
Mythologized, romanticized and vilified, Russia’s burlaki (barge haulers) have been a 
part of Russian history since the seventeenth century. Their lives were fraught with 
hardship and deprivation. But work on the waterway also allowed for a freedom not 
enjoyed by others in conventional society. The Volga River acted as an oppressor and 
liberator, shaping the lives of the burlaki, and contributing to the social construct of an 
identity that was both feared and celebrated. 
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