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Georg Wilhelm Steller 

Born March 10, 1709 in Windsheim, Germany 

Died November 14, 1746 in Irkutsk, Russia 

 

Early in the 18th century, Tsar Peter the Great endeavored to 

become more like the European countries with regard to scientific 

achievement.  He created the Russian Academy of Science.  

Initially, he had to recruit scientists from Europe since there were 

few Russian scientists at that time.  One Danish explorer who 

answered the call was Vitus Bering.  He was selected to captain 

the first Kamchatka expedition, whose charge was to map the 

Northern Pacific islands and to determine whether there was a 

land bridge connecting northern Russia and North America.  He 

returned with the information that there appeared to be clear sea 

between the two land masses He was ordered in 1733 to captain 

another voyage, known as the Great Northern Expedition, to 

explore the area further, including Alaska.   

  

While Bering explored the North Pacific, Georg Wilhelm Steller 

answered the Tsar’s invitation for scientists to work in Russia for 

the Academy of Science.  Steller graduated from the University 

of Wittenberg, with training as a Lutheran minister, physician, and zoologist. He was accepted as 

naturalist and physician for Bering’s second expedition.  He left Petersburg in January 1738, 

crossing Siberia in 2 1/2 years, arriving at the settlement of Okhotsk in March of 1740.  

 

In September of 1740, Bering began his ill-fated, second 

expedition.   From the start, storms battered the two ships, the St. 

Peter and St. Paul.  After one storm, the boats were separated and 

the St. Paul returned to Kamchatka.  The crew began to be ill with 

scurvy.  After the fleeting views of the Alaskan mainland, with the 

sighting of the majestic Mount St. Elias, Steller tried desperately 

to convince Bering to sail on to Alaska so he could explore the 

new land.  Bering, however, was resolute that they should turn 

around and head back to Kamchatka.  The captain did allow 

Steller to accompany crew members to replenish their fresh water 

on Kayak Island.  It was here that Steller collected a bird new to 

him---ultramarine blue with a black crested head---which later was 

given the name, Steller’s Jay.  The return journey brought much 

hardship to the crew of the St. Peter.  Most of the men were now 

quite ill with scurvy.  Steller tried in vain to save as many as he 

could by utilizing his skills as a physician. However, 28 men died 

and were buried at sea or on one of the Aleutian islands.  A severe 
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storm caused the ship to wreck on one of the Commander Islands, later named Bering Island.  

They were stranded on the island for the winter.  Steller made good use their predicament, 

collecting the island’s flora and fauna and writing a book about his experiences. 

 

First described by Steller was a very large Cormorant species.  The now extinct Spectacled 

Cormorant found by Steller was a near flightless, slow-moving bird which had little fear of 

humans. Unfortunately, it was also quite tasty.  Before the end of the century, it was hunted to 

extinction. 

 

 A small handsome sea duck with a white head, 

black throat, purple speculum and a green bump on 

its head was seen in abundance---later named 

Steller’s Eider.  Today it is listed as a threatened 

species by the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN).  There is an active 

recovery plan in Alaska to try and prevent it 

becoming an endangered species.   

 

Primarily found in the Arctic area of Russia, a previously unknown raptor, with white shoulders, 

wedge-shaped tail and massive yellow-orange bill, was observed by Stellar.  It was named 

Steller’s Sea-eagle and is currently threatened. 

 

A large colony of Sea Lions on the island allowed Steller ample opportunity to study their 

behavior.  Today they are known by the common name, Steller’s sea lion.  Their status is 

threatened.  

 

The most unique species described by 

Steller was the Sea Cow, an ocean-going 

manatee.  This large mammal weighed 

between 8-10 tons with a length of 30 feet.  

Within 27 years of Steller's discovery, this 

slow-moving and easily caught mammal 

was hunted into extinction for its meat, fat 

and hide. 

 

The end of the winter of 1742 found that half the crew of the St. Peter had died, including the 

captain Vitus Bering.  The remaining crew constructed a small boat from the remains of the St. 

Peter and sailed back to Kamchatka.  Steller remained on Kamchatka for 2 years, exploring its 

natural history, until he was called back to St. Petersburg.   On the return journey, he came down 

with a fever and died at Tyumen where he is buried.  He did not live to see his book, Die Bestiis 

Marinis (On the Beasts of the Sea), published. He was 37 years old when he died.  
 

Animals and Plants named after Georg Steller 

 

Steller’s Jay (Cyanocitta stelleri) 

Steller’s Eider (Polysticta stelleri) 



Steller’s Sea Eagle (Haliaeetus pelagicus) 

Steller’s Sea Lion (Eumetopias jubatus) 

Steller’s Sea Cow (Hydrodamalis gigas) ---- now extinct 

Gumboot Chiton (Cyptochiton stelleri) 

Hoary Mugwort (Artemisia stelleriana) 

Spectacled Cormorant (Phalacrocorax perspicillatus) ---- now extinct 

 

Comments and/or Questions email me eapyeritz@gmail.com 
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