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Peter I, the Great Northern War
and St Petersburg

The Great Northern War set the seal on Sweden’s decline as the dominant power in the Baltic
region and the rise of the tsarist realm to become a European great power. For Russia, this vic-
tory gained over decades was a tour de force for which Peter I was to be thanked. This tsar, who
reformed his land under the requirements of the war and afterwards strove to Europeanise it,
created, for all the erraticism and unrealised aspects, a ‘changed Russia’, as his Hanoverian
contemporary Friedrich Christian Weber formulated it. And in the constellation of coalitions of
the Great Northern War he towered above other ambivalent actors such as the baroque Augustus
the Strong, elector of Saxony and king of Poland, or Charles XII of Sweden, a genius in the field
of battle, because in the end Peter not only gained victory but also left something enduring. The
Russian Empire had become the European pivotal power on the Continent and remained so
until the end of autocracy and with long-lasting effect. The tsarist realm, whose ruler Peter I
adopted the title of imperator in 1722, not without a look at the competition with the Habsburg
Empire, become not only a Eurasian land power through the war but also a sea power. The
visible expression of the Petrine strategy of military and above all of power-political representa-
tion was Peter’s new foundation St Petersburg, that ‘window on Europe’, as Francesco Algarotti
put it in 1739, which at the same time, however, became Europe’s shop window in Russia.
Thus, in some respects, St Petersburg is a child of the Great Northern War, into which Peter I
led his realm. The tsarist realm around the middle of the 17" century did, it is true, already
extend to the Pacific, but lacked an outlet to European seas that would lead to the west strategi-
cally and with respect to commercial policy. The Baltic as an early modern trading hub thus
came into the young tsar’s focus when he travelled through Sweden’s Baltic provinces on his
Grand Embassy (1697-1698). A few years before, he had only had little success with his cam-
paigns against the Ottoman Empire in the south with his attempt to conquer the Turkish fortress
of Azov in the estuary of the Don or even a port on the Black Sea. In the far north of Peter’s
realm, Archangelsk, the port on the White Sea, was ice-free for only about go days a year and
in addition firmly in the hands of English and Dutch merchantmen. Peter, with his enthusiasm
for the sea and everything maritime, regarded access to the Baltic as being indispensable for the
future greatness of his empire. At the time, Peter’s General Equipage Master of the Admiralty
College, Adriaan van Bruyns, formulated this as follows: ‘Already long before the war with
Sweden, the tsar had been interested in possessing a port on the Baltic in order to pursue his
favourite diversion, navigation, in this area so well located for him for many different intentions,
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Fig.1

Alexander von Kotzebue,

Peter | storms
Noteborg 1702,
1846.

and to build a fleet there. As soon as he had then succeeded, through the war, in taking posses-

sion of the area where St Petersburg now stands, he resolved to build a city there, namely his
beloved St Petersburg.’

At the beginning of the 17" century this access had been lost in the so-called Time of Troubles
and Peter I now attempted, in alliance with the Danish King Frederick IV and Augustus the
Strong, to achieve this objective against the predominant Baltic power Sweden and its King
Charles XII. The course of the war was at first unfavourable for Peter: the tsar was decisively
routed at Narva in November 1700 by Charles XII’s troops, even deserting his army under the
cover of darkness. His allies were already on the defensive on water and on land; it did not seem
that Sweden’s supremacy could be broken. But while the Swedish king decided to fight Augustus
the Strong first, Peter reorganised his army in accordance with central and west European models,
had new cannon cast from church bells and ordered the attack on the Baltic area. Behind Charles’s
back, so to speak, he inflicted two defeats on the small Swedish army that had remained behind
in defence of the Baltic provinces and from 1702 on controlled almost the whole of Estonia and
Livonia. On 11 October 1702, the fortress of Noteborg fell, which Peter renamed Shlisselburg
(fig. 1). At the beginning of the year 1703, Russian troops moved towards the delta of the Neva to
take possession of it without Swedish resistance; Charles XII’s few troops had fled.

The myth surrounding Peter I and St Petersburg, which originated almost at the moment of
its foundation, says that Peter’s soldiers conquered a tract of land lying deserted in a marsh in
the delta of the Neva. Both writers and historians have contributed their share to this narrative
in order to let the monarch’s deed appear even greater. In actual fact, however, the area along
the lower Neva had already long been part of the cultivated and developed area of Ingria.
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At the beginning of the 14 century, Sweden and the important city republic of Novgorod, which
was closely allied with the Hanse, fought for control of the area. After that, the region was in
the sphere of influence of Sweden and, after the incorporation of Novgorod in the closing years
of the 15" century, of the Grand Duchy of Moscow. Grand Duke Ivan III laid claim, like his
grandson Tsar Ivan IV (the Terrible), to be a great power on the Baltic.

In these centuries, the estuary area was used as a landing place, and possibly also as a trad-
ing post. This is certainly attested at least for the period of renewed Swedish dominance in the
region after the construction of the fortress of Nyenschantz in the year 1611 and of the settlement
of Nyen soon surrounding it. Both lay within the urban area of present-day St Petersburg on the
northern (or right) bank of the Neva. After the Peace of Stolbovo 1617, which brought Sweden’s
intervention in Russia’s Time of Troubles to an end, with the conquest of the whole of Karelia
and Ingria, the area seemed to have been firmly incorporated into the Swedish state. There are
indications of the Swedes’ greater town planning ambitions for Nyen in the 17" century: the
Swedish Chancellor Axel Oxenstierna probably did at times consider erecting a second capital
of the Swedish realm there. However, these plans suffered a severe setback when the settlement
and fortress were destroyed by Russian troops in 1656 during the First Northern War. Already
at that time, Peter I's father, Alexis, strove to make up for the tsarist realm’s territorial losses.
What did not succeed at that time was achieved by the son, despite the unpropitious start of the
war: on 1 May 1703, the final capture of Nyenschantz took place by the Russians advancing down
the Neva under the command of Peter’s Field Marshal Sheremetyev. At this time, Nyen had
already been vacated preventively and partially destroyed by the Swedes.

The end of Nyen and Nyenschantz marked at the same time the beginning of the history of
the city of St Petersburg. Officially this is linked with the date 16 May 1703: on this day, on an
island located opposite Nyenschantz in the delta of the Neva, ‘Hare Island’, the foundation stone
was laid for the Peter and Paul Fortress named after the tsar’s patron saint (fig. 2). Apart from
the German designation ‘Sankt Petersburg’, the Dutch ‘Sankt Piterburch’ or the Latin ‘Petropolis’
were also soon to be found in contemporary documents and maps.

There are no sources that credibly prove that Peter regarded the bastion right from the outset
as the nucleus of his future capital. First of all, the Peter and Paul Fortress was intended to take
on the function of Nyenschantz, thus to strategically safeguard the Neva estuary against the
Swedes. The external conditions for the foundation of a city could not have been less suitable.
The delta of the Neva with its 65 river arms, the Great and the Small Neva, the Middle and the
Small Nevka, the Moika, the Fontanka and numerous further tributaries, which today traverse
the city as canals, was often struck by floods. A large part of the region was hardly suitable for
agriculture, even if there were village settlements. Above all, fishermen would spend the summer
months here. Thus initially in this difficult natural area for humans, there were only a military
camp and a few months later — on the bank of the Neva opposite the fortress on Hare Island
— a provisional shipyard, the so-called Admiralty, which first served as a second fortress. In the
beginning, Peter’s city was a city of war.

That Peter the Great, despite the adverse conditions, later chose this place as his capital, is
to be attributed to the fact that a seaport could be superbly laid out there and, in addition, there
was a connection to the internal Russian river system. So the city’s coat of arms and flag then
show, in addition to the sceptre, a sea anchor and a river anchor. Just a few months after the
founding of the fortress, we already read in the first Russian newspaper — also a Petrine founda-
tion — in August 1703: ‘His Majesty the Tsar ... has left an order to build a city and a fortress on
the coast of the sea in order to have a port here for all the goods which come into the country
over the Baltic Sea. At the same time, goods from Persia and India are to be trans-shipped.’

Not only a military base but also a commercial city was now planned: a city in accordance
with the tsar’s ideas. However, he was not only thinking of a maritime hub for inner-Russian
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Fig.2

Alexander Venetsianov,
Peter the Great founds
St Petersburg, 1838.

economic flows; his plans went further. In 1704, he spoke not yet, it is true, of the capital of the
Russian Empire but already of Ais capital. In the same year, construction of Kronslot Fort on the
island of Kotlin lying in front of the mouth of the Neva that could safeguard the delta of the river
from an approaching fleet was completed. Under the name of Kronstadt, this fortress became
the starting point for the Russian navy in the Baltic Sea. Its enlargement already meant such a
strategic safeguarding of the Neva estuary and the growing settlement of St Petersburg that the
extension of the Peter and Paul Fortress with its up to twelve-metre high bastions and fortifica-
tions no longer corresponded to a purely military need. Apart from the remaining symbolic
content of the place and the name, the use of the fortress as a prison moved to the forefront.
One of the first of a whole series of prominent prisoners was to be Peter’s disobedient son and
heir to the throne, Alexis, who died within its walls in June 1718 as a result of torture.

Also in 1704 came Peter’s first order to send some thousands of serfs as labourers into the
new city. In the following years, residential buildings were constructed on Vasilyevsky Island
and on the left bank of the Neva for officers, nobles, craftsmen, and labourers. The tsar himself
moved first into a small wooden house. The Admiralty with its workshops and a shipyard became
the industrial centre of the city. An overall urban planning concept of the tsar for his city was
not yet recognisable in the first few years, which was due not least to the course of war. In
1705-06, the Russo-Swedish front line was still only about 50 km away from the capital.

After the successes of the previous years, Russia remained on the defensive in 1705 and
concentrated on securing conquests. The Swedes, on the other hand, went on the offensive after
they had been startled by the rapid progress being made with the construction of St Petersburg.
For this, 6,000 recruits were sent into the Baltic provinces as reinforcements for the armed forces.
A first attack by Swedish troops against newly fortified Kronstadt in January 1705 came to noth-
ing. In the spring, a fleet of 20 warships sailed from Karlskrona to Vyborg and then on to
Kronstadt. The landing operation failed, as in the previous year, with the Swedes suffering sev-
eral hundred casualties. A third attempt at landing at Kronstadt failed on 15 July, with the loss
of 600 Swedes. Until December, the Swedish squadron cruised in the Gulf of Finland and pre-
vented trade in merchandise. However, disagreements already showed among the regional
Swedish commanders who tended towards uncoordinated lone attacks that the Russians were
able to repulse without great difficulty. The young Russian fleet operating from Kronstadt man-
aged to outmanoeuvre the Swedish squadron, even if a major naval battle did not come about.

In 1706, only a little fighting took place in the Swedish Baltic provinces. In the first half of
the year, the Russian troops were deployed in the Polish theatre of war in order to support hard-
pressed King Augustus II and to tie down Charles XII in Poland. In the north, Peter I therefore
remained on the defensive. The Swedish forces were not strong enough for offensive operations.
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Apart from some incursions into Russia, a renewed naval thrust was made with 14 warships to
St Petersburg; that, however, yet again came to nothing. Vyborg, from where Petersburg had
been attacked several times, was besieged for a short time from 11 October 1706 by a 20,000
strong Russian army.

Peter himself was to be found at various theatres of war, but only seldom in his new city.
Only when Charles XII, a much admired and younger army leader than Peter in his day, decided
to attack the tsar in his realm, did the change come. Charles and his about 20,000 men marched
neither to St Petersburg nor to Moscow, but into the Ukraine, where they reckoned with the
support of the restless Cossacks. Charles XII had overstretched his supply lines and Peter took
advantage of this. In 1709 it came to the battle at Poltava, which ended with the tsar’s victory.
The seemingly invincible Charles XII was defeated and had to flee with a forced hard ride into
the Ottoman Empire. This was the turning point in the Great Northern War. In the following
year Estonian Reval, Livonian Riga and Karelian Vyborg capitulated. As a result, not only was
the existence of Russian St Petersburg on the Baltic secured but also Peter’s war aim of a wide
coastal strip on the Baltic had been fulfilled. The war did, it is true, still continue until the Peace
of Nystad in 1721; however, little changed in the result. In the medium term, there was even
success in going on the offensive against the Swedish navy. At the end of May 1714, Peter’s
Admiral Apraxin put to sea from Kronstadt with instructions to cover the further advance in
Finland and to land on Aland. In August 1714, the Russian and Swedish fleets lay opposite each
other off the Hanko Peninsula. After Peter I had personally brought up further reinforcements
from the Baltic provinces, the Russian galleys fought their way through the hail of Swedish
cannon fire and boarded the motionless Swedish ships during a persistent calm. Then the
Russians landed on the Aland Islands. The Russian fleet thus dominated the northern Baltic.
The naval victory of Hanko had strategic importance. The Swedish ships employed in the Gulf
of Finland withdrew. The Gulf of Bothnia was now open for Russian ships. Even attacks against
the Swedish heartland were now possible and in Stockholm measures were taken for defence
against attacks from the sea. In autumn 1714, Russian troops landed, for the first time, directly
in Swedish territory at Umed; the town was abandoned by the garrison after a brief skirmish.
After the destruction of important military and economic facilities, the Russians withdrew to
Finland again in October. The city of St Petersburg was now secured once and for all and also
over a wide area.

From the critical year for the young city 17056, Peter was able to tackle further city planning
projects purposefully and with his characteristic ruthlessness. In 1714-15, the planning schemes
were once again intensified and systematised (fig. 3). While the city was rising in its foundations,
Peter forbade the erection of stone buildings in the entire empire outside St Petersburg — every
available stonemason was intended to work on the construction of the new city. The flight of
labourers out of the city and away from the fatal injuries often occurring at the building project
was punished with harsh penalties; in 1706, for instance, 30,000 serfs were conscripted in the
tsarist realm and in 1707 it was 40,000. Roughly half of them managed to flee on their way to
the north-western periphery. During Peter’s rule, probably tens of thousands of forced labourers
and serfs lost their lives on the city’s building sites. They died of marsh fever, scurvy, dysentery
or simply of hunger and exhaustion. Large parts of the city were erected on wooden piles in the
marshy ground, like Venice. In the first phase of construction one already spoke of its really
resting on the bones of serfs and conscripts because of the large number of fatalities during
building. Thus Peter’s creative will was faced with considerable sacrifice among his subjects.
Typical of the enormous needs of the growing city was, for example, a ukase of 18 August 1710,
in which he commanded 4,720 craftsmen to resettle, namely those closely linked with the con-
struction needs of the city: 1,900 bricklayers, 1,741 carpenters, 226 smiths, 200 brick-makers,
50 coppersmiths, 48 sawyers, 41 coopers, 10 locksmiths as well as 274 younger persons ‘for
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Fig.3

Johann Baptist

Homann (1663—1724),
Topographic Presenta-
tion of the New Russian
Royal Residence and
Seaport of St Peters-
burg, Nuremberg:
Johann Baptist Homann,
178.

instruction in various crafts’ were intended to be moved to St Petersburg. Since 1710, a separate
office had existed in the city for coordinating public and private building projects.

As the Russian nobility showed little inclination to move into the city, in 1714, without further
ado, Peter ordered 350 noble families to St Petersburg. The families had — at their own expense,
of course - to move into the city with their entire households, into houses whose style and size
were exactly stipulated. In the same year, St Petersburg had some 50,000 inhabited houses. The
city was the first in Russia to have a municipal police as well as an effectively functioning fire
brigade. The streets were partially artificially lit, the inhabitants urged to plant trees.

Until then, construction of the city had not proceeded according to a plan. Just as the tsar
had subjected his whole empire to reforms rather erratically and depending on the situation, so
he had also pushed St Petersburg’s development ahead in accordance with the situation. In 1715,
however, his architect Domenico Trezzini presented a municipal development plan that located
the centre of the city on the Vasilyevsky Island. The island, which had already been partially
built during the course of the development of the city, was now stabilised along its banks with
piles. As it was constantly threatened by flooding, a geometric network of canals was intended
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to contribute to the drainage. They were at the same time intended to serve as traffic routes, just
like in Amsterdam or Venice. The rationalisation and order of the floating city on the drawing
board - a basic idea that St Petersburg has in common with other cities founded at this time as
the result of the will of a ruler — was also intended to be applied to life in the city. The residents
had to erect their buildings in accordance with the building office’s guidelines. Four house types
were planned for the different estates and ranks of society into which the people in Petrine Russia
had to classify themselves: houses for the ‘craftsmen class’, for merchants, for officials and finally
for the city palaces of the nobility, mainly in a waterside location, were engraved in copper as
models and were the design for those who had been allotted or presented with a plot of land.
In this connection, it is typical, not just for Peter’s time, that the urban planning did not provide
any separate place for the lower urban classes — day labourers, carrier’s men and others. From
the outset they were, so to speak, driven out of the centre of the city. For the others, who were
the target group of Peter’s modernisation, the social allocation was not just shown by the houses
and locations in the new city. Clothing and forms of representation also made them identifiable.
What status the subject and resident of the city had was intended to be readily recognisable by
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the uniforms or the number of horses that were harnessed to carriages. Urban planning, position
in society and individual journeys through life were considered together.

Domenico Trezzini was certainly the outstanding architect in the founding phase. The plans
for the stone enlargement of the Peter and Paul Fortress were by him. It was also he who began
the construction of the Peter and Paul Cathedral in the fortress after 1712. It was not completed
until 1733, but already in 1725 it was to become the burial place of the Russian tsars — with the
death of the founder of the city, Peter I. The architecture of the church clearly showed the break
with the building traditions of the Muscovite realm. It reminded one more of a Nordic baroque
church, the slender, more than 100-metre high spire of the cathedral became the benchmark for
the city’s other buildings.

When, in 1712, Peter the Great (fig. 4) commanded that the court was to move from Moscow
to St Petersburg and the government authorities were to follow, it was clear that the nobles also
had no other choice than to remain in the vicinity of the ruler and to build at least a palace in
the city. In place of Peter the Great’s modest wooden house came a summer palace after 1710,
still comparatively modest, but situated with a pioneering garden ‘in the French style’ facing on
to the Neva. In 1711 construction of the buildings of the first winter palace began in the direct
vicinity. The palace of his friend and the first governor of St Petersburg, Alexander Menshikov,
on Vasilyevsky Island, in which the tsar also received foreign state guests, was older and more
magnificent. In the direct vicinity began the construction of the Twelve Colleges, the seat of the
government authorities newly introduced by Peter and divided up in accordance with the prin-
ciple of departmental responsibility, and the Kunstkamera (‘chamber of art treasures’) with its
anatomy lecture theatre and observatory. The famed Globe of Gottorf was installed here.

If one looks at the history of the construction of the city, not only are the testimonies in the
heart of the city to be mentioned, but also the tsar’s palaces surrounding them. His first European
journey had led him to the Baltic, the Netherlands and England, and in certain respects one
noticed these models in the city in its first years. However, in 1717, after spending a lengthier
time in the north of Germany and also conducting dynastic marriage politics there, Peter had
visited Paris and Versailles. In his summer residence Peterhof on the Gulf of Finland, he strove
to surpass the French kings’ palace complex: Peter had the palace and gardens aligned towards
the water and provided with fountains and waterworks, which, thanks to the hydraulic system
on which they were based, amazed observers. The tsar’s technical interest, the thinking in cat-
egories of prestige and the plans of the first architect, Johann Friedrich Braunstein, led to a palace
complex that, like Peter’s other summer residences, was not completed in the tsar’s lifetime, but
was unrivalled in Europe.

But, from the outset, St Petersburg was not only a city and residence oriented towards the
water and on the water but also a port that had to do justice to Peter’s intentions of creating a
hub for trade. Already in 1703, when there was hardly any more to be seen than the wooden
Peter and Paul Fortress, the first large merchant ship entered the Neva. But the Great Northern
War at first impeded the development of trade: in summer 1704, a Swedish flotilla bombarded
the fort of Kronslot under construction on Kotlin, so the tsar ordered a little later that the whole
island should be fortified and expanded into a military and commercial harbour. The measures
taken resembled those for the construction of the city on the banks of the Neva: in 1708, he had
3,000 inhabitants from various regions of the empire ordered to go to Kronslot; half of them
admittedly evaded the order by fleeing before arriving on the island. In 1712, the tsar instructed
1,000 nobles to take residence on the island in order to give the fortress and trading point an
urban character. From 1723 on, the island bore the name of Kronstadt and advanced in many
respects to become the gateway to St Petersburg: in the 18" century, the customs duty for arriving
ships was already levied here and in particular the large English and Dutch merchantmen had
to anchor here in order not to impede shipping traffic on the Neva. In many cases the international
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merchantmen would trans-ship cargo onto smaller freighters and barges in order to bring the
goods into the centre of St Petersburg. Kronstadt never became a place for the nobility, rather
one for officials and customs men, sailors and traders, and above all for marines and officers.

In the city of St Petersburg, internal trade and sea trade began to start up slowly in the shadow
of the war and with Peter’s support. The transfer of the court and central authorities certainly
contributed to its development. Just as important, however, was the specific promotion of the
port as ice-free for more than 200 days a year, as opposed to Archangelsk. Whereas English
ships began to switch over to St Petersburg immediately, the Dutch seafarers, who dominated
the trade to Archangelsk, made heavy weather of things. Peter I forced them to divert their flows
of goods to the new capital by means of a high prohibitive duty on merchandise that was
unloaded in the old trading town on the White Sea. For the Baltic ports, for example Liibeck,
Peter’s city on the Neva was located more favourably anyway. Thus in 1722, the first year after
the end of the Great Northern War, more than 100 foreign ships entered St Petersburg, 35 of
them from English ports, 22 from the Netherlands; however, the north German ports were placed
even above them, with twelve ships alone from Liibeck. Raw materials and semi-finished prod-
ucts, especially iron, dominated exports from St Petersburg harbour in the 18" century, while
finished and luxury products, not least for the needs of the court, played a dominant role for
imports. St Petersburg’s rise in its founder’s epoch contributed in this way to the decline of the
old port city of Archangelsk, showing in an exemplary fashion what costs the founding of a new
centre on the Baltic involved for the whole tsarist realm. However, one thing did not succeed:
Peter had dreamt of building a Russian merchant fleet in the shipyards of his new city that would
be able to dominate the Baltic. Even if the share of Russian merchantmen in the towns around
the Baltic was to become significant in the 18" century, Baltic trade in the Baltic and also the
trade in St Petersburg were marked by English dominance, not only in the 18" century.

When Peter I died in 1725, he left his successors a challenging legacy. The expansion of the
fleet to over 300 ships in Archangelsk, Azov and, above all, St Petersburg, his new capital, and
the construction of numerous canals had drained the state financially just as much as the war
against Sweden. In order to be able to survive this, Peter I had obliged the nobility to perform
compulsory service, had had innumerable taxes newly invented and collected, had reorganised
town and country administratively and prescribed the necessary education for his subjects in
order for them to serve him as a functionary elite. The sciences, which were to receive their
place in the Academy of Sciences founded in the year of his death on the bank of the Neva in
his city St Petersburg, had a more utilitarian function for Peter I, for all his personal curiosity.
Despite all his military successes and with his reforms, his reign was also a history of demanding
too much from his subjects. Thus many a reform remained incomplete. Admittedly this was the
case with all absolutist rulers reigning in Europe. However, while Peter’s fleet fell into disrepair
for some decades after his death, the city and port of St Petersburg flourished. Peter’s capital
developed into a metropolis on the Baltic and brilliant residence of European culture and sci-
ences. In certain respects the city is the most important legacy of Peter the Great and the Great
Northern War.
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