
St Petersburg

A City Reborn
Peter the Great’s “window on the west,” St Petersburg keeps one eye on the past while fixing the 

other firmly on the future. Reinvention is as essential to this city’s psyche as its tumultuous history.
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was born from a swamp. In winter, the Neva River froze 

solid; when warmer weather came it turned the ground 

to mush. Still, Czar Peter the Great was undaunted when 

he set foot here in 1703. Cutting two strips of turf with 

a bayonet, he laid them on the ground in the form of a 

cross, marking the symbolic heart of the city he named 

St Petersburg. It would take its cue from the capitals of 

Europe he so admired. Peter hung around for a while, 

living in a humble log cabin while the Peter and Paul 

Fortress took shape nearby. Today, his tomb occupies   

a corner of the fortress’s cathedral.

Taming such an inhospitable place wasn’t easy. 

Peasant laborers dug the city’s canals, erected splendid 

Italianate palaces and built avenues to rival those in Paris, 

making Peter’s vision a reality. Tens of thousands of them 

gave their lives to do so, leading historians to refer to   

St Petersburg as “the city built on bones.”

Today, St Petersburg is Russia’s cultural capital, and its 

imperial past is its most powerful drawing card. The finest 

A masked beauty in a crimson ball gown floats past 

a Dalek. Behind her, a host of characters, from Asterix 

to Superman, jostle for space on the canal. During St 

Petersburg’s annual Fontanka-SUP water carnival, stand-

up paddleboarders, many in costume, complete a circuit of 

the Griboyedov Canal and the Moyka and Fontanka rivers. 

Valeria Sergeeva, cofounder of paddleboarding operator 

Freehiker, says, “If the water’s flowing, it’s a good time to 

paddle. From a paddleboard, visitors get to feel the city, 

rather than simply look at it.”

Sergeeva’s favorite spot when she leads tours is 

beside the Church of the Savior on the Spilled Blood. In 

this historic city, it’s a relative youngster, built on the site 

where political activists fatally wounded Czar Alexander II 

in 1881. Onion domes in gold, lime, cerulean and banana 

yellow make it an easy landmark to locate. Inside, it ramps 

up the wow factor. Intricate and brightly colored mosaics 

fill every inch of its cavernous interior to glorious effect.

In the face of such beauty, it’s hard to believe the city 

Mosaics cover the interior of the Church of the Savior on the Spilled 
Blood (left). The church was built on the site where political activists 
fatally wounded Czar Alexander II in 1881 (below). The Griboyedov 
Canal cuts through central St Petersburg (opposite). 
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boots beneath chiffon skirts can mean only one thing: 

showtime at the Mariinsky Theater. Though the acoustics 

are better at the newer Mariinsky II, there’s something 

magical about watching an opera or ballet in the company 

of the ghosts of Tchaikovsky and Rimsky-Korsakov, whose 

greatest works premiered here. Opulent chandeliers 

and fussy drapes don’t distract from the talent onstage. 

Although seats in the rafters sell for a fraction of the price, 

it’s worth splurging to secure a place in the coveted Czar’s 

Box and live like royalty, if only for a night.

St Petersburg’s headline act is the Hermitage, the 

world’s second-largest art museum, which is housed in 

the Winter Palace and other buildings. Catherine II added 

to Peter’s art collection to create one of Russia’s finest 

attractions. If you spent just one minute looking at each 

piece in the Hermitage’s glorious collection, it would take 

you six years to see everything. It’s also claimed that you’d 

have walked more than 20km and, in the Winter Palace 

alone, passed through 1,000 rooms, gone up or down 100 

palaces are located not in the center, however, but in the 

suburbs. Peterhof was Peter the Great’s answer to Louis 

XIV’s Versailles. Its impressive yellow facade dominates on 

a bluff. Inside, the extravagances of present-day oligarchs 

pale into insignificance against room after room of gilded 

moldings, parquet floors and silk wall hangings fiercely 

guarded by an army of vigilant grannies. Much of what 

you see today is the result of painstaking restoration work 

after Peterhof was reduced to a shell in WWII.

Such reconstructed glamour and excess continues in 

the town of Pushkin, which was once named Tsarskoye 

Selo, or “Czar’s Village.” Peter built a residence for 

his wife, Catherine, here, though it was their daughter, 

Empress Elizabeth, who turned it into a summer palace to 

rival Peterhof. From its exquisite baby blue exterior to the 

opulence of the Amber Room, Catherine Palace is nothing 

short of jaw-dropping. Even the most jaded, been-there-

done-that tourist is bound to be impressed.

Back downtown, the sight of rhinestone-encrusted 

Catherine Palace is located in the town of Pushkin (opposite). The 
Mariinsky Theater is one of the world’s most storied opera and ballet 
venues, having debuted works by Rimsky-Korsakov and Tchaikovsky 
(below). Visitors descend a staircase in the newer Mariinsky II (right).
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staircases and gazed out of almost 2,000 windows.

The royals’ world would come crashing down in 1917, 

in a period of turmoil and violence. The czarina’s faith 

healer and advisor Grigory Rasputin was an early casualty, 

killed in 1916 in a murder that began in the Yusupov Palace 

and ended in the frozen Neva River. The imperial family 

was forced out two months later and placed under house 

arrest in Alexander Palace in Pushkin. In October, Lenin’s 

men assaulted the Winter Palace in the revolution that 

brought the Bolsheviks to power, and the next year, the 

imperial family was murdered in distant Yekaterinburg.   

St Petersburg would never be the same.

The most harrowing episode in the city’s history 

happened not during the revolution, but in WWII. The 

Museum of the Defense and Siege of Leningrad recounts 

those terrible times. The Nazi siege of the city, then named 

Leningrad, lasted for 872 days and left four in 10 of its 

people dead. Those that survived ate the bark of trees or 

tore wallpaper from their walls to eat the paste behind it.

REBUILT AND REINVENTED After the war, the authorities 

slowly rebuilt St Petersburg. Visitors today would scarcely 

know that the museums they tour were once piles of 

rubble. Across the city, the old and new coexist, and 

reinvention is commonplace. The Street Art Museum 

showcases local artists in a working industrial complex, 

for instance, while Loft Project ETAGI breathes new 

life into the old Smolninsky Bread Factory with pop-

up stores and art installations. The Museum of Soviet 

Arcade Machines fills a space that once housed the 

imperial stables. Gamers wage sea battles on Morskoi 

Boi or test their knowledge of Russian road signs playing 

the impossibly difficult Victorina. Artistic director Daria 

Zvereva thinks she knows why the museum is as popular 

with locals as it is with tourists. “In a city of museums, this 

is different,” she says. “It’s great because it’s a tangible 

experience compared to today’s video games. And it’s fun.”

Nostalgia isn’t confined to arcade games. Pyshechnaya 

café on Bolshaya Konyushennaya has been doing 

Pyshki (doughnuts) sprinkled with sugar are a nostalgic St Petersburg 
favorite (left). Loft Project ETAGI is a cultural center and arts venue 
in the former Smolninsky Bread Factory (below). The Winter Palace 
houses part of the Hermitage’s art collection (opposite).
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At Art-Caviar, however, the cuisine is anything but retro. 

Imaginative and experimental, chef Roman Palkin offers 

14 types of caviar, though his favorite ingredient is the 

pressed variety, or payusnaya, which he uses to garnish 

fresh burrata cheese encased in smoked salmon.

Tolerance for reinvention has its limits. Climb to the 

top of St Isaac’s Cathedral and you’ll spot an incongruous 

finger of glass and steel rising from this low-rise city. In 

backing construction of the Lakhta Center, headquarters 

of Gazprom, the world’s largest natural gas company, 

the modernizers went too far. St Petersburg’s skyline is 

sacred. After a public outcry, the skyscraper was banished 

to the city’s outskirts, though many are still unhappy.

But this, too, will pass. St Petersburg has survived 

revolution, war and political upheaval. It will survive a 

skyscraper. Through it all, it has remained Russia’s most 

enchanting city, both in its architecture and its outlook. Not 

bad for a place that began with a log cabin and two strips of 

turf.  By Julia Hammond Photographs by Svetlana Bulatova

business since 1958. Unsmiling servers take orders and 

slop cups of water for make-it-yourself tea toward their 

customers. Hot pyshki (doughnuts) doused in sugar follow 

on chipped china plates. Alexei Gaynanov, who grew up in 

St Petersburg but now lives in the UK, reminisces about 

eating this old-fashioned comfort food as a kid: “I think 

there’s a feeling of ‘those good old times’ in Russia still, 

and maybe it’s something that reminds people of that.”

The novelist Nikolay Gogol wasn’t a pyshki guy. He once 

wrote, “We don’t want doughnuts; bring us a whole sheep, 

and plenty of vodka, not vodka with all sorts of fancies, but 

pure, foaming vodka that hisses and bubbles like mad.” 

The Russian Vodka Museum will tell you everything you 

need to know — and a lot you don’t — about the country’s 

national spirit. Tastings are paired with herring and onions 

on black bread, while in the restaurant next door, you can 

try St Petersburg’s signature dish: smelt. Known here as 

koryushka, the fish appear in the Neva in spring, fat with 

roe, and the city celebrates with a festival in their honor.

St Isaac’s Cathedral is one of St Petersburg’s most recognizable 
landmarks. Its colonnade offers superb views over the low-rise city 
(opposite). The Street Art Museum (below) and Sevcable Port 
creative space (right) are showcases for young artists.


