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Abstract

The article presents the oldest dictionaries of the Russian women writers (bibliograph-
ical data and literary historical context): 1. Bibliographical Catalogue of the Russian 
Women Writers (1826) by Stepan Russov; 2. Materials to the History of the Russian 
Women Writers by Mikhail Makarov (published in the periodical “Damskij zhurnal” 
1830, 1833); 3. Bibliographical Dictionary of the Russian Women Writers (1889) by 
Nikolai Golitsyn; 4. Our female writers. The dictionary of the Russian women writers 
(1891) by Stepan Ponomaryov. The first dictionary of the Russian writers (Nikolai No-
vikov, 1772) serves as the interpretative context. The structure and contents of the 
dictionaries are discussed.
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Abstrakt 
Dziewiętnastowieczne słowniki pisarek rosyjskich:  
(nie tylko) generalia bibliograficzno-historycznoliterackie

Artykuł przedstawia najstarsze słowniki pisarek rosyjskich (dane bibliograficzne i kon-
tekst historycznoliteracki): 1. Katalog bibliograficzny rosyjskich pisarek (1826) Stiepana 
Russowa, 2. Materiały do historii rosyjskich kobiet autorów Michaiła Makarowa (opu-
blikowane w czasopiśmie „Damskij żurnal” w latach 1830 i 1833), 3. Słownik biblio-
graficzny pisarek rosyjskich (1889) Nikołaja Golicyna, 4. Nasze pisarki. Słownik biblio-
graficzny pisarek rosyjskich (1891) Stiepana Ponomariowa. Kontekst interpretacyjny 
stanowi pierwszy rosyjski słownik pisarzy (Nikołaja Nowikowa, 1772). Przedmiotem 
rozpatrzenia jest struktura i zawartość słowników.

Słowa kluczowe: pisarki, Rosja, słownik, Stiepan Russow, Michaił Makarow, Nikołaj 
Golicyn, Stiepan Ponomariow

For centuries, the general perception of woman was that of a muse and a con-
sumer of literature rather than a creator of it. The memory of Sappho, one of the most 
prominent women in Rapahel’s Parnassus, did little to change this. Magdalena Goik 
perceives the explanation for this state of affairs in the historical durability of the hier-
archical paradigm and from the constitution of the artist herself, whose “most salient 
internal trait (…) apart from creativity and technical excellence would seem to be 
an authenticity emanating from self-awareness,” and while “this authenticity can be 
seen in every artist, regardless of sex,” Magdalena Goik cites Erica Jong’s observation 
that nevertheless “it is harder for a woman to become an artist, because it is harder 
for her to become herself.” (Goik 2010: 8). “In order to achieve the necessary self-
awareness,” Magdalena Goik concludes, “a woman must transcend stereotypical social 
roles that come with what is essentially an instruction manual for behaviour.” (Goik 
2010: 8). This article aims to shed light on the times and the phenomena that indicate 
women’s transition in the field of literature ‘from invisibility to agency.’ (cf. Bałżewska, 
Korczyńska-Partyka, Wódkowska 2015). It simultaneously poses a question that casts 
doubt on this emerging ‘agency:’ were the literary creations of women perceived at 
the time as a full-fledged component of the literary historical process, or merely as an 
interesting ‘appurtenance’ to it?

The formation of writers’ dictionaries – similarly to literary historical syntheses – 
constitutes an expression of the drive to capture in one place the totality of knowledge 
of literary history. While syntheses are tasked with painting a picture of the laws of the 
literary historical process, writers’ dictionaries are prepared with a view to presenting 
the life and work of its creators, generally listed in alphabetical or chronological-al-
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phabetical order (see Głowiński 2010: 513, Sławiński 2010: 553). Writers’ dictionaries 
can be divided into biographical and biobibliographical. The former are composed of 
writers’ biographies and outlines of their work; in the latter, biographical profiles are 
enriched with bibliographical addresses of works by the writers and scholarly writings 
about them (their addresses may be included in a biographical note, or may compose 
a separate entry located underneath). As this shows, writers’ dictionaries are relevant 
not only to the interests of literary historians, but also bibliographers (bibliography 
constitutes a separate discipline in the science of books, while it is a supplementary 
science to the history of literature, and in fact among the primary ones). Writers’ dic-
tionaries – considering how they shed light on more than one artist – can be consid-
ered examples of polybiobibliographical works; their individual entries – devoted to 
a single individual – are monobiobibliographical (Levin, Teplickaâ 2015: 7). The earli-
est attempts at a synthetic framing of literature came about in Antiquity, such as Tables 
of Those Who Have Distinguished Themselves in All Areas if Literature, and What They 
Wrote (Pinakes) by Callimachus, a poet and scholar of the Alexandrian Library (see 
Smolarczyk-Rostropowicz 1990: 266).

Of far greater importance than the categorisation presented above is the distinc-
tion between general and specialist dictionaries. In Russia, general dictionaries were 
the first to come about, compiling knowledge about all creators of national literature 
both past and present. The earliest is considered to be An Attempt at a Historical Dic-
tionary of Russian Writers (Опыт исторического словаря о российских писателях) 
from 1772 by Nikolai Novikov (see Martynov 1968: 184–191, Lepehin 1989: 234–250), 
a leading figure in the publishing and bookselling world of Enlightenment Russia; 
however, we should also keep in mind the anonymous Information on Some Russian 
Writers… (Известие о некоторых русских писателях...; in the original German: 
Nachricht von einigen russischen Schriftstellern…), published in 1768 in Leipzig by the 
Neue Bibliothek der schönen Wissenschaften und der freien Künste,1 and mentioned in 
the foreword to Novikov’s dictionary:

In 1776 [!], a certain Russian traveller wrote to a Leipzig journal about some Russian writers who 
had been published in that journal in German, which was a source of great satisfaction. But the 
message is a rather short one, and is not entirely accurate, while in other places written in emo-
tional tones. This served as inspiration for me to compose the present book. (…) Not in order to 
criticise the anonymous author. (…) I mentioned his letter not to praise myself; rather, I did it to 
show how difficult it is to be the first to publish such a work2. 

[Между прочим в 1766 [!] году некто российский путешественник сообщил в лейпцигский 
журнал известие о некоторых российских писателях, которое во оном журнале на 
немецком языке напечатано и принято с великим удовольствием. Но сие известие весьма 
кратко, а притом инде не весьма справедливо, а в других местах пристрастно написано. 
Сие самое было мне главным поощрением к составлению сея книги. (…) Не в порицание 

1 

2 
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неизвестному писателю (…) упомянул я здесь о его известии и не в похвалу себе; но только 
для того, чтобы показать, сколь трудно в первый раз издавать такого рода сочинения] 
(Novikov 1951: 278).

Nikolai Novikov’s dictionary, created with a view to filling a gap in the indigenous 
scholarly literature, existing due to the absence of such publications which could be 
found for years in other European countries, contained notes about 317 individuals, 
including 9 women3. The entries are arranged in alphabetical order. Their structure 
is not uniform, depending on the author’s knowledge about particular authors: apart 
from basic biographical information (not always complete), entire works were cited 
in some places. We can observe this in the entry about Ivan Rudakov, which is almost 
entirely made of his Poem for “An Attempt at a Historical Dictionary of Russian Writers” 
(Стихи к “Опыту Исторического Cловаря о Российских Писателях”) (Rudakov 
1951: 346–347). In that poem, a lyrical review praising the work of Nikolai Novikov, 
we encounter words about ‘Russian Sapphons,’ a label (along with ‘a Sapphon of our 
times’) primarily applied to Anna Bunina, also referred to as ‘the first professional 
Russian woman writer’ (Sviâsov 1995: 14). Both were employed by the sentimental 
poet Pyotr Shalikov referring to her in the poem To A* P*… (К* А* П*…), written in 
1808 (see Dąbrowska 2017: 273–278). There is an entry for her in all dictionaries of 
Russian women writers. In Ivan Rudakov’s poem there is also mention made – in the 
context of the blossoming of science and culture – of Catherine II, about whom, in 
turn, Nikolai Novikov did not write a separate entry, limiting himself to a courteous 
mention of her in the author’s foreword to the dictionary. Discussion on the reasons 
behind the absence of an entry devoted to Catherine II, initiated by Grigory Makogon-
enko (Makogonenko 1951: 177–181) and summarised by Mikhail Lepekhin (Lepehin 
1989: 244–245), did not produce an unequivocal answer. It cannot be excluded that 
Nikolai Novikov sought to demonstrate in that manner his opposition to the empress, 
using it as a polemical instrument, but perhaps it was simply inappropriate for him 
to ‘reduce’ her to the level of the other artists by placing the empress alongside them. 
In this context it should be recalled that a second impulse leading Nikolai Novikov to 
begin work on the dictionary – and which, unlike the article in the Leipzig-based jour-
nal, he did not mention – was the polemic written by Catherine II in response to the 
book of the French astronomer and traveller Jean Chappe d’Auteroche, A Journey to 
Siberia (Voyage en Siberie), published in Paris in 1761 ([Ekaterina II] 1869: 225–463). 
The ruler took umbrage with critical remarks about Russia made by the foreigner, 
who presented the country as deficient in culture. It is worth exploring one particular 
passage from this little-known text in which Catherine II addresses the situation of 
women in Russia over centuries:

In the past, women were not much more shut up in their homes than they are today. There was 
no public celebration which they did not attend, no private celebration in which they did not 
participate. (…) Our ladies were in older times less isolated than the ladies of France were after 
Francis I took the throne.

3  
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[Женщины в старину не были гораздо более заперты в домах, чем теперь. Не было ни од-
ного публичного праздника, на котором они бы не присутствовали, праздника частного, 
в котором они бы не участвовали. (…) Наши дамы в старину были менее заперты, чем 
французские дамы при восшествии на престол Франциска I-го] ([Ekaterina II] 1869: 426).

The author of An Attempt at a Historical Dictionary of Russian Writers took as his 
primary objective keeping alive the memory of indigenous artists, and he succeeded 
in recording more of them than his predecessor from 1768. The article in the Leipzig 
periodical contained notes on a mere 42 people. 

Nikolai Novikov captured the essence of his general dictionary of writers in one 
sentence of his foreword: 

I have tried to gather the names of all our writers… 
[Я старался собирать имена всех наших писателей…] (Novikov 1951: 278).

Later in the foreword, Nikolai Novikov stipulates that his work on native writers is 
not yet a dictionary in the full sense of that word, but – considering the incomplete-
ness and imprecision of the information therein – is an ersatz dictionary, a preview, an 
exploratory study in advance of a future dictionary that he was inviting his readers to 
collaborate on:

In the course of the printing of my book, I have received information about many [writers – 
M.D.]; this alone gives hope that many more of them will be discovered. With this in mind, it 
remains only for me to request the support of my readers in my work.
[При отпечатании моей книги получил я еще о многих [писательницах – M.D.] известие; 
а сие самое подает надежду, что и еще многие откроются. В таком случае остается мне 
просить вспомоществования в моем труде от моих читателей] (Novikov 1951: 278).

For this reason he did use the term ‘dictionary’ in the title, but rather the descrip-
tive ‘an attempt at a dictionary.’ The paucity and imprecision of information was par-
ticularly acute at the bibliographical level. “We never had so many bibliographers, and 
there were never so many mistakes, perhaps because in the past there was less biblio-
graphical information,” admits Mikhail Dmitryev in a review of a dictionary of Rus-
sian women writers published in his times (Dmitriev 1857: 577).

An Attempt at a Historical Dictionary of Russian Writers then became a reference 
point for those authoring dictionaries of women of the pen. Just as Nikolai Novikov 
in his foreword invoked Information on Some Russian Writers, published four years 
prior to his dictionary, those who followed him would invoke his work, which pre-
ceded the first Russian dictionary of women writers by over fifty years (the roots of 
this breed of specialist writers’ dictionaries stretch back to the 1820s). And like Nikolai 
Novikov, the majority of them would implore their readers to send information to 
make corrections and additions. It should be noted that Stepan Vengerov did the same 
in his ‘general’ Critical-Biographical Dictionary of Writers and Scholars… (Критико-
биографический cловарь русских писателей и ученых...) (Vengerov 1889: 13). Ul-
timately, in Nikolai Novikov’s fashion – for a reason already understood – they would 
also avoid referring to their works as ‘dictionaries,’ adopting the ‘safer’ labels of ‘survey,’ 
‘catalogue,’ or ‘materials.’
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The history of dictionaries of Russian women of the pen traces back to the 1826 
Bibliographical Catalogue of Russian Women Writers (Библиографический каталог 
русским писательницам) by Stepan Russov (1768–1842) ([Russov] 1826; see 
Dąbrowska 2016а: 46–49). The author – not only a bibliographer, but also poet and 
historian – was not regarded highly by his contemporaries. “The work is that of one 
Stepan Russov, a terribly poor writer, active in the literary field since the third dec-
ade of the past century,” wrote Mikhail Semevsky in the context of his odes in hon-
our of Paul I (Semevskij 1869: 476). A second work is Mikhail Makarov’s Materials 
for the History of Women-Authors (Материалы для истории русских женщин-
авторов), published in ‘episodes’ of various lengths in Pyotr Shalikov’s “Women’s 
Journal” (“Дамский журнал”) at the beginning of the 1830s. (Makarov 1830, 1833, 
passim). Opinions about Mikhail Makarov (1785–1847), generally recognised as the 
publisher (along with Sergei Kryukov, Ivan Smirnov and the aforementioned Pyotr 
Shalikov) of the woman’s journal “Review for the Amicable” (“Журнал для милых”, 
1803) were not favourable: the periodical was considered indecent (see Dąbrowska 
2014: 415–425), while in Materials for the History of Women-Authors, as the poet Pyotr 
Vyazemsky expressed in a letter dated 13 December 1835, the author’s tendency “to 
mix everything up with everything else” was on full display [Vâzemskij 1869: 642]. 
Opinions were also not very positive of Pyotr Shalikov, one of the most characteristic 
of the sentimentalists, considered something of a scribbler and epigone of the literary 
trend represented by “Women’s Journal,” about which Adam Mickiewicz, in Russia at 
the time, wrote: “‘Women’s Journal’ of the Prince Shalikov, an object of derision and 
epigrams, nevertheless boasts 300 subscribers, if not more…” (Mickiewicz 1998: 402). 
In the context of Mikhail Makarov’s cooperation with periodicals for women, it should 
be recalled that the publisher of the first of them (“Модное ежемесячное издание, 
или Библиотека для дамского туалета”, 1779), was Nikolai Novikov. The next to take 
up work on a dictionary of Russian women writers was Nikolai Golitsyn (1836–1893), 
a bureaucrat, historian, bibliographer, editor of the newspaper “Warsaw Daily” (“Вар-
шавский дневник”). His work, initiated in the 1850s and published in 1889, bears 
the title Bibliographical Dictionary of Russian Women Writers (Библиографический 
cловарь русских писательниц) (Goliсyn 1889). That work on the dictionary began 
in the middle of the nineteenth century is attested to by the fact that, beginning at 
that time, Golitsyn printed fragments of it in periodicals: the newspaper “Molva” 
(“Молва”) in 1857 (the previously cited ironic quote by Mikhail Dmitryev was about 
this particular publication) ([Golicyn 1857, passim]); the journal “Russian Archive” 
(“Русский архив”) in 1865 (under the pseudonym Nikolai Knizhkin) (Golicyn 1865: 
1391–1481); shortly after the book was published under his own name in “Warsaw 
Daile” in 1880 (Golicyn 1880, passim); and in “Journal of the Ministry of National 
Education” (“Журнал Министерства Народного Просвещения”) in 1888–1889 
(Golicyn 1888-1889, passim). This fragment of the history of dictionaries of Russian 
women writers thus encompasses the years from 1826 to 1889 – unless we also take 
into account Stepan Ponomaryov’s Our Women Writers. A Bibliographical Diction-
ary of Russian Women Writers (Наши писательницы. Библиографический словарь 
русских писательниц), published in 1891 (Ponomarev 1891; see Dąbrowska 2018: 
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13–21), a supplement to Nikolai Golitsyn’s book, its second part also in the form of 
a dictionary – the period 1826–1891. 

Nikolai Golitsyn was also subjected to critical remarks, which, as his remarks from 
1857 indirectly indicate, he had expected from the beginning of his work on the dic-
tionary:

It remains merely for me to express my dismay that my Bibliographical Notes [Библиографические 
заметки – M.D.] have yet to serve as the pretext for an appropriate comment, or for a proposal 
of correction, and that I must point out the highly visible errors of my opponents
[Остается мне пожалеть, что мои Библиографические заметки не подали еще повода ни 
к одному дельному замечанию или поправке и что я вынужден подмечать и раскрывать 
слишком неосторожные промахи моих противников] (Golicyn 1857, no. 31: 375). 

The charges levelled by Stepan Ponomaryov against Nikolai Golitsyn, which com-
prised the first, critical-descriptive portion of his work, related primarily to the in-
completeness and imprecision of the information contained in the book, blindingly 
obvious even in passages about the most thoroughly characterised Tsar Catherine II 
and Yekaterina Dashkova (Ponomariov 1891: 1–2). Catherine II, glossed over, as we 
know, in Novikov’s dictionary, was the subject of a long entry in the work by Makarov. 
The nineteenth-century authors of dictionaries were no longer subject to the same ex-
ternal conditions that faced the eighteenth-century author; it could even be supposed 
that they might not have understood them.

A distinguishing feature of the dictionaries of Russian women writers composed 
in the nineteenth century is that they were created, in a sense, ‘before the very eyes’ 
of their readers, and with their active participation, to which they were encouraged 
directly by the dictionaries’ authors, particularly Makarov and Golitsyn at the early 
stages of their work. As we know, Novikov had invited his readers to collaborate ear-
lier. It was accordingly a frequent practice for the authors of dictionaries to reveal the 
gaps in their knowledge, and to thank those who provided them with information. 
Golitsyn did so in 1857:

Here [i.e. Willamova-Lanskaya – M.D.] works are unknown to us. We are only aware that there 
were two writers in our literature with that name.
[Произведения ее [т.е. Вилламовой-Ланской – M.D.] нам неизвестны. Мы знaем только, 
что было две писательницы этой фамилии в нашей литературе] (Golicyn 1857, no. 29: 347).

For supplying certain information about M.W. [Maria – M.D.] Sushkova, I would like to express 
my sincere gratitude to N.W. [Nikolai V. – M.D.] Sushkov.
[За доставление некоторых сведений о М.В. Сушковой приношу искреннюю благодар-
ность Н.В. [Николаю В. – M.D.] Сушкову] (Golicyn 1857, no. 33: 387).

Thus, the application by the authors of the label ‘catalogue’ or ‘materials’ to their 
works would appear justified. They released them to their readers as though guided by 
the Latin precept “Feci, quod potui, faciant meliora potentes.”4. Isaak Kaufman even 
considered ‘materials’ to be a separate group of bio- and bibliographical treatments 

4  

spoken by a Roman consul in the act of relinquishing his post to his successor.
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(Kaufman 1955: 319–325), ‘embryonic’ in comparison with the ‘full’, ‘expanded’ dic-
tionary form. In essence, almost the entire nineteenth-century period in the history of 
dictionaries of Russian women writers can be termed the ‘materials’ period, a prepara-
tory phase for the actual work – something beyond just the collection and verification 
of basic information – to be done in that scope. Stepan Russov wrote about this in the 
foreword and dedication to Bibliographical Catalogue of Russian Women Writers:

I have completed (…) the first part of the obligation; but the second, consisting in the creation 
of a historical dictionary, I have concluded to be entirely impracticable; among the many diffi-
culties, the mere collection of information requires an endless exchange of letters. This is why, 
rather than a historical dictionary, I present to you a bibliographical catalogue of Russian women 
writers, which is not entirely complete. If I succeed in gathering enough biographies, I will not 
fail to include them in the second, corrected edition of this little book.
[Первую часть поручения (…) я исполнил; но другую, относительно составления исто-
рического словаря нашел совершенно невозможною; кроме других препятствий одно со-
брание сведений требует переписки бесконечной. По сему вместо исторического словаря 
подношу вам библиографический каталог Российским писательницам и то не совершенно 
исправной. Если соберется достаточное количество жизнеописаний, то я в последствии 
не премину поместить их во втором исправленном издании сей книжки] (Russov 1826: 0)5.

The desire to spread knowledge about the literary accomplishments of women, 
which – primarily because of the paucity and dispersion of sources – had been very 
limited, is given as a leading reason for setting out to create a dictionary of women 
writers. Nikolai Golitsyn writes in language similar to Stepan Russov:

Unfortunately, even the mere names of women writers are almost entirely unknown to our re-
aders – of course, apart from the two or three most important. Thus, we feel it will not be unju-
stified to make the fullest possible compilation of our women poets, storytellers, translators, etc. 
What materials does Russian bibliography supply for such a work? Only the most miserable, 
poor, imprecise and misleading. In this material, it is necessary to independently compile the list 
of authors, to extract the most scant details from old journals: there are no catalogues, dictiona-
ries, or compilation; the bibliography is flying blind. (…) The time has long since come for lovers 
of our literature to be able to read that chapter in the history of Russian literature!
[К сожалению, писательницы наши почти неизвестны читающей публике, даже по имени 
– разумеeтся, кроме двух-трех, главнейших. Поэтому, кажется, не лишним будет сделать 
возможно полный список нашим женщинам поэтам, романисткам, переводчицам и т.п. 
Какие-же материалы к такому труду представляет русская библиография? Самые жалкие, 
скудные, неверные, сбивчивые. Тут, самому должно воссоздавать авторов, выкапливать 
из старых журналов указания самые скудные: каталогов, словарей, списков нет; библио-
граф должен идти ощупью. (…) Давно пора бы обратиться любителям нашей словесности 
к этой стороне истории русской литературы!] (Golicyn 1857, no. 28: 333–334).

The calculations in Nikolai Golitsyn’s foreword to the 1889 book tell us that Stepan 
Russov’s ‘catalogue’ shed light on 97 authors; there were 65 of them named in Ma-
karov’s ‘materials;’ and Nikolai Golitsyn’s own dictionary detailed 314 people (in its 
first edition from 1857), 440 (in the 1865 version), and ultimately 1,285 (in the Biblio-
graphical Dictionary of Russian Women Writers from 1889) (Golicyn 1889: III, IV, VI). 

5 Nothing is known about the second edition of the volume.
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The second, dictionary part of Ponomariov’s Our Women Writers contained the crea-
tive profiles of 419 women, including fourteen writing in foreign languages6. Nikolai 
Golitsyn had previously pointed to the urgent necessity of taking account of that last 
group of authors: 

We haven’t the slightest right to exclude from the circle of Russian women writers those few of 
our ladies who, while being Russian, wrote in French. 
[Мы не имеем никакого права исключать из числа Русских писательниц тех немногих на-
ших дам, которые, будучи русскими, писали по-французски] (Golicyn 1857, no. 28: 335)7.

In Russov’s Bibliographicical Catalogue of Russian Women Writers and Golitsyn’s 
Bibliographical Dictionary of Russian Women Writers, as well as the “dictionary” por-
tion of Ponomaryov’s Our Women Writers, the entries were arranged in alphabetical 
order (by surname, or first name if necessary; in the Nikolai Golitsyn volume, authors 
whose names are unknown are listed as ‘Anonymous’). In Mikhail Makarov’s Materials 
for a History of Russian Women-Authors – the most complicated structure – a chron-
ological structure is applied, which means that he first distinguished periods in the 
history of literature and assigned particular writers to them, then listed within each 
section writers from oldest to youngest. Mikhail Makarov employed this structure in 
the main portion of the ‘materials’ and in the ‘etceteras’ to them; the term ‘main por-
tion’ should be understood as fragments prepared (and published) prior to consul-
tation with readers and (possibly) additional research, while ‘etceteras’ are amended 
and additional entries developed in the second phase of work, when the author be-
gan to ‘drown’ in new information and could correct the details he was previously in 
possession of. Materials for a History of Russian Women-Authors thus has a bipartite 
structure, including a proposal for a literary historical periodisation. The periods dis-
tinguished by Mikhail Makarov in the history of Russian literature bear the names 
‘the Lomonosov era,’ ‘the Catherine the Great era,’ ‘the reign of Paul I,’ and ‘the age of 
Alexander’8.

The extensively discussed ‘working version’ nature of the dictionaries of women 
writers, in particular the earliest of them, means that there is no one particular system 
for the organisation of entries, although it is possible to identify certain elements com-
mon to them. To the extent that the knowledge possessed by the author of a dictionary 
permitted, readers were able to learn the dates of the birth and death of a given writer, 
her background and family situation, literary contacts and position within the liter-
ary community; the main section of a given entry contained an outline of the author’s 
creative history, highlighting her debut and the most important works.

6 

7 Writing in French is nothing unusual considering the widespread use of the language in European 
cultural circles in the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries; see in this context inter alia about Catherine 
II, Yekaterina Dashkova and Zinaida Volkonskaya (Grečanaâ 2010).
8 Their leading figures include Yekaterina Sumarokova-Kniazhnina (the first period), Yekaterina 
Dashkova and Yelizaveta Kheraskova (second), Yelizaveta Ogaryova and Maria Orlova (third), Var-
vara Kniazhnina (fourth). Mikhail Lomonosov, the eminent poet and scholar, lived in the years 
1711–1765. The listed rulers reigned in 1762–1796 (Catherine II), 1786–1801 (Paul I) and 1801–1825 
(Alexander I).
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It was only in the versions of the volume by Nikolai Golitsyn from 1857 and 1865 
that timeframes of the material taken into account were clearly indicated; in the for-
mer this was the period 1759–1857, while in the latter 1759–1859. The year 1759 was 
recognized (not only by Nikolai Golitsyn) as the conventional beginning of the literary 
activity of Russian women, associated with Yekaterina Sumarokova9. Thus, the publi-
cation of 1865 can be considered a jubilee volume summarising the 100-year history 
of that phenomenon in Russia. The titles of the remaining dictionaries mention simply 
‘Russian women writers.’ Their authors strived to be as up-to-date as possible, tak-
ing into account their contemporaries and their most recent accomplishments. As for 
the times prior to 1759, they are also represented to some extent in the dictionaries: 
in Stepan Russov’s ‘Catalogue’ there is an entry (indeed, an entry, as despite the title, 
the volume contains not only a list of women authors but also notes on them) about 
the daughter of the Grand Prince of Chernigov Vsevolod Yaroslavich, named Anna 
(Russov 1826: 6).

In the years 1826–1889 (or 1826–1891), another kind of work than dictionaries 
were being published about women literary figures (E.g. Bilevič 1847a: passim, Bilevič 
1847b: passim, Mordovcev 1874). Both the dictionaries of the day as well as works of 
another nature betray their creators’ indecision between treating the output of women 
as something imbued with unique characteristics, not present in the writings of men, 
and treating the writings of both sexes as a whole, assessing them by uniform criteria. 
This is clearly visible in the article The Creativity of Women, written in 1891 by Mikhail 
Protopopov:

What is woman? We pose this banal yet nevertheless unanswered question for the reason that 
if woman, as a moral being, is distinguished by some unique characteristics, it is quite clear 
that those characteristics should make a fundamental mark on her spiritual activity, including 
literary. 
[Что такое женщина? Мы ставим этот избитый и, все-таки, нерешенный вопрос потому, 
что если женщина, как нравственное существо, отличается какими-нибудь типически-
ми и специальными свойствами, то конечно, эти свойства должны могущественно от-
ражаться и на всякой ее духовной деятельности, в том числе и литературной] (Protopopov 
1891a: 102).

The fate of ‘female creativity’ in our contemporary literature is the same fate that affects male 
creativity…
[Судьба „женского творчества” в современной литературе нашей – та самая судьба, кото-
рая постигла и мужское творчество...] (Protopopov 1891b: 123).

One of the first comprehensive volumes addressing the issue of the position of 
Russian women in the private and public spheres is A History of the Russian Woman 
(История русской женщины), by Serafim Shashkov (1879) (see Šaškov 2011). This 
example also demonstrates that all of the oldest dictionaries of Russian women writers, 
as well as other works about women in that country – whether within a synchronous 
or diachronous framing – were written by the pens of men. And this is not the sole rea-

9 This is the year in which Alexander Sumarokov’s “Trudolubivaya pchela” (“Трудолюбивая 
пчела”) was published, containing the poems of his daughter, Yekaterina, sometimes attributed to 
her father (See Dąbrowska, 2016b: 27–29). 
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son why a reading of numerous entries in the dictionaries described above do not al-
low us to forget about the male portion of the Russian cultural elite: a feature common 
to the descriptions of women literary figures is information about whose daughter, 
sister or wife they were, particularly if their fathers, brothers or husbands themselves 
were involved in literary or publishing activity. Referring in this context to the formula 
invoked at the beginning of the present paper ‘from invisibility to agency,’ we could say 
that it was the belief of the first authors of such dictionaries that women owed both 
their ‘visibility’ and, frequently, their ‘agency’ to men. The relations between the sexes 
in the Russian literary milieu in the period explored here were based on dependency 
and subordination rather than equality and partnership. On the other hand, Catherine 
II is deserving of separate mention, as a ruler and author; what is more, a Russian ruler 
and writer as well initiator of literary and publishing activity, but also of foreign ori-
gin.10 We see far fewer women than men in history, even though there were far more of 
them than generally acknowledged, even if many of them were treated as an ‘appurte-
nance’ to that history. At the root of the first dictionaries of Russian women writers was 
the desire to enrich their work with knowledge of the literary historical process, but 
on the other hand, the collection of information about them in a dedicated dictionary 
suggested that they constituted a separate entirety in literary history. 

If the emergence of general dictionaries of writers should be linked with the En-
lightenment drive to achieve comprehensive (encyclopaedical) knowledge of that 
sphere of human activity, the appearance of specialist dictionaries, which – apart from 
dictionaries of women of the pen – also include dictionaries of writers representing 
minorities and religious factions (Old Believers) or authors from particular Russian-
ruled territories, it would also be appropriate to associated it with opposition to the 
Enlightenment view of literature (and of the world in general) not as a whole, but as an 
aggregate of distinct phenomena each demanding their own individual treatment. The 
development of such thinking was not devoid of elements of romantic individualism 
and regionalism, which supplanted Enlightenment universalism and globalism. This 
second phase in the development of writers’ dictionaries – now specialist rather than 
general – began in Russia in the 1820s. (see Zdobnov 1955: passim). In both groups of 
dictionaries of the time, the presence of entries devoted not only to (women) writers 
defined narrowly as such as active agents within the field of the literary arts, but also 
those entries dedicated to representatives of the world of culture and science. 

In the twentieth century, there was a return to the idea of compiling a dictionary 
of Russian women writers, particularly since their ranks had significantly expanded, 
and work was done on this not only in Russia itself (Gorbunov, online) but also abroad 
(Fajnštejn 1994: 66–67). The most recent such publication is the dictionary compiled 
by Yelena Tonchu in 2015 (Tonču 2015). Profiles of women of the pen can also be 
found in general writers’ dictionaries (Nikolaev 1996). 

The older dictionaries of women writers nevertheless remain of value to historians 
of literature, as they reflect the condition of knowledge of those from bygone eras and 

10 Specifically, Sophie Friederike Auguste zu Anhalt-Zerbst-Dornburg, princess of Anhalt-Zerbst, 
born in Stettin (Cf. Proskurina 2017).
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the manner in which that knowledge was acquired, while facilitating research in liter-
ary studies and scientific information on both diachronic and synchronic planes.
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