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Some people always feel the joy 

of meeting unknown herbs 

throughout their life. However, most 

people do not even know about 

the science of botany, which traces 

its roots back to unthinkably ancient 

times. Indeed, the primal man had 

no task as important as acquiring 

knowledge about the surrounding 

world, and that was, first of all, 

the plant world.

And there have always been people 

who knew more than the others 

and passed on their knowledge 

to their followers. The passing 

of the torch of knowledge has never 

stopped; it continues to this day 

and will continue forever, 

and so will the arabesque drawn 

by the fine lines of botanists’ fates, 

which intertwine into one endless 

ornament of science.

In the previous issue, we told our 

readers about Johann Georg Gmelin, 

a Russian academician of German 

origin, whom Carl Linnaeus called 

the “father of botany.” The hero 

of our story this time is another 

botanist, an adjunct of St. Petersburg 

Academy of Sciences, German 

scientist and physician Georg 

Wilhelm Steller. Both of these great 

naturalists were members 

of the Academic Detachment 

of the Second Kamchatka 

Expedition, a grandiose research 

project of the 18th century, 

which set the stage for a broad 

scientific study of the natural riches 

of Siberia, including its plant world

Georg Wilhelm Steller

Scientist and Herbalist
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Pasque flower (Pulsatilla vulgaris, or Anemone 

pulsatilla) is a perennial plant from the buttercup 

family, one of the most beautiful spring primroses. 

Herbarium of the Central Siberian Botanical Garden, 

Siberian Branch, Russian Academy of Sciences 

(Novosibirsk)

Kamchatka fire-breathing mountain. 

Drawing by O. Pomytkina after the drawing 

by J. Ch. Berckhan (1740–1744). From the book 

Description of the Land of Kamchatka 

by S. P. Krasheninnikov (1755)

G. W. Steller: “Pulsatilla with its anemone-like leaves 
and orange flowers is rubbed by Siberians and applied 
overnight onto any part of the body to treat blisters 
and ulcers. It is also a means for them to cause illness, 
without fear of anything, and thus evade military or other 
service. Having made a wound to themselves, they 
take unsalted butter, mix it with yellow wax and apply 
it onto the wounded place. Thus smeared, they remain 
for two or even three days and then recover completely. 
The Russians call this plant the “wind flower”

© A. N. Kupriyanov, 2022

A. N. KUPRIYANOV 

This portrait of G. W. Steller was created by the artist I. I. Stankov 

and the historian D. Gogolev, both of whom work at Tyumen State 

University; they used archival data to make a portrait in the style 

of 18th-century paintings. The portrait was presented at Tyumen State 

University in March 2016 and is now on display at the Georg Wilhelm 

Steller Center for Russian–German Cooperation
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Академия наук и искусств, созданная в 1725 г. по указуПетра I, 

разместилась в бывшем дворце царицы Прасковии Федоровны на 

Васильевском острове (внизу; фасады на восток и на запад). 

Гравюра резцом Хр. Вортмана. Российская национальная библиотека

Санкт-Петербург в середине XVIII в.
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were immediately translated into many European languages. 
What was their source and fundamental principle? Based 
on recent studies, the Dutch drawings borrowed a lot from 
the ones that were part of the general set of cartographic 
documents The Old Drawing of the Moscow State. Massa 
himself admitted: “I will describe, to the best of my ability, 
the way from Russia to Siberia, but I must say that I could 
not learn more. What I know, I collected with the greatest 
efforts, and I owe this to the friendship of certain persons 
of the Moscow court, who, out of affection for me, 
entrusted me with this information, hesitating for a long 
time before giving it to me. This could cost them their lives 
because the Russian people are extremely distrustful and 
cannot bear to have the secrets of their country revealed” 
(Krasnikova, 2010)
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As early as at the beginning of the 17th century, Holland 
was the first to publish detailed maps of the territory 
of Russia. Thus, in 1612 in Amsterdam, a geographer, 
cartographer and publisher Hessel Gerritsz published 
a collection of papers entitled Beschryvinghe Vander 
Samoyeden Landt in Tartarien (Description of the Samoyed 
Country in Tartaria), which included two papers about 
Siberia written by a Dutch merchant and traveler Isaac 
Massa. The first paper tells about the conquest of Siberia 
and the Russian trade launched by the Stroganovs with 
the natives in Siberia; the second one contains a brief 
description of the routes leading from Moscow to Siberia, 
the rivers of the northeast, and a list of Siberian cities 
and towns founded by the Muscovites. Massa’s papers 
became a genuine discovery for the Western reader and 

T
he 18th-century Europeans perceived the vast 
expanses of Russia as terra incognita, an unknown 
land where one could get rich and make one’s most 
ambitious dreams come true. And scientists were 

no exception. After all, Emperor Peter I himself, who laid 
the foundations of imperial science, said in his speech 
dedicated to his election as a member of Paris Academy 
of Sciences in 1721: “There is nothing we desire more than 
to make science flourish through our diligence.”

The Academy of Sciences and Arts, established 
in St. Petersburg in 1724, offered very good terms 
for invited scholars. Founded by the state, Petersburg 
Academy was on the state’s payroll while similar academic 

institutions in European countries had to take care 
of themselves financially.

The duties of academicians were simple: to deliver four 
hours of public lectures a week, to present their “judgments” 
to members of the Academy, to attend academic meetings 
twice a week, and, of course, to carry out assignments 
related to their field of science. The contract was signed 
for five years; the academicians (professors) were paid 
a decent salary, and, on top of that, they were provided 
with accommodations, candles, and firewood at the expense 
of the Academy. If the contract was extended, one could 
hope for a solid increase, and during an expedition, 
the professorial salary was doubled.

In the war-ravaged Europe of that time, the professors 
of the famous French Academy were subsisting on tuition 
fees paid by their students, and the Prussian Academy 
made its living from calendar sales and charitable events. 
Perhaps that was why Bernoulli-the-father sent his brilliant 
sons to the barbarian Moscovia with the farewell words: 
“…it’s better to put up with the harsh climate in a land of ice 
that welcomes the muses than to die of hunger in a country 
with a temperate climate where the muses are offended 
and despised.”

Another motive for the enterprising Europeans 
was treasure hunting. They saw Moscovia, or more 
precisely, Siberian Tartaria, as the shortest route to India, 
to the riches of the East.

The 17th and 18th centuries saw a surge in geographical 
espionage. Let me give just a few examples. In 1671, 
Jacob Reitenfels, a native of Courland, stole from 
the Ambassadorial Order, through the translator Andrei 
Vinius, information about the road from Moscow 
to Beijing, which he resold to the Papal College in Rome. 
Two years later, Joachim Skultetus, an ambassador 
of the Brandenburg court, “obtained” a copy of the report 
written by the diplomat and traveler Fyodor Baikov about 
his trip to China.

Stockholm also took hold of a top-secret map, A Drawing 
of All Siberia to the Chinese Kingdom and to the Nikan 
Kingdom (Nikanskoe Tsarstvo), which was created 
in 1672. The description for this map, entitled A Copy 
of the Drawing of the Siberian Land, told about the new 
lands of the Siberian State and at what time and by what 
chance the Muscovite State took hold of it and what the 
state-of-affairs in that land was and made special mention 
about the possibilities of sea navigation from the mouth 
of the Kolyma River to the mouth of the Amur River.

And all these people eulogized the untold riches of Siberia, 
which attracted not only mavericks but also naturalists, 
who saw in this mysterious land an opportunity to satisfy 
their scientific curiosity and to make new discoveries.

Map of Russia by the Dutch cartographer Hessel Gerritsz, dedicated to Tsar Fyodor Mikhailovich, 

which was first published in 1614 as a separate sheet. The map was printed in Amsterdam 

in Willem Blaeu’s workshop. Adapted from: (Atlas – Obras anteriores, 1800). 

© CC BY 2.0/ Fondo Antiguo de la Biblioteca de la Universidad de Sevilla
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Georg Wilhelm Steller was born in 1709 in the small 
Bavarian town of Windsheim, in a large family of a cantor 
and organist of St. Kilian Church. He began to study 
at the age of five, and from an early age, he stunned placable 
burghers with his learnedness.

The best student at the local gymnasium, he entered 
in 1729 the University of Wittenberg, one of the most 
important theological centers in Europe. Steller even 
received a scholarship from the town of Windsheim; 
however, due to a strong fire of 1730, which caused great 
damage to the town, the scholarship payments ceased. 
In Wittenberg, Steller not only studied theology and 
practiced rhetoric but also began to seriously study 
medicine and botany.

Meanwhile, he came to realize that his home university 
could no longer satisfy his craving for knowledge. 
After some hesitation, he chose the faculty of theology 
at the University of Halle near Leipzig, one of the cradles 
of the German Enlightenment and also the city where 
Laurentius Blumentrost, the first president of Petersburg 
Academy, received his education. At the University 
of Halle, Steller attended lectures on zoology and medicine 

SECOND KAMCHATKA EXPEDITION

The Second Kamchatka Expedition of 1733–1743 was organized by suggestion 
of Captain Commander Vitus Bering, who addressed the Admiralty Board 
and the Senate soon after the end of the First Kamchatka Expedition (1725–1730). 
The 1733–1743 expedition detachments, under the general command of Bering, 
comprised more than 500 scientists, officers, sailors, soldiers, surveyors, and other 
participants, and the auxiliary personnel hired in the course of the works amounted 
to several thousand people.
Four northern detachments were organized in order to explore the opportunities 
offered by the Northern Sea Route and to study the Arctic Ocean and the Arctic coast 
of Asia. The first Pacific detachment sailed to the shores of North America on two 
packet ships: St. Peter (led by the captain commander himself) and St. Paul.
On both ships there were members of the Academy of Sciences: Adjunct Georg 
W. Steller on St. Peter, who wrote a description of this trip, and Professor De L’Iisle 
de la Croyère on St. Paul. Having lost each other in the fog, both ships reached 
the shores of America independently but almost simultaneously and discovered 
several islands (Kayak Island, Kadyak Island, Shumagin Islands, Commander Islands, 
Alexander Archipelago, Aleutian Ridge, etc.).
During the return voyage and winter stay after the shipwreck on the island, later named 
after Bering, the captain commander died and so did 45 of the 77 crew members 
of St. Peter. In the face of the numerous difficulties and hardships, Steller showed his 
best qualities, serving as a doctor without stopping his scientific studies. In particular, 
during the winter stay, he discovered, described, and sketched a rare animal from 
the order of sirens (Steller’s sea cow) and the spectacled cormorant, which were soon 
completely exterminated. St. Paul’s crew also suffered heavy losses: 15 of its members 
went missing on one of the islands of the Alexander archipelago, where they were 
probably killed by the Indians; 6 more people, including the astronomer De L’Iisle 
de la Croyère, died of scurvy.

Adapted from: (Elert, 2007)

Member of the Second Kamchatka Expedition Stepan 

Krasheninnikov. Drawing by O. Pomytkina after 

the illustration in the book Description of the Land 

of Kamchatka by S. P. Krasheninnikov (1755)
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and also continued his studies in botany, and back then this 
science focused on the healing properties of plants.

As a result, Steller successfully passed an examination 
to the famous German botanist M. M. Ludolph, which 
would allow him to obtain a position as a certified lecturer. 
However, his hopes of getting a full-time job did not 
materialize. Neither in Leipzig, nor in Jena, nor Halle –  
he could not find work anywhere.

Steller’s path to Russia was not easy. In the summer 
of 1734, Russian troops were stationed in Danzig: 
Empress Anna Ioannovna was resolving “Polish issues” 
by expelling King Stanislav, elected by the Sejm, and 
placing August III onto the throne. Meanwhile, the young 
naturalist with an empty wallet and excellent letters 
of recommendation from Privy Councilor Hoffmann and 
Professor Ludolph was looking for a job in his specialty. But 
letters of recommendation were of little worth in Germany.

In Danzig, Steller got acquainted with the future count 
Pyotr Petrovich Lassi (Peter von Lacy), an Irishman 
in the Russian service, who became one of the most 
successful Russian commanders of the 18th century. 
Lassi himself had a keen interest for natural history and 
highly appreciated Steller’s competence. In Danzig, 
people were talking a lot about the great accomplishments 
of the Germans, not only at court but also in science. 
Moreover, Empress Anna’s minion Ernst Johann von Biron, 
a Courland nobleman, who was in charge of almost all 
the state affairs, indulged his fellow countrymen. So Steller 
decided to go to the remote Russia as a doctor on a ship 
that transported sick and wounded Russian soldiers to their 
homeland.

At that time, Stepan Krasheninnikov was on his way 
as a member of the Academic Detachment, together 
with Academicians Johann Georg Gmelin and Gerard 
Friedrich Miller. At the end of the summer of 1734, 
he arrived in the town of Kuznetsk, and it was him who 
made the descriptions of the Kolyvan factories in Altai. 
At the instruction of the academicians, he described 
in detail in the Road Journal the detachment’s voyage 
along the Tom River to the town of Tomsk, carefully 
recording the abundant settlements of both Russians and 
non- Russians along the river banks. Perhaps, it was here 
that he experienced cane beating from the arrogant Miller, 
who would remember that even when his former student 
became a full academician.

Krasheninnikov was the first to discover the now-famous 
Pisanitsy petroglyphs on the Tom River: “A stone with 
painted figures stands by the river, rising as high as about 
10 sazhens… In all these places, deer, elk, horses, people and 
fish are carved.”

The researcher also described in detail the features 
of everyday life of peoples that had almost disappeared, 
such as the southern Altaians (Tyuliber Tatars). Thus, 
on September 28, 1734, he wrote in his journal: “The yurts 
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To “a land of ice 
that welcomes 
the muses”
The year 1732 was marked by two 

events important for the Russian 
science. In the German city of Halle, 
a 23-year-old candidate of theology 
Georg Wilhelm Steller, who became 
interested in the science of botany, 
began to seriously think about long-
distance travels. He only had not 
decided yet where to go: to America 
or to Siberia. Both destinations were 
attractive and (who knows?) even 
lucrative.

In December of the same year, 
a 22-year-old Stepan Krasheninnikov, 
a student at Moscow Slavic–Greek–
Latin Academy (better known as the 
Zaikonospassky School Monastery), 
was sent to St. Petersburg among 
the five most talented and scholarly 
capable students to participate in the 
Second Kamchatka Expedition. 
Several years would pass until the 
paths of these young people would 
come into contact, but the threads 
of their destinies had already been 
woven into a single strand. And each 
of them had a long and thorny path 
ahead to fulfill his hopes.
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of these Tatars are very poorly built; some are like Russian huts, and others are 
made of boards, round in shape and top in what resembles a tower; all of them 
are so covered with earth that from afar one could in no way recognize them 
as yurts; the doors are so small that a tall man almost has to crawl on his knees 
to get inside. And they have no floors, and in the middle of them, a hearth is made, 
in which they keep fire all the time, day and night, winter and summer…”

Thus, by the time Steller arrived in Russia, this classmate of Mikhail 
Lomonosov had become an experienced geographer and naturalist.

On the banks of the Neva River
Nobody welcomed Steller in St. Petersburg. He also remained penniless. 

The rosy dreams with which he reveled in Danzig collapsed under the pressure 
of the gray and hopeless reality.

Sad and depressed, the young scientist would come to the academic gardens, 
which were really good even by European standards. It was there that he met 
a gardener Hans, who promised to help him. Soon such an opportunity presented 
itself. Gmelin, Steller’s future colleague, wrote “…soon after Herr Steller arrived 
in St. Petersburg, Theophan, the former Archbishop of Novgorod, took him into 
his house for his cheerful disposition, and for treating his sick service- doers 
he gave him an annual salary” (quoted from Pekarskii, 1870).

Of course, by the year 1734, Feofan/
Theophan Prokopovich, who was 
not only a hierarch of the Orthodox 
Church but also a writer, poet, 
mathematician, and philosopher, had 
lost the enormous influence he had 
under Peter I, when he was Vice 
President of the Ecclesiastical College. 
Nevertheless, he still had a very high 
authority. It was Feofan who helped 
Lomonosov get on the coveted list 
of students sent abroad to study. 
He favored science, so Steller believed 
that Feofan’s patronage would help 
him advance in his academic career.

In the 18th century, healers, who 
knew many secrets of their patrons, 
were the most trusted people of the 
nobles. Suffice it to recall the influence 
enjoyed by the court physician Johann 
Lestocq during the reign of Empress 
Elizaveta Petrovna; he became a count 
and a privy councilor-in-deed. As for 
Steller, the archbishop, known for his 
stern disposition, apparently took 
a liking for the young German and 
treated him paternally, turning a blind 
eye to his faults in service caused 
by his frequent absences to study 
the flora of St. Petersburg’s environs.

In the mid-twentieth century, 
an autograph of a humorous poem was 
found in the library of St. Petersburg 
Seminary. This poem was written 
by Prokopovich in Latin, entitled 
In moram Stelleri medici (“In Waiting 
for Steller’s Potions”). In the poem, 
while Steller is looking for healing 
herbs, his patient dies in terrible agony. 
His other patients are clinging to life 
with all their might and cursing the 
tardy doctor. Finally, he arrives, angry 
at Fate for daring to get ahead of him. 
This poem shows Prokopovich’s warm 
attitude towards his doctor, who was 
diligently engaged not only in the 
treatment of his patients.

Daniel Gottlieb Messerschmidt made a difficult exploration journey across 

Siberia, despite his “limited personal strength, given a weak physical 

constitution,” as the researcher himself wrote. The engravings depict the finds 

made and sketched during his journey with Philipp Johann von Strahlenberg. 

Left: Copper figurines and horse harness decorations, including a phalar 

with an image of Hercules’ head, and a vessel with a hunting scene. 

Right: Images of tambourines and copper idols “found with the Baraba Tatars.” 

Engravings by F. H. Frisch to the book Das Nord- und Östliche Theil 

von Europa und Asia (North and Eastern Parts of Europe and Asia) 

by Ph. J. Strahlenberg. Stockholm, 1730. Adapted from: (Kopaneva, 2014)

View of the banks of the Neva River; 

to the right are the buildings 

of the Academy of Sciences, 

descending to the river. Engraving 

after the original by M. I. Makhaev 

based on the drawing by le Cher 

de Lespinasse, 1788–1795. 

Public Domain

Feofan Prokopovich 

in archbishop’s vestments. 

Engraving by W. Ch. Mayr 

(Germany, 1736–1776). 

Rijksmuseum (Amsterdam, 

Netherlands). Public Domain
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Steller met many influential people at the Academy, 
and he listened to the stories told by worldly-wise ones. 
In Feofan’s house, he met Daniel Gottlieb Messerschmidt, 
a German doctor and botanist in the Russian service, who, 
by order of Peter I, had traveled to Siberia “to search 
for all kinds of rarities and apothecary things: herbs, 
flowers, roots and seeds and other articles for medicinal 
compositions.” Prokopovich took care of Messerschmidt, 
who had almost gone blind by that time, lived in distressed 
circumstances, and visited the archbishop accompanied by 
his young wife. Steller could listen for hours to the traveler’s 
stories about “the magnificence of nature and the horrors 
of the barbarous country.”

Steller also met Johann Amman, a professor of botany 
and natural history and also a medical doctor. He helped 
him in his work in the Botanical Gardens of the Academy 
on the Vasilievsky Island, which was founded by Amman, 
and collected herbariums for him in the neighborhoods 
of the Russian capital.

In 1735, under Feofan’s patronage, Steller appeared before 
Baron Johann Albrecht Korf, not only a distinguished royal 
courtier but also a broadly educated man and bibliophile, 
who held the office of President of the Academy. This 
meeting decided the further fate of the young German.

Adjunct of natural history
On July 28, 1736, Korf informed his advisor Ivan 

Danilovich Schumacher that “a physician named Steller, 
who was with His Eminence the Archbishop of Novgorod, 
expressed a desire to be sent to Kamchatka as a botanist, 
and he was told that unless anyone else was appointed 
to this position, he would be taken into consideration upon 
the Archbishop’s recommendation.”

Although Empress Anna Ioannovna permitted to send 
two more scientists to follow Gmelin, Miller, and De L’Isle 
de la Croyère as early as in 1735, Schumacher was holding 
the line. The contract with Steller was concluded only 
in February 1737, when the academicians were convinced, 
after sufficient testing, that the future adjunct of natural 
history was sufficiently competent in botany and 
demonstrated extraordinary diligence in the study of plants 
and other subjects of natural history.

Despite the impatience of the newly-made “assistant 
professor,” he had to wait for the Senate’s decision 
regarding his travel to Kamchatka until August. Then, 
Steller’s love affairs did not allow him to immediately set 
out on his journey. He married Messerschmidt’s widow 
and hoped that his beloved Brigitte, as a faithful mate, 
would accompany him on his dangerous journey. However, 
having reached Moscow, his young wife flatly refused 
to go any further. So Steller’s journey did not begin until 
the following year.

Drawings made for J. Ch. Buxbaum’s book Centuria... III 

(1724–1728). Unknown artist. Watercolor, pencil, 

whitewash. Attribution by A. K. Sytin: 

a – upper part of a shoot of Lathyrus laxiflorus, a flowering  

 plant in the legume family, and a drawing of 

 the legume. St. Petersburg Branch, Archives of the  

 Russian Academy of Sciences. Register I. 

 Description 19. Case 4. Sheet 262.21 

b – vegetative shoot of Sigesbeckia orientalis with   

 images of an inflorescence and a dissected flower.  

 St. Petersburg Branch, Archives of the Russian   

 Academy of Sciences. Register I. 

 Description 19. Case 4. Sheet 287

c – upper part of a shoot of the broomrape Orobanche  

 crenata. St. Petersburg Branch, Archives of the   

 Russian Academy of Sciences. Register I. 

 Description 19. Case 4. Sheet 232.19

Baron Johann Albrecht Korf was born in Courland. After 
graduating from the University of Jena, he entered into 
service with the court of the Dowager Duchess of Courland 
Anna Ioannovna. Having become the Russian empress, Anna 
Ioannovna did not forget her chamber junker. In September 
1734, Korf was appointed President of St. Petersburg 
Academy of Sciences. Korf had had well-established ties 
with the Academy, at least with its bookstore –  a great 
lover of books, he collected one of the largest (about 
34,000 volumes) libraries in Russia of that time. Once 
in the position of President of the Academy, Korf began 
to settle its completely distracted financial affairs. He also 
made the first attempts to create bodies of science within 
the Academy. For instance, it was under his rule that 
the Geographical Department and the Academic Detachment 
were organized as part of the Second Kamchatka Expedition. 
Korf was also engaged in the implementation of Peter I’s 
project on educating native Russians in various fields 
of science. It was under Korf that students were sent from 
the Slavic–Greek–Latin Academy (Moscow) to continue their 
studies at St. Petersburg Academy (one of these students 
was Stepan Krasheninnikov), and three of them, including 
Mikhailo Lomonosov, were sent to Germany to receive 
education (Kopanev, 2013)

The Academy of Sciences had the Kunstkamera as its 
integral part. Its botanical collection included not only 
a rich herbarium but also botanical drawings, which 
were created both in the field and from drafts and 
sketches in St. Petersburg. The Kunstkamera kept 
with special care the watercolors published in the work 
by a Petersburg professor J. Ch. Buxbaum Plantarum 
minus cognitarum complectens plantas circa Bysantium 
et in Oriente observatas… Centuria 1–5 (1728–1740), 
the first scientific publication of St. Petersburg 
Academy of Sciences (Kopaneva, 2006)

Johann Albrecht von Korf, Russian diplomat, President 

of St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences in 1734–1740. 

From the book Det Danske Frimureries Historie 

by K. L. Bugge, Vol. 1 (1910). Public Domain
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Fragment of the General Map of the Russian Empire 

of 1745, which shows G. W. Steller’s route during his 

travels in Siberia. On the way back to St. Petersburg, 

Steller had to return from Tobolsk back to Irkutsk because 

of a denunciation, and then again return by the same 

route to St. Petersburg. But this time he got only 

as far as Tyumen, where he passed away

View of Tobolsk from the Irtysh River. 

Second half of the 18th century. Public Domain  

with furs; they hold but one person, which makes it very 
disagreeable, as you have nobody to speak to. We traveled 
night and day, and arrived here [in Moscow] on the 9th. 
You will say, I skip over the journey very fast, but what 
shall I say? Our accommodation was one little smoky 
room, where we stopped to change horses, and eat what we 
brought with us: the people were civil to the utmost of their 
power, but one really sees human nature so debased, and the 
poor wretches so low and poor, that they seem to have only 
the figures of human creatures” (Jane Vigor (Rondeau), 
Letters from a Lady, who Resided Some Years in Russia, 
to Her Friend in England, London, 1777, pp. 9–10).

So, it is not surprising that having ridden from 
St. Petersburg to Moscow and vividly imagining 
the journey ahead, ten times longer than the one she had 
made, Steller’s wife refused to go any further.

“Capable of doing 
the great deed”
By the time Steller left for the expedition, he was 29 years 

old. What was he like at that time? Of course, he was a very 
talented naturalist, but as a person, he was, most likely, 
a man of quick- tempered disposition. Steller was filled with 
the importance of his commission, but he was not the first 
one. And this could not but affect his future behavior.

The journey was not smooth. At first, waiting for the 
expedition freights, he lingered for a long time in the town 
of Solikamsk (Perm province), where the philanthropist 
and lover of botany Grigori A. Demidov, a student of Carl 
Linnaeus himself, founded in his family estate one of Russia 
‘s first botanical gardens. In Tomsk, Steller fell seriously ill, 

One can only guess why Steller’s wife did not follow 
him. Some say that “she found more pleasure in staying 
in St. Petersburg, surrounded by her admirers” (quoted 
from Pekarskii, 1870). But the main reason could have 
been her painful impressions from the road.

Here is how Lady Jane Rondeau, the wife of an English 
minister with the Russian court, describes this journey 
in her Letters from a Lady…: “We set out on the 5th of March 
in sledges; they are like a cradle made of wood, and covered 
with leather. You lie down on a bed dressed and covered 
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and it was only on January 20, 1739 
that he met with Academicians Gmelin 
and Miller in the town of Yeniseisk. 
The academicians were happy to have 
a new coworker. Evidently, by that 
time they had grown tired of their 
work and had no desire to continue 
the journey further, to Kamchatka. 
Steller’s arrival ensured the fulfillment 
of the tasks assigned to the Academic 
Detachment.

In the third volume of his field 
journals Travels through Siberia 
in 1733–1743 (Reise durch Sibirien 
von dem Jahr 1733–1743), Gmelin 
gave an excellent portrait of Steller 
the way he was at the beginning of the 
journey. “We were very glad that after 
a short stay here, this talented man 
showed properly that he was capable 
of doing such a great deed and offered 
himself to carry it out. If I had had 
to make this journey, I must frankly 
confess that it would have cost much 
more to Her Majesty. For my studies, 
I would have taken more people with 
me, and they would have required 
more food and, therefore, considerable 
travel costs.

“No matter how much we told 
Steller about the terrible hardships 
awaiting him on these travels –  this 
only made him more determined for 
that difficult undertaking, for which 
the journey he had made so far served 
only as a preparation. He was not 
at all burdened with clothing. <…> 
He had but one vessel for drinking, 
be it beer, honey, or vodka. As to wine, 
he needed none. He had but one pot, 
from which he ate and in which he 
cooked all his meals; he used no cook 
at all. He cooked everything himself 
and with such little sophistication 
that soup, herbs and beef were put 
at once in the same pot and thus 
boiled. In his working room, Steller 
could very easily tolerate the fumes 
from cooking.

“He used neither wigs nor powder, 
and every boot or shoe fit him. 
Never troubled by hardships, he was 
always in a good mood, and the more 
confusion there was around him, 

the more cheerful he became. He had no sorrows, except one, but he wanted 
to get rid of it; thus, it served him more as an incentive to do his best to forget it.

“We also noted that, despite his haphazard way of life, he was, however, 
exceptionally accurate and tireless in all his observation enterprises; so in this 
respect, we had no worries at all. He could easily stay hungry all day long, without 
food and drink, when he could do something for science.”

In fact, this is all we know objectively about Steller. As an adjunct 
of the Academy with the Kamchatka Expedition, he was paid 660 rubles a year 
(Lomonosov received only 360 rubles in the same position in St. Petersburg) 
while the student Krasheninnikov, who carried out research in Kamchatka 
independently, was paid 100 rubles only. But Steller left his young wife, who 
returned to the capital and who spent most of his salary; hence, perhaps, his 
modest way of life and his search for risk and adventure –  as a way of making 
and saving money.

The academicians commissioned Steller to explore Kamchatka together with 
Krasheninnikov. The latter had been working there for two years: in the summer 
of 1737, he set out for Kamchatka from Yakutsk after three years of joint work 
with Gmelin, having separated from the other members of the expedition.

“Insatiable longing to travel to foreign lands 
and examine their condition and wonders”
On March 23, 1739, Steller arrived in Irkutsk, where he made several trips 

to Lake Baikal and the Vitim River. He also traveled to the city of Kyakhta, 
the main center of the Russian–Chinese trade, to obtain Chinese paper, necessary 
for mounting herbarium specimens. He did all that on his own initiative, 
reporting his plans to St. Petersburg only.

Steller saw himself an independent envoy of the Academy and considered 
it below his dignity to obey the long instructions given by the prim Gmelin. 

The latter believed, in turn, that Adjunct Steller was only 
a little higher in position than a student but much lower 
than the “noble professors.” Gmelin’s opinion of Steller 
changed for the worse, and they would never be on good 
terms ever again.

The young naturalist showed his importance in every 
possible way. In one of his reports to the Senate, he asked 
for a pay rise to the academic level for himself and the 
painter Johann Christian Berckhan in view of the great 
difficulties ahead. In the same report, he pointed out the 
need for money to support the students Krasheninnikov 
and Gorlanov, who were conducting independent research. 
“Stepan Krasheninnikov and Aleksandr Gorlanov were 
young when they left St. Petersburg [Krasheninnikov 
was only two years younger than Steller], and now they 
are of adult age, and from the salary of 100 rubles assigned 
to them, they could neither buy food nor hire horses if I did 
not support them out of my own money.”

We can only guess what the relationship was between 
Krasheninnikov and Steller. According to the instructions 
issued by the academicians, Krasheninnikov was to join 
Steller’s team and hand over to him all the materials collected 
in Kamchatka. Subsequently, Steller made extensive use 
of these data; on the other hand, Krasheninnikov himself 
subsequently used all the collected materials on the flora 

and fauna of Kamchatka in his Description of the Land 
of Kamchatka.

And yet, Steller’s arrogance was getting in the way of him 
exploring the vast territory. Everywhere he would see rivals 
of his discoveries, who would envy the successes he had not 
made yet. He began to devise secret projects for the Senate 
and the Holy Synod in which he, respectively, proposed 
to improve governance in Kamchatka by building new 
ostrogs (stockaded settlements) and suggested the easiest 
ways to convert Kamchadals to the Christian faith. 
Perhaps, this way he tried to strengthen his authority 
in the expedition team and become an equal partner 
to the recognized professors.

According to the instructions, Steller was supposed 
to stay in Okhotsk and Kamchatka as a naturalist and 
describe “… everything pertaining to natural and political 
history and make physical and meteorological observations 
in all places where appropriate.” But his restless nature 
longed for more.

Petropavlovsk Harbor in 1740. The ships 

of the expedition lie at anchor. Drawing by O. Pomytkina 

after the illustration in the book Description of the Land 

of Kamchatka by S. P. Krasheninnikov (1755)

View of Irkutsk from the north. Early 19th century. Public Domain

Supposedly, a portrait of G. W. Steller, made in Danzig 

before his departure to Russia. Drawing by O. Pomytkina 

after a pencil drawing on cardboard
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G. W. Steller: “Glossy black chokecherry (Cerasus racemosa, 
or Padus theophrasti) is a source of food and drink for Russians 
and many Tatar peoples. Russians, especially Tomsk residents, 
are very good at drying these berries in a stove. Dried berries are 
offered as a dessert; they are munched together with the stones 
and swallowed. Fresh chokecherry berries are a favorite dainty 
with the Russians and with Tatar tribes. This summer even bears, 
which feed on these berries too, had bloody fights for them from 
the River Ob to the Chulym. People make chokecherry pies (they 
bake them in an oven) and sometimes crumble fresh berries, 
fill a barrel with them to a half, add boiling water, and put 
in a pantry until all the color goes into the water and the water 
becomes the color of red wine. This beverage is separated from 
the berries and offered to guests as a replacement of red wine. 
It is not easy to distinguish between it and cheap red wines”

Marsh marigold, 

or “swan root” 

(Caltha palustris), 

is a perennial plant 

in the buttercup 

family. All parts 

of the plant are toxic. 

Photo by the author

Black henbane (Hyoscyamus) in the nightshade family 

Solanaceae has been used, since olden times, 

as a powerful pain reliever and antispasmodic medicine. 

This plant is highly toxic. Herbarium of the Central 

Siberian Botanical Garden, Siberian Branch, Russian 

Academy of Sciences (Novosibirsk)

G. W. Steller: “Kadahod or itkha on the Bolshaya River, called 
the “swan root” in Russian, is the root of the Populagine plant. 
In the spring, the natives collect it in streams and springs, put 
it in wooden troughs, pour water onto it, and boil it by putting 
red-hot stones into the water. I myself have eaten it boiled 
with meat, or seasoned with vinegar and vegetable oil instead 
of salad; it tastes almost the same as asparagus. When eaten 
fresh, these roots cause inflammation of the throat”

G. W. Steller: “In Russia and Siberia, Russians burn Henbane 
(Hyoscyamus), together with roots, leaves, and flowers, 
in steam bath stoves out of mere play or for some other reasons. 
Those washing in the baths temporarily become delirious 
or perform amusing absurdities for a few hours. The Russians 
call this plant belena”

G. W. Steller: “Aschelhut (in both languages) 
is a variety of myrrhidis and is called morkovnik 
(‘carrot herb’) by the Cossacks because its flower 
stems taste like carrots. The stems of this plant 
are harvested in June; they are fermented like 
cabbage, and the decoction serves as a drink instead 
of kvass; the stems serve as a substitute for cabbage 
or vegetable seasoning”

G. W. Steller: “In April 
and May, the Votyaks 
(Udmurts) cook lungwort 
(Pulmonaria) and then 
d r ink  the  decoc t ion 
together with the herb. 
They call the herb Zusni 
pisni”

Cow parsley (morkovnik, or “carrot herb”) 

Anthriscus sylvestris, a plant in the family 

Apiaceae (Umbelliferae), which grows 

as tall as 1.5 m. Photo by the author

Common lungwort 

(Pulmonaria officinalis), 

a plant in the family 

Boraginaceae, 

is commonly used 

in folk medicine 

for the treatment 

of respiratory 

diseases. Herbarium 

of the Central Siberian 

Botanical Garden, 

Siberian Branch, 

Russian Academy 

of Sciences 

(Novosibirsk)
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As early as in the spring of 1740, 
on his way to Kamchatka, he wrote 
a report to the Senate with a request 
that “… if, beyond expectation, Captain 
Herr M. P. Schpanberg [head of a separate 
detachment of the Second Kamchatka 
Expedition, who was sent to explore 
the Japanese coast and make an inventory 
of the Kuril Islands and the Amur River] 
is sent to Japan the second time, then 
he would like to be sent with him” 
(precisely at this time he also sent 
a request for a pay rise). Later, having 
learned that Captain Commander Vitus 
Bering, Head of the Second Kamchatka 
Expedition, was about to sail in search 
of the American coast, he sent another 
letter to the Senate where he wrote about 
his “insatiable longing to travel to foreign 
lands and examine their condition and 
wonders…” and about his agreement with 
Bering.

It was a sensitive situation: having 
received permission to travel to the South 
Kuriles and without waiting for a response 

Route of the Second Kamchatka 

Expedition detachment under the direct 

commandment of Captain Commander 

Vitus Bering

Bering Island

Petropavlovsk Harbor

Kayak 

Island

In Kamchatka, Steller collected 

a huge amount of material not only 

on botany but also on zoology, 

as well as on the culture and life 

of the aboriginal population. 

In a separate work, published 

a decade after his death, 

he described in detail 

the little-known marine animals 

hunted in the sea from Kamchatka 

to the Kuril Islands. These include 

the sea otter, a predatory mammal 

in the mustelid family with the most 

valuable fur (right). 

Drawing from the book De Bestiis 

Marinis (The Beasts of the Sea) 

(1751) by G. W. Steller. 

Public Domain

Steller’s Arch is a 20.6-m high basalt remnant 

on the southwestern shore of the Bering Island, 

a natural heritage site of regional significance. 

© CC BY-SA 4.0/Chuyan, Galina Nikolaevna

from the Senate, Steller eventually set sail for the American 
coast. This decision of his fully revealed the scientist’s 
adventurist nature.

…The autumn of 1741 saw yet another cosmic intertwining 
of events. On September 25 that year, the great Carl 
Linnaeus read his first lecture at his native Uppsala 
University. In the same September, Stepan Krasheninnikov, 
who had finished his work in Kamchatka, got married 
in Yakutsk to the daughter of the local voevoda (governor). 
And in the same autumn, Steller began to fulfill his main 
destiny, namely, to become the first scientist to visit 
the northwestern coast of North America, which later 
became known as Russian America.

Sailing beyond the horizon
Summoned by Captain Commander Bering, Steller 

arrived at the Petropavlovsk Harbor to participate 
in the sea voyage. He was deeply insulted by the way 
the commander himself and the senior officers received him. 
Bering, a product of the era of Peter I, was a very tough 

man and considered Steller, a scientist, as a burdening 
nuisance. In turn, Steller immediately wrote a complaint 
to the Senate, where he repined at Bering for not receiving 
him according to his rank and not listening to his advice.

Nevertheless, on June 4, 1741, an event occurred that 
European naturalists had been dreaming of throughout 
the 18th century: the scientist set off on the packet ship 
St. Peter for unknown lands. And it was Steller who first 
saw America on July 15. He wrote about that in his journal: 
“…it [the land] was not so visible that it could be clearly 
delineated, it was, as usual dismissed as something peculiar 
to me. But the next day, in very clear weather, it was sighted 
in the very same spot. At that location the land was highly 
elevated. A mountain range we saw extending inland was 
so high that out at sea it was clearly visible from 16 German 
miles” (Steller, 1988).

44 45
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G. W. Steller: The largest of these animals are from four to five 
sazhen [7–9 m] long and three and a half sazhen [5.5 m] thick 
in the umbilical region, where they are the thickest. From above 
to the navel, they resemble a land animal; from it to the tail, 
a fish.
The skull is no different from that of a horse, but when still 
covered with skin and flesh, it resembles the head of a buffalo, 
especially the lips. Instead of teeth, it has two wide bones 
in its mouth, one of which is attached to the upper palate, 
and the other from the inside to the lower jaw. Both of them 
have many crooked furrows and protruding ridges, with which 
they grind seaweed, their usual food…
A full-grown animal weighs about 80 hundredweight, 
or 200 Russian pud [about 3.3 tons]…
The fat is not oily but stiff and white as snow; when exposed 
to the sun for a few days, it becomes yellow like the best Dutch 
butter. Its odor and flavor are so agreeable that we drank bowls 
of it without any disgust. The tail consists mostly of fat. The flesh 
of calves resembles young pork; the flesh of adults is just like 
veal. When boiled, it soon becomes tender, and if the boiling 
is continues it swells up so that it takes up twice as much space 
in the pot as it did before boiling. The flesh of old animals 
is not easy to distinguish from beef… We soon experienced 
its healing nutritional properties, especially those of us who 
suffered from the implications of scurvy

Aleut from the Shumagin Islands (Kamchatka). 

Drawing by O. Pomytkina after an 18th-century 

engraving

Sea cow, or Steller’s cow (Hydrodamalis gigas), 

is an extinct marine mammal in the sirenian order, 

which lived near the Commander Islands. 

It was discovered in 1741 by Bering’s expedition 

and described in detail by the naturalist and expedition 

doctor G. W. Steller 

Above: Skeleton of a sea cow in the Museum of Natural 

History (Helsinki, Finland). Public Domain Dedication

G. W. Steller 

measures a sea 

cow on the Bering 

Island on July 12, 

1742. Creative 

reconstruction. 

Drawing from 

the book Bering’s 

Voyages: 

An Account 

of the Efforts 

of the Russians 

to Determine 

the Relation of Asia 

and America 

by F. A. Golder 

and L. Stejneger 

(1922). Public 

Domain

Model and skeleton of a sea cow 

at an exhibition of the Extinct Animal 

Laboratory in Nagoya, Japan. 

© CC BY-SA 4.0/KKPCW
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The next day, the ship finally reached the American 
coast. However, it took Steller a lot of complaining, 
threatening, and quarreling to be allowed to work 
for as little as a few hours on the Kayak Island, located 
in the Gulf of Alaska. In a great hurry, he collected 
plants and household items of American residents left 
on the shore. However, everything that he collected there 
perished in the subsequent vicissitudes.

That year, the travelers could not return to the harbor 
of Petropavlovsk- Kamchatsky. Throughout September 
and October, the sea was very stormy, and the sailors and 
Cossacks suffered from scurvy, and the captain commander 
himself was seriously ill. On November 5, they saw a land 
resembling in outline the coast of Kamchatka and entered 
the bay not caring about anything, as Steller would write. 
However, it was not the mainland but an unknown island, 
which would later be named after Bering. This way they 
began their most difficult wintering, which led to the death 
of both Bering himself and many members of his crew.

However, accustomed to a Spartan life, the naturalist did 
not lose heart –  he served both as a doctor, alleviating the 
suffering of the sick and supporting the healthy, and a cook. 
Lieutenant Sven Waxell from Bering’s crew described him 

Kamchatka lily (Fritillaria 

camtschatcensis), a perennial plant 

in the lily family. Photo by the author

Common clubmoss (Lycopodium 

clavatum), a spore-bearing 

evergreen plant in the clubmoss 

family. A powder from its spores 

has long been used to treat 

diaper rash in babies. Herbarium 

of the Central Siberian Botanical 

Garden, Siberian Branch, Russian 

Academy of Sciences (Novosibirsk)

as follows: “Of great service to us was Adjunct Steller, 
an excellent botanist, who collected plants and showed 
us various herbs; from these we prepared tea, which brought 
noticeable benefits to our health. I can testify with complete 
certainty that none of us fully recovered until he began 
to eat and generally use fresh plants, herbs, and roots” 
(quoted from Waxell, 1940).

Even in these circumstances, Steller did not stop his 
scientific work. The Archives of the Russian Academy 
of Sciences in St. Petersburg keep two of his manuscripts 
on the flora of the Commander Islands: A Catalogue 
of Plants on Bering Island Observed in 1742, which describes 
218 species, and A Description of Rare Plants on Bering 
Island Observed in 1742, which includes 51 species.

The gift of the gods for the Russian sailors was the 
Kapustnitsa, or ‘weed eater’, an animal that would later 
be called Steller’s sea cow. Steller was the only scientist 
who had a chance to see this marine mammal alive. The sea 
cow had a large size and tasty meat, and it was a very easy 
prey. As Steller wrote, “there is so large a number of these 
animals about this one island that they would suffice 
to support all the inhabitants of Kamchatka.” However, 
meeting the European man turned out to be a tragedy 
for this unique animal. Perhaps, it was Steller’s words that 
led to the full extermination of the population of sea cows 
near the Bering Island.

There was no hope that anyone would come to rescue 
Bering’s crew from the uninhabited island, so the voyagers 

Steller managed to process only a small part of the materials he collected. 
Among his numerous works, mostly left in the form of manuscripts, of greater 
interest for Siberian ethnography are Description of All Things Seen and Observed 
during the Sea Voyage and History of Kamchatka, written in 1742–1743. Both 
manuscripts were used by S. P. Krasheninnikov in his printed work published 
prior to these manuscripts. Siberian Flora by J. G. Gmelin abounds in reference 
to Steller’s unpublished works, especially to his Irkutsk Flora, which includes 
notes on 1100 plants

built a new ship from the remains 
of the old one, destroyed by storms, 
and in the spring of 1742, they 
returned to Kamchatka, where they 
were believed to have long been dead. 
And even this time, Steller delivered 
a herbarium he had collected.

Cross in memory of Bering’s expedition, erected 

in Komandor Bay in the second half of the 19th century. 

Drawing by O. Pomytkina after a drawing by L. Stejneger, 

1892

G. W. Steller: “Common clubmoss 
(Lycopodium), with leaves similar 
to that of juniper, is called zolotukha 
by the Siberians. They boil this herb 
in water and use the decoction for: 1) the 
expulsion of fetus, 2) the acceleration 
of regular childbirth, 3) treating yellow 
plague, and 4) treating three-day fever”

G. W. Steller: “Sarana in the Tatar 
language, augch in Itelmen, is a part 
of the bulb of Turk’s cap lilies… 
All these bulbs are of high value among 
by the Kamchatka people; they eat 
them both raw and cooked with fish. 
The natives cook pies or cakes out 
of them; make puree, called salamat 
in Russian; fry them in fish oil. Every year 
they make considerable stocks of them, 
which they dry in the sun”
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The fatal number of seven 
and thirty
Having returned from the voyage, Steller continued his 

scientific studies and went on several journeys to collect 
a large body of factual material. On August 3, 1744, 
he sent 16 boxes with various items of natural history, with 
an instruction that the boxes be sealed and not opened 
until St. Petersburg. However, the boxes were not sealed, 
and in Irkutsk, the academicians opened the boxes and sent 
the luggage further in their own name.

Obviously, this time the tensions between Steller 
and the academicians reached their peak. As for Stepan 
Krasheninnikov, Steller categorically demanded him 
to hand over all the materials on Kamchatka, which he had 
been collecting for four years.

Krasheninnikov was certainly much more experienced 
than Steller. Flesh from the flesh of the Russian people, 
he not only possessed the knowledge of a naturalist but 
also knew well the customs and life of the Kamchatka 
people. In this regard, Steller’s judgments were, to put 
it mildly, incompetent. Consider, for example, his 
recommendation to the Yakutsk administration that 
the Russians in Kamchatka could do without bread at all, 
eating only local fish and the roots (bulbs) of sarana (Turk’s 
cap lily). Steller believed that this nutrition practice could 
be quickly put into use with compromising people’s health. 
Giving this advice, Steller referred to his own experience 
since “he had no boredom eating the food of local custom.”

The scientist traveled a lot around Kamchatka and 
visited Russian ostrogs. Quick-tempered, he often tried 
to help local people, who were drugged and robbed 
by Russian officials and merchants. For instance, 
he testified against midshipman V. A. Khmelevsky, known 
for his cruelty towards the Kamchadals. In response, 
the midshipman also sent denunciations against Steller, 
in which he made accusations that he personally released 
from the Bolsheretsky Ostrog the Kamchadals that had 
allegedly instigated a revolt against the Russians.

G. W. Steller: “Kutkunu is a plant on the Bolshaya River, one 
foot high, with three leaves growing from one center; above 
it, on an inch-long stalk, a white flower, like in Herba paris, 
appears, whose pistil turns into an oval juicy fruit, resembling 
a walnut and filled, like the Jewish cherry, with many small white 
seeds. This plant flowers in June and bears fruit in September; 
it abounds in Kamchatka and has a pleasant sweetish-sour 
taste. Eating its fruit leads to a very restful sleep. The Itelmens 
call its fruits apples because of their resemblance to the latter”

Steller gave his explanations at the Irkutsk Chancellery 
at the end of 1745, and they were considered sufficient. 
But by some peculiar incident of the Russian bureaucracy, 
the Senate did not receive the necessary papers from 
Irkutsk and ordered to begin a new investigation.

On March 25, 1746, Steller, who was already on his way 
to St. Petersburg, was escorted, by decree of the Senate, 
under guard from Solikamsk back to Irkutsk. These cities 
stand at a considerable distance, and in the 18th century, 
such a journey could take several months. But while 
the Senate’s courier was escorting Steller back to Irkutsk, 
the documents from Irkutsk with evidence of Steller’s 
innocence reached the Senate. So another courier was 
immediately dispatched and caught up with Steller 
in the town of Tara.

Now it was possible for him to return to St. Petersburg, 
where his young wife was waiting (or no longer waiting) 
for him. Steller set out hastily for the capital, but in Tobolsk 
he showed signs of a fever. Not listening to advice and 
not wanting to delay, he decided to reach Solikamsk, 
but he failed.

On November 12, 1746, Steller died in Tyumen at the age 
of 37. Two German doctors were present at his death and 
disposed of his belongings. Or, in other words, “they profited 
from Steller’s belongings and contributed a lot to the vague 
rumors about his death” (Pekarskii, 1870). Indeed, there 
were rumors as the German publisher J. B. Scherrer, who 
was the first to publish Steller’s Description of the Land 
of Kamchatka, told the story that drunken yamshchiks 
(sledge drivers) forgot him in the sledge, where he froze 
to death. But this version does not stand up to criticism 
since Steller left a will before his death. Moreover, bearing 
in mind the characterization given of him by Gmelin, this 
could hardly be true.

What was the cause of death of the talented natural 
scientist who had not fully realized his potential? 
Was it pneumonia, which one can easily get when traveling 
in late autumn, or did he not recover from the accusations 
and had a nervous stroke? We will never know.

T
hus ended the bright yet short life path of one of the 
most mysterious and underestimated naturalists 
in Russia. Despite all the difficulties of the path 
as well as the ardor and certain unrestraint unsuitable 

for an academic man, Georg Wilhelm Steller accomplished 
a lot. He is remembered mostly as a zoologist, but he was 
primarily a botanist.

Back then it was very expensive to pursue this science. 
There was no paper, so plants were transported in any 
manner possible: either as seeds or as live specimens. 
In the last report to the Senate, Steller wrote bitterly: 
“A great many of my rare growing things and bushes, which 
I collected by instruction with great difficulty, perished 
on the road, and in the spring, I was forced to either throw 

them all away or stay in Solikamsk, to which end I found 
Herr Demidov’s gardens useful, as well as the diligent 
oversight of his gardens” (quoted from Pekarskii, 1870).

Indeed, 80 most valuable exotic plants collected 
by Steller remained in the Demidov Botanical Gardens. 
After the scientist’s demise, Grigori Demidov took care 
of them. There is a handwritten note by Carl Linnaeus, 
which tells us about the fate of Steller’s natural science 
collections: “The plain folk took his collections and sold 
them to Demidov, who then sent me everything so that 
I write the names with the permission to take a doublet 
of every specimen” (quoted from Lipshitz, 1947–1952). 
This is how the connection between the two great 
naturalists of the 18th century came into being.

The fact that Steller was an outstanding botanist is also 
evidenced by the impressive list of his manuscripts, which 
includes Flora of Perm with a Description of Many Herbs, 
Addition to Dr. Gmelin’s Flora of the Lena River, Flora 
of Irkutsk on 90 sheets, A Description of Herbs Growing 
between Yakutsk and Okhotsk, A Description and Register 
of Kamchatka Herbs, etc.

During his lifetime, Steller did not see a single line 
of his works printed, and some of them were completely 
lost. It is only in recent decades that his works have 
been published and translated, ever more frequently, 
and an interest has been growing in Steller himself, both 
as a scientist and as a person, in his tragic yet covetable fate.

Trillium camschatcense, a flowering perennial plant 

in the family Melanthiaceae, up to 50 cm high. 

The Japanese believe its berries to be medicinal. 

Its strong rootstock, too, has healing properties. 

Photo by the author

50

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF EXPEDITIONS • Botany

SCIENCE FIRST HAND    https://scfh.ru/en/papers/scientist-and-herbalist-georg-wilhelm-steller/ 2023 • N 1 (62)2023 • N 1 (62) https://scfh.ru/en/papers/scientist-and-herbalist-georg-wilhelm-steller/    SCIENCE FIRST HAND


