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The First Printed Russian Newspaper “Vedomosti”

Takako & Toshiyuki AKIZUKI

The origin of the newspaper in Russia can be traced back to the early 17th
century.  Since 1621 the Posol’skii prikaz (Foreign Office) began to submit to Czar
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Mikhail Fedorovich news items extracted and translated from foreign newspapers.
These news items, which were later called “Kuranty (currents)” after Dutch news-
papers, soon became one of the main information sources on Western countries in
Russia. In the latter half of the century more than 20 foreign newspapers (German,
Dutch, French, Polish, Swedish, Italian and so on) were regularly imported to Russia
in order to translate and compile articles for the “Kuranty”. Though it included
valuable information, the “Kuranty” in manuscript was known only to a small group
of the governing class. In some respects it is similar to the “Oranda Fusetsu-gaki”
(Information from Holland) which Dutch commercial captains, residing in Nagasaki
during the period of Japanese isolation, submitted annually to the Shogunate govern-
ment.

On the 16th of December in 1702 Peter I ordered the Monastyrskii prikaz
(Monastery office) to print the various news items sent by the Foreign office and
other government offices in its printing house. ~ Thus the first issue of “Vedomosti
(News)” was published on the 2nd of January in 1703 as a small pamphlet of four
pages in octavo. It differed considerably from the preceeding “Kuranty” in the fact
that it was printed in order to inform the public rather than the governing class of
domestic and foreign news.

The “Vedomosti” was issued irregularly until it ceased publication in 1727 : sever-
al times a month in the early years and 1 or 2 times a month after 1708.  In 1718 only
one issue was published, but in 1720 the number of issues reached a peak of seventy.

The number of copies of the “Vedomosti” also varied according to the importance of
the news, ranging from 30 to 4,000. Generally speaking, 1,000~2, 000 copies of each
issue were printed in 1703 and 1704, but the number decreased to several hundred
after 1705. Issues containing “Reliatsiia” (reports on the battles with the Swedes)
had large circulations and a considerable number of pages.  Each issue consisted of
2~22 pages.

By order of Peter I, the “Vedomosti” was sold to the public.  Judging from
tables made by A. Pokrovskii from the original sources of the Printing office, less
than half of the copies of each issue were presented as gifts and the remainder went
on sale for a price of 1~6 den’ga.  Therefore we may suppose that news contained
in the “Vedomosti” became quite familiar among learned people such as noblemen
and merchants at least in two capitals.

The reign of Peter I was characterized by a drastic modernization of Russia. Partly
out of necessity and partly out of his own personal preference Peter I, an enlightened
despot, promoted the introduction of western systems, technology and industry into old
Russia. At that time relatively little was known about West-European countries in

Russia, and anti-Western prejudice caused by ignorance was common even among
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learned people.  Therefore one of the purposes of publishing the “Vedomosti” was
to acquaint the Russian people with the social situations in Western countries and
to diminish opposition to Peter’s reforms.  This explains why news extracted from
Western news-papers occupied the largest portion of the “Vedomosti”.

The “Vedomosti” had another supportive role for Peter’s reforms.  Anticipating
the difficulties of realizing his ideas, Peter sought possible measures to lead his people
down the road of reform.  One such measure was the “Vedomosti”, which Peter I used
to inform the public of the success of the newly-organized Russian army and fleet in
the Northern War and to carry on active propaganda for the development of commerce,
the building of factories, and the discovery of useful minerals, etc. Peter I himself took
part in compiling the “Vedomosti”, selecting news from foreign newspapers, writing
many letters to be printed in it, and even correcting the proofs.  These facts shows
that Peter I recognized the great value of the “Vedomosti”.

The publication of the “Vedomosti” was also epoch-making in the history of
printing in Russia. It was not only the first printed newspaper, but also one of the
earliest non-church publications.  Arabic numerals were used for the first time in
one of two editions of the “Vedomosti”. When Peter officially decided the type of
Russian letters to be used in the printing of non-church publications in 1710, it was
the ‘“Vedomosti” that obeyed this decree at once, although some battle news was still
printed in the old Church-Slavonic type until 1714. In addition the “Vedomosti” is
said to have had a great influerce on the popularization of new Russian written
language.

It is concluded that the “Vedomosti” is a source which historians working on the

first quarter of the eighteenth century should not overlook.
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