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ST PETERSBURG 
 

Last month I wrote about Fabergé so this month I thought I would write more about 

the fascinating city of St Petersburg. 

 

 

St Petersburg was founded by Peter the 

Great in 1703.  He was very interested in 

seafaring and maritime affairs and 

wanted a seaport to trade with the rest 

of Europe.  The site chosen was a place 

called Nyenskans which he had 

captured from Sweden in the Great 

Northern War in May 1703.  This gave him 

access to the Baltic Sea. 

 

The city is situated on the River Neva 

and it is sometimes referred to as the 

Russian Venice as it is built on swamp 

and water.  The main rivers are the Neva 

and the Moyka but there are also many 

canals.  In 1914, at the start of WWI, 

St Petersburg was renamed Petrograd 

to eliminate the German influence, and 

later, on the death of Lenin in 1924, 

became Leningrad.  It reverted to 

St Petersburg as a result of a referendum in 1991. 

 

Peter the Great set about building a 

city that exuded power, riches and 

confidence.  Buildings were painted 

pastel colours by his decree as skies 

were invariably grey.  Without a 

doubt he succeeded; you just need 

to look at the magnificent 

architecture in the cultural centre 

and the opulence with so much gold 

in evidence.  You have the feeling 

that if you stood still you may be 

gilded with gold!  Just look at the very 

tall, gilded spire of the St Peter and 

St Paul Cathedral catching the 

sunlight.  Inside gold abounds everywhere for this is the 

cathedral for the Tsars and it houses the imperial tombs.  
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The Hermitage Museum is one of the largest museums in the world.  It fills the Winter 

Palace and Precinct.  Once again, gold abounds and there are so many exhibits 

that it is said that, if you spend one minute at each, you will be there for 14 years.  

The grand rooms include thrones, wonderful chandeliers and ceilings that demand 

to be looked at.  The Winter Palace was the 

official residence of the Tsars between 1732 

and 1917.  The current Winter Palace is the 

fourth version and was built and altered 

almost continuously between the 1730s 

and 1837.  It was severely damaged by fire 

in 1837 but immediately rebuilt and is said 

to have 1,500 rooms, 1,886 doors, 1,945 

windows and 117 staircases.  It was 

famously stormed in 1917, becoming an 

iconic symbol of the Russian Revolution. 
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The Church of the Saviour over Spilt Blood is an elaborate 

building with five domes showing its eastern influence.  

The building was started in 1883 by Alexander III in honour 

of his father who was assassinated on that spot two years 

before.  As his carriage passed along the embankment a 

grenade thrown by an anarchist exploded.  The Tsar was 

shaken but unhurt and he got out of his carriage and 

went to remonstrate with the attacker.  Unfortunately for 

him, a second anarchist took the opportunity to throw 

another bomb which killed him but also fatally wounded 

the Tsar, who died a couple of hours later.  The church is 

now a museum of mosaics with over 7,500 square metres 

of them. 

 

 

 

St Isaac’s Cathedral is another 

building that you cannot miss with its 

large dome, yes you’ve guessed it, 

gilded with gold.  There are four 

smaller domes.  The large dome was 

actually painted over with grey paint 

in WWII to avoid attracting enemy 

aircraft.  The outside is faced with grey 

and pink stone and has 112 red 

granite columns.  The words stunning 

and immense do not do justice to the 

inside.  It is now a museum with 

occasional church services. 

 

There is so much to see in St Petersburg that this piece, together with the Fabergé 

Museum I described last month, give just a flavour of what is on offer.  Perhaps finish 

your trip with a hydrofoil ride along the river Neva? 

 

Jim Blainey 

 

 


