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Peter Ivanovitch Borisov
A great artist and a noble soul

The most famous and valuable work of illustrated natural 
history is Birds of America (1838) by John James Audubon 
(1780 – 1851). Admired and honoured throughout the world, 
he died a rich man on his estate in Pennsylvania. In complete 
contrast is the life of his Russian contemporary, Peter Borisov 
(1800 – 1854). Most of it was spent as a convict in Siberia, 
sentenced to hard labour for life. Yet in those difficult 
circumstances, isolated for the most part in the region of 
Lake Baikal, he managed to study the local wild life and to 
illustrate it in hundreds of watercolour drawings, the bulk 
of which still survive. His obscurity lasted up to 1986 when 
a comprehensive review of his work was published by the 
Iskoutstvo (Art) press in Moscow. This book, Watercolours 
of the Decembrists, Peter Ivanovitch Borisov, compiled and 
with a text in Russian by art historians K.S. Kuibisheva and 
N.I. Saphanova, came as a revelation. Here was a native artist, 
almost totally unknown yet equal in every respect to the 
great Audubon and, in the judgement of certain critics and 
naturalists, exceeding him in the refinement of his work.





The strange and tragic life of Peter Borisov began in southern 
Russia where his father, Ivan Andreevitch, a landless 
nobleman, was an officer in the Black Sea fleet. He was a 
man of exceptional talents and sensibility who educated his 
children at home, beginning with his eldest son Andrew. 
Peter was born two years later, and he and Andrew were 
close companions throughout life. They served together with 
the Russian army in the Caucasus, but Andrei retired early 
to help at home with the education of their two younger 
sisters and a brother. They were both dedicated idealists 
with interests that ranged from natural history studies to the 
enlightenment and liberation of their fellow countrymen. 
This led them to found a succession of local societies with 
benevolent, harmless-sounding names – the Friends of 
Nature, the Society of Primordial Harmony and, in 1823, the 
Society of Unified Slavs.

These were in fact secret societies. They had to be secret. 
The Tzar’s Russia was a feudal autocracy where all 
communications were censored and there was no right of 
free assembly. The Friends of Nature were not just a cultural 
group but politically motivated and allied to other reformist 
or revolutionary societies, part of an underground network 
that permeated the whole country. The Borisovs started out 
as reformist but soon they were caught up in the revolution 
and encouraged it with illegal pamphlets and manifestos. 
When mutiny broke out in a regiment stationed in the 
Caucasus, Peter Borisov, still a serving officer, took a leading 



part in it, and in 1826 he and his brother were arrested. They 
were part of the roundup that followed the most dramatic 
scene in Russian history, when the new Tzar, Nicholas I, was 
confronted in the square at St Petersburg by his discontented 
army. After a stand-off lasting several hours, the Tzar’s will 
prevailed. The officers who had instigated the protest were 
locked up and subjected to inquisition. Among them were the 
Borisov brothers. They and the other ‘Decembrists’ (named 
after the month of their demonstration) were brought before 
the supreme criminal court, stripped of their rank and given 
the death sentence. This was later commuted to exile in 
Siberia and penal servitude for life.

Russian historians throughout the communist period placed 
great emphasis on the Decembrist ‘uprising’, seeing it as first 
shot in the historical process that led to Bolshevism and the 
destruction of traditional Russian values. But the connection 
is doubtful. The Decembrist movement was not a popular 
revolution, involving peasants and workers. Its leaders were 
high-minded reformers, addressing their petitions to the Tzar 
and urging him to modernise Russia in line with the rest of 
Europe. They were the natural leaders of their country, young 
men of noble families, exposed to western education, who 
officered its army, conducted its diplomacy and, as writers 
and artists, maintained its culture. Their spirit was romantic 
in the Byronic mode. The archaic, oppressive order of their 
country, they saw, was unjust and unsustainable. They spoke 
fervently about the liberation of the Russian soul.









The long, arduous journey to Siberia and the conditions 
they found there must have shocked the young idealists, 
condemned to labour for the rest of their lives in those 
dreary wastes. Peter and Andrew Borisov worked in a mine, 
a distillery and several factories, and were never free from 
the demands of their overseers. But gradually life improved. 
That was largely due to the influence of women. Many of 
the Decembrists’ wives and lovers insisted on joining them 
in Siberian exile – even despite the Tzar’s decree that those 
who went there would never be allowed back. They made the 
journey on sledges, and with them they brought their high 
Russian culture. That made everything possible. They gave 
parties and concerts and persuaded the officials to lighten 
the penal regime for the benefit of all concerned. By the time 
of the amnesty, when the Decembrists were allowed back to 
Europe, they had established in Siberia all the trappings of 
civilization, even an opera house.

Peter and Andrew Borisov did not live to benefit from 
the amnesty. They made the best of things and became 
happy where they were. Their final posting was to Malaya 
Razvodnaya, a settlement near Irkutsk on the western shore 
of Lake Baikal. Peter had begun earning some money by 
selling his watercolours of birds, plants and insects, and 
they were able to build a little wooden house, designed by 
Andrew, where they could work, sleep, eat and enjoy modest 
independence. Both were constantly engaged in the study 
of the colourful Siberian wild life. Peter recorded it in his 









paintings which Andrew, who had taken up the craft of 
book-binding, bound up in albums. Each album contained 
about ten illustrations, and they were sold for a few roubles 
to whoever appreciated them – other Decembrists, their 
wives and sisters, local officials and merchants. Peter’s 
largest commission was for 271 watercolours, purchased 
at a disgracefully low price by a government inspector, 
Ivan Buitchov. This collection is preserved entire in the 
department of rare books and manuscripts of the science 
library at Moscow University.

It was hard for the painter to part with his little masterpieces. 
He had not done them as decorative objects for sale but 
as scientific record. The charm and artistry in them are 
incidental, reflections of the artist himself. He meant them 
to be contributions to botany and ornithology and was 
meticulous in his details. Almost blind in one eye, he worked 
with a large magnifying glass. Truth to nature was his 
principle. Every bird is shown in a characteristic position 
that he had actually observed – on a twig of its favourite 
sort of tree, eating the kind of prey that it is accustomed 
to. He never repeated himself. Many times he depicted the 
same bird or plant, but always in an original way, at different 
seasons and stages of growth. His projected works, on the 
birds and flowers of eastern Siberia, would have made him 
the Russian Audubon. But they could never be realised 
because, for the sake of daily necessities, the illustrations 
were constantly dissipated.







References to Peter Borisov in memoires of the Decembrists 
and other writers tell of his sweet personality, his natural 
dignity and goodness and his constant dedication to the ideals 
he had lived and suffered for. He was much loved by women, 
and they were his favourite friends. At Malaya Razvodnaya he 
had a sweetheart, the widow of a Decembrist doctor. Their 
union did not last long, but they remained on loving terms 
until his death.

He died suddenly on 30 September 1854 while finishing a 
watercolour. Later that same day his brother Andrew also 
died. They had been together in Siberia for 28 years, 13 of 
them in the modest comforts of their wooden hut. Soon 
afterwards came the amnesty. The Decembrists returned 
home and became the heroes of St Petersburg society. If Peter 
Borisov had survived he would have shared in the glory. But 
glory was not his style and he had no ambition for it. He was 
totally unassuming. In his youth, as founder of the Society 
of Unified Slavs, he wrote, “Revere science and the arts and 
crafts, give them your love and devotion, and you will gain 
the sincere respect of your friends.”

John Michell
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SMICHELLANY 
A John Michell Reader

A unique anthology interlaced with tributes, revealing 
recollections & photographs from family & friends. Encapsulates 

a lifetime (1933—2009). Philosophical musings jostle with bon 
mots & acute social commentary, much of it published so long 

ago or in such obscure publications as to be virtually forgotten. 
Illuminates the astonishing range of interests John pursued 
with such humour & passion. Includes hitherto unpublished 

work. Richly illustrated.

A modest number still available for those who would like further 
copies, or who missed out when the volume was offered by 

subscription.
Visit www.johnmichell.com to buy online. Or (UK only) send a 

cheque for £43 (inc P&P) payable to: Michellany Editions

Michellany Editions
50A Golborne Road, London W10 5PR

www.johnmichell.com
020 8962 6280

RULES & REVELATIONS
A John Michell e-book

Just published. More than 50 essays from the closing years of 
An!Orthodox!Voice, the long-running & hugely popular Oldie 

magazine column. Gathered together for the first time.
No Kindle required. Simply download the free Kindle app for 

computer, mobile or tablet device from Amazon. £2.99
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