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This essay focuses on the political and economic history of 

Romanov Russia between 1613 and 1918 to set the context for an in-

depth examination of the rule of Catherine the Great (reigned 1762-

1796).  It is based on lectures written for the participants in Stanford 

Travel/Study’s program, Focus on St. Petersburg, May 1-10, 2015.    

I begin by looking at the kingdoms that preceded Romanov rule, 

how Russia expanded, and why the Romanovs lost control in 1917.  I 

then examine how Russia gained wealth from agriculture, foreign trade, 

and territorial expansion.  I next compare the development of Russian 

Siberia with that of the American West.  Then I turn to Catherine – how 

she engineered a coup to take power, fended off threats to her 

illegitimate rule, and manipulated political factions.  I review how she 

collaborated with Prussia and Austria to partition Poland and aligned 

with Austria to defeat the Ottoman Empire and gain access to the Black 

Sea.  I also discuss Catherine’s controversial persona – her extraordinary 

written output, how she became Europe’s leading art collector, and 

whether she was an enlightened or autocratic ruler.  I append a time line, 

bibliography, and description of sites that I visited in St. Petersburg.    
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Romanov Russia (1613-1918) 

Geography and Settlement of Russia.  The geography of Russia 

is characterized by a severe continental climate (warm, wet summers and 

very cold, snowy winters), dense original forests or grassy steppes, 

mixed soils, vast distances, and numerous, navigable rivers.  Settlers had 

to adapt to these harsh geographical conditions.  Early settlements were 

by Finns and Slavs in the northern forest, Scythians in the southern 

steppes, and Greek city-states on the Black Sea.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Russian_Geographic_Regions.svg> 

 
Geographic Regions of Russia 
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Military Conflicts and Political Dominance.  During the 7th to 

10th centuries, the Turks dominated in the south in the Khazar Empire 

(which converted to Judaism).  In the late 9th century, Viking Kiev and 

Novgorod amalgamated to form the Kievan state, which became the 

strongest political unit in the region.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kievan_Rus_en.jpg> 

 
Kievan Rus, 10th century – First Russian State, Led By Swedish Vikings 
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The Mongols conquered the south and center in the 13th century 

and ruled as the Khanate of the Golden Horde through much of the 15th 

century.    

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MongolEmpireDivisions1300.png> 

  
Four Khanates of the Mongol Empire -- Yuan Dynasty (Green), 

Chagatai (Gray), Ilkhanate (Purple), and Golden Horde (Yellow) 
 

During the late 15th and 16th centuries, Moscow expanded its 

hegemony over neighboring areas and created the Kingdom of Greater 

Russia. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Muscovy_1390_1525.png> 

 
Expansion of Moscow (Muscovy) To Form Greater Russia –  

1300 (Very Dark Green), 1390 (Dark Green), 1525 (Light Green) 
 

Romanov Russia in the 17th century.  The 17th century began 

with the Time of Troubles – 15 years of dynastic intrigue, political 

instability, drought and famine, and struggles with Poland and Sweden.  
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The first Romanov tsar, Michael, ascended to the throne in 1613.  

During the Romanovs’ first century, they successfully expanded Russian 

control of Siberia, subjugating the native Siberian peoples, gained from 

Poland control of parts of Ukraine, including Kiev, and fought 

inconclusive campaigns in the south against the Ottoman Empire and the 

Crimean Khanate of the Tatars.  The Baltic stayed Swedish. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:2019-07-26-Moscow-3093-

Assumption_Cathedral.jpg> 
 

Cathedral of the Assumption, Moscow –                                               
Where Romanov Tsars Were Crowned (1613-1918) 
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Russia under Peter the Great (1689-1725).  The multi-

dimensional tsar, Peter I, transformed his kingdom and formed the 

Russian Empire.  To Westernize Russia, he built a new capital at St. 

Petersburg, reorganized the army, created a strong navy, encouraged 

industrialization, and reduced the power of the nobles and the Orthodox 

church.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:J.-M._Nattier_(d%27apr%C3%A8s)_-

_Portrait_de_Pierre_Ier_(mus%C3%A9e_de_l%E2%80%99Ermitage).jpg> 
 

Tsar Peter the Great of Russia (1689-1725) in 1717 –                    
Reformer and Expansionist  
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To expand Russia’s naval power, Peter won the Great Northern 

War with Sweden in 1721 and secured Russian access to the Baltic Sea.  

However, the Turks and Tatars defeated Russia in 1711 and thwarted 

Peter’s hopes of gaining access to the Black Sea. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:RussianEmpire1700.png> 

 
Romanov Russia Under Tsar Peter the Great (1689-1725) –                     

No Access to the Baltic Sea or the Black Sea 
 

Russia under Catherine the Great (1761-1796).  The reforms 

begun by Peter were consolidated under Catherine II, a skillful and 

powerful German princess and Russian empress.  Catherine further 

expanded Russian territory.  Under her reign, Russia (with Austria and 

Prussia) partitioned Poland (expanding its Baltic possessions) and 
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gained access to the Black Sea (by defeating the Ottoman Turks and 

absorbing the weakened Khanate of Crimea).  Catherine’s rule was 

conservative and autocratic.  She spread serfdom, supported the nobles, 

suppressed liberal dissent, and heavily taxed agriculture. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Catherine_II_by_J.B.Lampi_(1780s,_Kunsthistorisch

es_Museum).jpg> 
 

Empress Catherine the Great (1762-1796) –                                     
Autocrat and Art Collector 

 
Russia under Nicholas II and Alexandra (1894-1917).  Nicholas 

II was well-educated, a pure autocrat, and a weak leader.  His Empress, 
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Alexandra, was German-born, strong, but emotional.  Their only son, 

Alexei, was a sickly hemophiliac.  Alexandra fell under the spell of 

Grigory Rasputin, a Siberian peasant who convinced the Empress that he 

had saved her son’s life and became omnipotent in politics.  After the 

Russian Revolution (1917), the Bolsheviks signed the Treaty of Brest-

Litovsk whereby Germany received Finland, the Baltic States, Poland, 

and Ukraine.  The last Romanovs were murdered in 1918. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Russian_Imperial_Family_1913.jpg> 

 
The Last Romanovs – Olga, Maria, Tsar Nicholas II, Empress 

Alexandra, Anastasia, Alexei, and Tatiana – Livadia Palace, 1913 
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 Sources of Wealth – Agriculture.  Agriculture was the primary 

source of wealth and empire creation in Romanov Russia during the 17th, 

18th, and 19th centuries.  Food production served as the basis for 

domestic and international trade, industry, and taxation.  Romanov 

Russia adapted its food production package of crops and animals from 

the one first developed in the Fertile Crescent (Western Asia).  Because 

of favorable natural conditions, agriculture in Russia was able to provide 

substantially more than the subsistence needs of peasants.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:S._V._Ivanov._Yuri%27s_Day._(1908).jpg> 

 
A Peasant Leaving His Landlord on Yuriev Day –                              

Painting by Sergei V. Ivanov, 1908 
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The Romanov tsars took full advantage of the available 

agricultural surplus.  Agricultural laborers were taxed heavily and were 

forced to contribute labor time, crops in kind, or cash payments to the 

tsarist government.  The agricultural surplus was divided between the 

government, the nobles, and the Orthodox Church, which owned large 

estates, leaving little or none of the agricultural surplus for the farmers. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kizhi_church_1.jpg> 

 
Russian Orthodox Wooden Church, Kizhi 

The pattern of agriculture gradually evolved from individual, small 

farms to state-, noble-, or church-owned estates, farmed by indentured 
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peasants (serfs).  Most farming tasks were done by hand, assisted by 

plows, hoes, sickles, and scythes.  The crop packages included cereals 

and roots (rye, oats, barley, turnips in the north; rye, wheat, millet in the 

south), vegetables (cabbage in the north; beets in the south), oilseeds 

(flax, hemp), pulses (peas), and honey.  Animals – horses, oxen, sheep, 

and pigs – were rare before the 19th century.  Russia’s population grew 

from 8 million in 1613 to 12 million in 1719, 20 million in 1762, 36 

million in 1796, 68 million in 1850, and 175 million in 1914. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Schi.jpg> 

 
Shchi (Cabbage Soup) – Staple Food in Northern Russia 
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Sources of Wealth – Foreign Trade and Territorial Expansion.  

Russian exploitation of the two other primary sources of wealth – 

foreign trade and territorial expansion – was linked directly to 

agriculture.  In the 17th and 18th centuries, foreign trade transferred 

Western, Arabic, and Chinese technology to Russia and filled gaps in 

manufactured goods, armaments, and foodstuffs.  But foreign trade was 

not a major source of wealth for Russia, because the enormous size of 

the country led to very high internal transport costs that hindered trade.  

By the end of the 18th century, Russia shifted its trade focus from the 

Middle East to Western Europe, after gaining access to the Baltic and 

Black Seas.   

Catherine the Great promoted foreign trade, mainly through the 

port of St. Petersburg.  During her reign (1762-1796), the total value of 

Russia’s exports plus imports increased fivefold to 100 million rubles.   

Russia then exported timber, furs, naval stores (hemp, pitch, tar, and 

sailcloth), hides, linen, and flax and imported armaments, silk and 

woolen cloth, luxury goods, wines, and ale.   
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Tsarist Russia further gained wealth through its territorial 

expansion.  Russia conquered Siberia during the 17th century to exploit 

its natural resources.  Siberian natives were forced to pay tribute in furs, 

which became a primary source of government revenue and export 

earnings.  Siberia also was rich in minerals, especially gold and silver.  

Through expansion southward and westward, Russia obtained valuable 

agricultural land and laborers.  Serfdom was imposed and agricultural 

taxes levied to transfer much wealth to the state. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Imperio_Ruso.PNG> 

 
The Russian Empire in 1866 (Including Alaska) –                                

Direct Control (Black), Sphere of Influence (Green) 
 

Food Patterns of the Aristocracy and the Peasantry.  In the 17th 

century, Russian aristocrats consumed a diet based on Russian 
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agriculture.  Their first course consisted of rye and wheat breads plus 

vodka (distilled from cereals).  Their main course was made up of fish, 

game, and meat (beef, pork, and sheep) entrees plus vegetables.  Dessert 

included fruits and pastries.  Vodka was drunk with all courses along 

with local beers.  Peter the Great westernized that diet.  Swedish cooks 

added smorgasbord (zakuski), and French chefs insisted on meats in 

sauces and imported wines.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Russian_Celebration_Zakuski.jpg> 

 
Russian Zakuski (Smorgasbord) – Westernized Russian Aristocratic Diet 

Because peasants and urban laborers were poor, their meals were 

basic and drawn entirely from local produce.  The staple foods were 
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black rye bread, thick oat or buckwheat gruel, soup (cabbage in Russia, 

beet in Ukraine), turnips (in the north), and occasional fish, sour cream, 

and fruits (grown in home gardens).  That diet was mostly vegetarian, 

and meat was added only at festivals.  Peasants drank large quantities of 

kvas (a light beer) regularly and vodka at religious festivals and family 

celebrations.  They drank little strong beer and no wine.  To promote 

drinking, Romanov governments established shops that sold 

government-produced or -licensed vodka.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Grigorij_Grigorjewitsch_Mjassojedow_001.jpg> 

 
Russian Peasants Eating Bread and Onions in the Street – Painting by 

Grigoriy Myasoyedov, 1872 
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The tsars became increasingly dependent on revenues from the 

taxation of vodka.  The share of revenue from vodka in total revenue 

rose from 10 percent under Peter I to 30 percent under Catherine II.  

Immoderate drinking habits plus the wide availability of vodka caused 

increased drunkenness.  The Orthodox Church and the government were 

in conflict over that serious problem. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Museum_of_vodka.jpg> 

 
Museum of Vodka – Verkhnive Mandrogi, Leningrad Oblast, Russia 
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A Comparison of Settlement in Siberia and the American West 

Comparison of Russian and American Expansionism.  Both 

tsarist Russia and democratic America believed that continental 

expansionism was their “manifest destiny.” Those two countries used 

superior technology to spread their cultural and political systems across 

vast continents peopled for millennia by indigenous inhabitants.  In both 

instances, European peoples conquered native peoples – rapidly and 

almost totally.  The exploitation of native peoples by the Russians in 

Siberia was even more brutal than that of Americans in the western part 

of the United States. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ilya_Repin_-_Barge_Haulers_on_the_Volga_-

_Google_Art_Project.jpg> 
 

Volga Barge Haulers –                                                                             
Ilya Repin’s Epic Portrayal of the Russian People 
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Government Motivations for Continental Expansion.  The 

governments of both Russia and the United States sought a) strategically 

– to strike preemptively to expand their territories and to prevent 

territorial incursions by European or Asian powers, b) economically – to 

exploit the natural resources of and develop new markets in their newly 

settled territories, and c) culturally – to impose on native peoples what 

the conquerors considered to be superior religious and political systems, 

both controlled by the conquerors’ leaders. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Coat_of_Arms_of_Siberian_Tsarstvo.png> 

 
Siberia’s Coat of Arms – Depicting Sables, Siberia’s Most Valuable Fur 
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Geographic Limitations to Transportation Routes.  In both 

countries, exploration, trade, and settlement relied initially on natural 

river systems (four in Siberia, two in the American West), then on trails 

and post roads for land transportation, and finally (in the second half of 

the 19th century) on trans-continental railroads, which opened large areas 

for agricultural settlement.  Geographic barriers to settlement were more 

significant in Siberia because of the vast distances, thick taiga forests, 

and severe climates. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Russia_physical_location_map_(Crimea_disputed,_c

ompressed).jpg> 
 

The Physical Geography of Russia 
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Balance between Native Inhabitants and Their Environments.  

Given the technologies available to them for subsistence, in 1600 the 

200,000 Siberian native peoples and the 5 million Native Americans 

probably fully populated their natural environments.  North America 

supported a much denser native population because many Native 

Americans engaged in sedentary agriculture, growing maize, whereas 

very few Siberian natives practiced crop agriculture.  The Siberian 

native peoples were hunter/gatherers and herders and required large 

lands areas. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Winter_reindeer_herders_(1906991487).jpg> 

 
Koriak Reindeer Herders, Northern Kamchatka, Siberia 

Invading Nations Possessed Superior Technology.  Russian and 
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American invaders both met occasional stiff and courageous opposition 

from native peoples.  But the advanced weaponry of the conquering 

nations left no doubt about which side would win.  Both expansionist 

nations eventually also introduced superior technology for 

transportation, mining, and agriculture and better political and military 

organizations.  Those advantages allowed the conquerors to overwhelm 

the native peoples economically as well as militarily and politically. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Surikov_Pokoreniye_Sibiri_Yermakom.jpg> 

 
Yermak’s Cossacks Defeated Khan Kuchum of Sibir’s Tatars, 1581 – 

Painting by Vasily Ssurikov, 1895 
 

Native Cultures Were Obliterated and Native Peoples Were 
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Marginalized.  Early conquerors and settlers treated native peoples 

abysmally, especially in Siberia.  Most native peoples were shamelessly 

exploited economically.  Native peoples lost control of their productive 

lands, when settlers were given easy access to them, and were moved to 

reservations or placed under outside control.  Some native peoples were 

able to adjust to the changing economic and political environments, but 

most were left behind in what were for them foreign cultures. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Khagdaev_02.jpg> 

 
Buryat Shaman – Olkhon, Lake Baikal, Eastern Siberia, Russia 

 
Fur Trapping and Trading.  Russian settlement of Siberia in the 

17th and 18th centuries was based mainly on exploitation of Siberia's 
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natural animals – initially sables, black foxes, and martens and later 

ermines and sea otters.  American economic penetration of the West 

began in the late 18th and early 19th centuries with the fur trade, 

principally of beaver and fox pelts.  The fur trade involved a tribute 

system and government monopoly in Russia and was based on private 

entrepreneurship in the US.  Fur-bearing animals were hunted almost to 

extinction on both continents.  Profits from the fur trade were critical in 

aiding modernization of the Russian economy, but had a relatively small 

impact on American development. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sbor_Yasaka.jpg> 

 
Russian Cossacks Collecting Fur Tribute in Siberia, 19th century 
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Exploration by Government Expeditions.  Those pursuing 

economic gain carried out most exploration in both Siberia and Western 

America.  But the Russian and American governments mounted a few 

important expeditions for scientific discovery and political purposes.  

The Muller-Gmelin historical and botanical mission in eastern Siberia 

(1733-1746) had scientific objectives, whereas the Bering-Chirikov 

exploration of Alaska (1741-1742) had political and economic goals.  In 

contrast, the Lewis and Clark expedition in the western United States 

(1803-1806) achieved both scientific and political ends. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:%D0%92%D0%B8%D1%82%D1%83%D1%81%D
0%98%D0%BE%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%81%D1%81%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%91%D0%B5

%D1%80%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B3.jpg> 
 

Vitus Bering (1681-1741) – Discovered Alaska for Russia in 1741 
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Mining of Natural Mineral Resources.  In both Siberia and the 

American West, mining of precious metals and ores replaced fur trading 

as the most important economic activity inducing trans-continental 

settlement.  Mining by large state-controlled monopolies – of iron and 

coal in Western Siberia (southern Urals and Kuzbas) and gold and silver 

in Central and Eastern Siberia – overtook fur trapping in Siberia in 

the19th century.  Both mining and fur production in Siberia maintained 

important roles through the 20th century.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Udachnaya_pipe.JPG> 

 
Diamond Mine, Udachnaya Pipe – Yakutia, Siberia, Russia 

In the American West, small-scale entrepreneurs and large-scale 



 29 

corporations mined gold, silver, copper, and, later, coal, starting in the 

second half of the 19th century, and mining continues to have some 

regional importance.  Mining attracted transportation facilities, easing 

later settlement where conditions permitted on both continents.  Because 

the Russian government had greater control of mining profits and fewer 

other sources of government revenue, it benefited more from mineral 

exploitation than did the American government. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:1850_Woman_and_Men_in_California_Gold_Rush.j

pg> 
 

Three Men and One Woman, Panning for Gold in California, 1850 
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Agriculture and the Emigration of Settlers.  In the American 

West, first stock-raising and then crop agriculture quickly replaced 

mining as the economic basis for settlement in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries.  That pattern was much slower and more varied in Siberia.  

Agriculture became strong in southern Western Siberia, but was limited 

in Siberia east of the Yenisey River because of permafrost.  During that 

period, farms were mostly private and non-corporate in both the US and 

Siberia, with some important exceptions, and both governments 

provided significant incentives for farming emigrants.  The farming 

settlers of Siberia were mostly from European Russia, whereas many 

Western American settlers were emigrants from Europe.  The massive 

movements of settlers into Siberia only began in the late 19th and early 

20th centuries, with completion of the Trans-Siberian Railroad and 

settlement incentives to freed serfs (after 1861). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Trans-Siberian_railway_map.svg> 

 
Trans-Siberian Railroad – Constructed 1891-1904, 5,572 Miles 

Economic Effects.  Before the 20th century, Siberia was settled 

very gradually with scattered pockets of regional development.  

Exploitation of Siberian natural resources helped national growth and 

industrialization and loomed large in international trade before Russia 

industrialized.  American expansion into its West occurred almost 

entirely in the 19th century.  Its economic importance for the country was 

more limited than in Russia, because the US began its industrial 

revolution earlier in the 19th century than Russia and was less dependent 
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on natural resources for government revenues and export earnings. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Russia_1533-1896.gif> 

 
Russian Territorial Expansion, 1533-1896 

Domestic Political Effects.  Eastward expansion from Russia into 

Siberia initially helped to buttress the autocratic system of the Romanov 

tsars by providing critical government revenues and exports.  But by the 

end of the 19th century, anti-Romanov sentiment was widespread in 

Siberia, where many settlers were more strong-willed than most 

Russians in the European part of the country.  Westward expansion in 
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the US took place during the extreme sectionalism – the battle over 

states’ rights between free and slave states – leading up to the American 

Civil War.  After that war, the addition of new territories and eventually 

new states did not have a profound effect on American politics. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:U.S._Territorial_Acquisitions.png> 

 
Territorial Acquisitions of the United States, 1783-1898 

International Political Effects.  Expansionists in both countries 

were convinced that territorial expansion enhanced the prestige of their 

governments, at home and abroad.  In Russia, however, the take-over of 
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Siberian lands, which helped finance Russian military ventures, 

eventually led to involvement in wars in Asia and shifts in the 

international balance of power.  The US was able to settle its 

international conflicts over North American territory without having to 

resort to war.  Both countries were aided in their international political 

dealings by having rich storehouses of natural resources to exploit in 

newly won territories. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:World_empires_and_colonies_around_World_War_I

.png> 

World Empires, 1914 – Russian (Purple), American (Light Blue),   
British (Light Red), French (Dark Blue), Ottoman (Green)  
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Political Intrigue in Catherine the Great’s Russia (1762-1796) 

Catherine’s Ascendance to Rule.  Princess Sophie of Anhalt-

Zerbst was born in Stettin, Prussia in 1729.  Her father, Prince Christian 

August, was an officer in the Prussian army.  Her mother, Princess 

Johanna, was a social climber who made sure that Sophie had ample 

experience in German court life.  Sophie was a well-educated, 

ambitious, and charming child who shared her mother’s hopes for a 

royal marriage.  Sophie went to Russia in 1744, married Grand Duke 

Peter, the heir to the Russian throne, in 1745, and became Grand 

Duchess Catherine of Russia. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Catherine_II_in_youth_by_A.R._Lisiewska_(de_Gas

c),_1742,_Russian_Museum.jpg> 
 
Princess Sophie of Anhalt-Zerbst in 1742 – Before Departing for Russia 

To ingratiate herself to Empress Elizabeth I, Catherine learned 

Russian and converted to Orthodox Christianity.  Her main interests 

were books, riding, and politics.  Grand Duke Peter remained German 

and Lutheran at heart and devoted his time to military drills, dogs, and 

drink.  Upon Elizabeth’s death in 1761, he became Emperor Peter III 

and soon alienated the Russian military and the Orthodox Church.  Peter 

made peace with defeated Prussia without claiming East Prussia, 
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secularized monastery lands and serfs, and declared war on Denmark to 

try to reclaim Schleswig (which had belonged to his Holstein family).   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Coronation_portrait_of_Peter_III_of_Russia_-

1761.JPG> 
 

Emperor Peter III of Russia – At His Coronation in 1761 

Fearing divorce and wanting power, Catherine formed a cabal, led 

by the five Orlov brothers, who were Russian officers.  In June 1762, 

she led a coup d’état, forced Peter to abdicate, imprisoned him, and 

became Empress Catherine II.  By moving swiftly, she avoided being 

regent for her young son, Paul.  A week later, Alexis Orlov murdered 

Peter in hopes that his brother, Gregory Orlov, Catherine’s lover, would 
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become emperor.  Catherine announced that Peter’s death was from 

hemorrhoids and hid a confession letter from Alexis Orlov. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Orlov_coa.jpg> 

 
Five Orlov Brothers Led Catherine’s Coup –                                            

Coat of Arms of the Orlov Family 
 

Threats and Rebellion.  Because she had usurped the throne and 

lacked political legitimacy, Catherine faced significant threats to her 

rule.  One threat came from a grandson of Peter the Great, Ivan VI, who 

was emperor in the first year of his life (1740-1741) before Elizabeth I 

replaced and imprisoned him.  In 1764, Vasilii Mirovich, a discontented 
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officer, learned that Ivan was in Schlusselburg fortress and attempted to 

free him to make him emperor.  But Ivan’s two guards, under 

Catherine’s orders to kill Ivan if anyone tried to free him, did their duty.  

Mirovich gave up and was beheaded.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tvorozhnikov.jpg> 

 
Vasilii Mirovich Viewing the Corpse of Ivan VI in 1764 –               

Painting by Ivan Tvorozhnikov, 1884   
 

Another potential threat came from Catherine’s first child, Paul, 

born in 1754.  Sergei Saltykov, Catherine’s first lover, was Paul’s likely 

father.  Paul became a threat when Catherine usurped power in 1762.  A 

faction, led by Nikita Panin, wanted Catherine to serve as regent until 

Paul reached age 18 in 1772 and then yield rule to Paul.  Catherine, 
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desiring full control, prevented that outcome.  The birth of Alexander, 

Paul’s first child, in 1777 offered an alternative to Paul’s succession.  

Catherine died before announcing her decision to have Alexander 

succeed her.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Emperor_Paul_I_of_Russia.png> 

 
Emperor Paul I (1796-1801) –                                                                

Son of Catherine II and Sergei Saltykov (?) 
 

Catherine faced only one serious revolt, the Pugachev Rebellion 

(1773-1775).  Emelyan Pugachev, a Yaik Cossack, pretended to be Peter 

III, miraculously saved by God to free Russia from Catherine’s rule.  
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Pugachev promised freedom for the serfs, rule by the Cossacks, and no 

taxation.  His revolt took place in southeast Russia, and 200,000 rebels 

joined his gory slaughter.  Russian troops, equally brutal in quelling the 

uprising, killed 18,000 rebels while suffering losses of 4,000 troops.  

After the Pugachev Rebellion, Catherine gave up any thoughts of 

reforming serfdom. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pugachev-18-2period.png> 

 
Emelyan Pugachev’s Rebellion (1773-1775) –                                       

Areas Controlled by the Rebels in Southeastern Russia 
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Reforms and Resistance.  Catherine II corresponded regularly 

with Voltaire and Diderot and considered herself an enlightened 

monarch.  However, as she showed in writing her Great Instruction 

(Nakaz), intended to guide new legislation, Catherine believed in the 

necessity of absolutism.  In compiling that massive work of 655 articles, 

she drew heavily on Montesquieu, Beccaria, Diderot, and Adam Smith.  

Yet she adapted enlightened thought to her view of Russian realities.  To 

draft laws based on her Nakaz, Catherine appointed 570 deputies to form 

a Legislative Commission.  That body met in 200 sessions over 18 

months in 1767-1768, was frustratingly incompetent, and never 

produced any draft codes.  Upon the outbreak of war with the Ottoman 

Empire, Catherine disbanded the commission. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nakaz.jpg> 

 
Catherine’s Legislative Commission (1767-1768) Produced Nothing –                            

First Page of Catherine’s Instructions (Nakaz) 
 

In 1764, she appointed Alexander Vyazemsky as Procurator 

General, a powerful position that combined the functions of prime 

minister, attorney general, and finance minister, and he served loyally 

for 28 years.  Vyazemsky helped Catherine implement the sweeping 

Guberniya Reform in 1775, which formed 40 provinces, separated 

administrative, financial, and judicial roles, set up a legal framework, 

and decentralized government.   
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Pressure from nobles forced Catherine to exclude the reform of 

serfdom from her Nakaz.  Instead, she expanded serfdom by granting 

over 1 million serfs during her reign, including 400,000 to just 42 great 

noble lords.  Catherine’s Nobles Ukase of 1785 consolidated the nobles’ 

control over land and serfs and freed the nobles from compulsory service 

to the state.  Catherine reasoned that her legitimacy, power, tax base, and 

local control all depended on perpetuating noble privileges and serfdom. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Shevchenko_Kateryna_Olia_1842.jpg> 

 
Catherine Extended Serfdom –                                                         

Kateryna, A Ukrainian Serf Girl, Painting by Taras Shevchenko, 1842  
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Catherine’s Favorites.  Between 1753 and her death in 1796, 

Catherine had twelve favorites (lovers who met her physical and 

emotional needs).  She isolated most favorites from politics, but three of 

those men critically influenced her rise or rule.  Gregory Orlov, her 

favorite from 1761 to 1773, was a physical colossus – a handsome 

officer of limited intellect with whom Catherine shared uncomplicated 

passion.  Orlov (and his four brothers) led Catherine’s coup d’état in 

1762, and he later ran her 10-year project to attract 30,000 immigrants 

(mostly German) into sparsely-populated regions. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Orlov_greg.jpeg> 

 
Gregory Orlov (1734-1783) –                                                      

Catherine’s Longstanding Favorite and Co-conspirator, 1761-1773 
 

Gregory Potemkin, Catherine’s favorite between 1773 and 1776, 

was the most powerful man in Russia during the 17 years before his 

death in 1791.  A brilliant intellectual and linguist, Potemkin was 

Catherine’s passionate lover, confidant, military commander, virtual co-

ruler, and perhaps (secretly) her husband.  In 1776, Potemkin chose 

power over submissive love, ended his physical relationship with 

Catherine, and thereafter selected all but the last of her future favorites.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Grigorij_Potiomkin.jpeg> 

 
Gregory Potemkin (1739-1791), Catherine’s Alter Ego –                

Painting by Johann Baptist Lampi, 1790 
 

Potemkin’s influence increased.  As commander-in-chief, he 

planned and led Russia’s annexation of Crimea, constructed cities in 

New Russia (the southern areas taken from the Ottoman Empire), and 

built ports and a navy on the Black Sea.  

Platon Zubov, Catherine’s last favorite (1789-1796) was a rival, 

not a protégé, of Potemkin.  As Catherine’s health declined, Zubov 
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gained increasing political power.  In 1801, Zubov was one of the 

assassins of Emperor Paul I, Catherine’s son.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Giovanni_Battista_Lampi_Platon_Zubov.jpg> 

 
Platon Zubov (1767-1822), Catherine’s Last Favorite – Zubov Was 22 
and Catherine Was 60 When They Began Their Relationship in 1789  

 
Catherine took generous care of her discarded favorites.  A French 

diplomat estimated the total cost of her grants of land and serfs to 

favorites at 464 million francs ($1.5 billion). 
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Territorial Expansion in Catherine’s Russia (1762-1796) 

Russia’s Territorial Objectives.  Catherine II earned the 

appellation, “the Great,” largely because of Russia’s territorial gains 

during her reign.  Catherine planned Russian expansion carefully.  She 

consolidated and protected Russia’s previous territorial gains – the 

expansion into Siberia during the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries, and the 

opening to the Baltic Sea under Peter the Great in the early 18th century. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Catherine_II_by_Alexey_Antropov_(18th_c,_Tver_g

allery).jpg> 
 

Catherine II (The Great) of Russia (r. 1762-1796) –                       
Expanded Russia’s Territory and Gained Access to the Black Sea 
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Catherine engineered two notable territorial expansions and began 

a third.  The first objective was the partition of weak and vulnerable 

Poland, begun in 1772, continued in 1793, and completed in 1795.  The 

crass aim was to divide the entire country of Poland among three powers 

– Russia, Prussia, and Austria – ostensibly according to religion.  Russia 

claimed the Orthodox east, Prussia the Protestant northwest, and Austria 

the Catholic south.  The spoils for Catherine included arable land, 

taxable serfs, and grants of land and serfs to noble allies. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Polish-Lithuanian_Commonwealth_in_1772.PNG> 

 
The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1772 –                            

Target of Russian, Prussian, and Austrian Expansionism 
 

The second objective was the partition of the declining Ottoman 

Empire in league with Austria.  Catherine formulated the Greek Project 

through which she hoped to install her second grandson, Constantine, on 

the throne of a new empire ruled from Constantinople (Istanbul) and 

Potemkin as head of a new empire in Dacia (modern Romania).  Austria 



 52 

had designs on Ottoman territory in the Balkans and on islands in the 

Aegean and eastern Mediterranean Seas.  In addition to land and serfs, 

Russia sought access to and control of the Black Sea.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ottoman_empire.svg> 

 
The Ottoman Empire in Europe, 1683 –                                               

Target of Russian and Austrian Expansionism 
 

Catherine made only limited progress on a third objective, 

expansion into the Caucasus region.  Russia established a protectorate in 
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Georgia in 1783, but her death in 1796 cut short an invasion of 

Azerbaijan. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Transcaucasia_XIX_01.png> 

 
Georgia and the South Caucasus Region in the Early 19th century – 

Following the Russian Takeover of Georgia in 1783 
 

Shifting European Alliances.  From Russia, Catherine witnessed 

four shifts in the make-up of European alliances.  In 1746, Russia and 

Austria became allies when Elizabeth I and Maria Theresa signed a 

defensive treaty.  That alliance continued during the Seven Years War 

(1756-1763) in which France joined Russia and Austria against Prussia 
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and Britain.  In North America, Britain defeated France in the French 

and Indian War, whereas in Europe Russia defeated Prussia (although 

Peter III gave back the gains).   

 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SevenYearsWar.png> 

 
Alliances in the Seven Years War (1756-1763) – Russia, Austria, 

France, Spain, Sweden (Green) vs. Prussia, Britain, Portugal (Blue) 
 

Only two years into her reign, Catherine switched partners in 1764 

and signed a defensive treaty with Prussia whereby each partner would 

receive subsidies if attacked by one power and armed forces if attacked 

by two or more.  The Northern Alliance (Russia, Prussia, Britain) stood 

against the Catholic Bloc (Austria, France, Spain) although warfare was 
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averted.  That alliance with Prussia was the backbone of Russian foreign 

policy until 1780.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nikita_Ivanovich_Panin.PNG> 

 
Nikita Panin, Catherine’s Foreign Minister (1762-1781) –            

Architect of the Northern Alliance linking Russia and Prussia 
 

In 1781, Catherine began a fifteen-year collaboration with Austria, 

when the two countries signed a mutual defense treaty to defend one 

another against attack by the Ottoman Empire.  Catherine and Joseph II 

of Austria agreed to divide the spoils if they could dismember the 

Ottoman Empire.  Thereafter, Prussia and Britain sided with the 

Ottomans whereas France was neutral or aligned with Russia and 

Austria.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Taming-of-the-Shrew-Gillray.jpeg> 

 
1791 British Caricature of Attempted Mediation between Catherine 

(Supported by Austria and France) and the Ottoman Empire 
 

When the French Revolution erupted in 1789, the pattern of 

European alliances shifted once more.  With Russia’s financial aid, the 

conservative monarchies, Austria and Prussia, plus Britain fought the 

revolutionary French.  Meanwhile, Russia was fighting a war on two 

fronts, earning a draw with Sweden in 1790 and a victory over the 

Ottoman Empire in 1791. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Anonymous_-_Prise_de_la_Bastille.jpg> 

 
Revolution in France Led to the French Revolutionary Wars (1792-

1802) – Austria, Prussia, Britain vs. France 
 

Partition of Poland.  When Catherine began her reign in 1762, 

Poland’s population was 13 million whereas Russia’s was 20 million.  

Formerly a strong kingdom and competitor, Poland then was weak and 

vulnerable.  In 1764, Catherine supported the election of her second 

favorite, Stanislaus Poniatowski, as King Stanislaus Augustus of Poland, 

and he served as Russia’s pawn for three decades.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Stanislaus_II_August_of_Poland.jpg> 

 
King Stanislaus Augustus of Poland (1764-1795) –                     

Catherine’s Ex-favorite and Diplomatic Pawn 
 

King Frederick II of Prussia proposed the First Partition of Poland 

in 1772, and Catherine and Empress Maria Theresa of Austria readily 

agreed.  Russia took 1.8 million people in Poland’s largely Orthodox 

east, Prussia claimed 600,000 mostly Protestants in the northwest, and 

Austria received 2.7 million new subjects, mainly Catholics, in Poland’s 

south.  Britain and France condemned the transfer of one-third of 

Poland, but acquiesced by refusing to go to war over it.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Friedrich_II._of_Prussia_c._1736.jpg> 

 
King Frederick II of Prussia –                                                           

Proposed the First Partition of Poland to Catherine and Maria Theresa 
 

Near the end of Catherine’s reign in 1793, her last favorite, Platon 

Zubov, pressed for a Second Partition, ostensibly to restrain the rise of 

revolutionary Jacobinism in Poland.  King Frederick William of Prussia 

concurred.  Russia took 3 million people in eastern Poland (Belorussia 

and Ukraine), and Prussia transferred 1 million people from Poland’s 

north and west, including the key Baltic port of Danzig.  Austria did not 

participate but received Prussia’s assurance of support in fighting 

revolutionary France.   
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In 1795, Russia’s Vasily Suvorov defeated Poland’s Thaddeus 

Kosciusko and occupied Warsaw.  Austria wanted a status quo solution, 

and Prussia supported a small Polish buffer state.  But Catherine 

imposed a Third Partition (1795), and the three powers divided Poland’s 

remaining 4 million people and last third of its original territory.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Rzeczpospolita_Rozbiory_3.png> 

 
The Partition of Poland (1772, 1793, and 1795) –                                

Among Russia (Red), Prussia (Blue), and Austria (Green)  
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Expansion to the Black Sea.  The Ottoman Empire started the 

First Russo-Turkish War (1768-1774).  Russian General Peter 

Rumyantsev was victorious at Kerch, controlling the Sea of Azov.  

Alexei Orlov, Peter III’s assassin, led the Russian navy to victory at 

Chesme in the Aegean Sea.  In the Treaty of Kuchuk-Kainardzhi (1774), 

Russia received the Sea of Azov and the delta of the Dnieper River, 

independence for the Tatar Khanate of Crimea (which Russia annexed in 

1783), freedom of navigation in the Black Sea, and a Turkish war 

indemnity of 4.5 million rubles.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Treaty_of_K%C3%BC%C3%A7%C3%BCk_Kaynar

ca-es.svg> 
 

Treaty of Kuchuk-Kainardzhi, 1774 – Russia Gained Sea of Azov, 
Access to the Black Sea, and Control of Crimea (Annexed in 1783) 
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Gregory Potemkin developed the southern conquests (New 

Russia).  He built Black Sea ports and naval bases in Kherson and 

Nikolaev on the Dnieper River and in Sebastopol in Crimea.  In 1786, 

Potemkin constructed a new capital, Ekaterinoslav (Catherine’s Glory).  

Catherine made a six-month, 4000-mile journey to Crimea in 1787 to 

see Potemkin’s achievements.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Empress_Catherine_The_Great_1787_(Mikhail_Shib

anov).JPG> 
 

Journey to Crimea –                                                                        
Catherine II in Travelling-costume, Portrait by Mikhail Shibanov, 1787 
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In hopes of regaining Crimea and destroying Russia’s Black Sea 

navy, the Ottoman Empire started the Second Russo-Turkish War (1787-

1791).  Potemkin led Russia to victory at Ochakov in 1788.  In 1790, 

Russia obtained a peace treaty with Sweden, settling its northern war.  In 

the Treaty of Jassy (1791), the Ottomans confirmed Russian ownership 

of Crimea, moved Russia’s western frontier to the Dniester River, ceded 

Ochakov and control of the Dnieper River to Russia, and accepted 

Russia’s naval presence in the Black Sea.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:New_Russia_on_territory_of_Ukraine.png> 

 
New Russia and the Crimea, 1791 –                                                                 

Areas Annexed to Russia and Developed by Gregory Potemkin 
 

But Catherine’s Greek Project failed.  Emperor Joseph II of 

Austria, Catherine’s ally, died in 1790.  His successor, Leopold II, 

signed an armistice with the Turks and fought French revolutionaries 

along with Prussia.  Istanbul stayed Turkish. 
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Discussion of Robert Massie, Catherine the Great, Portrait of a 
Woman  
 

Liberalizing Autocrat.  Was Catherine a hypocrite – by practicing 

despotic rule while espousing enlightened ideals?  Enlightened 

philosophers in the 18th century emphasized the practice of reason, the 

importance of inalienable human rights, and the liberty of individuals.  

Voltaire reasoned that despotism could be justified if autocratic 

decisions were enlightened.  But did Catherine govern with enlightened 

ideals – secular rule, rule by law, and respect for human rights?  In her 

34 years in power, Catherine reduced the power of the Orthodox Church, 

and she improved Russia’s legal system.  But she kept half of Russia’s 

people, the serfs, in virtual slavery and gave full rights only to wealthy 

nobles and merchants.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fran%C3%A7ois-
Marie_Arouet,_dit_Voltaire_(1694-1778)_portrait_(A).jpg> 

 
Did Catherine govern with enlightened ideals? Voltaire (Francois-
Marie Arouet, 1694-1778), Catherine’s enlightened correspondent 

 
What then was Catherine’s implicit social contract?  Her give-and-

take with Russia’s main social groups was highly skewed.  She saw the 

well-to-do nobles and merchants as her principal base of political power, 

control, and taxes, and she provided them with increasing state 

protection.  In contrast, Catherine regarded the serfs as sources of labor 

and taxation who had entered into mutual obligatory arrangements with 

the nobles.  That system was hardly enlightened.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Profile_portrait_of_Catherine_II_by_Fedor_Rokotov

_(1763,_Tretyakov_gallery).jpg> 
 

What is Catherine’s ruling legacy? –                                                      
Catherine the Great of Russia, portrait by Fyodor Rokotov, 1770  

 
Catherine argued that enlightened ideals were inappropriate for 

Russia.  She justified her granting of increased noble privileges and her 

continuing exploitation of serfs by arguing that decades of education 

were necessary before enlightened changes could be introduced.  After 

the French Revolution, she became more adamant about the need for 

autocratic rule and introduced censorship in 1796 shortly before her 

death. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_the_Russian_Empire_at_its_height_in_186

6.svg> 
 

Was Catherine a hypocritical autocrat? –                                                 
The autocratic Russian Empire at its peak in 1866 

 
Prolific Writer.  What motivated Catherine to write so 

prolifically?  In addition to three lengthy autobiographical memoirs and 

thousands of letters, Catherine authored two dozen plays and operas, 

numerous treatises, and the first children’s books in Russian.  Catherine 

was fluent in French and Russian as well as in her native German, and 

she chose to write mostly in French or Russian.  Catherine’s prolific 

outpouring grew from her desire for social contact and self-promotion 

and from her hope to promote an improved image for Russia in other 
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European countries.  But why did Catherine write on such a wide range 

of topics – European politics, Russian history, linguistics, literature, art 

and architecture, education, philosophy, and the economy and society?  

Catherine had an unusually broad intellect, a keen sense of observation, 

and an unending curiosity.  She gave extraordinary attention to detail, 

and she practiced a hands-on style of leadership.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Catherine_2_nakaz.JPG> 

 
Why did Catherine write on a wide range of topics? –                   

Catherine II holding her Instruction (Nakaz, 1767) 
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How much did Catherine’s literary efforts liberalize Russia’s 

nobles?  She interacted through written correspondence, verbal 

discussions, and group readings.  She had a large impact on a small 

number of the Russian elite (her intellectual relationship with Potemkin 

is legendary).  But even Catherine could not overcome an anti-

intellectual inertia afflicting most Russian nobles.  What then is 

Catherine’s literary legacy?  Should she receive credit for triggering the 

impressive outpouring of literature and musical composition in 19th-

century Russia?  Fair-minded critics have noted that much of 

Catherine’s writings show limited originality, much synthesis, and some 

shallowness.  Yet even her critics credit Catherine for paving the way for 

later Russian creativity. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:L.N.Tolstoy_Prokudin-Gorsky.jpg> 

 
Did Catherine trigger Russia’s 19th-century outburst of literary 

creativity?  Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), pictured in 1908 
 

Art Collector.  Why was Catherine highly motivated to collect the 

works of Europe’s leading artists?  Catherine had a strong desire to 

make Russia a leading player in European culture, and her patronage of 

the arts was part of that goal.  She admired Peter the Great’s efforts to 

westernize Russia and hoped to extend his legacy by introducing 

European culture into Russia.  Catherine felt no restraints in using state 
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and personal funds to achieve that goal, and some historians accuse her 

of being a spendthrift.  She also interpreted her growing collection of art 

as part of a wider effort to upgrade court-life culture in St. Petersburg. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Peter_I_by_Carel_de_Moor.jpeg> 

 
Why was Catherine motivated to collect art? –                                       

To surpass her idol, Peter the Great (ruled 1689-1725)?  
 

How did Catherine obtain her massive art collection?  Catherine 

bought existing collections throughout Europe as they came on the 

market without seeing the works personally.  She used agents to 
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purchase for her – first Dmitry Golitsyn, Russia’s Ambassador to France 

and the Netherlands, and then Denis Diderot, the French philosopher 

who was Europe’s leading art critic.  Catherine had eclectic tastes, 

buying everything – good and indifferent.  Her buyers rarely engaged in 

bargaining, since Catherine felt no budget constraint.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Denis_Diderot_-_Philosopher_(1713-1784).png> 

 
How did Catherine obtain her massive art collection? – Her agent, 

Denis Diderot (1713-1784), was the world’s foremost art critic 
 

How did Catherine display her collection of artworks?  She hired 

the French architect Vallin de La Mothe to design the Hermitage 
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Museum in the Winter Palace to hold her growing art collection.  To 

promote courtly culture, Catherine offered free access to rotating art 

exhibits in the Hermitage.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hermitage_Museum,_St._Petersburg_(38)_(3679196

3890).jpg> 
 

How did Catherine display her paintings? –                                             
Art Gallery, The Hermitage, St. Petersburg 

 
What is Catherine’s legacy as a collector of art?  Catherine 

amassed a collection of more than 4,000 paintings, including priceless 

works from the French, Italian, Dutch, and Flemish schools.  She is now 

judged as the leading collector and patron of art in European history. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Saint_Petersburg_1776_map_LOC_g7064s_ct001468.

jpg 
 

What is Catherine’s art-collecting legacy? –         
Catherine II collected 4,000 paintings and displayed them in the 

Hermitage Museum – Map of  St. Petersburg in 1776  
 

Lonely Lover.  Why did Catherine feel the need to have a constant 

stream of favorites?  Robert Massie argues that Catherine felt an 

emotional void, emerging out of her difficult youth and married life.  

She was expatriated from Germany to Russia at age 14 and soon 

separated from her family.  Her parents died when she was young.  Her 

husband, Peter III, was an emotional cripple and physically deformed.  It 
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is thus not surprising that Catherine sought a Fountain of Youth in her 

later years. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Grand_Duchess_Catherine_Alexeevna_by_G.C.Gro

oth_(1745,_Hermitage).jpg> 
 

Was Catherine Emotionally Scarred? –                                                
Portrait of Grand Duchess Ekaterina, by Georg Christoph Grooth, 1745 

 
Was Catherine in love with all twelve of her favorites?  Massie 

judges that Catherine was likely in love with six of her favorites.  She 

felt the strongest attraction to Gregory Orlov, her favorite for 12 years, 

and Gregory Potemkin, her alter ego for 17 years.  Catherine felt passion 

for three of her lovers, but quickly discarded three others.   
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Was Catherine’s sexual behavior extraordinary?  Romantic affairs 

were common in the Russian court during the 18th century.  For male 

rulers and nobles, affairs were accepted and sometimes even admired.  

Empress Elizabeth I had lovers discreetly.  Catherine was criticized for 

the wide differences between her age and those of her later lovers.  Her 

last favorite, Platon Zubov, was in his early twenties when Catherine 

was in her sixties.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Elizabeth_of_Russia_by_V.Eriksen.jpg> 

 
Was Catherine’s sexual behavior extraordinary? – Empress Elizabeth I 

of Russia (reigned 1741-1762) had lovers discreetly 
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Did Catherine’s lovers negatively influence Russia policy?  

Catherine isolated most of her favorites from policy roles.  There were 

three notable exceptions.  She allowed Gregory Orlov to run settlement 

policy, and he did that well.  She consulted Gregory Potemkin on all 

major decisions, and he was a brilliant collaborator.  She permitted 

Platon Zubov to influence policy, and he was competent.  Hence, her 

favorites did not have a negative influence on Russian policy. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Princepotemkin.jpg> 

 
Did Catherine’s lovers negatively influence Russia policy? –  
Remarkable long-term collaboration with Gregory Potemkin 
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Time Line for Romanov Russia and Catherine the Great 
 
7th-10th centuries Khazar Empire – South Russia – converted to 

Judaism 
 
Late 9th century Kievan State – Viking Kiev and Novgorod 

amalgamated – first Russian state  
 
13th 15th centuries Mongol Khanate of the Golden Horde – ruled 

Russia and parts of western Siberia 
 
14th-16th centuries Kingdom of Greater Russia – expansion of Grand 

Duchy of Muscovy (Moscow) 
 
c. 1600 200,000 Siberian native peoples 

(hunters/gatherers and herders) – 5 million Native 
Americans (agriculturalists and herders) 

 
17th-18th centuries Russian settlement of Siberia – based on 

exploitation of first sables, black foxes, and 
martens and later ermines and sea otters – tribute 
system and government monopoly 

 
1613-1918 Romanov tsars ruled Russia – first Romanov was 

Michael (ruled 1613-1645) 
 
1682-1725 Tsar Peter the Great ruled Russia – built  new 

capital at St. Petersburg, reorganized army and 
navy, encouraged industrialization 

 
18th-19th centuries American settlement of the American West – first 

fur trade (beaver and fox pelts) – later mining and 
agriculture – private entrepreneurs – wars with 
Native Americans 
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1700-1721 Russia in alliance with Prussia, Denmark,  Britain, 
Hanover, and Poland defeated the Swedish 
Empire – Russia gained access to the Baltic Sea 

 
1710-1711 Ottoman Empire defeated Russia – Russia failed 

to gain access to the Black Sea 
 
1725-1728 Vitus Bering’s first expedition – St. Gabriel – 

discovered the Bering Strait, the Diomede and St. 
Lawrence Islands in the Bering Sea 

 
1729 Princess Sophie of Anhalt-Zerbst (later Catherine 

the Great) was born in Stettin, Prussia 
 
1733-1746 Muller-Gmelin historical and botanical mission in 

eastern Siberia –  scientific objectives 
 
1738-1741 Vitus Bering’s second expedition – St. Peter and 

St. Paul – sighted the Alexander Archipelago – 
landed on Kayak Island – Bering died of scurvy in 
Commander Islands 

 
1740-1741 Ivan VI ruled Russia as a year-old infant – 

Elizabeth removed and imprisoned him 
 
1741-1762 Empress Elizabeth I ruled Russia – mother of 

Grand Duke Peter 
 
1745 Princess Sophie of Anhalt-Zerbst married Grand 

Duke Peter, heir to the Russian throne –  became 
Grand Duchess Catherine of Russia 

 
1746 Empress Elizabeth I of Russia and Empress Maria 

Theresa of Austria signed a defensive treaty 
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1746-1764 Russia-Austria military alliance 
 
1754 Grand Duchess Catherine had her first child, Paul 

– likely father was Sergei Saltykov, Catherine’s 
first lover (favorite) 

 
1756-1763 Seven Years War – Russia,  Austria, and France 

versus Prussia and Britain – Russia defeated 
Prussia 

 
1761-1762 Tsar Peter III ruled Russia – made peace with 

defeated Prussia without claiming East Prussia, 
secularized monastery lands and serfs, and 
declared war on Denmark 

 
1761-1773 Gregory Orlov was Catherine’s favorite – later ran 

10-year project to attract 30,000 immigrants 
(mostly German) into sparsely-populated regions 
of Russia 

 
1762 Tsar Peter III was removed in a coup and 

assassinated – cabal led by Grand Duchess 
Catherine and the five Orlov brothers – Alexei 
Orlov murdered Peter III 

 
1762-1796 Empress Catherine the Great ruled Russia – 

conservative, autocratic rule – gained access to 
the Black Sea (by defeating the Ottoman Empire, 
absorbing the Khanate of Crimea)  

 
1762-1781 Nikita Panin, Catherine’s Foreign Minister –  

Architect of the Northern Alliance linking Russia 
and Prussia 
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1764 Vasilii Mirovich, discontented officer, tried to 
free Ivan VI from Schlusselburg fortress and 
make him emperor – two guards, on Catherine’s 
orders, killed Ivan and Mirovich 

 
1764 Catherine supported the election of her second 

favorite, Stanislaus Poniatowski, as King 
Stanislaus Augustus of Poland – he served as 
Russia’s pawn for three decades 

 
1764-1780 Northern Alliance – Russia-Prussia military 

alliance – each partner would receive subsidies if 
attacked by one power and armed forces if 
attacked by two or more 

 
1764-1782 Alexander Vyazemsky – loyal Procurator General 

– combined the functions of prime minister, 
attorney general, finance minister 

 
1765-1767 Catherine wrote the Nakaz (statement of legal 

principles) – to reform Russian society 
 
1767-1768 Legislative Commission met – 570 deputies – 200 

sessions over 18 months –  incompetent, no draft 
codes written 

 
1768-1774 First Russo-Turkish War (1768-1774) –   General 

Peter Rumyantsev won at Kerch, controlled Sea 
of Azov – Alexei Orlov led Russian naval victory 
in Aegean Sea 

 
1772, 1793, 1795  Three Partitions of Poland – Russia claimed the 

Orthodox east, Prussia the Protestant northwest, 
and Austria the Catholic south –  Russia gained 
arable land, taxable serfs 
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1773-1775 Pugachev Rebellion –  Emelyan Pugachev,  Yaik 

Cossack, pretended to be Peter III -- promised 
freedom for serfs, no taxation – 18,000 rebels, 
4,000 Russian troops killed 

 
1773-1776 Gregory Potemkin was Catherine’s favorite – 

brilliant intellectual and linguist – Catherine’s 
confidant, military commander, virtual co-ruler – 
led annexation of Crimea 

 
1774 Treaty of Kuchuk-Kainardzhi – Russia received 

Sea of Azov and Dnieper Delta, independence for 
Tatar Khanate of Crimea, freedom of navigation 
in the Black Sea 

 
1775 Guberniya Reform – formed 40 provinces –  

separated administrative, financial, and judicial 
roles – set up a legal framework and decentralized 
government 

 
1781-1796 Russia-Austria military alliance – Catherine II of 

Russia and Joseph II of Austria agreed to divide 
the spoils if they could dismember the Ottoman 
Empire   

 
1783 Russia established a protectorate in Georgia – 

began Russian takeover of South Caucasus 
 
1783 Russia annexed Crimea 
 
1785 Nobles Ukase – consolidated the nobles’ control 

over land and serfs – freed the nobles from 
compulsory service to the state 
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1786 Gregory Potemkin constructed a new capital, 
Ekaterinoslav (Catherine’s Glory), in Crimea  

 
1787 Catherine made a six-month, 4000-mile journey to 

Crimea in 1787 to see Potemkin’s achievements 
 
1787-1791 Second Russo-Turkish War (1787-1791) – started 

by Ottoman Empire to regain Crimea –  Potemkin 
led Russia to victory at Ochakov in 1788 

 
1789-1795 French Revolution – Austria, Prussia, and Britain 

fought the French revolutionary government – 
Russia gave financial aid 

 
1789-1796 Platon Zubov was Catherine’s last favorite – rival 

of Potemkin – wielded increasing political power 
– one of the assassins of Emperor Paul I, 
Catherine’s son, in 1801 

 
1791 Treaty of Jassy – Ottoman Empire confirmed 

Russian ownership of Crimea and of land east of 
the Dniester River – accepted Russia’s naval 
presence in the Black Sea 

 
1795 Russia’s Vasily Suvorov defeated Poland’s 

Thaddeus Kosciusko and occupied Warsaw – led 
to Third (and final) Partition of Poland  

 
1796 Catherine the Great died – natural death, 

following a stroke 
 
1796-1801 Tsar Paul I (Catherine’s son) ruled Russia – 

assassinated in 1801 
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1803-1806 Lewis and Clark expedition in the western United 
States – achieved both scientific and political 
objectives 

 
1848-1855 California gold rush – 300,000 migrants to 

California -- $2 billion of precious metals 
produced 

 
1853-1856 Crimean War – Great Britain, France, and the 

Ottoman Empire soundly defeated Russia 
 
1891-1904 construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway – 

5,572 miles – connected Moscow with 
Vladivostok –triggered Russian settlement of 
Siberia 

 
1894-1917 Tsar Nicholas II ruled Russia – conservative, 

ineffectual rule, heavily influenced by Gregory 
Rasputin – overthrown in Bolshevik Revolution 

 
1917 Bolshevik government signed Treaty of Brest-

Litovsk – dropped out of World War I – ceded 
Finland, the Baltic States, Poland, and Ukraine to 
Germany 

 
1918 Tsar Nicholas II and his family (the last 

Romanovs) were murdered – by Bolshevik 
revolutionaries in Yekaterinburg 
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Sites Visited in St. Petersburg, Russia 
 
Focus on St. Petersburg 
Stanford Travel/Study Program  
May 1-10, 2015 
Land-based 
 
St. Petersburg – Peter and Paul Cathedral, Church of the Savior on 
Spilled Blood, and St. Isaac’s Cathedral  
 
During our first day of touring, our group visited St. Petersburg’s three 
most significant Russian Orthodox cathedrals.  We began with the Peter 
and Paul Cathedral, which was started by Peter the Great in 1712 within 
the Peter and Paul Fortress (St. Petersburg’s original citadel) and 
consecrated seven years after his death in 1733.  Most of the Romanov 
tsars, including Peter the Great and Catherine the Great, are buried there.  
The remains of Nicholas II and his family were re-interred there in 1998, 
80 years after their murders.  We next visited the Church of the Savior 
on Spilled Blood (Resurrection Cathedral), constructed between 1883 
and 1907 (partly over water) on the site of the assassination of Emperor 
Alexander II in 1881.  That church now serves as a museum and 
contains the world’s largest collection of glass mosaic icons.  We ended 
the day at St. Isaac’s Cathedral, the largest basilica and fourth largest 
cathedral in the world.  That church was constructed between 1818 and 
1858 by Catherine the Great’s grandsons (Emperors Alexander I and 
Nicholas I).  It is dedicated to Saint Isaac of Dalmatia, a little-known 
Byzantine saint, because Peter the Great was born on the feast day of 
that saint.  St. Isaac’s has the world’s first metal dome and 
accommodates 11,000 parishioners. 
 
Pushkin – Catherine I’s Palace, and Pavlovsk – Paul I’s Palace 
 
Peter the Great took an Estonian peasant as his second wife, and she 
became Empress Catherine I.  In Tsarskoye Selo (now Pushkin, a city of 
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150,000 residents located 15 miles south of St. Petersburg), Peter 
constructed a palace for his new wife.  His daughter, Empress Elizabeth 
I, enlarged Catherine I’s Palace with the assistance of Bartolomeo 
Rastrelli and constructed the renowned Amber Room.  Her successor, 
Catherine II (the Great), added pavilions, designed by Charles Cameron, 
and resided there with her final favorite, Platon Zubov, during the last 
decade of her life.  Catherine I’s Palace was largely destroyed during the 
Nazi occupation (1941-1944), but was reconstructed.  After a morning 
touring Catherine I’s Palace, our group transferred to Pavlovsk, a nearby 
town of 16,000 people and the site of Paul I’s Palace, set in a 1000-acre 
park.  Catherine II had Cameron design a palace for her son, Paul, and 
his wife Maria, in 1777 on the occasion of the birth of their first child, 
who later became Emperor Alexander I.  After Catherine II died in 1796, 
Paul I, who despised his mother, hired Vincenzo Brenna to redesign the 
palace, which was his imperial residence until he was assassinated in 
1801.  That palace complex, too, suffered severe damage under Nazi 
occupation but was restored by 1973.   
 
St. Petersburg – Hermitage I 
 
The Hermitage is one of the world’s most spectacular art museums.  The 
collection of the Hermitage contains 3 million items, compared with 
600,000 at the Louvre in Paris.  Elizabeth I built the Winter Palace as 
her imperial residence.  Later, Catherine the Great, who collected more 
than 4,000 major European paintings, commissioned Jean-Baptiste 
Vallin de la Mothe to design the first art museum in the Hermitage 
complex.  Our group visited the five buildings – the Winter Palace, 
Small Hermitage, Old Hermitage, New Hermitage, and Hermitage 
Theater – that are open to the public.  We started in the Great Field 
Marshall’s Hall of the Winter Palace, featuring a painting of Catherine’s 
leading military hero, General Alexander Suvorov.  In the Hall of St. 
George, Russia’s patron saint, the inlaid wooden floor is designed to 
reflect the design of the ceiling.  In the New Hermitage, we marveled at 
the collection of 24 Rembrandt paintings in the Rembrandt Room, 
including “Flora,” “Portrait of an Old Man in Red,” and “Return of a 
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Prodigal Son.”  The Hermitage holds the second largest collection of 
master Italian paintings outside of Italy and of French paintings outside 
of France.  We admired paintings by Leonardo da Vinci and Rafael and 
a sculpture by Michelangelo.     
 
St. Petersburg – Tauride Palace 
 
The Tauride Palace, the most spectacular noble palace in Catherine’s 
Russia, was constructed between 1783 and 1789.  Gregory Potemkin, the 
most powerful man in Russia and Catherine’s former favorite (1773-
1776), hired his favorite architect, Ivan Starov, to design a residence and 
reception hall on a canal in then suburban St Petersburg.  Potemkin was 
the hero of Russia’s defeat of the Ottoman Empire and conquest of 
Crimea (then called Tauride) and the northern Black Sea region.  In 
1791, he threw the grandest ball ever known in St. Petersburg, but failed 
to regain Catherine’s undivided attention.  After Potemkin’s death later 
that year, Catherine bought the Tauride Palace from his heirs and 
converted it for her use as a residence in the Spring and Autumn 
seasons.  Following her death in 1796, Paul I, who desired to denigrate 
all of his mother’s favorite possessions,  allowed the Tauride to be used 
by the Horse Guards.  His son, Alexander I, restored the palace as a 
royal residence.  A century later, in 1906, Tauride Palace became the site 
of Russia’s first Duma (parliament), following the Revolution of 1905.  
Today the grand old building houses the assembly room for the 
Commonwealth of Independent States, Russia’s post-Soviet grouping of 
several former states in the Soviet Union. 
 
St. Petersburg – Marble Palace, and Peterhof – Catherine’s Pavilion 
 
Gregory Orlov, Catherine’s third favorite and co-conspirator in her coup 
d’état, began construction of the Marble Palace in 1768.  It was 
completed in 1791, eight years after Orlov’s death, so he never occupied 
it.  The palace features a stunning reception room, decorated in 12 
different kinds of marble – from Italy, Greece, and the Urals Mountains.  
Stanislas Poniatowsky, Catherine’s second favorite, lived in the Marble 
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Palace in 1797-1798, after he had been deposed as King of Poland.  We 
enjoyed a guided tour of the Marble Palace and then drove westward to 
Peterhof, a city of 150,000 sited on the Gulf of Finland.  Peter the Great 
built a summer palace, Mon Plaisir, in Peterhof, surrounded by a large 
park.  In the park, Russian hydrological engineers created 250 gravity-
fed fountains, using water from lakes 20 miles distant.  Peter’s daughter, 
Elizabeth I, expanded the palace, following the design of Bartolomeo 
Rastrelli.  Catherine converted the green house into Catherine’s Pavilion, 
and her grandson, Alexander I, used it as a summer palace.  Following 
devastation in World War II, the garden and palace complex have been 
restored.  We walked through the beautiful gardens and toured the 
interior of Catherine’s Pavilion, which contains an impressive collection 
of 19th-century furniture.   
 
St. Petersburg – Hermitage II 
 
Last year, the Hermitage celebrated its 250th anniversary.  Our group 
returned to the New Hermitage to visit the stunning collection of 
jewelry, mostly gold, in the Brilliant Treasury.  That collection includes 
items from archeological excavations in Russia as well as pieces from 
the Rurik and Romanov dynasties.  Two items stood out.  The first was a 
golden amphora from the Bosporan Kingdom in the Russian Black Sea 
region (4th century BCE).  The enormous wine jar, made by Greek 
resident merchant/artisans, had wonderful images of ancient Scythians.  
The second was a marvelous egg-shaped clock with a rooster on its top, 
crafted by the renowned Russian goldsmith, Carl Fabergé, in the late 
19th century.  We then walked across the square to the General Staff 
Headquarters.  Two weeks ago, the Hermitage’s extensive collection of 
French impressionist art was moved to that building.  The new exhibit 
featured the collection of Sergey Shchukin and the Morosov brothers, 
wealthy Russian merchants whose art was confiscated after the Russian 
Revolution of 1917.  Among the paintings in their collection of later 
19th-century impressionists and post-impressionists were works by 
Edgar Degas, Eduard Manet, Camille Pisarro, Auguste Renoir, Paul 
Cezanne, Paul Gauguin, and Vincent van Gogh.    
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St. Petersburg – National Public Library 
 
Few tourists visit the National Public Library in St. Petersburg.  Our 
group was privileged to gain access to that fascinating resource.  
Catherine the Great ordered the construction of the library in 1795, but it 
was not opened until 1814.  The National Library, Russia’s oldest public 
library, now contains 38 million books and serves as a research library 
(where scholars come to work but are not allowed to check-out books).  
The library staff is converting the archaic cataloging system, which is 
based on the size and shape of the books rather than on their content, 
into an electronic system.  The library, a repository for all books written 
in Russian, also contains an extensive collection of foreign books and 
periodicals.  Catherine the Great purchased the personal libraries of two 
French philosophers of the Enlightenment – Voltaire and Denis Diderot 
– with whom she had corresponded regularly while developing her 
ruling philosophy.  Our group visited the section of the library that 
houses the Voltaire collection of 7,000 books, including 2,000 books 
that have hand-written marginal comments by Voltaire.  Many are 
caustically critical.  Voltaire refers to one of Montesquieu’s books as 
being “stupid and shallow.”  It was thrilling to see examples from 
Voltaire’s library, carefully handled by gloved staff.      
 
* * * * * * * * * * * *  
 
 


