent altogether; in others it is described as
rare, secondary, or interchangeable with alternative names, such as naryn, depending on the
manner of consumption [Georgi 1799: 14; Encyclopedic Lexicon 1836: 63].

Colonial-period descriptions of Qazaq food practices display a different, yet equally variable,
pattern. In the earliest sources from the late eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries,
bishbarmak is consistently described as boiled meat (most often lamb) finely chopped, salted,
and eaten by hand [Levshin 1820; Levshin 1832; Neizvestnyy 1840; Grachev 1859; Kazanev 1867].
From the mid- to late nineteenth century, however, bishbarmak increasingly appears as a festive
dish defined as a fried preparation made from various meats, frequently including fat, liver, or
kidneys, and often treated interchangeably with kuurdak/kaurdak [Meyyer 1865; Krasovskii
1868; Kostenko 1870; Narody Rossii 1879; Krasnov 1887; Starikov 1890; Golovachev 1902]. Some
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century authors went further, explicitly glossing bishbarmak
as an expression designating a ritualized gesture of hospitality (namely, the host’s act of feeding
the guest by hand), which required interpretation and translation for a Russian-reading audience
[Zeland 1885; Sedelnikov 1903; Ryazanov 1925].

Taken together, these materials suggest that bishbarmak functioned in imperial discourse as a
flexible descriptive term rather than as the name of a clearly bounded culinary tradition. Its meaning
shifted across time, place, and genre, reflecting the conditions under which eating practices were
observed, translated, and recorded. While the etymology of the term appears, at first glance,
self-explanatory — “five fingers,” seemingly referring to the practice of eating by hand — linguistic
evidence complicates this assumption. In both Bashkir and Tatar, “bish barmak” primarily denotes
the literal meaning “five fingers” rather than functioning as a conventional name for a specific dish
[Osmanov 1966: 82; Uraksin 1996: 72]. In Qazag, moreover, the equivalent expression for “five
fingers” is bes sausak, which is not used as the name of a dish [Enciklopediya 2017: 646]. This
asymmetry points to a disconnect between locally embedded food practices and the etic labels
through which they were rendered legible in imperial documentation.

Methodological approach and sources

This study adopts a historical and interpretive approach to examine how food-related practices
were observed, described, translated, and classified within Russian imperial documentation.
Ethnographic descriptions are treated as situated texts shaped by administrative, scholarly, and
editorial contexts, rather than as transparent representations of local food cultures. The analysis
combines close textual reading with contextual interpretation to trace how embodied practices
of eating were rendered into lexical forms and descriptive categories.
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The source base consists primarily of Russian-language materials produced during the imperial
period between 1731 and 1917, with particular attention to ethnographic documentation
generated through academic expeditions. These sources include expeditionary reports, travel
accounts, administrative writings, and later lexicographic publications, many of which were
produced in or circulated through the Orenburg region. Taken together, they offer insight into
the ways food practices associated with Qazaq, Bashkir, and Tatar populations were made legible
within imperial frameworks of knowledge. The study also draws on publications issued by learned
societies, as well as reports from trade and diplomatic missions, which situate ethnographic
descriptions within the practical contexts of governance, diplomacy, and frontier administration.
In addition, periodicals and shorter ethnographic articles published in the imperial press are
incorporated to examine how particular descriptions circulated, accumulated authority, and
acquired evaluative meanings over time.

Methodologically, these materials are approached as part of a documentary process that shaped
how food-related practices were recorded, classified, and circulated in imperial contexts.

The main body
Frontier encounters and shared meals

In late August and early September of 1730, a delegation of eleven representatives from the Junior
Jiz? of the Qazags arrived in Moscow and St. Petersburg via Ufa, delivering a written petition from
Abul Qayir Qan.* The document requested an oath of allegiance to the Russian crown on behalf
of all Qazags, a move undertaken without consultation with the elders and sultans of the Junior
JUz or with the gans of the Middle and Senior Jiizes® [Erofeeva 2007: 237—-239; Abdirov 1997: 256;
Lapin 2010: 57-61]. The petition initiated a prolonged period of diplomatic engagement that
extended far beyond a single ceremonial exchange. In response, Empress Anna loannovna
dispatched a mission to the Qazaq steppe, led by Alexey Ivanovich Tevkelev, which reached Abul
Khair Khan’s headquarters in October 1731 after a journey of more than four months. Russian
representatives remained in the territory of the Junior Jiz until December 1732, maintaining
continuous contact through negotiations, correspondence, and subsequent reciprocal delegations
that circulated between the steppe, Ufa, and St. Petersburg until early 1734 [Erofeeva 2005: 10-13;
Kraft 1897: 24—26; Gorshenin 1998: 126].

3The Juz (qaz: ys3) is a distinct region that is economically and geographically separate from other areas, and is inhabited
by a group of Qazaq tribes. While historical documentation is limited, studies on Qazaq history have identified the early
16 century as the period when the Qazaq Jiizes began to coalesce into three distinct entities: the Senior Jiz, the Middle
Jlz, and the Junior Juz [Mukanov, 1974: 26].

4 Abul Qayir (c. 1680-1748) emerged as a pivotal figure in the 18" century history of Qazagstan, renowned as the Qan of
the Junior Jiz who pledged allegiance to Russia. At the Qaraqum Qurultai, he was chosen as Qan of the Junior Jiiz and
later gained recognition as the senior Qan for exceptional merits [Erofeeva 2005: 399-401].

® It is worth noting that this period corresponded with a phase of weakening for the Qazaq Qanate, which was under-
going a difficult phase due to debilitating conflicts with the Jungars for almost a century and internal strife among the
Qans of each Jiz. This request for an oath of allegiance stemmed from a complex interplay of historical situations and
the ambitions of Abul Qayir. Owing to its territorial location, the Junior Jiiz historically had sub-regional relations with
subjects of the Russian Empire, such as Bashkirs, Kalmyks, and Yaik Cossacks. Relations were intricate and contradictory.
With Bashkirs, whose nomadic zones directly bordered the summer pasture areas of the Junior Jiiz’s Qazags, relations
soured due to differing political courses and the ambitions of representatives on both sides, leading to endless raids. Abul
Qayir’s involvement was primarily a personal matter, as he was invited by a group of Bashkir tarkhans and batyrs to act as
a legitimate monarchical symbol (to become a gan). Regarding Kalmyks, in the west-north bordering territories, hostility
prevailed due to their relations with the Jungars, creating tension between the peoples. On the other hand, with the Yaik
Cossacks, the primary point of contention was the river Yaik. According to the Qazags, they proclaimed, ‘Until the Yaik
dries up, we will not leave, as our ancestors owned it for centuries [Abdirov 1997: 256]. Furthermore, the threat from
the Bukhara and Khiva Khanates on their southern borders added to the complexity, with decent tribes of the Junior Juz
maintaining constant territorial contact over the centuries. Finally, Abul Qayir, aiming to elevate the symbolic nature of
the gan’s role beyond customary law and strengthened his lineage through a novel system, strategically sought allies and
patrons beyond the Qazaq steppes [Erofeeva 2007: 237 - 239; Lapin 2010: 57-61].
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These extended imperial encounters were not confined to formal negotiations. They involved
repeated episodes of co-presence, including hospitality, gift exchange, and shared meals. Such
practices formed a routine component of frontier governance and elite interaction, serving
both symbolic and practical functions: affirming relationships, signaling respect, and facilitating
communication in contexts marked by linguistic and cultural difference. The duration and density
of contact between Russian officials and Qazaq elites created multiple occasions in which
everyday practices, including eating, were observed, noted, and compared. Food thus entered
documentary records not as a primary object of political concern, but as part of the social
infrastructure of sustained imperial interaction.

It was within these contexts of prolonged encounter and repeated commensality that food
practices first became visible as objects of description in imperial sources. The focus here is
therefore not on reconstructing the culinary origins of a dish, but on examining the conditions
under which certain practices were noticed, described, and recorded. Shared meals functioned
as moments of social mediation, in which differences in preparation, taste, and modes of
consumption became legible to observers and intermediaries. These encounters provided the
settings in which descriptive terms could begin to circulate—initially as situational explanations,
and only later as seemingly stable labels within imperial documentation.

Imperial expansion, frontier administration, and the making of Orenburg as a site of
description

The oath of allegiance sworn by Abul Qayir Qan to the Russian crown marked a decisive
reorientation of imperial policy toward the southeastern frontier. What had previously been a
secondary concern became a primary strategic priority: securing Russia’s borders, expanding
trade routes into Central Asia, and stabilizing imperial authority in a region characterized by
mobile populations and intermittent violence. Contemporary observers repeatedly noted raids
on merchant caravans and frontier settlements, as well as the capture of people who were
subsequently sold in Khiva and Bukhara, reinforcing imperial anxieties about insecurity and
the limits of state control [A.B. 1938: 131]. These concerns prompted a broader reassessment
of eastern policy, building on earlier proposals commonly attributed to Peter the Great, who
emphasized the strategic importance of the southeastern borderlands for Russia’s commercial
and geopolitical future [Kirilov 2002: 206; Izbasarova 2000: 65]. Within this imperial vision, the
Orenburg region was increasingly imagined as a gateway to Asia, complementing St. Petersburg’s
role as Russia’s “window to Europe” and serving as a key conduit for the expansion of trade with
Central Asia and beyond.

This strategic shift culminated in the establishment of the Orenburg Expedition on
10 May 1737, later institutionalized as the Orenburg Commission. Its mandate extended well
beyond military fortification. The commission was charged with founding a new city at the mouth
of the Or River, surveying the surrounding territory, mapping routes across the steppe, identifying
mineral resources, and evaluating sites for mining and industrial development in Bashkiria, while
simultaneously promoting settlement, agriculture, and trade [Vitevskiy 1890: 219].

From the outset, Orenburg was conceived not only as a defensive outpost but as a commercial
interface between the Russian Empire and Central Asia. To this end, special trading infrastructures
were created, including gostinye dvory and menovye dvory, and regular fairs were established,
transforming Orenburg into a major node of long-distance exchange. Throughout the eighteenth
century, Orenburg played a pivotal role in sustaining caravan trade between Russia and Asian
markets. Semi-annually, caravans from Central Asia, Iran, and India traversed the Qazaq steppe
to converge on Orenburg, maintaining an influx of goods for nearly six months each year
[Shkunov 2002: 20-22]. By the mid-eighteenth century, stable caravan routes linked Orenburg
with Bukhara and Khiva, with journeys typically lasting between one and a half and two

367




368

QazaqHistoricalReview

ACADEMIC JOURNAL

3(2025) 3, 278-400

months. These routes passed directly through the territory of the Junior Jlz, rendering Qazaq
participation in caravan trade structurally indispensable. Qazags were actively embedded in this
transit economy, supplying livestock and animal products, renting pack animals, and providing
essential services as camel drivers and caravan guides. Given their superior knowledge of steppe
routes, caravans could scarcely function without Qazaq assistance, and in some lineages such
services became a permanent occupational specialization.

Market relations developed most intensively in the borderland auls adjacent to the Orenburg
Line, where economic interaction unfolded at a subregional level and everyday contacts were
far denser than administrative sources typically recorded [Lapin 2010: 50-52]. From the early
nineteenth century onward, it became customary for line-dwelling populations, including Qazags,
to attend the numerous fairs of the Orenburg governorate to sell livestock, acquire manufactured
goods, and exchange information about everyday life. By the mid-nineteenth century, the center
of commercial gravity increasingly shifted into the Qazaq steppe itself, where Qazags functioned
as the principal buyers and Tatar merchants as the primary sellers. Seasonal fairs spread across
the steppe by the 1860s and played a central role in internal trade until the gradual replacement
of fair-based exchange by itinerant commerce toward the end of the nineteenth century.

The construction of the Orenburg Line (a chain of fortresses and defensive works)® reconfigured
patterns of movement across the steppe, effectively concentrating trade and transit within
administratively visible corridors. The defense of this line required substantial manpower,
leading to the expansion of the Orenburg Cossacks, whose numbers and territorial holdings grew
significantly over the nineteenth century. Unlike the Ural Cossacks, the Orenburg Cossack Host
was formed largely through state initiative as part of a broader project of military colonization
aimed at consolidating imperial control over the Volga—Ural region and creating a strategic base
for further expansion into Central Asia. Together with Tatar merchant communities, Cossack
settlements formed a dense social infrastructure that shaped the rhythms of movement,
exchange, and interaction along the frontier.

This commercial landscape was profoundly shaped by imperial settlement and population policies.
From the 1740s onward, the government encouraged the resettlement of Qazan Tatars in the
Orenburg region, recognizing their experience in trade with Central Asia and their religious and
cultural proximity to Muslim societies of the region. As direct participation by Russian merchants
in Central Asian trade declined, owing to insecurity, restrictions on non-Muslims, and the risk
of enslavement, Tatar merchants increasingly assumed the role of intermediaries, handling the
transport, sale, and crediting of goods on behalf of Russian partners. Their settlement along
key routes, including the Novomoskovskaya road and the Orenburg Line, contributed to the
formation of durable trading communities that structured everyday commercial interaction.”

By the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Orenburg had become one of the largest and
most demographically diverse governorates of the Russian Empire, encompassing vast territories
historically inhabited by Bashkirs, Qazaqs, and other nomadic groups. Population growth
was rapid: from approximately 282,000 inhabitants in 1744 to over two million by 1850, with
Russians, Bashkirs, and Tatars forming the largest segments of the population. Although official
censuses undercounted nomadic populations and excluded military personnel, Cossacks, and
seasonal migrants, contemporary observers noted persistent Qazaq mobility into and through the
Orenburg region, facilitated by the absence of a strict cordon system and by rental arrangements

¢ The construction of the first fortress, Verkhneyaitsk, in the upper reaches of the Yaik River (The Ural) was completed by
the end of the year. From 1735 to 1740, more than 80 fortresses, outposts, and redoubts were established, surrounding
Bashkortostan, effectively making it an inland region of Russia.

7 See Katanayev 2007: 156—178; Koksharov 2002: 4—10Abdirov 1997: 285; Fedosova 2000: 25; Kortunov 2004: 138-140.
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with settled populations.® It is therefore likely that the presence of Qazags in the Orenburg area
exceeded what was reflected in official records.

Within this administratively dense and ethnically heterogeneous frontier, Tatars emerged as
particularly influential intermediaries, shaping everyday practices of communication, trade, and
hospitality between imperial officials and steppe populations.

Beyond its strategic and commercial functions, Orenburg also operated as a colonial contact
zone in which imperial outsiders—including administrators, officers, merchants, missionaries,
and scholars—encountered steppe populations in sustained and routinized ways. For many of
these actors, Orenburg constituted a primary site of contact with Qazags and other nomadic
groups, and thus a setting in which interpretive frameworks and classificatory practices took
shape. Knowledge about steppe societies, including Qazaqgs and Bashkirs, did not precede these
encounters but emerged through them, shaped by institutional contexts, intermediary roles, and
the power asymmetries characteristic of the frontier.

Within this environment, diplomacy unfolded not only through decrees, reports, and formal
negotiations, but also through extended face-to-face encounters structured by ritualized
practices of hospitality. Shared meals formed a routine component of such interactions and were
embedded in their political and social choreography. Practices observed in these settings were
therefore more likely to be noticed, recorded, and circulated than forms of everyday domestic
consumption that lay outside the scope of administrative visibility.

The concentration of early references to bishbarmak around Orenburg should be understood
against this background. Reports, diaries, and historical-ethnographic accounts produced in,
or routed through, the frontier circulated within imperial institutions, where repetition across
genres (administrative correspondence, expeditionary reports, and later compilations) conferred
authority on particular descriptions. Local and situational observations made in Orenburg and
its immediate surroundings were readily generalized into representations of entire populations,
especially when they recurred in official encounters.

Arevealing example appears in Peter Rychkov’s History of Orenburg, which describes a ceremonial
dinner attended by the head of the Orenburg Commission, V. Urusov, and a group of Qazags
led by the eldest sons of Abul Khair Khan. Rychkov notes that during the dinner he personally
witnessed on 22 August 1739, “seventy-four people were seated at another table. For the guests,
chopped meat and beer were served, as was their custom, outside the gates. During dinner, they
toasted to good health with cannon fire” [Rychkov 2002: 88]:

Seventy-four people were seated at another table. For the guests, chopped meat and beer were
served, as was their custom, outside the gates. During dinner, they toasted to good health with
cannon fire.

Such accounts illustrate how specific food practices (here, the serving of chopped meat in a
ceremonial context) acquired heightened visibility and mnemonic force within administrative
encounters.

In this sense, Orenburg functioned as an administrative and epistemic filter through which locally
situated practices were transformed into seemingly representative cultural facts. The repeated
appearance of bishbarmak in descriptions of elite interaction, ceremonial meals, and frontier
hospitality helps explain why the term came to be treated as a well-known dish in imperial
literature. Its prominence derived not from intrinsic cultural centrality, but from its recurring
association with encounters that held particular significance for imperial observers. Through

8 See Sultangalieva 1990: 24, 58, 64; Sultangalieva 2002: 43, 49; Zobov 1994: 3—6; Troynitskii 1904: 11 Kabuldinov 2010:
278-279.
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processes of documentation, repetition, and circulation within authoritative channels, the label
acquired a generalized status, increasingly detached from the specific contexts in which it was
initially observed.

“Russian savoury meat”: the first documentary trace

The earliest traceable appearance of the term later rendered as bishbarmak occurs not as the
name of a defined dish, but within a situational description embedded in frontier encounters.
A key source is the diary of John Castle,’ an invited member of the Orenburg expedition, who
travelled in the Qazaq steppe in the mid—1730s. Castle’s account records an episode in which
he was invited to partake in what was described to him as a “Russian dish,” a framing that
immediately marked the food as an object of cross-cultural translation rather than as a locally
grounded culinary designation. Upon tasting the dish, Castle noted that it consisted of finely
chopped meat, lightly seasoned with salt, which he identified using the term “bishpermark.”
His description is worth citing in full, as it captures both the observational uncertainty and the
descriptive nature of the naming [Castle 1998: 15, 41; Castle 2014: 64]:

On the 5" huius® | was invited very early to dine with Kuttel Mohamersin Schuffel Jaghold
(Kutli Mohammed mirza), who promised to treat me to a Russian dish, which | was very curieux
about tasting;, when | arrived through, nothing appeared apart from their ordinary so-called
Bishpermark,** or finely chopped horsmeat. It was merely strewn with some salt...

Rather than presenting bishbarmak as a stable culinary object with a fixed recipe, Castle’s entry
points to an interpretive encounter in which a familiar practice was rendered intelligible through
descriptive approximation. The dish is introduced first through an anticipatory label (“a Russian
dish”) and only subsequently identified, somewhat tentatively, by means of a local descriptor.
The reference to salt is particularly noteworthy in this context. Numerous eighteenth- and
early nineteenth-century accounts describe boiled meat among steppe populations as typically
consumed with little or no salt, with salt used sparingly or reserved for other purposes.’? Later
nineteenth-century sources continue to associate bishbarmak with salted and finely chopped
meat, suggesting that salt became a recurring element within imperial descriptions of the dish
[Levshin 1820: 153; Bolshoi 1822: 51].

Taken together, these materials do not permit the reconstruction of a single culinary “origin”
or the identification of a clearly bounded dish. Rather, they point to the moment when
observed practices (encountered in contexts of hospitality, shared meals, and sustained imperial
interaction) entered documentary circulation as descriptive terms shaped by the interpretive
frameworks of Russian imperial writing.

Translation, interpreters, and descriptive naming

The entry of bishbarmak into imperial documentation cannot be separated from the conditions
of translation through which frontier encounters were mediated. Communication between
Russian officials and Qazaq elites in the eighteenth century rarely took place directly. Instead,
it depended on interpreters (tolmaches)®® operating within multilingual chains, most commonly

 John Castle’s meticulously kept diary, despite exhibiting some biases in the author’s writing, offers a comprehensive
overview of the productive forces in the region and the material, spiritual, and family life within Qazags of the Junior Jiiz
[Matviyevskiy 1958: 143].

0 July

11 Bish-barmak (five fingers)

12 See Falck 1786: 540-552; Bardanes 2007: 186; Krasovskii 1868: 39; Haruzin 1889: 250; Shutikova 2004: 29;
Radlov 1989: 164.

3 Tolmach/es (sing.: Tonmau, plur.: Tonmaun) were individuals who could translate the oral speech of the different groups
in the Russian Empire into Russian, while translators were government-approved specialists who performed written and
oral translations from one language to another [Osypova, 2020, p. 11].
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Tab IIT.

Fig. 1. Reception of the traveler John Castle in the yurt of Abul Qayir Qan [Castle 1784: Tabl. IIl].
1-cyp. CasxaTtwsl OxkoH Kacngi ©6inkanblp xaHHbIH, Kabbingay caTi [Castle 1784: Tabl. 1l1].
Puc. 1. Mpuem nyTewectseHHUKa [koHa Kacna B topTe xaHa Abynxaupa [Castle 1784: Tabl. ll1].

involving Tatar as an intermediary between Qazaq and Russian [Kraft 1897: 38—-39]. While written
correspondence among Tatars, Qazags, and other Turkic-speaking groups often relied on Chagatai
Turki,** oral communication followed different linguistic conventions, further complicating
everyday exchanges. This divergence between written and spoken language underscores the
interpretive burden placed on intermediaries and helps explain why explanation through visible
practice (rather than precise lexical translation) often proved the most effective means of
communication in frontier settings.

14 The Chagatai Turki (or Central Asian Turki) served as a widely used written language for official correspondence from
the 16th to the 19th centuries across regions including Central Asia, Qazagstan, East Turkestan, the Volga region, the
Crimea, and others. Abul Qayir Qan’s 1730 letter to Empress Anna loannovna, written in Chagatai Turki, exemplifies this
[Beysembiev 2021: 93-97].
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Historical evidence suggests that to/lmaches functioned as cultural mediators as much as
linguistic translators. Their role involved anticipating potential misunderstandings and rendering
local practices intelligible within conceptual frameworks familiar to Russian interlocutors
[Osypova 2020: 10; Izbasarova 2000: 69]. This mediating function was particularly pronounced
in situations where no readily equivalent lexical item existed or where a given practice lacked
a stable, singular name. Food, encountered primarily in settings of hospitality and diplomacy,
was especially susceptible to this mode of descriptive translation. In such contexts, interpreters
could explain how a dish was prepared or consumed, translating practice into an observable and
communicable form.

Within such multilingual and asymmetrical communicative environments, it is therefore plausible
that the designation later recorded as bishbarmak emerged not as a direct translation of a locally
used dish name, but as a descriptive label anchored in a visible mode of consumption. Eating
with the hands, “with five fingers,” offered an immediately observable and easily verbalized
feature. Crucially, this descriptor did not denote a unique or exceptional practice; hand-eating
was widespread across the region. Its documentary salience lay not in cultural specificity, but in
explanatory convenience. By foregrounding how food was eaten rather than how it was named
in local usage, interpreters and observers transformed a situational explanation into a repeatable
label capable of circulating in written accounts.

This descriptive logic is reinforced by eighteenth-century ethnographic materials that associate
the dish with hospitality, celebratory occasions, and ritualized practices of relationship-building.
Publications produced by academic expeditions of the Russian Empire frequently note practices such
as feeding guests by hand. A work edited by Johann Gottlieb Georgi similarly observes that Qazaq
hosts fed guests with their own hands and prepared the well-known bishbarmak [Georgi 1785: 549]:

Kirghiz (that is, Qazaq) people do not cultivate crops or gardens, and their mostly barren steppe
has few edible roots. Their daily diet consists of boiled meat, typically without salt. Like we do
daily consume the bread. They prepare the popular ‘Bischbarmak,” known as the five-finger dish,
using sheep meat and other.

Later imperial descriptions retrospectively naturalized this descriptive process by
presenting bishbarmak as a transparent compound “five” plus “fingers” and treating this
explanation as an etymological fact. Nineteenth-century authors repeatedly linked the name to
eating by hand. For example, Levshin explained:

The most famous Kirghiz (that is, Qazaq) dish, called ‘Bishbarmak’ (6uw-6apmak), is prepared
from meat that is finely chopped and mixed with pieces of fat. ‘Bish’ (6uw) means five, and
‘barmak’ (6apmak) means finger (s). The name of the dish accurately reflects its way of
consumption, which is to eat it with one’s five fingers [Levshin 1832a: 39].

Two aspects of this formulation warrant attention. First, Levshin characterizes bishbarmak as
“the most famous” dish rather than as a representative or national staple of Qazaq cuisine.
This phrasing suggests that he was not describing the locally used category of et, but rather
a dish that had become particularly visible within the contexts he observed. Second, Levshin
explicitly cautioned readers that his account was based on personal experience. As an imperial
official whose interactions with Qazags were largely confined to Orenburg and adjacent frontier
zones, his observational horizon was necessarily limited. Within this setting, the perception of
bishbarmak as a “famous” dish is best understood as a reflection of its repeated appearance
in joint meals between Qazaq elites and Russian administrators, rather than as evidence of its
centrality in everyday food practices.

Taken together, these accounts reveal about the conditions under which imperial knowledge was
produced. Bishbarmak entered the documentary record not as a locally used name conveyed
through translation, but as a descriptive label generated at the intersection of multilingual
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mediation, visual observation, and the administrative imperatives of frontier governance within
the Russian Empire.

Editorial mediation and the expansion of ethnic attribution

The stabilization and subsequent expansion of bishbarmak in imperial discourse cannot be
explained solely by frontier encounters or the repetition of observation. An equally significant
role was played by editorial mediation —that is, the processes of translation, compilation, and
republication through which ethnographic materials were reshaped for imperial audiences.
Materials produced during eighteenth-century academic expeditions were rarely circulated
in their original form. Instead, they were translated into Russian, edited in accordance with
prevailing scholarly conventions, and incorporated into authoritative compilations that
extended their circulation well beyond the specific contexts in which observations had been
made.

A particularly instructive example is provided by the publication history of Johann Gottlieb
Georgi’s ethnographic work. In the original German-language edition of 1785, Georgi described
food practices among the Qazags in terms that emphasized hospitality and everyday subsistence,
noting that guests were fed by hand and that boiled meat constituted a central element of the
daily diet. In this version, bischbarmak appears as a descriptive label linked to Qazaq practices
and explained through its association with hand-eating, without systematic attribution to other
groups [Georgi 1785: 549]. The term functions here less as a fixed culinary category than as an
explanatory gloss intended to render observed practices intelligible to imperial readership.

The situation changes in the Russian translation and revised edition published in 1799 by the
Imperial Academy of Sciences and Arts. This edition introduced a range of editorial interventions,
including expanded ethnic attributions and additional descriptive detail. Bishbarmak is now
presented as a dish consumed not only by Qazags, but also by Bashkirs, Qazan Tatars, and
Orenburg Tatars, and is further described as finely chopped, fatty, boiled meat eaten by hand
[Georgi 1799: 14, 105, 134]. This redistribution of the term across multiple populations reflects
not new empirical observation, but the reorganization of earlier material in line with imperial
classificatory practices that grouped diverse frontier populations within shared administrative
and descriptive frameworks.

Such editorial transformations were not exceptional. Expeditionary accounts originally composed
in German, Latin, or other European languages were routinely adapted in Russian editions
through abridgment, expansion, and reclassification, often to enhance coherence, comparability,
and practical usefulness for imperial administration [Falck 1786: 549; Polnoye sobranie
1818: 5-22]. In this process, descriptions rooted in specific contexts of observation could acquire
a broader scope, while distinctions tied to particular encounters were attenuated. Terms that
initially functioned as situational descriptors were thus able to circulate as apparently general
cultural referents through their repeated inclusion in edited compilations, encyclopedic entries,
and later reference works.

The widening association of bishbarmak with multiple populations thus illustrates a broader
process through which imperial knowledge was fixed and circulated within the Russian Empire,
transforming situational descriptions into stable documentary categories. Editorial mediation
enabled a descriptor generated in frontier encounters to move across authoritative genres,
gradually loosening its connection to the narrow settings of administrative interaction in which
it had first appeared. By the early nineteenth century, repetition across translated editions and
compiled works endowed the term with an appearance of ethnographic self-evidence. What
began as an explanatory label came to function as a conventional marker of “traditional” food
culture, retrospectively presented as characteristic of several Turkic-speaking populations.
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Afterlife: dictionaries, evaluation, and ethnization

By the mid-nineteenth century, bishbarmak had entered the genre of reference literature,
including encyclopedias and dictionaries, where earlier situational descriptions were
reformulated as lexical entries. This shift marked a transformation in the term’s documentary
status. No longer tied to specific frontier encounters or the circumstances of their initial
observation, bishbarmak appeared as a recognizable loanword associated with the food
practices of imperial borderland populations. In this form, the term acquired a greater
degree of semantic fixity, along with an evaluative dimension shaped by its placement within
authoritative classificatory genres.

An early example can be found in the Entsiklopedicheskii leksikon of the 1830s, which defines
bishbarmak as a dish of finely chopped meat and fat known among Russians, Tatars, and
“Kirghiz” (that is, Qazags), while glossing its name as meaning “five fingers” [Entsiklopedicheskii
leksikon 1836: 63]:

Bishbarmak is a dish made of finely chopped meat and fat that is known by Russians, Tatars, and
Kirghiz people (that is, Qazags) and revered as a delicacy. The name of this rough dish means
five fingers.

Significantly, the entry incorporates evaluative language by characterizing the dish as “rough
dish” (gruboe). Such phrasing situates bishbarmak within a hierarchy of taste that distinguished
imperial norms from the practices of frontier populations, framing the dish not simply as different,
but as culturally marked.

This evaluative dimension becomes more explicit in Vladimir Dal’s Explanatory Dictionary of the
Living Great Russian Language. Writing from the perspective of an official with direct experience
in Orenburg during the 1830s and 1840s, Dal defined bishbarmak through its literal meaning
(“five fingers”) and noted that in the Orenburg region the expression “tastes like a bishbarmak”
functioned colloquially as a comment on poorly prepared food [Dal’ 1863: 75]:

Beshbarmak is referred to as a “five-fingered dish” among the Bashkirs and Qazags. It is made of
boiled and chopped meat, usually lamb, with various additions. In the Orenburg region, people
used to say that badly prepared food was “like a Bishbarmak, hash!

Here the term operates not only as a culinary designation but also as a metaphor with negative
connotations, illustrating how a descriptor originating in frontier encounters could be absorbed
into everyday imperial speech as a marker of cultural distance. This semantic shift coincided with
the consolidation of imperial administration in the region and with the increasing classification of
local populations as inorodtsy, a legal and administrative category in the Russian Empire applied
to non-Russian frontier groups, whose practices were routinely evaluated against metropolitan
standards of refinement and taste.

At the same time, the dictionary tradition contributed to the ethnization of the term. Through
repeated inclusion in encyclopedias and reference works, bishbarmak was increasingly presented
as an ethnic dish associated with particular populations, most often Qazags, Bashkirs, and Tatars,
despite its earlier emergence as a descriptive label rather than a locally grounded culinary name.
Orthographic variation (bishbarmak, beshbarmak, besbarmak) persisted into the late imperial
and Soviet periods, even as assumptions about ethnic association became more entrenched in
reference literature.

While the Soviet and post-Soviet trajectories of the term lie beyond the scope of this article,
the imperial processes of lexical fixation, evaluation, and ethnization traced here clarify the
documentary foundations that later enabled bishbarmak to circulate as a seemingly self-evident
“national/traditional dish” within subsequent classificatory frameworks.
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Conclusion

Taken together, this trajectory reveals how everyday embodied practices of consumption were
reclassified within imperial discourse as an apparently stable culinary category through modes of
description and circulation.

Bishbarmak did not originate as the name of a clearly defined, locally bounded dish, but entered
the written record as a descriptive label produced within Russian imperial frontier encounters,
often in moments of direct contact and explanation. Rather than crystallizing through the fixation
of a recipe or the recognition of an indigenous culinary term, the label emerged from repeated
attempts to render observable practices (most notably the consumption of meat by hand)
intelligible to imperial observers confronted with unfamiliar forms of hospitality.

Early imperial sources employed bishbarmak flexibly, referring not to a stable dish but to visible
modes of eating and hospitality, with meanings that shifted across time, place, population, and
genre. This process was shaped by translation and mediation, particularly through intermediaries
(tolmaches), who played a crucial role in converting embodied practices into descriptive terms that
could circulate within Russian administrative and scholarly texts. In this sense, the name privileged
what could be seen, compared, and explained to outsiders, especially under conditions where
translation itself structured understanding, rather than locally meaningful culinary categories.

As contingent observations moved through reports, ethnographic descriptions, editorial
compilations, and reference works, they were gradually detached from the circumstances of
their production and reconstituted as generalizable cultural referents. Editorial and institutional
processes transformed a situational explanatory label into an ethnographic “fact,” redistributing
it across multiple populations and contexts. By the nineteenth century, dictionaries and
encyclopedias fixed and evaluated the term, attaching it to specific ethnic groups and embedding
it within imperial hierarchies of taste. At this point, a descriptive label rooted in frontier
observation acquired the authority of classification, allowing a visible mode of consumption to
stand in for cultural difference itself.

This case thus demonstrates how imperial systems of knowledge converted situated practices
into durable objects of comparison, shaping not only how food was named, but how mundane
acts of eating were transformed into markers of social and cultural difference.
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