
Materials
Wooden ‘folk’ architecture is an abiding feature of 
Russian traditional culture. Since ancient times, timber 
was the nation’s universal building material. Pine (Pinus), 
fir (Pinaceae), larch (Larix), cedar (Cedrus) and aspen 
(Populus) – each of these species had its own particular 
properties, colour and texture, and Russian craftsmen 
knew these particularities well and incorporated them 
into their work. Not only the timber itself was used, but 
also the bast, roots and bark of, for example, young birch 
(Betula) trees – in Russian, beresta. Although wooden 
buildings had shorter lives than stone- built structures, 
they could still stand for more than 400 years. Accordingly, 
Russia’s folk architects valued wood highly as a building 
material for its abundance and cheapness, its ability to 
retain heat in a dwelling, its durability and its suitability 
for erecting structures within a short period of time and 
practically in any season.

construction techniques
Building masters managed a small amount of tools at 
work, the most basic of which was the axe. A skilled 
carpenter could make practically everything using an axe; 
a common saying ran: ‘Let a peasant have an axe and 
he will fix even a clock’. For construction purposes, it was 
common to use cut instead of sawn wood, although the 
saw had been known in Russia from ancient times. Sawn 
boards and logs easily absorb moisture, rapidly swell 
and decay. With cut boards and logs the situation was 
quite the opposite: after the axe cuts, the pores of a log 
became clogged, resulting in a stabler, more inert material. 
Besides an axe, a decent set of carpentry tools would 
include a scraper for dressing logs, an adze for grooving, 
and a chisel and glade for punching logs and bars. 
Hammers, sledgehammers and line bars (a measurement 
tool) were also used in construction. Implements used 
for timber building were well hardened and sharpened. 
Diverse nail tools and hardware were also used but their 
cost was relatively high – so Russian peasants preferred 
building without nails, applying wooden dowels instead or 
using the minimum possible number of iron nails.

The greatest concentration of this timber architecture 
can be found in Russia’s northern territory: the area 
comprising the present- day regions of Arkhangelsk, 
Vologda, Murmansk, Novgorod, Leningrad and 
Niznegorodskay, and also including the Kareliya and 
Komi republics in ‘eastern European’ Russian territory. 
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Based on the plentiful supply of many 
different kinds of timber – pine, larch, fir, 
cedar and aspen – the buildings of 
Russian folk architecture prized wooden 
construction, which could endure for 
more than 400 years and usually 
included elaborate detailing.
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opposite top, bottom left The ornate 
forms and craftsmanship of Russian 
churches reflects the central place of 
Orthodox religion in the culture. This is 
expressed architecturally in the variety 
of wooden churches, such as this 
multidome style illustrated by the 
Church of the Intercession of the Mother 
of God in Karelia. 
 
opposite bottom right The kub-style 
variation such as this Ascension wooden 
church from Kushereka in the 
Arkhangelsk region, is distinguished by 
its five cupolas, with duo-pitched roof. 
 
right A more ancient, simple variant on 
Russian wooden churches is the kub 
style, seen here at Kenozerovill Chapel, 
with a centrally placed cupola set atop a 
duo-pitched roof on a square-shaped 
log base.

Not without reason is the Russian North referred to 
as ‘the country of architects’: its historically developed 
reserve of timber architecture is rightly considered the 
pinnacle of both Russian and world wooden architecture. 
The forms developed here continually influenced all 
other branches of Russian art for centuries. The region’s 
Russian folk architecture encompasses residential, 
commercial, industrial, trade, engineering, defence and 
religious buildings – in settlements created, for the most 
part, by unknown artisans and reflecting the mindset of 
the Russian peasantry, whose leading ideas reflected 
folk orthodoxy and a mythopoeic world view. This western 
Russian legacy has also influenced western and eastern 
Siberian architecture.

Building plan/Form
Wooden Churches
Church building was the highpoint of Orthodox national 
architecture: the church as a generic, semantically rich 
image of the universe occupied a central place in the 
Russian concept of sacral space. Wooden churches of 
several types spread throughout Russia: the ‘four- frame 
type’, the ‘tent roof’ type, the ‘kub style’, the ‘storeyed type’ 
and the ‘multidome’.

Four- frame- type churches are the most ancient of 
these wooden templates: comprising a standard four- 
square log structure covered with a duopitched roof. 
Examples of this type include the Lazarus Murom Church 
(end of the 14th century) on Kizhi Island in Karelia; the 
Church of the Deposition of the Robe at Borodava village 
in the Vologda region (1485); and St George’s Church 
in Uycsovichi village, Leningrad region (1499). Tent- roof 
churches date from a little later; they include St Nicolas’ 
Church, Lyavya village (1581); St George’s Church in 
Verchina village (1672); and Dmitriy Solunskiy Church in 
Verhnay Uftuga village (1784) in the Arkhangelsk region. 
Many kub- style churches,1 with five cupolas, remain in the 
Onega River basin, and on the White Sea of Pomorsky 
and the Karelian coast: Trinity Church, Podporozie village 
(1757); Transfiguration Church, Turchasovo village (1786); 
and Ascension Church, Kushereka village (1669) on the 
Onega River.

In the 17th–18th centuries, multidome temples were 
constructed, such as the Church of the Intercession at 
Anhimovo village in the Vologda region (1708, no longer 
extant) and the Transfiguration Church on Kizhi Island 
(1714). During this period, a rare, extended variant of 

the tent- roof church flourished: the ‘tent on a cross- like 
barrel’ type. The Odigitriya Church of Kimzha village in 
the Arkhangelsk region (1709) is a fine example of this 
model.

Wooden Chapels
These constitute one of the most striking manifestations 
of Russian folk architecture. Chapels – i.e. churches 
without a sanctuary – were intended to provide a simpler 
service without liturgy; they served as a place of prayer 
meetings for people from small villages inhabited by 
members of a single, patriarchal family. The reasons for 
founding chapels in particular places were based on 
their typological characteristics – as places of worship, 
to pray for the dead, to contain burial vaults, as ‘chapels 
of promise’ or as ‘ordinary’ chapels. A phenomenon of 
the maritime culture of Pomorye was the construction 
of ‘commercial’ chapels in fishing, trapping and forestry 
areas on the islands of the White and Barents seas. Old 
Believers’ chapels remained the only non- church places 
of worship accepted by adherents of Russia’s ‘old religion’. 
Architecturally, chapels in western Russia shared several 
typologies with churches of the same region – notably the 
‘four- frame type’, the ‘tent roof’ type, the ‘kub style’ and the 
‘storeyed type’.

Wooden Crosses
A further important devotional aspect of western Russian 
folk architecture is the tradition of wooden crosses, 
which has existed since at least the 11th century. Taking 
into account their multifunctionality, such crosses are 
considered monuments of architecture, sculpture, peasant 
writing and religion – as well as navigation markers for 
coastal dwellers that were even recorded in ships’ pilot 
charts. They are classified according to the following 
groups, with regard to their meaning and role: ‘crosses of 
worship’, ‘crosses of promise’, ‘memorial type’, ‘lighthouse 
type’, ‘commemoration type’, ‘protective type’ and ‘crosses 
of thanksgiving’. Pomorye crosses, set on the coast and 
islands of the White and Barents seas, form a separate 
group. The cultural meaning of these last- named crosses 
also reflected Pomorye’s firmly maritime culture; they 
formed the centre of their surrounding spaces, performing 
a protective and sacred mission. One last variant are 
the ‘eight- finial crosses’. These might be located under 
a special canopy on columns, in churches, chapels or 
chapel- barns.
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Below Architecturally and structurally 
distinct from wooden churches and 
chapels, traditional Russian wooden 
housing was shaped by three distinct 
categories based onthe relationship to 
the surrounding farmstead; the 
structural planning of living quarters; 
and the overall internal layout. 
 
opposite The external appearance of 
wooden folk housing varied according to 
specific utilitarian and decorative 
features. Alongside the particular details 
afforded by the log cabin structure, 
elements such as porches, balconies 
and shutters reflected architectural 
adaptations. Carving, painting and 
colouration of homes – inside and out 
– gave individuality and referenced 
sacred motifs.

Wooden Houses
The western Russian peasant’s house formed part of a 
farmstead- based dwelling complex, which constituted one 
of the main ways of protecting against the environment in 
this cold climate. It had its own architectural and structural 
peculiarities, typology and decoration, distinct from those 
of the region’s churches and chapels. The ‘northern house’ 
may be classified into three main categories. Those of the 
first category are distinguished by the way in which they 
connect the dwelling and the farmstead yard – these are 
the ‘bar’, glagol, koshel, ‘T- shaped connection’ and ‘two- row 
connection’ types. Those of the second category (chiefly 
log houses) are characterized by the structural planning 
of their living quarters – these include four- wall and six- 
wall houses (with such variants as the ‘house with crib’, 
the ‘twin- house with zaulok’ and the ‘twin- house without 
zaulok’), the five- wall house and the cross house. The 
final category includes dwellings distinguished by their 
overall internal layouts. The main living area of the houses 
in this category has a chimneyless stove. The smoke 
billowing out of the mouth of this adobe stove rose three 
to four metres to the high, vaulted ceiling, and then went 
out through a slit above the stove, which formed a coved 
smoke escape through the roof.

The outward appearance of the Russian peasant 
house was characterized by specific ‘apparel’ features. 
This definition encompasses both decorative techniques – 
carving, painting and colouring – and various architectural 
details, such as porches, balconies, galleries, plat bands 
and window shutters. The latter category also includes 
carved boards along the house- roof edge (pricheliny), 
consoles, smoke bonnets and specially carved roof 
ridges – all of which have a utilitarian purpose and play a 
decorative role at the same time. The symbols employed 
by such house decoration included phytomorphic 
(plantlike), ornithomorphic (birdlike), zoomorphic and 
anthropomorphic images embodied in carving and 
painting. A horse or a bird picture in the house decor 
would, for example, be connected with the sun. No 
description of this type of house decoration would be 
complete without a mention of western Russian house 
painting. Dwellings painting both inside and outside form 
a special group of Russian cultural monuments. Such 
architectural and decorative elements not only formed the 
basis for a dwelling design, but also reflected the ‘design’ 
of the peasant world view. For this reason, western 
Russian national ‘folk’ architecture was, and continues to 
be, regarded as fundamentally magical and sacred.
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