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Empress Catherine II (the Great) of Russia exemplifies a successful and respected stateswoman who possessed the abiding desire to integrate Western intellectual ideas and concepts of beauty into those more organic to her adopted country Russia. In addition to being a powerful ruler, she was a major patron of the arts in Russia; a playwright whose plays have been compared in quality to those of Voltaire; an amateur composer who wrote several libretti for operas; a bibliophile who, upon Diderot’s death, purchased his library; and an innovator in the area of education for women.  At a time when the ruling families of Italy were unwilling or unable to support the arts locally, the Russian emperors were lavishly supporting them. My paper will explore some aesthetic and political reasons for Catherine’s sustained program of intercultural dialogue between Italian and Russian music, literature (understood here as works of literary quality and merit), and architecture during the thirty-four years of her reign (1762-96). Personages I will include in the discussion include Giovanni Paisiello and Baldassari Galuppi (composers), Giacomo Casanova and Cesare Beccaria (writers), and Giacomo Quarenghi and Antonio Rinaldi (architects).  

The argument I will advance moves beyond the superficial and stereotypical (i.e., that Catherine wanted to surround herself with the beautiful); rather, it posits that the Empress’s desire to integrate European cultural forms into the Russian landscape represents her search for an inner wholeness and harmony that would be reflected in her external surroundings. The theoretical frameworks that will inform my analysis include Lacanian psychoanalysis, gender theory, psychology of geography (cognitive mapping), and theories of national identity.

