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Summary

St. Petersburg’s first major cholera epidemic began on 14 June and did not end until 5 November 1831. While cholera was a constant threat
throughout the Russian Empire since it was first diagnosed in the early 1820s, the epidemic that struck the Empire’s capital St. Petersburg was
especially severe. According to official figures, 12,540 people fell ill in St. Petersburg during that time, with a death toll of 6,449. Furthermore,
the epidemic exacerbated social tensions, resulting in a major riot in 1831. The epidemic was primarily a result of extremely bad sanitary
conditions in the city.
However, while this first cholera epidemic indicated the existence of these sanitary problems, finding solutions took almost another century;
cholera remained a frequent visitor to St. Petersburg well into the twentieth century.

In 1823, a new disease—cholera—visited the Russian Empire for the first time. It was initially discovered in the
south of the Empire, in Astrakhan. In 1830, the epidemic broke out in Moscow, and it reached the capital, St.
Petersburg, in 1831.
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An English caricature of the nineteenth century shows “Cholera” rowing along the polluted river Thames amid sewage and dead rats
(1858).

Punch Magazine, 1858.
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This first cholera epidemic began on 14 June and did not end until 5 November. According to official figures,
12,540 people fell ill in St. Petersburg during that time, with a death toll of 6,449.
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Culvert on the river Moika
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The wide dissemination of the disease was brought about by the poor sanitary conditions of the city. Water from
the rivers and canals was particularly dangerous. The canals, constructed in order to divert floodwater, were used
both for disposing of sewage and for household water needs. Cesspools were frequently located in close
proximity to wells, so that well water was a particular danger to public health. The cesspools were not emptied on
a regular basis, and this also facilitated the rapid spread of cholera.

Physicians advised the city’s inhabitants not to use spoiled ingredients in food preparation. Most of the
population bought their food at markets, such as that at Sennaya Square, which the actor Petr Karatygin called
“the Petersburg cesspool.” It was also here that the infamous cholera riot of June 22, 1831 broke out because of
growing social tensions between the poor people, who were most affected by the epidemic, and the educated
classes. The unsanitary condition of the markets, slaughterhouses, and stores remained an important factor in the
problem of spreading cholera.
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“Death’s Dispensary”: This caricature published during the London cholera epidemic of 1866 was a response to the hypothesis of the
English epidemiologist John Snow, who linked the cholera epidemic with sewage seeping into ground water used for drinking (1866).

Drawing by George John Pinwell, 1866.
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Marketplaces were not the only places where disease easily gained a foothold. Frequent flooding also contributed
to the unsanitary state of the imperial capital as a whole. The effects of the flood of 1824 were visible well into the
1830s. Washed-out streets, the ruined Smolensk cemetery and other damaged facilities aided the development of
the first cholera epidemic. On the other hand, the storm of 20 August 1831 hastened the end of the epidemic:
contemporaries reported that the city was “cleansed,” and there were fewer cases of disease thereafter. This first
cholera epidemic indicated the existence of sanitary problems in the city, but no solution was found; cholera
became a frequent visitor to nineteenth-century St. Petersburg, where it remained the most fearful epidemic
disease of the century.
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The nightmare of Petersburg (1908)

Drawing by Re-Mi. Satirikon magazine, 1908.
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Memento Mori

Drawing by A. Iunger. Satirikon magazine, 1909.
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Related links: 

Cholera information at the World Health Organization (WHO) 
http://www.who.int/cholera/en/
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