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The Kyakhta Trade in Russian Textiles in the Nineteenth Century

Lai Hui-min

Abstract

Kyakhta served as a center of trade between China and Russia in the
eighteenth-century. ~ China exported large quantities of Lanjing and
Shanghai textiles, while Russia exported furs. In the nineteenth century, tea
largely replaced textiles as China’s chief export. Similarly, fur exports from
Russia declined in favor of Prussian and Polish wools going to China, while
Russia also sent its own wool and textiles to China. European cotton and
wool textiles were gradually pushed aside by Russian products, so that by
1840, European textiles only accounted for 2 percent of the Kyakhta trade.
The low price and high quality of Russian textiles made them more
competitive than their British or American counterparts. Russian textiles
flooded the northern China market, with Russian flannel totaling several
million Russian meters, and Russian cloth several hundred thousand Russian
meters. The Qing court required that all nobles, as well as civil and military
officials, wear turquoise riding coats when paying their annual tribute to the
court. In addition, Guangdong censors and other high officials wore
Russian wool robes for ceremonies. The Chinese particularly liked the
Russian robes because they were cheap, colorful, and wide. We can see that
the nineteenth century popularity of Russian textiles in China was no less
than that of fur and skins in the eighteenth century.

Keywords: Kyakhta trade, Russia, cotton textiles, wool fabric

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
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