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Kazan- the city of dragons

The Republic of Tatarstan has a rich history. It takes its roots from the 10th century. And it goes without saying that the Republic with such history is connected with great number of legends. Modern science disapproves of many of them, but a lot of legends seemed to be true, in spite of the fact that they are only fairy tales.  

The capital of our Republic is like a historical book of great number of legends, but the most mysterious is about mythical Zilant. There are a lot of versions of it and I am going to tell you only one of them.

Long long time ago our ancestors came to Kremlyovsky hill, but this hill swarmed with snakes and people had to get rid of them, but one winged dragon escaped. He was two-headed, with serpent’s and ox’s heads. He flew away to another hill, which was called Zilantov afterwards. Do you know, why the dragon was called “Zilant”? His name origins from the Tatar word “elan”, which means “the snake”. The dragon used to come to the lake Kaban for drinking water and he was the guard of Kazan. If you had seen that lake many years ago from any high place, it would have been the shape of Zilant.

Even a poet Gabdulla Tukai wrote about Zilant in his poem called “Hay market or new” Kisekbash”:
                                                                                    Без барыйк азрак җәяү алга табан

Вот впереди, гда сталется туман,

Волною плещет озеро Кабан.

Колодец скрыт в том озере, на дне,

А Див сидит в колодце, в глубине.

Уж коль пришлось об этом говорить – 

Я должен тайну озера открыть.

Там прячет села медные вода,

Стоглавых змей скрывают берега…

Иштә бу алдыңдагы күлдер Кабан.
Бар дорыр күлнең төбендә бер кое,

Шунда керде ул теге залим дию!
Сүз рәте килгәч, итәм әзрәк бәян,
Таки яшьрен күл төбе булсын гаян.

Анда һәртөрле гаҗәпләр бар да бар:
Кып-кызыл алтын шәһәр, җиз карьяләр;
Мөгезе мәрмәр боланнармы кирәк,

Алты йөз башлы еланнармы кирәк.

Су анасы – бик явыз, йөзе кара – 

Ел да бер угъланны йә кызны ала.

Шул заман, кем, килде Мәскәү гаскәре,
Бу Казанга туп атарга башлады.
Шул вакыт ханнар, вәзирләр качтылар,

Барча малны ушбу күлгә сачтылар.
 In ancient times people recognized the stamp of the kazan khan by Zilant on it, then Zilant was used on the state seal of Ivan the Terrible. Later, Russian tsars, emperors and empresses decorated their thrones and front doors with it. That’s why on the 18th of September, 1781 Katherine the Great affirmed it as the official Kazan coat-of-arms.

 100 years passed when the emperor Alexander II was killed. He was loved by Russian people for the abolition of serfdom, the development of railway system, foreign policy. That’s why they decided to erect the monument to him on this square where we are going to begin our bus excursion. Zilants at four corners of the basement showed everybody that he was very close to people. 
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Let’s move further.

The merchants also decorated their houses with Zilants, because kazaneers consider Zilant to be the town guard.

One of the oldest buildings in Kazan which is decorated with snakes, stands on Kremlyovskaya street. Of course, I mean the Alexander’s Arcade. It was built in 1883 by the order of the merchant A.S.Alexsandrov, who had spent 800 thousands of rubles  to build the Arcade. Can you imagine, that it was nearly his half a year income!

In fact, the arcade represents a covered carriageway, which is convinient, because it  saves the town’s territory. The Alexander’s Arcade was built by the project of the architects V.V.Suslov and N.I.Pozdneev, the building was under the control of the architect Genrikh Roush.

There are a lot of things in the inner decorations of the arcade: mirrors, stucco mouldings in the shape of the human’s body, masks, faces. There also was a restaurant “Kale-de-Crystal”, the ceiling of which was covered with gold and the walls were made of crystal. If you had seen the arcade at that times, you would have been impressed that there were 24 flats to live in. If people, who lived here wanted to have a nice dinner, they could go to 2 restaurants that were located inside.
After Alexandrov had died, his house was inherited by his sister Olga Sergeevna Alexandrova-Geyns, who presented the arcade to the town and offered to place a museum here but the specialists said that the building was not good for that purpose and again the building was used as a shopping center.  


And now as we are speaking about Zilants, let’s try to find them here. Be attentive please! Yes, you have guessed! We can find them around the columns and over the windows.
The Alexander’s Arcade is not the only house on Kremlyovskaya street, that is decorated with Zilants. A building that attracts attention by the richly decorated facade and corner balcony stands nearly at the end of the street in front the University. It is one of the houses of the National Library of the Republic of Tatarstan. The house was built in 1903 by the order of Aleksey Konstantinovich Ushkov. After thirty years he married Zinaida Vysotskaya. Have you ever heard this surname? Only the students of Kazan University can answer my question. She was professor’s daughter and this house was presented to her for the wedding. Karl Mufke’s creation still remembers its owner, because the monogram “ZU” decorates the building. I think that you can understand not because of Zilant but Zinaida Ushkova. Let’s return to our masterpiece. It was built in the architectural style “eclecticism” that means the mixture of different architectural styles. Can you imagine that there are 40 rooms, that are different from each other. There is even a room that imitates the grotto. 
If you are tired of sitting in our bus let’s get out and see Zilant on the other side of the house. We can see Zilant above the window and even if you go inside, you will find Zilants in the inner decorations of the rooms (see the photos).
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The end of Kremlyovskaya street is divided in two streets: University street and Nuzhin’s street. Nuzhin was the University rector from 1954 to 1979 and a monument  to him stands at the beginning of the street. An old three-storey building on this street is decorated with dragons too. It was built in the 19th century. Students and the professors of the University were cured at this clinic which was located here.  
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In spring of 1847 Leo Tolstoy was treated here and probably saw this porch, decorated with my favourite dragons (see the photo).
It’s not a secret that if you wanted to study at Kazan’s Emperor’s University, you had to be not only clever but also have a lot of money That’s why Aleksey Peshkov couldn’t study there. Nevertheless, he became a famous writer but under the pen-name Maxim Gorky. That’s why we drive further along Maxin Gorky’s street to see the next building of my sightseeing bus tour.
This is Chukashev’s house. Oh! I see you are tired. Let’s relax a little bit. I will give you some questions and you will answer. The first question is: when was it built? 1903, 1905 or 1908. 1908 would be the wright answer The second question is: Who designed this house? Oleshkevich, Petrov or Chukashev? If you answer Oleshkevich you would be wright. The next question is: who fulfilled his order? Petrov, Chukashev or Mufke? I have noticed one attentive student and he has guessed the wright answer. Of course, Petrov. Do you know why it was called Chukashev’s house? I think that you agree with me that nothing can be done without money. Yes! He was the sponsor of this house. Simple people can’t notice Zilants above the window but architects who come here every day (because Union of Architects of the Republic of Tatarstan is located here) may enjoy the sights of them. 

  It’s a pity that many buildings were destroyed but people remember Zilant – the defender of our city and in summer of 2005 before the celebrations of Kazan’s millenium a lot of contemporary buildings were opened and Zilant is alive in two of them: the park “Millenium”, here you can have a rest because you are tired, touch all Zilants and refresh your hands. 

Have you already rested? The last Zilant is waiting for us. It was presented to Kazan by Marat Gubaydullin and it decorates the entrance of the undeground’s station “Kremlyovskaya” (see the photo). If you are interested in my sightseeing tour, you can travel further not only by our trams, buses, trolleybuses but by underground too and if you are lucky enough to find Zilant anywhere in our mysterious city, please call me because not only me, but you too are interested in this legend.
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The upshot of all this that very often the legends don’t tell us about real facts but as for me, I think that Zilant really existed and protected our city.
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