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Princessandgrandduchess
AsmostGermannobility,Sophia—beforeshebecameCatherine—was

homeschooled. One of her tutorswasWagner, a Lutheran chaplain of her
father’s regimentwho tutoredher inmattersof religion (S12.46)1.Sophia
hadaninvestigativemindandshewonderedhowpeoplelikeMarcusAurelius
couldendupinhell;whatwasthechaosthatinWagner’sopinionpreceded
thecreationof theworld (10)orwhatcircumcisionwas,andWagnergave
unsatisfactoryanswersornoanswersatall(11);heaskedhertoacceptsome
thingsbyfaithorsimplycutthediscussion.Theproblemwasnothistheo-
logical knowledge— Sophie’s questions remain to this day a theological
challengeyettobesatisfactorilyanswered—butanuncharitablespiritwith
whichWagner treatedhis precocious pupil.Apparently hewas irritated by
her questions that he did not answer,which stemmed fromhis frustration.
However,eventodayareligionteacherwouldfeelveryuncomfortablewhen

1 Referencesaremadetothefollowingpublications:
G—ПисьмаИмператрицыЕкатериныIIкГримму(1774–1796),Сборник Император-

ского русского исторического общества23(1878).
J—Joseph II. und Katharina von Russland: ihr Briefwechsel,Wien1869.
PSZ—Полное собрание законов Российской Империи,Санкт-Петербург:Типография

IIОтделенияСобственнойЕгоИмператорскогоВеличестваКанцелярии1830,vols.1–45.
S—Сочинения императрицы Екатерины II,Санктпетербург:ТипографияИмператор-

скойакадемиинаук1901–1908,vols.1–12.
V—Voltaire–Catherine II: correspondance 1763–1778,Paris2006.
Z—Der Briefwechsel zwischen der Kaiserin Katharina II. von Russland und Joh. Georg 

Zimmermann,HannoverundLeipzig1906.
ZB—J.G.Zimmermann,Briefe an einige seiner Freunde in der Schweiz,Aarau1830.

WSW 20 ks.indb   13 2017-07-19   14:00:51

Wrocławskie Studia Wschodnie 20, 2016
© for this edition by CNS



14 AdamDrozdek

trying to explain to a 7-year-old girl the nature of circumcision2—much
moresointheprudishtimesofSophie’schildhood.Moreover,Wagnerwas
tooapocalypticallyinclinedandtalkedsomuchabouttheLastJudgmentthat
itmadeSophiecry (11).Thiswasa fairlyacceptedmethod togetchildren
inlinebyinstillinginthemthepunishmentafterdeathfortheirmisbehavior
onearth.Inanyevent,shesaidthatshedidnothaveagrudgeagainsthim,
butsheconsideredhimafool(sot)(G88,andforher,foolishandridiculous
weresynonyms,G431).However,allwasnotsobadwithWagnersinceshe
appearstohaverememberedhimfondlybecausereportedlysheoncesenthim
athousandducatsfromSt.Petersburg3.

The atmosphere in Sophie’s house was religiously reverent; both her
motherandfatherliked“inalterablereligion”andlovedjustice(S12.12).It
isalsoworthmentioningthattheoldestbrotherofSophia’smotherJohanna
wasabishopofLübeck(18,458),alaterkingofSweden,Adolf-Frederick.

SophiaarrivedinSt.Petersburgattheageof14andwhensheturned15,
shewasassignedareligiontutor,SimonTodorskii,laterarchbishopofPskov
(S12.45,203,450).HewassupposedtointroducehertotheOrthodoxreli-
giontowhichshehadtoconverttobecomeawifeofgranddukePeter,the
future emperor.Shehad serious scruples about the ideaof abandoningher
Lutheran faith.The teachings ofWagner sunk in to a considerable extent,
afterall.Moreover,sheknewthatherfatheropposedtheideaquitestrenu-
ously.ThechoiceofTodorskiiwasverygoodinthatrespect.Anillustrious,
highlyculturedecclesiastic,hecouldflawlesslycommunicatewithSophiain
German,translatoroftheologicaltexts,inparticulartheveryinfluentialopus
ofaLutherantheologianJohannArndt,True Christianity,whichhetranslated
whenhestudiedinHalle.HehadagoodgraspofProtestantismanditwas
notdifficultforhimtostressthecommonalityofLutheranismandOrthodoxy.
“IfoundthatthebishopofPskovwasrightinrespecttoeverything;hedidn’t
diminish at allmy belief, he added some dogma and [achieving]my con-
versiondidn’tcauseanyproblemforhim.HefrequentlyaskedmeifIhave
anyobjectionstomake,anydoubtstoraise;butmyresponsewasbriefand
satisfactory,sinceI’vealreadymadeadecision”(46).IfTodorskiireallyonly
added some doctrineswithoutmodifying anything (by dropping sola from
thesola scripturadoctrine),thenthiswouldbeduetohisrhetoricskillsby
presentingOrthodoxyasamoredevelopedversionofLutheranism,thereby

2 ItisastretchtoclaimthatCatherine’squestionwhatcircumcisionis“revealedanearly
interestinsexuality,”asclaimedbyJohnT.Alexander,Catherine the Great:Life and Legend,
NewYork1989,p.21;howwouldsheknowthatithasanythingtodowithsexualityif the
meaningofthewordwasnotexplainedtoher?

3 В[асилий]А.Бильбасов, История Екатерины II,Берлин1900,vol.1,p.8;E.A.B.
Hodgetts,The Life of Catherine the Great of Russia,NewYork1914,p.4.

WSW 20 ks.indb   14 2017-07-19   14:00:52

Wrocławskie Studia Wschodnie 20, 2016
© for this edition by CNS



  CatherineII 15

making itpalatable toSophia.Maybehewasable toconvinceSophia that
allthedifferencesamounttotherites.AsSophiaherselfwrotetoherfather
regarding“thecommonerror”madeconcerningOrthodoxy:“theexternalcult
isverydifferent,buttheChurchwasreducedtoitbecauseofthebrutishness
ofthepeople”4.Thatwasalltheeasiertoacceptbecause,afterall,thefateof
theRussianthronewasatstake.

Incidentally,wheninStettin(Szczecin),sheaskedWagnerwhattheoldest
ChristianChurchwas,towhichherespondedthatitwasOrthodoxy.“Since
thatmoment I had a lot of respect to theGreekChurch…and now I am
theHead(Chef)ofthisChurch”(S12.10),shemusedyearslater.Itisvery
unlikelythatWagnerwouldevergiveatemporalandtheologicalpriorityto
Orthodoxy.ThereasonfortheLutheranreformationwastoshakeoffthings
addedduringthehistoryoftheChurch(particularly,indulgences)inorderto
restoretheoriginalChristianity.AssumingthatWagnerwasfamiliarwiththe
Orthodoxdoctrine,hewouldneverhaveagreedthatanythingbeyondfaithis
neededforsalvation,thatMarycanhaveanelevatedstatusoftheTheotokos,
orthattheelaborateritesofOrthodoxyhaveanythingtodowiththeoriginal
Christianity.Maybeshejustconfusedthesourceofthatstatement.Herfather
wrotetoJohanna,whichshecouldrepeattoSophia,that“theGreekChurch
wasthefirstpureapostolicchurchthatwaschangedbyallsortsofsplitsand
ceremonies”5. However, it seems that Sophia primarily wanted to be cute
topoint to,as itwere, theparadoxof fatedesignedforher in themidstof
Protestantism tobecome theheadof theRussianChurch. It ismore likely
thatWagner,inherwords,repeatedlyhadsaidthatbeforethefirstcommun-
ioneachChristiancanchoosehisreligion;sinceshehadnottakenthefirst
communionyet,thedoorforadenominationalchangewasstillopen—and
shemadeherdecision.Whetheronlyreligiousreasonsweighedinisatleast
uncertain.IfshehadrefusedtobecomeamemberoftheOrthodoxChurch,
shewouldhavehad to leaveRussiaabandoninganyprospectofbecoming
awifeofanemperor.

WhenSophiacaughtpneumonia,thesituationwassoseriousthatJohanna
wantedtocallaLutheranpriest,towhichSophiarepliedthatTodorskiiwould
bejustfine6.Thatwasverypleasingtotheempressandtothecourtaswell
(S 12.204).Thismay indicate that she sincerely embracedOrthodoxy: she
saidthatshewastoldthatshehadgivenheranswersemi-consciously.Onthe

4 F. Siebigk,Katharina der Zweiten Brautreise nach Russland 1744–1745: Eine histo-
rische Skizze,Dessau1873,p.57.

5 Ibid.,p.59.
6 Itisasthoughshewantedtosay,“Whatwasmymotherthinkingof?ALutheranpastor

wouldhavecreatedtheworstpossibleimpression”,suggestedZ.Oldenbourg,Catherine the 
Great,NewYork1965,p.67.
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16 AdamDrozdek

otherhand,sheadmittedthatduringherillnessshepretendedtobeasleepto
listentoconversationsofpeoplearoundher,wherebyshe“learnedaboutalot
of things” (205).Could shehavegivenher answer about callingTodorskii
knowingwellaboutitsbeneficialeffect?The15-year-oldSophiawasbright
andperceptivetoseewhatwerethewaysintothegoodgracesoftheempress
Elizabethwhowasveryreligious.Inthatrespect,Sophiawasmuchdifferent
thanPeterwhoopenlyexpressedhisdisdainforOrthodoxy,whichendeared
himtoveryfewpeopleand,eventually,ledtohisunenviableend.

Sincerely or otherwise, Sophie embraced the Orthodox religion and in
1744shemadeapublicconfession.Todorskiiwrotetheconfessionoffaith
thathetranslatedintoGermanand,inSophie’swords,“Ilearnedbyheartthe
Russian[version]likeaparrot”(S12.48),or,inherslightlydifferentversion,
shereadinRussian,withoutunderstandinganything,50pagesinquartoand
thensherecitedthesymboloffaithfrommemory(451).Theconfessioncame
outfineandeveryonewassatisfied(49).Withtheconfessioncameachange
ofhername.Fromthismomenton,SophiebecameCatherinesinceherown
namewasodiousbecauseitwasthenameofPeterI’ssister(451).Shealso
receivedamade-uppatronymicAlekseevna:herfatherwasChristianAugust
and apparently “Christianovna” or “Avgustovna” would sound too odd to
aRussianear. In a letter toher father,who, insultingly,wasnot invited to
thebetrothal,Johannafibbedthat“accordingtothelocaldialect”thename
August“cannotbegiveninanyotherwaythanasAlexei”7.Thenextday,the
betrothalwithPetertookplaceandSophie,nowCatherine,becamethegrand
duchess.

Then Catherinewaited for nearly two decades to become the empress,
masteringinthemeantimetheintricaciesofthecourtlife—andsurvival.

Catherinewholeheartedly embraced Peter I’s church reforms andmade
some improvements of her own which had some consequences for the
Orthodox aswell as non-Orthodox believers.On the daywhen she seized
power, in the first words of her proclamation she presented herself as
adefenderoftheOrthodoxChurch(PSZ16.11582).

Matseevich
In1721, at theendofPeter I’s reign, theSpiritual regulation, authored

mainlybyProkopovich,wasenactedwhichpermanentlyabolishedtheoffice
of the patriarch and replaced itwith the SpiritualCollege later to become
theHolySynod,basicallyagovernmentalministrycomposedofadozenof
officials,notallofthemnecessarilyecclesiastics,headedbyapresidentwho

7 F.Siebigk,op.cit.,p.63.
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  CatherineII 17

respondedtotheemperorTheChurchbecameastateinstitutionsubordinated
tothemonarch.

PecuniaryneedsofthegovernmentdirectedCatherine’seyestowardthe
Church.Duringhishalf-a-yearreign,inMarch1762PeterIIIissuedadecree
that all church estate should be supervised by the College of Economics
(S 12.479; PSZ 15.11481). InAugust the same year, Catherine abolished
Peter’s decree on the administration of church property (PSZ 16.11643),
butthisdecisiondidnotlastlong.Shecamebacktothisideaverysoon.In
November 1762, she ordered a survey of church properties (16.11716, cf.
16.11745,11747,11789)andinMay1763shereestablishedtheCollegeof
Economics (16.11814, 11844, 11864, 11865) to prepareground for a take-
over.MetropolitanArseniiMatseevich,“oneofthemostillustriousmindsof
the18thcenturyRussia”8,wasopposedtotheidea—theonlybishopinthe
otherwisecomplyingChurch—andin1763hewrotetwoletterstotheSynod
on thesubject.Catherineaccusedhimof lèse-majestéandof inflammatory
interpretationoftheBible,forwhichhewasarrested.AsCatherinewrotein
herletter,“IthinkthatundernootherRulerwastheresomuchinterceding
foraguiltyoflèse-majestéasitwasnowinfavoroftheRostovMetropolitan
arrestedbythedecisionoftheSynodandIdon’tknowwhatreasonIgave
todoubtMymercyandtheloveofman?Before,withoutanyceremonyand
formalityinmattersnotsoimportanttheheadsoftheClergywerechopped
off9andIdon’tknowhowIcouldkeeppeaceandorderofthepeople(notto
mentiontheprotectionandmaintenanceoftherulegiventomebyGod)if
therebelswerenotpunished?”10AsshewrotetoVoltaire,“hisinsolenceand
follyredoubled”afteranimpositionofsilenceonhimandhewasjudgedby
theSynodas“afanaticimbuedwithLatinprinciplesperniciousandcontrary
totheOrthodoxfaithandtothepowerofthesovereign[sincehefavoredthe
principleoftwopowers,secularandecclesiastical]andconsequentlyofthe
Churchstrippedofthebishopricandpriesthoodanddeliveredtothesecular
power.Iagreedwiththissentenceonlytoconfirmthelossofdignityofthe
Churchandofpriesthoodandhewaslockedasasimplemonktotherestof
hisdaysinamonastery”11.Inaword,theSynodrubber-stampedCatherine’s

 8W.A.Serczyk,Katarzyna II carowa Rosji,Wrocław1974,p.141.
 9 Thisneverhappened;theharshestpunishmentsoftheclergywereunderPeterI,which

included an exile or defrocking, Михаил С. Попов, Арсений Мацеевич, митрополит 
Ростовский и Ярославский,Санкт-Петербург1905,reprintedasИзгнанный правды ради: 
жизнь святителя Арсения (Мацеевича),Москва2001,p.151,note1.

10 Письма Императрицы Екатерины II к Графу А.Н. Бестужеву-Рюмину, Чтения 
в Императорском Обществе Истории и Древностей Российских при Московском 
Университете 1862,no.3,pt.5,p.191.

11 Voltaire–Catherine II…,11Sept.1773,7Jan.1774,p.49.
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18 AdamDrozdek

decision,defrockedMatseevichandsenthimtoafar-awaymonasteryinthe
Archangeleparchy.Catherineannulledthedefrockingpartofthesentence.

In February 1764, Catherine carried out her plan and by her decree,
churchpropertybecame administeredby secular authorities of theCollege
ofEconomics(S12.522,567;PSZ16.12060); theChurch lost itseconom-
ic support andpriests becamepaidpublic servants.Spiritual serviceswere
commercializedsincepriestswereallowedtochargeforsomeofthem(three
rublesforbaptism,tenforwedding,etc.,PSZ17.12376).In1786,thisadmin-
istrationwasextendedtotheUkrainianchurches.In1767,whenMatseevich’s
protestsreachedCatherine’sears,shedefrockedhimandsenthim,underthe
nameofAndreiVral’(Liar),toRevel/Tallinn,wherehedied.

This was not an isolated incident. In 1764, archimandrite Theofilakt
voicedhisoppositionagainst appropriationofmonasterypropertyandwas
alsodeposedandexiled12.Aboutthesametime,archimandriteGennadiiwas
defrocked and exiled for saying a prayer for consolation of theChurch in
time of persecution13. In 1767,metropolitanPavelKoniuskevich protested
againsttheactionsofthegovernmentandwasluckytobeonlydismissedby
Catherinefromhispost14.In1771,amerchantAlexeiSmolinwrotealetterin
whichhecriticizedCatherinefortakingawaychurchpropertyandgivingitto
herfavorites.Hewasalsoopposedtohertolerancepolicywhich,inhiseyes,
wasdirectedagainst theOrthodoxChurch.Predictably, it didnot endwell
forhim.Catherineorderedhisimprisonmentforfiveyearsandthenatrans-
fertoamonasteryasamonkandthegeneralprocuratorhadtobeannually
informedabouthisbehavior15.

IfCatherine,theheadoftheOrthodoxChurch,couldactsouncharitably
againstherownbelievers,wecansensehowshecouldactagainstthosein
theologicaldisagreementwiththeChurchsheheaded.

TheCatholicsandUniates
One motivation for the aggressive politics toward Poland that led to

three partitions of this country was the fate of Orthodox believers in the
Polish-Lithuanian territories.Theonly foreignbishop inBelorussiapresent
atCatherine’scoronationwasGeorgiiKonisskii,whoonthatoccasiongave
aspeechinwhichhepleadedforthedefenseofOrthodoxbelieversinPoland
who,sadly,werefrequentlypersecuted:“saveuswithyourrighthand,protect

12 Попов,op.cit.,pp.190–192.
13 Ibid.,pp.207,212,223,228–229.
14 Ibid.,pp.226–227.
15A.Brückner,Katharina die Zweite,Berlin1883,pp.144–146;Попов,op.cit.,pp.262–

263.
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  CatherineII 19

uswithyourarm”16.Thenatureofthisprotectionwasnotspecifiedandthe
speechdidnothaveanimmediateeffect,buttheideaoffightingfortolerance
oftheOrthodoxinPolandsoonbecameveryhandy.Atfirst,Catherinewanted
completeequalityofCatholicsandnon-CatholicsinPoland.In1764,Russian
envoys at the convocation Diet demanded that the Orthodox would have
equalrightswith theCatholics,whichamountedtonothingsince thePoles
wereafraidoftheirallegiancetoRussia.Non-Catholicssawanopportunity
foranimprovementoftheirsituationaftertheelectiontothePolishthroneof
Poniatowskiin1764,aformerCatherine’slover,nowconsideredanally.In
1765,KonisskiigaveaspeechbeforePoniatowskiandsubmitteddocumenta-
tionconcerningpersecutionoftheOrthodoxinPoland.TheRussianspressed
fortherightsoftheOrthodoxagainattheDietin1766,butonlysmallcon-
cessionsweremadeinfavoroftheOrthodox.Now,asbefore,amajorconcern
was,asPoniatowskiwroteinhistelegram,thatifasmallnumberofnon-Cath-
olicsareallowedtobecomealegislativebody,“theywouldbecomeheadsof
an always legal party that could not view the state and the government of
Polandasanadversaryagainstwhichtheyshouldnecessarilyandperpetually
seeksupportoutside”17.ImpatientCatherinedecidedtosendRussiantroops
totheoutskirtsofWarsawwhenin1767theDietwassummoned.Aftermany
threatsandarreststheDietapprovedthefollowingyearallthattheRussians
wanted.AconfederationcreatedinthecityofBarrejectedRussian-imposed
decisionsoftheDietandfightingensuedbetweentheRussiantroopsandthe
Barconfederation.Moreover, theOrthodox, encouragedby thedecisionof
theDietandinstigatedbyRussia,revoltedagainsttheCatholicsandUniates
inUkraine.Russianpolicy,ostensiblytointroduceequality,ledtoacivilwar
inPolandand,incidentally—andmoredangerouslyforRussia—toawar
withTurkey.Catherine’sapparentgoalofequalityoffaithsinPolandresulted
inchaosinthewar-torncountry.Andthisdisarraywasusedasareasonfor
thepartitionofPoland.In1772,Russia,Prussia,andAustro-Hungarydecided
asstatedinthepreambletothepartitiontreaty:“Thespiritoffaction,trou-
bles,andinternalwarthathasbeenshakingforsomanyyearsthekingdom
of Poland, and anarchy that each day acquires there a new strength to the
pointofdestroyingallauthorityoftheregulargovernmentcreateajustified
apprehensionconcerningthecomingofthetotaldecompositionofthestate,
upsetting interests of its neighbors, changing thegoodharmony that exists
between them, and inciting a universalwar”.The neighboring powers had

16 НиколайБантыш-Каменский,Историческое известие о возникшей в Польше унии,
Москва1805,p.374.

17 Copied’unedépêcheduroiaucomteRzewusky,26Sept.1766,Сборник Император-
ского русского исторического общества67(1889),p.138.
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20 AdamDrozdek

someunresolvedoldclaimsthattheywantedtosettle18,oldclaims,asitcan
besurmised,mightincludetheOrthodoxwhobelongedtoRussiaratherthan
toPoland,asKonisskiihadalreadyclaimed.

Importantly, in spiteofCatherine’sofficialpositionconcerningequality
ofOrthodoxbelieverswithCatholicsinPoland,thiswasnotreallywhatshe
wanted.AsNikitaPaninwrotetoambassadorNikolaiRepnininWarsawin
1767inatelegramapprovedbyCatherine,inallthisfightingfortherights
of non-Catholics the goal was not to spread Orthodoxy, but to create an
Orthodox“partywith legal right toparticipate inallPolishmatters”which
beingweakerthanotherpartieswouldconstantlyrequireRussianprotection.
JustliketheRussianswereconcernedabouttheOrthodoxandtheUniates,the
PrussianswereconcernedaboutProtestants.However,saidPanin,theirinflu-
encemustbekept inchecksinceequalityof theOrthodoxbelieverswould
bedisadvantageousforRussia,sinceitwouldbindthemclosertothePolish
republic than to Russia.Also, Protestants could lift the Poles out of their
ignorance,therebyleadingthemtoanintroductionofneworderwhichwould
beinimicaltotheinterestsofRussia.Moreover,anincreaseinthenumberof
theOrthodoxmightmakethemindependentofRussiaandevenrelyonthe
Polishgovernment.Also,iftheOrthodoxbecametoocomfortableinPoland,
thismightencouragetheRussianOrthodoxtofleetoPolandorevencreate
ahostileatmosphereagainstRussia in theRussianprovinces thatbordered
withPoland.Besides,theUniatesshouldnotbementionedanywherebecause
“wecannotrespectthemsincetheyareschismaticsfromourfaithwhodidnot
quiteunitewiththeCatholic[faith]”19.

The 1772 partition was followed by two more after which Poland no
longerappearedon themapofEurope.ForRussia,an interestingsituation
emerged: in the interest of tolerance and equality, the Orthodox became
Catherine’ssubjects.However,withonepartitionafteranother,averylarge
number of Catholics found themselves under the Russian scepter as well.
HowwouldtoleranceandequalityoffaithsprofessedbyCatherineworkfor
themnow?ThesameasfortheOrthodox.JustasCatherinehadsolelypolit-
icalgoalsusingequalityoffaithsonlyasacoverwhendealingwithPoland,
so itwas thenalso:politicswas theprimarygoal; tolerancewassecondary
andwasmaintainedonlyasapoliticaltool.SinceCatholicsandtheUniates
recognizedtheauthorityofthepope,Catherinehadtoaddresstheproblem.

18 “TraitéentrelaRussieetl’Autriche,touchantledémembrementdelaPologne,signéà
St.Petersbourgle25.Juillet1772”,[in:]G.M.deMartens(ed.),Recueil de traités,Gottingue
1817,vol.2,pp.89–90.

19 ДепешаПанинаккн.Репнину,14Aug.1767,Сборник Императорского русского 
исторического общества 67(1889),pp.409–410.
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  CatherineII 21

Already in 1769, Catherine issued the Regulation for the Catholic
Community in Russia (PSZ 18.13252). Priests should not proselytize (§§
2, 9); theChurch in Petersburg could have only six priests and only from
theFranciscanorder(§4),whereastheChurchinMoscowcouldhaveonly
threeCapuchinpriests(§§48,49);priestscouldstayinRussiaonlyforeight
years(§5;cf.PSZ23.16820(1798));theChurchsuperiorshouldintroduce
anewpriestsentby theCollegeofJusticebyhavinghimmakeanoath in
writing(PSZ18.13252,§12);thecommunityelectedasuperior(§§14,19)
who swore to follow the Regulation (§ 18). Any disagreements between
priests and parishioners concerning economic matters should be resolved
bytheCollegeofJustice(§§44,50).Thetie to theVaticanwascomplete-
lycutoff; thepriestsanswered to theCollegeofJustice, i.e., toCatherine,
not to thepope. In1772, aukasewas issueddirected toCatholics and the
Uniates on the territory acquired fromPoland (PSZ 19.13922): aCatholic
bishopyettobeelectedansweredtotheCollegeofJustice(§2);prohibition
of proselytizingwas repeated (§ 7), and sowas the role of theCollege of
Justiceinsolvingconflictsinregardtoproperty(§8);anybull,encyclical,
or brevecomingfromthepopecouldbeannouncedtobelieversonlyafterit
was approvedbyCatherine (§9).With a1773ukase,Catherine appointed
StanisławSiestrzeńcewicz-BohuszasaBelorussianbishopoftheBelorussian
eparchy/diocese(§6)withitsseatinMogilev(§2);thebishopwouldreceive
a handsome sum of 10,000 rubles a year “for his own support” (§ 4), for
whichpriceheremainedveryloyaltoCatherine’spolicies;hisauthoritywas
extendedtoallCatholicsinRussia(§5);ofcourse,heansweredtoCatherine.
SinceSiestrzeńcewicz“earnedOurMonarchicalgratitude”,in1782Catherine
elevatedhimtotherankofarchbishoprequiringthatheshouldtakeorders
onlyfromtheSenateandfromher(PSZ21.15326,§5;Romeassentedtoit,
PSZ22.15982).After thelast twopartitionsofPoland,Catherine’spolicies
remainedinplace,buttheareaoftheirapplicationsignificantlywidened,as
specifiedby two1795ukases (23.17379, 17380): threeneweparchies/dio-
ceseswerecreatedwithsomeprohibitionsbeingrepeated:noproselytizing
(23.17379,§8);inparticular,priestswhocamefromabroadwithoutpermis-
sionand thosewhoharbored themshouldbepunished (23.17380,§5);all
directivesofthepopehadtobeapprovedbythestatefirsttosee“ifthereis
anythinginthemdisagreeingwiththeciviclawsoftheRussianEmpireand
withthelawsoftheAutocraticpowergivenusbyGod”(§8).Also,in1794,
sheissuedaukaseaimingat“convenientuprootingoftheUnion[theUniate
Church]”inwhichprocessnoCatholicorUniate“shoulddaretocreateeven
thesmallestobstacleoroffence”underthethreatofconfiscationofproperty
(PSZ23,17.199,17.204,17.290,17.333,§§4–6).Apastoral letterwritten
bythearchimandriteViktor(VasiliiSadkovskii)thatspecifieddetailsofthis
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22 AdamDrozdek

conversionwas included in the ukase. Finally, by a 1795 ukase, only one
Uniatebishopwasallowedtostay(§1),otherswerereleased(§§2–3),and
monasteriesconsidereduselesswereclosed(PSZ23.17384,17391,§5).

Justas theOrthodoxwerekept incheck inaccordancewithCatherine’s
political ambitions, sowere theCatholicsandUniates, evenmore so since
partoftheirdoctrineincludedallegiancetothepope.Catherinesimplycould
nottoleratethatandthisintolerancecamefromherastheempress,notasthe
headoftheChurch.Incidentally,herdefenseoftheJesuitswasnotatallstem-
mingfromherloveforreligiousfreedom.Jesuitssworeallegiancetotheemp-
ress,wherebytheyservedCatherine’spurposetomakethelocal(Belorussian)
CatholicChurch independent of the pope.Expelled from all countries and
bannedbythepopein1773,theyconvincinglyarguedforCatherine’spolicy
towardtheCatholicChurch.Also,theirschoolswereonahighlevel20.

The Nakaz
Catherinewanted a new consistent set of laws to be created to replace

tsarAlexei’slegalcodeof1649.Tothatend,shedesignedaprocessofelect-
ing delegateswhowould deliberate on these laws for her to be eventually
approved.ShecomposedaNakaz,aninstructionforthecodificationofnew
laws;shewantedthedelegatestoknowwhatkindoflawssheenvisionedand
onwhichlegislativeareasdelegatesshoulddeliberate.Shewaspreparingthe
Nakazfortwoyears“followinghermindandheartwithmostpassionatedesire
ofusefulness,glory,andhappiness,andwiththedesiretobringtheempire
tohigherlevelofhappinessforallkinds,people,andthings”(S12.524).The
Nakaz“introducedunityintolawsandinstructionsforwhichthereisnoother
example”(525).Asforthefruitofatwo-yearwork,Catherinedidnothave
muchtoshowforherefforts.

TheNakaz (PSZ18.12949, 13075, 13096) consists of 655 articles; 294
articlescamefromMontesquieu,frequentlyverbatim,mostoftenwithsmall
editorial changes, 108 articles came fromCesareBeccaria, 38 from Jacob
FriedrichBielfeld, 24 fromJohannHeinrichGottlob Justi, 26 fromSemen
Desnitskii,andsomefromDiderot’sEncyclopedia.Countingout24articles
thatarejusttitlesofsections,490+articlesamong631areplagiarized,which
is78%ofthearticlesconstitutingsome80%ofthevolumeoftheNakaz21.

20 Я[ков]К.Грот,Екатерина II в перепискѣ с Гриммом,Санкт-Петербург1879,vol.2,
pp.4–5.

21 Н[иколай] Д. Чечулин, Наказ Императрицы Екатерины II, данный коммиссии 
о сочинении проекта нового уложения, Санкт-Петербург 1907, pp. cxxix–cxliv. In his
commentarieswrittensixyearsafterthepublicationoftheNakaz,Shcherbatovindicatedmost
ofthearticlescopiedfromMontesquieu,М[ихаил]М.Щербатов, Неизданные сочинения,

WSW 20 ks.indb   22 2017-07-19   14:00:53

Wrocławskie Studia Wschodnie 20, 2016
© for this edition by CNS



  CatherineII 23

Although themaineffort increating theNakazwas incuttingandpasting,
thedocumentitselfisamanifestationofCatherine’sviews,althoughthevast
majorityofthemarenotofherauthorship.Insomecasesshedidmanipulate
borrowedfragmentsbymodifyingthemtoadjustthemtoherviews,particu-
larlywithrespecttothepreeminenceofautocracy.

Alreadyin1766,inamanifesttocreateacommitteeforgettingthepro-
cessunderway, shewrote thatpeople shouldpraydayandnight thatGod
wouldhelpher“totaketheSceptertoobeyourOrthodoxlaw,toprotectjus-
tice,torootoutevilandalluntruthsandoppression,andfinallytoenactstate
laws”22.Atleastonthesurface,Catherinewantedtheprospectivestatelaws
tobecreatedunderherimperialsupervision,thelawsthatwouldagreewith
theOrthodox law,presumably, the lawsacceptedby theChurch.However,
sinceshewastheheadoftheChurch,thestatelawsshouldbeinagreement
withthelawsassheenvisionedthem.Thatwouldbefairlyclearfromtheway
delegatesshouldbeelected.Inherinstructiononthatveryelectionprocess,
sherequired that thosewhoelectadelegateshouldmakeanoath that they
would elect a delegatewhowould be “themost loyal slave (раб)” of the
empress23.Amostloyalslaveshouldnoteventhinkaboutconstructinglaws
opposedtothewilloftheempress,andtheheadoftheChurchatthat.

Catherine stated that God’s law should not be mixed with civil law,
althoughthelattershouldstrengthentheformer.God’slawdoesnotchange;
thecivillawdoeschangeaccordingtothesituation.“Humanlawsprescribeus
whatisgoodandfaithreveals[whatis]better”.Usuallynaturallawincludes:
knowledgeofGod;nourishment;self-defense;andthedesiretolivewiththe
like24.Nationallawisbasedontheprinciplethatinthetimeofpeace,each
nationshoulddoasmuchgoodtoanothernationaspossibleandduringthe

Москва1935,pp.16–63.BorrowingsfromDesnitskiiareshownbyA.H.Brown,S.E.Des- 
nitsky,“AdamSmith,andtheNakazofCatherineII”,Oxford Slavonic Papers7(1974),p.51, 
although,asBrownindicated(note27),Chechulinnoticedittooinhis1913article.Tohercred-
it,Catherineadmittedtoherborrowings,atleastfromMontesquieu;inherletterstod’Alembert
shewrote:“tothesakeofmyempire,IhavepillagedthepresidentMontesquieuwithoutnam-
inghim;Ihopethatiffromtheotherworldheseesmework,he’llforgivethisplagiarismfor
thegoodofthirtymillionpeoplewhichshouldresultfromit;helovedhumanitytoomuchtobe
offendedbyit.Hisbookismybreviary”,Oeuvres et correspondences inédites de d’Alembert,
Paris1887,p.239;and“mymainoccupationsforthelasttwoyearsarereducedtocopyingand
appreciatingprinciplesofthepresidentMontesquieu”,p.245.

22 Наказ ея императорскаго Величества Екатерины вторыя самодержицы всерос- 
сійския данный Коммиссии проекта Новаго уложения,Москва:ВСенатскойТипографии 
уС.Селивановскаго1809,pp.3–4;PSZ17.12801.

23 Ibid.,pp.26,45,55;PSZ17.12801.
24 Ibid.,p.107;PSZ18.12950.
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war,aslittleharmaspossible;thisisbasedonGod’slawthatpeopleshould
doasmuchgoodtooneanotheraspossible(§1,6)25.

ThemottototheNakazcomesfromaprayerofSolomon:“LordmyGod,
listen to me and give me wisdom to administer judgment to your people
according to how your sacred law directs to judge with righteousness”
(1Kings3:9),whichisanotsosubtleindicationthatnotjustanysovereign
isissuingtheNakaz,buttheoneonaparwithSolomon;thus, itshouldbe
treatedaccordinglyby thedelegates.Theopeningarticlesof theNakazare
religiousstatements:“TheChristianlawteachesustodogoodonetoanother
asmuchaspossible”(§1),whichshouldbetheprincipleinlightofwhich
any other rules and regulations are created and it should be assumed that
everyhonestmanwants“toseeallofhisfatherlandonthehighestlevelof
happiness,glory,blessing,andpeace”(§2).Andmovingveryquicklyfrom
religiousbeginningtowhatcounts,theimperialpower,Catherinestatedthat
therulerinRussiaisanautocrat(§9)whichisrequiredbythevastnessof
Russiaandtheneedtoaccomplishthingsquickly(§10;S12.674);anyother
formofgovernmentwoulddestroyRussia(§11).AlreadyShcherbatovfound
herargumentveryweak;heobservedthattheRomanempirewasdoingvery
wellasarepublicnotwithstandingitsvastness26.

Next,Catherineclaimedthatthegoalofautocracyisthegloryofcitizens,
thegovernment,andthesovereign(§15)andthatautocracydoesnotwant
totakeawayfrommentheirnaturalfreedombutwantstodirecttheiractions
tothegreatestgood(§13).Whenfreedomisdefinedasdoingwhatthelaws
allow one to do and not doingwhat they prohibit (§ 38), then, of course,
autocracy does not suppress human freedom only if people obey the laws
establishedoratleastapprovedbythatveryautocrat:youarefreeifyoudo
whatI,thesovereign,tellyoutodo.Somelawswereverysound,forinstance,
prohibitionoftorture(§123)27,religioustolerance(§494),theprincipleof
innocentuntilprovenguilty(§194),andtheviewthatcapitalpunishmentis
“ofnouse”(§210).AnotherthingiswhetherCatherineherselfwaswilling
to followherown laws.Torture inpracticewasnotabandonedandcapital
punishmentturnedouttobeofmuchuse.Thiscanalwaysbejustifiedbyher
principlethatthemostseverecrimesagainststabilityofsocietyarethecrimes
oflèse-majesté(§229).Rampantcrimeandbribesaremuchlesserevilsinthe
faceof thepossibility thatsomeonecanspeaksomethinguncomplimentary
aboutCatherine.

25 Cf.ibid.,p.291;PSZ18.13095,introduction.
26 Щербатов,op.cit.,p.22.
27Actually,torturewasofficiallyabolishedon21Feb.1762,В.Е.Романовский,Наказ 

Императрицы Екатерины II,Тифлис1899,p.35,butstill,Catherineurgedarestraintfrom
usingit,e.g.,ina1764ukase(PSZ16.12227).
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Peoplehavetoknowthelaws;therefore,properupbringingofchildrenis
anindispensableelementinsolidifyingtheruleoflawinsociety:“therules
ofeducationare the firstprinciples thatprepareus tobecitizens” (§348);
“everyoneisobligated to teachchildren thefearofGodas theprincipleof
anywisdomandinstill inthemall thedutiesthatGodexpectsofusinHis
Decalogueand [sodoes]ourEasternGreek faith in its rulesand tradition”
(§351).Children“shouldalsobeinspiredtolovethefatherland,accustomed
totherespectoftheestablishedciviclawsandhonortheauthoritiesoftheir
fatherlandascaringbythewillofGodfortheirhappinessonearth”(§352).
The Orthodox Church was just a state department and as a governmental
agencyitshouldactforthebenefitofthisgovernment,thatis,oftheautocrat.
TheChurchshouldinstill thefearofGodincitizenssothat theyhavefear
fortheautocrat.OtherreligiousaspectsoftheChurcharefarlessimportant.
TheOrthodoxChurchplayedthisroleverywell—figureslikeMatseevich
were exceptions to the rule— and thus it should play the prominent role
on the religious scene.Therefore, other faiths could be tolerated inRussia
— religious intolerance would be most dangerous in such a big country 
(§ 494)—but they should not gain a prominent status: “there is no other
meansofbringing all sheep thatwent astray to the true flockof the faith-
ful except for reasonable tolerance of other laws that are not contrary to
ourOrthodox faith andpolitics” (§ 495). So, if any religion is contrary to
Orthodoxy,itcannotbetoleratedinRussia,whichmakesvacuousthelofty
principle that “persecution irritates human minds and tolerance of belief
accordingtoone’sownlawssoftenseventhehardesthearts”(§496):ifsome
lawsarecontrarytoOrthodoxytheywillnotbetolerated,whichisverymuch
tantamounttopersecution.

InthewordsofDiderot,whocommentedonCatherine’sNakaz,she“did
notquiteforgetinherNakazthatsheisasovereign.Oneencounterslinesin
which,withoutnoticingit,shetakesagainthescepterthatsheputasideatthe
beginning”.Hehadnodoubtthat“theEmpressofRussiaissurelyadespot”.
Heconcluded that in theNakazhesaw“thenameofdespotabdicated,but
thethingitselfpreservedanddespotismcalledmonarchy”28.Nowonderthat
whenCatherinereadthesecommentsafterDiderot’sdeath,shesaidthathis
Observationswere“agenuinebabbleinwhichcanbefoundneitherknow-
ledgeofthings,norprudence,norforesight”(G372);forher,theNakaz“was
not only good, but even excellent” (373),which is an outright delusionof
grandiosity.

28 D.Diderot,“ObservationssurleNakaz”,[in:]Oeuvres politiques, Paris1963,pp.385,
345,457.
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Inallpoliciesof theNakaz Catherinemercilesslypressedherambitious
policyofstrengtheningthepositionoftheempressandusedherpositionas
theheadoftheChurchasanadornmentorasatoolinpromotingherambi-
tions.This iswhat transpires fromherofficialactionsanddocuments.Can
aspirituallysoftersideofCatherinebeexpectedinunofficialoratleastless
officialwaysthatCatherinerevealedherself?Memoirsandlettersappearto
besuchaplace.

Memoirsandletters
Catherine fashionedherself as anenlightenedempress (S7.282),philo-

sophicallyminded(12.615)monarchbenevolently rulingoverhersubjects,
even,asshewrotetoPotemkin,amindatsomepoint“thoughttobeoneof
thebest inEurope”29. It is thus interesting to see the level of this enlight-
enmentandthewayof thinkingaboutphilosophyandtheologyinherown
wordsthatcanbeconsideredintimateasincludedinthemanyversionsofher
memoirsandinherletters.

First, herMemoirs. However, they recount in great detail many events
fromher lifeanda lotofpetty intrigues,cabals,andcourtgossip(thatshe
sometimescalledanecdotesorbruits):whowithwhomwhatandhow;very
interestingmaterialforhistorians,butnotaparticularlygoodtestimonyofthe
grandeurofCatherine’smind.Shemadepassingremarksaboutherreadings
—shementionedVoltaireandPlato—butthereisnosinglephilosophical
ortheologicalreflection.Anyreflectionisself-centeredandconcernedwith
herownambitions.Themostphilosophicalremarkshemadewasthatpeople
thought shewas smartand thatat thepromptingofaSwedishambassador
Gyllenborgwhoaskedher“towriteapictureofmyspirit/mindandmychar-
acter”,shewroteA sketch of a draft of the character of the Philosopher of the 
age 15.Evenadozenyearslateraftersheperusedthroughitshewasamazed
at theprofundityofher thought so that shewasunable to addanything to
it (S 12.61, 215–216). Is it really such a good testimony that she stayed
onthesamedevelopmental leveladecadelater?It isall themoreamazing
becauseherphilosophicalself-educationwasnotquiteauspicious.In1745,
GyllenborgpromptedhertoreadPlutarch,Cicero,andMontesquieu.Sheread
onlytwopagesofthelifeofCicero,shestartedtoreadMontesquieu’sbook
onRomanempirebutitputhertosleep,andshewasunabletofindLivesof
Plutarch(60–61).Thatishowstudiouswasthephilosopheroftheage1530.

29 S.Montefiore,The Prince of Princes: The Life of Potemkin,NewYork2000,p.115.
30 Somuchfortheideathat“shethrewherselfwholeheartedlyintotheultra-seriousprose”,

asclaimedbyH.Troyat,Catherine the Great,Nuffield1978,p.37.
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In1753,shereadfourvolumesofBayle’sDictionnaireintwoyears,thatis,
onevolumepersixmonths(329).Ontheotherhand,shereadninevolumes
inquartoofthehistoryofGermanybyJosephBarrethroughwinterandpart
ofspringof1749(142),moreorlesstwovolumespermonth,whichisstill
not very impressive considering that she did not have anything else to do
beyondridingahorseanddancinginballs,whichsheavidlydid.Herreadings
werechaoticandspotty,hereducationlimitedtobasicGerman,French,and
thenRussianliteracy,somecatechism,anddancing.Therefore,her18years
spent in Elizabeth’s court as the grand duchess were educationally rather
thin,althoughveryrichingainingexcellentexperienceofthecourtlife.She
recognizedthatandwantedhelpindesigningeducationfromprimaryschool
touniversity;asshewrotetoGrimm,“me,whodidnotstudyatallandwas
notatallinParis,Ihaveneithersciencenormind(esprit)andconsequently
Idon’tknowatallwhatoneshouldlearnnotevenwhatonecanlearnand
whencecanitbetaken”(G19).

The18yearsinElizabeth’scourtwerebythemselvesthemosteducation-
al.Catherinewassavvy,bright,andcunning.Shemasteredtheartofintrigue;
shewasverygoodinreadingpeopleandinwinningpeopleovertohercause,
theartatwhichherhusbandfailedmiserably.Shewasthegrandduchess,so
sheexpectedtobecometheempressifonlyasawifeofweakandincompe-
tentPeterwhomshemastered tomanipulate.Shewas readyfor the throne
and thatwas her overriding ambition.When she then said, “I only desire,
IonlywantthegoodofthecountrywhereGodputme;heismywitness.The
gloryofthecountryismyglory”(S12.614),sheidentifiedherselfwiththe
Russianempireandhappinessofpeoplebeingherhappinessquicklybecame
her happiness being thehappiness of thepeople—andwoe to thosewho
stoodinthewayofthishappiness.Allherpronouncementsshouldbeviewed
fromthisperspective.Shecouldthenflatterherselfinthethirdperson:“The
Nationwasuniversallyattachedtoherandregardedherasitsonlyhope…
ThebehaviorofCatherinetowardtheNationwasalwayswithoutreproach;
sheneverwanted,wishedordesiredanythingbutthehappinessofthisNation
and her all lifewas devoted only to procure goodness and felicity for the
Russians”(G480,797).In thelightof theprinciple l’état c’est moiunder-
stoodas“Russiaisme”,thereisnoobjectiontothestatementthatshealways
workedfor thegoodofRussia.Thisambition transpires fromhermemoirs
andherprivatenotes,butitisquiteevidentinhercorrespondenceaswell.

FrederickMelchiorGrimm,aGermanminorliteraryfigure,livedinParis.
Catherine corresponded with him for 22 years. She sometimes addressed
Grimmasmisterphilosopher,butfromtheircorrespondenceitisunclearwhy,
since there isprecious little in it thatcanbeconsideredphilosophical. It is
mostlychatter.Shespokeaboutherillnessesandaboutherconstantconcern
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aboutGrimm’shealth,includinghisvomiting(684);aboutwhatshesawand
whatsheread,butthediscussionoftheplaysshewatchedorbookssheread
waslimitedtoone-or-twosentenceremarks,basically“Ilikedit”or“Ididn’t
like it”—nodiscussionofsubstance.Shewroteaboutbattlesofherarmy
and navy and about her trips.After the birth ofAlexander, she constantly
informed Grimm about how great a grandson he was, less about another
grandson, Constantine, much less about granddaughters and, interestingly,
nearlynothingaboutherownsonPaul.SheaskedGrimmtorunsomeerrands
forher suchaspurchasingartorbookswith themoneysheprovided.And
alotofgossip:who,when,how,etc.,inwhichwordslikeimbécile,fou/folle,
sot/sotte anddumm and the likewereverygenerouslyused.Shealsoused
alotofnicknamesfora lotofpeople(GuorFalstaff—GustavIII,Gu—
FriedrichWilhelmII;Ge—GeorgeIII;piccolobambino—JosephII;souf-
fre-douleur or Schmerzdulder—Grimmhimself;marabouts— theTurks,
andmanyothers),whichisendearingwhenateenagegirldoesit,butmuch
lesssootherwise.Frequentlyasubjectabruptlychangesfromonesentence
toanotherandimperfectionsoftheFrenchandGermanoftenobfuscatethe
meaning31.Catherinewastosomeextentawareofitandrepetitivelyasked
Grimm toburnher letters tohim (G437,545, 615). Incidentally, she also
askedGrimmtogetbackherletterstoVoltaireanddestroythem.

TheCatherine–Grimmcorrespondencecontainsplentyofverbiagewhich
maybedesignedjusttostayintouch.Withonlylittleexaggeration,Catherine
once wrote that upon seeing paper and pen, “the demon of scribbling”
overcameherandshehadtowritealettertohimalthough“Ihavenothing,
absolutelynothingtosaytoyou”(G34).Shedetectedthistendencyalsoin
overlonglettersofGrimmtoherandsaidthatshewouldnotrespondtoparts
of his letters thatwere bavardage tout pur (84).A somewhatmismatched
correspondence (an empress and aminorwriter)was apparently beneficial
forbothparties.CatherinereceivedalotofinformationaboutEuropeanand
particularlyParisian life and itwas surely a badge of honor forGrimm to
correspondwithanempress.Lettersprovidealotof informationusefulfor
historians, information related to Catherine’s governmental and economic
policies, not tomention her private life, but one aspect is almostmissing.
LetterstoGrimmareoneofveryfewplacesinwhichCatherinespokeabout
herselfastheheadoftheOrthodoxChurch,andyetthesementionsaremade
inpassing,asalmostirrelevant.AfterGrimmcalledher“Greekmajesty”,she
saidshewasonly“theheadoftheGreekChurch”(131).Atanotherpoint,“as
theheadoftheChurch”andwith“theholyanger”sheadmonishedGrimm

31Asratherbluntlysummarized,“theFrenchisexecrable,andthefrequentGermaninter-
pelationsareevenworseandgenerallyungrammatical”,Hodgetts,op.cit.,p.295.
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thattheOrthodoxChurchdidnotrebaptizeanyoneafterconversion;thefirst
baptismwasgoodenough(55).ShementionedGodquiteoften,butonlyin
phraseslike“Godknows”,“thankGod”,andthelike.Shesometimesmen-
tionedgoingtochurch,butifshecommentedonit,itwasthatthechurchwas
beautiful (34, 182, 331, 612, 644) or that the service exhausted her (564).
Her remarksconcerningreligiousand theologicalmattersareveryfewand
brief.At onepoint she reportedEuler’s predictionof the endof theworld
the next year and grand duchess’ rebuttal that theAntichrist did not come
yetastheBiblestatesthathemustcomebeforetheendoftheworld;“toall
thisI[Catherine]respondlikethe barberofSeville:Isaytoone:Godbless
you,andtotheother:gotobed,andI goonasusual”(62),whichishardto
considerassomethingotherthanaresponseofamother,mildlyannoyedat
theunreasonablenessofherchildrensothatthematterisnotevenworthdis-
cussing.Orthodoxdogma,ifevermentioned,isonlystatedwithnoreflection
accompanyingit.Forinstance,sheadvised“allProtestantpowerstoembrace
theGreekreligiontopreservethemselvesfromirreligious,immoral,anarchic,
villainousanddiabolicalpest,theenemyofGodandthethrones;itistheonly
apostolicandChristian [religion]. It isanoakwithdeep roots”.That isall
whatthesepowersshouldaccept(579).AtanotherpointsheaskedGrimm:
“WhatdoyouwantmetodowithLutherantheologicalbooksandhymnals?
GreekChurchissufficientlyequippedwithallthatisneededandatthatpoint,
thosewhoseparatedthemselvesfromitwillteachitnothing”(683).

Since Grimm was not the tower of intellectuality, intellectually lofty
topicsmaynotbeexpectedinCatherine’scorrespondencewithhim.Voltaire
maybeexpectedtobeanothermatter.Inhermemoirs,shefrequentlystated
that she readVoltaire (S12.105,245, 373), calledhimhermaster (G104,
217, 369), and claimed that noonehadmore respect forVoltaire than she
(7.86).Heretheyare,Voltaire,oneofthemostcelebratedintellectualsofthe
Enlightenment, and Catherine II, an enlightenedmonarch. Someone could
expect that their correspondencewould be filledwith deep reflections and
profoundstatements,butinthatrespectitisdeeplydisappointing.Theircor-
respondenceisinconsequential,achatteroftwoculturedindividualswhoare
widelyrecognizedpersonalitiesandapparentlytheyaresatisfiedto,basically,
sharethisrecognitionwithoneanother.Andthus,flattery,compliments,over-
wroughtnicetiesaboundthatcanbepleasingonlytooneanother,butquickly
becomeunbearable,evennauseating,toanyotherreader.Voltaireseemedto
beproudandflatteredthatamonarchofalargeempirewroteletterstohim;
Catherine,inreturn,wasflatteredthatsomeoneconsideredtobeaprominent
Frenchintellectualwrotebacktoherfillinghislettersprimarilywithpraise,
deservedorotherwise.AndthusVoltairedidnotfinditexaggeratedtostate
thatwhatshewrotetohimaboutMatseevichandabouttoleranceintheNakaz 
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(§495)is“amonumentofyourglory.Thethreeofus,Diderot,d’Alembert
andmyself,weerectaltarsforyou.Youmakemeapagan.Alongwithidol-
atry,Madame,IamatthefeetofYourMajesty,morethanwiththeprofound
respect,apriestofyourtemple”(V56);inthesimilarvein,hestated:“Iplace
myselfatyourfeet,Ikissthemmorerespectfullythanthefeetofthepope.
Heconsidershimselftobethefirstpersonageoftheworld,Mustafabelieved
the same about himself, but I knowverywell towhom this title belongs”
(212);also,withDiderot,“wearesecularmissionarieswhopreachthecultof
St.CatherineandwecanprideourselvesthatourChurchisquiteuniversal”
(289).Catherine’scomplimentswereonlyabitmorerestrained.Foralarge
part,Catherinewasrecounting,nottosaybraggingabout,theexploitsofher
armyandfleet in thewarwithTurkey(1768–1774)32. Interestingly, insin-
cerityorotherwise,sheaskedVoltaireas“atrueCatholic”topersuadeother
CatholicsthattheGreekChurchhasnothingagainsttheCatholicChurchor
anyotherChurch; itonlydefends itself (180).Shealso, ratheroff-handed-
ly,remarkedwhileonthesubjectofaclockadornedwiththelikenessesof
ConstantineandSt.Helena:“astheheadoftheGreekChurchIwouldn’tlike
toseepeoplelikethemoccupythesameplaceswhicharefrequentlygiven
tococksandcuckoos”(207).“Asthehead(chef)oftheGreekChurch”she
informedVoltaireabouttheconversionofafuturewifeofprincePaulto“the
Catholic universalGreekChurch, the only true creation established in the
East”(287).Also,“astheheadoftheGreekChurch”shecorrectederrormade
byVoltaire(thesameasGrimm’s)whosaidthatthegrandduchesswasrebap-
tized:“TheGreekChurchdoesnotrebaptizeatall,itrecognizesasauthentic
anybaptismadministeredinotherChristiancommunions”;theprincesswas
onlyanointedwithoilforconfirmation(292).Thatistheleveloftheological
profunditytheyreachedintheircorrespondence.Voltaire,aleadingEuropean
intellectual,andCatherine,anenlightenedmonarch,limitedtheircorrespond-
encetomutualflatterandhigh-browchatter;presumablybothinterestedin
literatureandphilosophy,theysaidnearlynothingliteraryorphilosophical,
justbaskinginthecomplimentstheyshoweredoneuponanother33.

32 Itisquitepossiblethatshemeantforhermailtobeinterceptedandcopiedandpublished
inFrenchnewspaperssincelettersweresentbymail,notbyacourier.Thisissuggestedfrom
herremarkrecordedon6Feb.1791byhersecretaryKhrapovitskii,abouthercorrespondence
senttoHannover:“inthiswayIreplaceddeChoiseul[aministerofforeignaffairs]whencor-
respondingwithVoltaire”,А.В.Храповицкий,Памятные записки,Москва1862,p.238.

33 Theirlettersare“superficialanddonotapproachanygrandthemes,affirmwithoutdis-
cussing,evolveverylittle,constantlyrepeatthemselves”.Thereisnopoliticaldiscussion,and
hardlyanydiscussionofliterature,C.Maurice,“AproposdelacorrespondanceentreCatherine
IIetVoltaire”,[in:]Rousseau et Voltaire en 1978,Genève,p.187;besides,Voltaire’sletters
showsomesignsofsenescence,pp.191–192.“Theyrarelydiscussedliterature,moralsorpoli-
ticsinanyseriousway.Nordotheyrepresentthebestworkofeithercorrespondent.Clearly
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CorrespondencewithJosephII isalmostallbusiness,politicalbusiness,
whichisunderstandablefortheheadsoftwoempires.Therearerarepersonal
exchanges—afterall,theywererelated—suchasthetravelsofCatherine’s
sonPaul.Atonepoint, after stating that she shouldbecountedamong the
apostlesofJosephII(J37),sheofferedanalliance:“AstheheadoftheGreek
Church,itwouldbemyduty,Ithink,torecommendtothegoodnessandvir-
tuesofY[our]I[mperial]M[ajesty]truebelieversoftheGreekChurch,but
thatwouldbeunnecessary;Iamcertainthattheywillalwaysbereadytofight
against [anyone] itwillplease It [Majesty]and IknowItshumanity” (38).
Thishasnothingtodowithreligion—itispurepolitics.Onepoliticalremark
isveryinteresting.Afterahoped-fordeliveranceofEuropefrom“theenemy
oftheChristiannamebychasingthemfromConstantinople”Catherinewant-
edJoseph’sassistancein“thereestablishingoftheancientGreekmonarchy
on the ruins anddefeat of the barbariangovernment that dominates there”
withhergrandsonConstantineonthethrone;thismonarchyshouldbecom-
pletely independentfromtheRussianempire(155–156)34, towhichJoseph
assented(172).Althoughexpressedinreligiousterms,thisisanexpressionof
thepurelypoliticalambitionsofCatherinebyextendingtherulefarbeyond
Russiaifonlythroughheroffspring.ThroughallcorrespondencewithJoseph,
CatherinecomesoutasaskillfulpoliticianwellversedintheEuropeanpolit-
icalscene.Rarereligiousmentionsinthiscorrespondenceshowthatreligion
forherwasjustaconvenientpoliticaltool.

CorrespondencewithZimmermannbeginswithCatherinesendinghimin
January1785acostlyringandagoldmedalasrecognitionforhisbookon
solitude(Zvi,whichZimmermannannouncedtotheworldintheprefaceof
the fourthvolumeof hisÜber die Einsamkeit),which is quite remarkable.
Howmanyauthorsanywherecouldtakeprideinreceivingacostlygiftfrom
acrownedheadofanempireforabooktheywrote?JohannG.Zimmermann
was aSwissphysicianwhowrotemanybooks invarious fields.Catherine
wasgratefulforhisbookonsolitudesinceithelpedherindifficulttimes.As
shewrote,atfirstshewasafraidtoopenhisbookbecauseofherhypochon-
driacdispositionthatshehadfeltforseveralmonths.Thisbookfirststopped
itandthendecreasedit.“Inthisbookthereispowerandforceandcharmof

thecorrespondencecontinuedbecauseitsatisfiedthevanityofbothparties.Bothenjoyedbeing
praisedbyanillustriouspersonality”,I.Gorbatov,Catherine the Great and French Philoso-
phers of the Enlightenment: Montesquieu, Voltaire, Rousseau, Diderot and Grimm,Bethesda
2006,p.96.

34 Thiswasnotdoneonawhim:Constantinewasgivenhisnamewiththeprospectofhis
becoming the emperor inConstantinople andhis upbringing (e.g., learningGreek)was de-
signedwiththeConstantinoplethroneinmind,R.K.Massie,Catherine the Great: Portrait of 
a Woman, NewYork2011,p.564.
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thesoul;Ibelieveitisthebestantidotefororratheragainstthedispositionof
hypochondriathatcanbeimaginedjudgingbytheeffectthispreciousbook
hashadonme”(Z4,48,68).SincetheletterwaswritteninFebruary1785,
thecauseofher“hypochondriacdisposition”wasmostlikelythedeathofone
ofherlovers,AlexanderLenskoi,whodiedinJune1784(G317).Itturned
outthatitwasnotsoeasytoapplytoherselfafacileadviceshegaveGrimm
toforgetthingsthatcannotberemediedandbecausethedeadaredead,one
shouldthinkabouttheliving(G48–49).

Thefirstproblemis,whichbookexactlyCatherinemeant.Zimmermann
wrotethreesuchbooks:Betrachtungen über die Einsamkeit(1756),Von der 
Einsamkeit(1773),whichwasfirstpublishedasanarticleinHannoverisches 
Magazin11(1773),pp.1–60,andÜber die Einsamkeit,vol.1,1783,vol.2,
1785,vols.3–4,1786.CatherinereferredtothebooktwiceinGerman,once
byitstitle,Von der Einsamkeit(Z48),oncebyitscontent,von der Einsamkeit 
(8),whichappearstopointtoZimmermann’ssecondtakeonsolitude.Ifso,
whatdidCatherinefindtobesohealinginthissmallbook?Oneshortpassage
couldspeaktoher,whenZimmermannstatedthat“thedesiredsolitudeisnot
comfortingfortheunhappypersonwhosealljoysofhislifeareinthegrave,
whoembracesthebeloveddeathfigure,asoftenasheisalone,whowould
giveupallhappinessonearthtolivewithit(figure)inapoorhut,whosees
allstrengthofhissoulgoaway,knowsorexpectsnootherfeelingexceptpain
andindealingwithhimselfnootherthoughtexceptdoubt”35.Couldjustthis
onefragmentinfluenceCatherinesomuchthatitallowedhertobreakoutof
her depression? The book brieflymentions hypochondria: “hypochondriac
head is loathsomeand thusdifficult to satisfy” (18/11); “profoundlyhypo-
chondriacpeopleoftenwanttofleetheentirehumansociety”(56/40);hypo-
chondriacsarefearfulandfullofreflectiveness(83/61).Allofthisisnotquite
good if onlybecause “manwas apparently created forman” (12/6).Could
thathavehadahealingeffect?Itmayverywellbe thatCatherinereceived
thefirstvolumeofÜber die EinsamkeitofwhichVon der Einsamkeitcanbe
considered an abbreviated forerunner. In his magnum opus, Zimmermann
wrote,“seldomwillsolitudebeaconsolationforasufferingperson,whose
onlyfriendliesinthegrave;whoalwaysseesthebelovedshadowandalways
callsuponit;whowouldgiveuptheearthlyhappinessforonesoundthathe
hearsnomore;whoseallstrengthflewoutwithtears”(1.41).Also,ahypo-
chondriacsaystohimself,“nomanunderstandsme,sincenomancanknow
howIfeel”,whichleadstowithdrawal(63)inwhichtheperson“notalways
findspeace”(64).Itisnotgoodformantobealone;societyishisfirstdesire

35 J.G.Zimmermann,Von der Einsamkeit,Leipzig1773,pp.22–23;idem,Von der Einsam-
keit,Wien1803,p.15.
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(18).ItmaybedoubtfulwhetherCatherinehadvolume2,becauseofwhen
itappeared;ontheotherhand,ZimmermannsentCatherinethelasttwovol-
umes(Z6,9,15,16),whichwouldsuggestthatshedidalreadyhavethefirst
twoandCatherinedid thankhimwithanawkwardphrase,“Idonotdoubt
thatvolumes3and4wouldnotrespondto[wouldnotbeasgoodas]thefirst
twovolumes”(16).Thesecondvolumeisallabouttheproblemsthatsolitude
causesandforthemostpartitisanuncomplimentarydescriptionofcloister
andmonasterylife.Catherinecouldhavebeenstruckherebythestatement
that“femaleimaginationisalwaysmoresensitivethanmaleimaginationand
thussheisintheextremelylonelylifeandconstantself-examinationprone
toacceptinganyfoolishness”(2.68).Sinceitwasauthoritativelyspokenby
aphysician,Catherinecouldhaveconsideredthistobeseriousenoughdan-
gertosnapfromherdepression.Somewhatsurprisedabouttheeffectofhis
book,Zimmermannsaidthathethoughtheshowedonlythornsofsolitude(in
volume2)andthatintheupcomingtwovolumes(volumes3and4)hespoke
aboutitsfruits(Z6),sheansweredthatthethornsheshowedherpulledher
fromher solitude (8).Apparently, theshockeffectofZimmermann’sstate-
mentswaseffective.

However, there is another possible explanation of Catherine’s award
forZimmermann.Zimmermannalreadyactedasaphysicianonaccountof
acommissionreceivedfromempressElizabethin1776(ZB238).Since1780
heknewGrigoriiOrlov (Z94;ZB276),whowanted tohireZimmermann
tocometoSt.Petersburg(ZB278).Hedeclined.Orlovrecommendedhim
toCatherine and in July 1784 shewanted to hire him (Z 3) as a personal
physician (Leibarzt) andgenuine state counselor, anequivalent to the rank
ofgeneral(ZB328).Sinceheagaindeclined,Catherinemayhavewantedto
enticehimbyherawardforhisbook.Itdidnotwork.However,somecorres-
pondenceensued.Zimmermannwasexceedinglyflatteredbyitandcomple-
mentedCatherineonthelevelthatborderedonservility.Regrettingthatby
decliningherofferhecouldnotbe“closetohersacredperson”(Z3),hesaid,
forinstance,“IfIwereahermit,aportraitofYourImperialMajestywould
beplacedonthealtarofmycell”(11).“Readingtheaugustwordsofthefirst
sixpagesofthiswork[Nakaz]Ithoughtthatneverexistedevenaparcelof
eloquencenormasterpieceofphilosophysoable toelevate thesoulofone
nationandalsofullofthemagicoffeelingandofstylethatforeverincites
tograndest exploits” (17). Interestingly, this sentimentaboutCatherinedid
notquite transpire fromhisstatementaboutOrlov in1780,whenhewrote
thatOrlov“putthecrownon[her]headandthenformanyyearshewasher
amant”(ZB275).

InherletterstoZimmermann,CatherinedescribedhervoyagetoCrimea,
hersuccessesinthewarwiththeOttomanempireandwithSweden;shesent
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himsomeofherplaysthathepromoted;shegavehimacommissiontohire
physiciansinherservice,whichhedidnegotiatingsalariesthatwerenotquite
infavorofthesephysicians.HepleadedwithhertohelphisfriendKotzebue
in Revel, which she did. Themost interesting part of this correspondence
isCatherine’sfairlylongself-description.Asshewrote,“Ineverwantedto
inspirefear inanyone, Iwouldwant tobe lovedandesteemedif Ideserve
it—andnothingelse.IalwaysthoughtthatIaminsultedbecauseIamnot
understood. I sawmanypeoplewhohad infinitelygreater spirit/mind than
me.Ineverhatednorenviedanyone.Mydesireandmypleasurewastomake
[people]happy.Butbecauseeveryonewantstobe[happy]accordingtohis
character, imagination,orunderstanding,mydesiresfoundtherefrequently
obstaclesthatIneverunderstood.Myambitionsurelywasnottobeevil,but
perhapsIundertooktoomuchbelievingthatpeoplearefittobecomereason-
able,just,andhappy.Generally,humanraceleanstowardunreasonableness,
injustice with which it is impossible to be happy. If it listened to reason,
justice,therewouldnotbeanyneedofus;astohappiness,asIstatedabove,
everyoneunderstandsitinhisownway.Itakephilosophyintoaccountsince
mysoulhasalwaysbeensingularlyrepublican;Iadmitthatthisisperhapsin
singularcontrastbetweenthisstrengthofthesoulandtheunlimitedpowerof
myposition,butnooneinRussiawillsaythatIhaveabusedit”.Iascribedno
importancetomywritings,shesaid,thatIconsidermediocreanddoneonly
foramusement.Astopolitics,“Itriedtofollowtheplansthatseemedtome
tobethemostusefulformycountryandbearableforothers.IfIhadknown
somethingbetter,Iwouldhaveadoptedit;Europeiswrongtobealarmedby
mydesignsfromwhichitcanonlygain.AlthoughIwasrepaidwithingrati-
tude,atleastnoonewillsaythatIlackedrecognition,frequentlyIavenged
myself onmy enemies by doing themgood or pardoning them.Humanity
ingeneralhashadinmeafriendwhocontradictedherselfonnooccasion”
(Z87–88;S12.595–596).

Inall this, shewasquitecertainlysincere. Ineverythingshesought the
good and happiness of others. She never understood why people did not
understandthat.Becauseofprevalenthumanunreasonableness,drasticmeas-
ureswereoccasionallyneededtoreachthegoalofuniversalhappiness.The
Biblicalpreceptofnotsparingtherodcanbescaleduptothenationallevel.
Thus,unreasonableoroutrightfoolishPoleshadtobeharshlytreated,which
eventuallywould lead to their happiness. The need for aggressive politics
towardtheTurkscouldalsobeexplainedbytheneedtoovercometheirlack
of understanding ofwhat happiness should be.TheRussians’ successes in
warsinthe18thcenturywereultimatelycausedby“intriguesandmachina-
tionsofenemiesofthisempire”(Z132),inwhichwayeverywarcouldbe
explainedaway:itistheenemy’sfault.“Ilovepeaceandwishpeacetoallmy
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neighbors;Idon’tintendtostart[awar]withanyone,butwhenIamattacked,
IbelieveIprovedthatIcandefendmyself.…IfIamattacked,Iwillfightby
myselforwithallies.YoucanbeassuredthatIwouldcountonlyonsupport
oftheDivinebenediction—ofmyjustcause—andonzealofmysubjects”
(134).InatrueroyalfashionsheidentifiedherselfwithRussiaandthusany
attackonRussia(asweunderstandnow,Russianeverattacksanyone)was
apersonal attackonher and since shewasplacedon the thronebydivine
providence,shecouldeasily—bydefinition—countonthedivinehelpin
politicalandmilitarymatters.

Almost repeating the phrase, l’état c’est moi, Catherine spoke like an
autocrat, always like an autocrat, and yet, curiously, in the same breath she
pronouncedherselftobearepublican.Zimmermannfeltobligatedtocomment
onthisstatementbysayingthat throughCatherine,onecansee“philosophy,
humanity, justice, sweetnessandall thatonecan imagine in theworld tobe
lovableonthethrone”and“inthatsense,withHersoultrulyrepublican,Your
Majestyissaidtoberoyalist”(Z123).Thesweet,just,philosophically-minded
monarchisarepublican.Itseemsthatthisunconventionalunderstandingwas
veryclosetoCatherine’sown.Shedidwantittobewrittenonherepitaphthat
shehad“arepublicansoulandgoodheart”(12.798;G77note1),whichshe
alsoannouncedtoGrimm(G48);ontheotherhand,shedisparagedrepublic-
anismbyconsideringrepublicsofheragetohaveatendencytounreason,like
Americans(G362);sheconsideredtheFrenchtobe“republicancanaille”(618)
andsheclaimed that “a republicalwaysendswith royalty” (626).However,
shemadeacommentaboutsomeFrenchofficials:“sincethesegentlemenare
convincedrepublicans,theyshouldlove,respect,andencouragethetruth,and
iftheydon’t,Iwillsaythattheyarenothingatallsincetheyareinconsistent
in theirownprinciples”(537).Thus,beingarepublicanwouldmeanforher
toloveandrespectthetruth,whichvaguelymatchesZimmermann’soddren-
dering.Shealsowroteaboutherfatherthathis“purestvirtue”ledhimtolove
the republican government, which Catherine, “out of respect for my father
orotherwise”,couldnotpreventfromretainingatasteforit,“athingalmost
incredibleintheplaceinwhichIamandinwhichIhaveambitionsthatIhave”
(S 12.445). So it appears that by pronouncing having a republican soul she
believedthatthepurevirtueofherfathersomehowrubbedoffonher36,buther
politicalambitiondidnotreallymakeherafriendofrepublicanism37.

36Accordingtooneopinion,Catherinesimplyconsideredthepurestvirtueastheprincipal
characteristicofrepublicanattitude,H.Fleischhacker,Mit Feder und Zepter: Katharina II. als 
Autorin,Stuttgart1978,p.199.

37 Or,asmoreforcefullyexpressed,she“dedicatedherselftodestroyingtheveryideaof
republicanism”,J.Winik,The Great Upheaval: America and the Birth of the Modern World, 
1788–1800,NewYork2007,p.xiii.
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MemoirsandcorrespondenceshowCatherineasacunningpoliticianwho
wantedtoincreasehergrandeurbyelevatingRussiaculturally,economically,
and throughaggressivepolitics towardneighboringcountries.Herposition
as theheadof theChurchwasaveryefficient instrument sincedefenseof
Orthodoxywasalwaysusedasatooltomotivatepeopletofollowthewillof
themonarchandCatherinedidnotshyfromusingit.Althoughsheclaimed
respectforreligion,withoutallowingit toenter into theaffairsof thestate
(12.625),shewasthefirsttoviolatethisprincipleusingreligiousmotivation
wheneveritsuitedher.

Thecelestialcrownandtheterrestrialcrown
Catherinerepeatedlymentionedinhermemoirsherparticipationinchurch

rituals. For example, she regularly attended mass on Sundays (S 12.233).
DuringLent,Catherinespentmorningslisteningtomatins/prayerswithherser-
vantswhowereverydevout(221),thereby“fulfillingexactlytheprescriptions
ofLentaccordingtoourrite”.WhenPeter,whowasquiteirreligious,scolded
herforherexcessivedevotion,sheansweredthatshe“didnotdomorethanwas
properandwhateveryoneelsedid,andwhatcouldnotbeavoidedwithoutscan-
dal” (222).Thisprettymuchsummarizesherattitude toward theobservance
ofchurchritesandtraditions:dowhatothersdoanddonotscandalizethem.
Veryearly,shemadethreeresolutions:topleasegranddukePeter,topleasethe
empressElizabeth, and toplease thenation (57).She succeededparticularly
inpleasingthenation(58):“Ihadaprincipletopleasetheworldwithwhich
Ilived…IwantedtobecomeRussiansothattheRussianswouldlikeme”(60).
Inthis,“thehopeortheprospectnotofthecelestialcrownbutoftheterrestrial
crownkeptmyspiritandmycourage”(105).Catherine,theheadoftheChurch,
cared littleabout theheavenlyprospectsofferedby thedoctrineof thisvery
Church.SheneededChurchinordertoacquireandthenmaintaintheterrestrial
crown,inwhichshedidsucceedprobablybeyondherownexpectations.The
Russians,forwhomtheirreligionwasveryimportant,wereverypleasedwith
Catherine’sattitudeandshedidherbesttokeeptheappearances.

CatherinefastedduringLent.“MadameVladislavovawastoorigidinthe
articlesofdevotion…formetodaretoscandalizeherbyaskingforapieceof
bread…Isufferedandkeptsilent”.Thelargestpartofthepopulationthought
likeherso itwouldalsobeeasy toscandalizepeople.“Shewasextremely
devoted and rigid about all trifles (bagatelles). … I was particular about
avoiding in everything and everywhere the smallest trifle concerningwhat
canshock thisdispositionof thenationalspirit thatdominated thenamong
themultitude;IalsotookuponmyselftoconformasIknewtheprinciplethat
saysthatveryoftentriflesofthatnaturewhenneglectedaremorehurtfulin
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thetotalitythantheessentialssincetherearemanymorespiritsonthelevel
ofsmallthingsthansensiblepeoplewhodespisethem”(S12.150).Thus,on
accountoftheinsensiblemultitude,Catherinetookuponherselftheobserv-
anceofsuchtrifleasfastinginordertowinpeopleovertoherself,asshedid.
Thus,whenshesaidthatonEasteritwouldbepropertomakeherdevotions
—making confession and taking communion—so that her attachment to
theGreekOrthodoxfaithcanbeseen(419),shedidallofitforashow.And
this had been noticed.As French ambassador deBreteuil,whowas in her
confidence,wrotein1761,Catherine“winsovenmoreandmorehearts.No
onemoreassiduouslyfollowstheduties/ritesinrespecttothedeceased[day
before]empress[Elizabeth],which[rites]intheGreekChurcharenumerous
andfullofsuperstitionatwhichshemostassuredlylaughs,buttheclergyand
thenationbelievethatsheistouched[byElizabeth’sdeath]andaregrateful
forit.Forthosewhoknowhersheobserveswithremarkableexactitudeholi-
days,fasts,allreligiousrites”38.

CatherineoncewroteaboutPeter:“Ineverknewanatheistmoreperfectin
practicethanhim,whoveryoftenwasafraidofthedevilandofgoodGodand
evenmoreoftenforgotbothofthemaccordingtotheoccasionthatpresented
itself or to the caprice of themoment that carried him” (S 12.134).Could
she,unwittingly,havewrittenaboutherselfaswell?At least inherofficial
pronouncements, sheexpressedher recognitionofGod,but inherpolitical
andprivatelifeshefrequentlyactedasthoughonlythisworldexisted.Was
sheanatheist?Probablynot, shevery likelybelieved inGodandalthough
shepronouncedhumandependenceonGodandhowHeinfluencesthefate
ofindividualsandnations,sheactedinthespiritoftheEnlightenmentdeism
wheretheexistenceofadistantGoddisinterestedintheaffairsoftheworld
was usually grudgingly acknowledged39. Interestingly, however, once in
1790shewasaskedduringherconfessionifshebelievedinGod.Wouldthe
confessor even contemplate asking this question if there were no doubts?
In response, she recited the creed and said somewhat defiantly that she
couldprovideproofsofexistenceofGodthatnooneheardabout.Shesaid,
“I believe allwhatwas enacted in all the [seven]Councils since theHoly
FathersofthosetimeswereclosetoApostlesandcouldbetterfigurethings
outthanwecan”40. Theresponseisinterestingforitsimpersonalcharacter:
reciting thecreed, reference tosomeunspecifiedproofsof theexistenceof

38 La Cour de la Russie il y a cent ans 1725–1783: extraits des dépêches des ambassadeurs 
anglais et français,Berlin1858,p.188.

39 “UndertheinfluenceofVoltaireCatherinemovedfromChristianitytoDeism,andchose
a benevolent, even beamingGod,who demanded neither humility nor the rendering of ac-
counts”,V.Cronin,Catherine, Empress of All the Russians,NewYork1978,p.306.

40 А.В.Храповицкий,op.cit.,p.217.
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God(although itwouldbe interesting toseewhatoriginalCatherinecould
have offered), a reference to the seven Councils. Nothing about her own
mindandsoul,herlife,herpersonalattitude,sothattheanswersoundslike
something she thoughtwas expected of her; thus, another example of her
hypocrisy,thehypocrisysheapparentlydespisedsomuch,atleastjudgingby
someofherdramaticworks41.

TheofficeoftheheadoftheChurchwasforCatherinejustatoolforher
enormousambitions42.AlittleGermanprincesswhogrewintheshadowof
apowerfulempressElizabethwantedtooutdoher—andshedid.Sheused
religiontoincreaseherpowerinternallyandontheEuropeanscene.She,as
itwere,enlistedGodHimselftohelpherandthefactthatshewasanempress
wasclearlyasign—toherandtohersubjects—thatGodwasonherside.
BymergingthewillofGodwithherownwill,shedidasshepleased,which
includedimprisonment,exile,aggressiontowardothercountries,nottomen-
tionviolatingchurchlawsconcerningpersonallife.Thefactthattwoemper-
ors(PeterIIIandIvanVI)metanuntimelydemiseonherwatchshouldalso
bementioned.Shewanted,ergoGodwantedit;thus,noonecouldstopher.

ЕкатеринаII:главаПравославнойЦеркви

Резюме

Екатерина II, одна из самых могучих правительниц России, интересует историков
преждевсегокакполитик:какэтослучилось,чтомалоизвестнаяпринцессазаняластоль
высокуюпозициюибылавсостояниивлиятьнасудьбуогромнойроссийскойимперии?
НечастовоспринимаютЕкатеринукакдуховнуюличность,хотяонабыланоминальной
главой церкви, о чем воспоминала не менее семьи раз: один раз в мемуарах, два раза

41A.Drozdek,Catherine II and her plays,CuadernosdeRusísticaEspañola11(2015),
pp.111–128.

42 Catherinewas“dominatedbyheroverweeningambition,andtoitshesubordinatedall
else”, I.Grey,Catherine the Great, Autocrat and Empress of all Russia,Philadelphia1962,
p.79;“TherewasonepromisetowhichCatherinewasfaithfulthroughoutherlife,onecom-
mitment on which she would never renege: this was to her own ambition”, R.K.Massie, 
op.cit.,p.78;shewas“edgyandambitious…shecravedpoweronthegrandEuropeanstage”,
J.Winik,op.cit.,p.39.AlreadybeforehermarriagewithPeter,Catherinehadsaidthat the
heartdoesnotpredictmuchhappiness,“onlyambitionsustainedme” inherconviction that
onedayshewillbeanempress(S12.227)andin1757shewrote,“twothingsIknowwell:one
is,thatmyambitionisasgreatasishumanlypossible;theother,thatIshalldosomegoodfor
yourcountry”,Correspondence of Catherine the Great when Grand-Duchess, with Sir Charles 
Hanbury-Williams and Letters from Count Poniatowski, London1928,p.283.Ambitionnever
ceasedtosustainherandthegoodofthecountrywasafittingmeanstosatisfythisambition.
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вписьмахГримму,триразавписьмахВольтеруиодинразвписьмеИосифуII.Какэто
повлиялонаеедуховностьикакеедуховностьповлияланаееотношениясцерквей?Глава
церквиипросвещеннаясударыня:пыталасьлиЕкатеринаIIсовместитьэтидвааспекта?

Перевел Ежи Россеник

CatherineII:TheheadoftheOrthodoxChurch
Summary

Catherine II, one of themost powerful rulers of Russia, is interesting to the historians
primarilyasapolitician:howwas itpossible thatanobscureGermanprincess rose tosuch
aprominencetobeabletoshapethefateoftheenormousRussianempire?RarelyisCatherine
viewedasaspiritualfigure,andyetshewasthenominalheadoftheChurch,afactshemen-
tionedatleastseventimes:onceinhermemoirs,twiceinherletterstoGrimm,threetimesin
herletterstoVoltaireandonceinalettertoJosephII.Howdidthatfactinfluenceherspiritu-
alityandhowdidherspiritualityinfluenceherrelationshipwiththeChurch?Theheadofthe
Churchandanenlightenedmonarch:didshetrytoreconcilethesetwofacets?

Translated by Anna Kijak
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