
The Historiography of the First Russian
Antarctic Expedition, 1819-21
The First Russian Antarctic Expedition, led by Fabian Gottlieb von
Bellingshausen and Mikhail Lazarev, was a pioneering voyage that made
significant contributions to the exploration of Antarctica. The expedition set
sail from Kronstadt, Russia, in July 1819, and returned in August 1821,
having circumnavigated the continent and discovered numerous new lands
and islands. The expedition's findings were published in a two-volume
work, Путешествие вокруг света (Voyage Around the World),which
became a classic of exploration literature.
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The historiography of the First Russian Antarctic Expedition is a complex
and multifaceted field. Over the years, the expedition has been interpreted
in a variety of ways, reflecting the changing political, social, and intellectual
contexts in which it has been studied. In the early years after the
expedition's return, Russian historians tended to emphasize the
expedition's scientific achievements and its role in establishing Russia as a
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major maritime power. In the Soviet era, the expedition was celebrated as a
symbol of Soviet scientific and technological prowess. In recent years,
historians have begun to focus on the expedition's environmental and
cultural impact, as well as its role in the history of exploration.

Early Historiography

The first historians to write about the First Russian Antarctic Expedition
were its own participants. In their published accounts of the voyage,
Bellingshausen and Lazarev emphasized the expedition's scientific
achievements, particularly its discoveries of new lands and islands. They
also described the expedition's encounters with indigenous peoples, and its
observations of the Antarctic environment. These early accounts were
widely read and translated into several languages, and they helped to
establish the expedition's reputation as a major scientific achievement.

In the years that followed the expedition's return, Russian historians began
to write more detailed accounts of the voyage, drawing on the ship's logs,
charts, and other documents. These accounts often focused on the
expedition's scientific成果(results),such as its discoveries of new species of
animals and plants. They also began to explore the expedition's broader
significance, arguing that it had helped to establish Russia as a major
maritime power and had contributed to the development of scientific
knowledge about the world.

Soviet Historiography

The Soviet era saw a renewed interest in the First Russian Antarctic
Expedition. Soviet historians celebrated the expedition as a symbol of
Soviet scientific and technological prowess. They emphasized the
expedition's discoveries of new lands and islands, and its role in



establishing the Soviet Union as a leading polar power. Soviet historians
also began to explore the expedition's cultural and political significance,
arguing that it had helped to promote Soviet values and to strengthen the
bonds between the Soviet Union and other countries.

One of the most important Soviet works on the First Russian Antarctic
Expedition was История открытия и исследования Антарктиды (History
of the Discovery and Exploration of Antarctica),published in 1956. This
work, edited by the prominent Soviet geographer and historian V.N. Saks,
provided a comprehensive overview of the expedition's history and
significance. It drew on a wide range of sources, including the ship's logs,
charts, and other documents, as well as the published accounts of the
expedition's participants. Saks's work remains a standard reference on the
First Russian Antarctic Expedition, and it has been translated into several
languages.

Recent Historiography

In recent years, historians have begun to focus on the First Russian
Antarctic Expedition's environmental and cultural impact, as well as its role
in the history of exploration. Environmental historians have examined the
expedition's impact on the Antarctic environment, including its of new
species of animals and plants. Cultural historians have explored the
expedition's encounters with indigenous peoples, and its role in shaping
Western perceptions of the Antarctic.

One of the most important recent works on the First Russian Antarctic
Expedition is The First Russian Antarctic Expedition, 1819-21: A Voyage to
the Southern Hemisphere, published in 2019. This work, edited by the
historians Susan Barr and Cornelia Lüdecke, provides a comprehensive



overview of the expedition's history, science, and cultural significance. It
draws on a wide range of sources, including the ship's logs, charts, and
other documents, as well as the published accounts of the expedition's
participants. Barr and Lüdecke's work is a major contribution to the
historiography of the First Russian Antarctic Expedition, and it is likely to
remain a standard reference for many years to come.

The historiography of the First Russian Antarctic Expedition is a complex
and multifaceted field. Over the years, the expedition has been interpreted
in a variety of ways, reflecting the changing political, social, and intellectual
contexts in which it has been studied. The expedition's scientific
achievements, its role in establishing Russia as a major maritime power, its
environmental and cultural impact, and its place in the history of exploration
have all been the subject of scholarly inquiry. As new sources become
available and new perspectives emerge, the historiography of the First
Russian Antarctic Expedition will continue to evolve.

The First Russian Antarctic Expedition was a pioneering voyage that made
significant contributions to the exploration of Antarctica. The expedition's
findings helped to expand the world's knowledge of the southern continent,
and its legacy continues to inspire scientists and explorers today.
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