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Publishers in St. Petersburg in modern times: A comparative
study of publishing activities in the 1860s and 1870s

This paper undertakes a comparative examination of the two types of publishers in
St. Petersburg in the middle of the nineteenth century.

The first category consists of the publishers who worked from the middle of the 1850s
to the 1860s, for example, Nicholas Serno-Solovievich. This was the period when
Alexander II succeeded to the throne and “the Great Reforms” started. The intellectual
community was shocked by the defeat at the Crimean War and eager that reforms
be implemented to modernize Russian society. The Russian intellectuals organized
voluntary associations, obshchestva, especially in the field of people’s education. In
addition, they used printed media such as “thick journals” to disseminate their ideas and
accomplishments. The publishers working in the 1860s also wished to improve the
social conditions and offered material support to the activities organized by the various
associations.

The other type of publishers consists of those who entered the business in the 1870s.
Mavrikii Volf, German Goppe, Adolf Marks, and other publishers belonging to this
category were of Western origin and were familiar with the book markets in France,
Belgium, Germany, and Poland. Their publications, such as illustrated journals and
Adres-kalendar, imitated the Western print media. As they were operated using the
capital collected from subscribers and advertisements, the customers’ tastes and
complaints were highly respected. As a result, the contents of these media became
entertaining and commercial, with even tsarist symbols being used in advertisements.

The publishers in the 1860s were connected with the voluntary association, the
factor that popularized the democratic practices in North America and Europe. On
the other hand, the publishers in the 1870s introduced commercial principles into the
Russian publishing industry. Recent studies on Russian cities focusing on the voluntary
associations and the commercial mass culture point out the autonomy in Russian
society during the Tsarist era, while the general view has been that Russian society was
oppressed by the authoritarian Tsarist regime. A comparative study of the two types of
publishers in St. Petersburg will reveal the autonomous factors in Russian society in
modern times.
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