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FOR WINTER SHOOTS YOU CAN’T BEAT ST PETERSBURG. IT’S COVERED IN SNOW FOR HALF THE YEAR, BUT IT IS ALSO A CITY IN WHICH 
THE SPLENDOUR OF AN OPULENT 18TH-CENTURY COURT STILL REVEBERATES.

location scout: SHOOTING IN ST PETERSBURG

After decades of being hidden behind 
the ‘Iron Curtain’ the Western world 
rediscoved St Petersburg, which has as 
much history as magnificent architecture. 
Peter the Great founded this city in 1703 
after conquering a fortress. In the second 
half of the 18th century Catherine the 
Great, turned St Petersburg into one of the 
most impressive capital cities in Europe. 

Because of its network of rivers and 
canals with over 400 bridges, it was given 
the nickname ‘The Venice of the North’ and 
became the first Russian cultural site to be 
inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage site. 

It’s no small surprise then, that the city 
attracts more and more film and photography 
productions. ‘For the last five years there 
have been a lot foreign productions 
here,’ says Ekaterina Barer from Russian 
production agency, The Photo Factory. 

St Petersburg is perfect for any shoot that 
requires anything from a weathered, but 
elegant courtyard to shiny and perfectly 

 
 
preserved 18th-century palaces. 

Barer says, ‘Most of the palaces can 
be hired – but it all depends on the price 
and conditions. You can find whatever you 
want – a port, fortress, palace, park, boats 
or an apartment with antique furniture. I 
personally like the Kolomna district, where 
Russia’s cultural elite used to live.’

It’s precisely because of this diversity 
of backdrops that magazines such as 
Marie Claire USA and Vogue USA have 
recently worked with The Photo Factory 
to organise shoots in St Petersburg. 

Petr Titarenko, a fashion and advertising 
photographer in St Petersburg also works 
on many location shoots in St Petersburg 
and says, ‘I love walking in this city and its 
suburbs. If I need a location – let’s say a 
shabby, end of 18th-century staircase, a 
beautiful stone or a palace, a lot of locations 
spring to mind. There are, for example, very 
special places in Pushkin and Pavlovsk and 
I love shooting in a national reserve, called 
Zverinets in Gatchina – former property of 
Russian tsars and where Ingeborga Dapkunaite 
was photographed for Harper’s Bazaar.’

St Petersburg certainly has much to offer 
to photographers, with the only slight hitch 
being the Russian bureaucracy. It is generally 
allowed to take photos in the street (apart 
from government and military buildings and 
embassies), but if you are using professional 
equipment and tripods, you are likely to be 
asked for a photography permit. But even  
for nonprofessional photography, the  
rules can be confusing. It is, for example, 
allowed to take photos in the Moscow 
Metro, but not in the St Petersburg Metro. 
However, a local production agency will 
help you with permits and red tape.

Also beware the weather: St Petersburg 
normally has snow for half of the year with 
the average snow cover being 24cm thick 
in February. This makes it perfect for winter 
shoots, but the snow is cleared away quickly 
in the centre, so for snowy landscapes head 
to the parks in the suburbs. Keep in mind 
though, that the average temperature in 
January is -10˚C and can reach -35˚C. 

Nevertheless, St Petersburg is a gem 
for photographers and certainly one 
of Europe’s up and coming cities.

NEED TO KNOW
Location Scout

A local location agency can help  •
with every aspect of the shoot and 
will also negotiate photography 
permits. Ask for help to get your 
equipment through customs, 
which can be a problem. 

Always ask for a written  •
permit if you are organising 
photograhy permits yourself.

Carry your passport wherever  •
you go, as there are frequent spot 
checks for locals and foreigners.

Some museums and churches  •
allow photography, some ask 
you to buy a photography 
permit and others prohibit it. 
If in any doubt, just ask.

Photography is allowed in  •
most public places apart from 
some government buildings, 
military installations and 
embassies, but if you are using 
professional equipment or a 
tripod you may be asked to 
show a photographer’s permit.

The memories of a totalitarian  •
regime are still fresh and 
many Russians are sensitive 
about having their photo 
taken. Also be careful when 
photos of police officers.

Contacts 
Production agency: www.photofactory.ru
LMA Model agency: www.lmamodels.com
Tourist board: www.visitrussia.org.uk
Photographers: agency.photographer.ru

TiTarENKO’s  
TOp lOCaTiONs:

Gatchina Palace – a Prussian-style romantic 1. 
castle with forest and pond. 

Kolomna district, where Dostoevsky,  2. 
Pushkin, Gogol resided.  

Oranienbaum, where you can find 3. 
ponds, parks and weathered palaces.

Sennoy or Vladimirsky markets for an 4. 
authentic Russian experience. 

Peterhof Palace and Park with its shiny 5. 
splendour (see picture above). 

The roofs of St Petersburg, especially during 6. 
the so-called White Nights in high summer, 
when the sky almost never becomes dark.

>>

‘You can find whatever 

You want here – a port, 

fortress, palace, park, 

boats or an apartment 

with antique furniture.’

facing page: director 
of the mikhailovsky 
theatre, vladimir kehman, 
photographed in the 
theatre by titanrenko.

left: peterhof in the snow.

below: the opera star 
anastasija kalagina at 
the mariinskii theatre, 
photographed by petr 
titarenko.
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