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EMPRESS CATHERINE


1762. Saint Petersburg, Russia: now, the City of Catherine. Who would ever have guessed that this insignificant young princess from a minor German court would become sole ruler of Russia? She had come there as a nice, harmless little wife for the heir to the throne, Tsarina Elizabeth’s nephew Peter III.

Peter the Great served the Russian people faithfully until his death in 1725. Who’d have guessed that the six-and-a-half-foot behemoth would succumb to a simple fever and a gangrenous limb after diving into the icy waters of the Russian sea to save twenty of his fellow shipmates? The Russian throne would pass through the bloodlines of Peter over the next few decades – from his niece Anna and eventually to his daughter Elizabeth, who in 1762, declared her son Peter III to be the heir-inherent upon her death. But it must be noted that though he descended from Peter the Great through his mother, the young man was German—and obsessively so. His father, a German, prompted Peter III to seek a German bride. 
In 1735, the sixteen-year-old Catherine would travel to Russia for the dynastic marriage between her and Peter. Though they did produce an heir, Peter soon turned his back on her, took a mistress, and virtually forced her, out of desperation, into taking lovers of her own. When this dark and hated young man succeeded to the Russian throne in 1762, he would serve the Russian people for six months only when, in June, 1762, palace guards, led by one of Catherine’s lover deposed and killed him. Did Catherine order her husband’s death? History does not prove the accusation. But the Russian nobility contemplated the empty throne: Why, who better than Peter’s popular young wife, mother of the next male heir, and such a lover of things Russian, to be the next ruler of Russia? Thus, by a strange fluke of fate, had begun the glorious reign of Catherine the Great.

The next years as tsarina would prove worth to her title. Catherine the Great. Worthy successor to Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great, whose work she would complete. Russia was throwing off the last of its chains. In the west, she had already taken back the rest of White Russia from a weakened Poland. In the south, the Turkish fleet had been smashed; and the ancient menace of the Tatar steppe had finally been crushed when Catherine deposed the Crimean khan and annexed all his lands. To the east, Russia now claimed the entire north Eurasian plain to the Pacific.

Catherine the giver of laws.

Catherine the educator.

Catherine the champion of free speech, the patron of the philosophers who sang her praises.

Voltaire himself, the most free-thinking man in France, used to write her endless letters.

Catherine the sage.

Catherine of the many lovers.

Though sometimes portrayed as a monstrous consumer of men, Catherine was in fact rather sentimental. Having been humiliated in her marriage, her own letters make clear that most of her adult life was spent in the search for affection and an ideal man. Nor was she hugely promiscuous. History records the names of something less than twenty lovers.

The noble class set up by Peter was there to serve the state: and they were proud to do it. Catherine, needing their support, had showered them with favors. She had placed all local government in their hands. The charter she had enacted the previous year had confirmed almost every privilege they could desire. All their estates were theirs absolutely now. No other class could own land. Yet though they usually chose to serve the state, they were no longer obliged to. They paid no taxes. They could not be knouted. They were even allowed to travel abroad. Most nobles owned five hundred souls—as the adult male serfs were termed. And since Catherine had taken over all the Church lands, the peasants who worked them all belonged to the state now: the monastery was no longer the local landed power, but only a rather forlorn collection of religious buildings, set in the midst of state-owned fields.
When Catherine died of a sudden stroke in 1796, her son Paul would continue her legacy as yet another great Romanov in the line of Peter the Great. Romanov. The name that the imperial dynasty had chosen in the sixteenth century was among the fifty most common in Russia, meaning simply: “the son of Roman,” and pronounced, with the stress on the second syllable, Romahnoff. For Peter, Catherine, Paul and the others, they were truly the sons of Romans. 
