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There are many pages in the history of Russian collecting of the late 18th – 

early 19th century that have not been uncovered yet. Of particular interest is a fate 

of the personal collection of minerals, rocks and ores of the Empress Catherine II. 

The existence of a personal mineral cabinet in the Imperial Hermitage and its early 

history was mentioned in the first guidebook of St. Petersburg, compiled by Johann 

Georgi. In the future traces of this unique collection were lost, but today we have 

an opportunity to reconstruct and trace its history throughout the 19th and 20th 

centuries. 

Collecting natural-science objects was a sphere of interests of many figures 

of the Age of Enlightenment, but the Empress herself was a legislator in this field. 

The history of appearance of the personal mineralogical collection of Catherine II 

is surrounded with a large number of legends and myths. For a long time it was 

believed that the collection of minerals was purchased by the Empress from Peter 

Simon Pallas. Indeed, the core of the collection was minerals acquired from Pallas, 

but archival documents show that the process of forming the personal 

mineralogical collection of Catherine II in the Winter Palace was much more 

complicated. It was located in two specially equipped large halls of the Winter 

Palace. Along with minerals, samples of fossil flora and fauna, this cabinet 

included separate collections of polished rectangular plates of Karelian marbles, 

Ural and Altai natural decorative stones. Initially, Pallas was involved in the 

systematization and description of the collection. According to the memoirs of his 

contemporaries, he made a complete description of the cabinet in German, and 

attached a label to each exhibit. In the course of study, an original description of 

the mineral cabinet of Catherine II was not found. Obviously, the collection had 

grown rapidly, as evidenced by archival documents. The closest associates of the 

Empress, Mikhail and Peter Soimonov, who headed her Imperial Majesty’s 

Cabinet in different years, gave instructions to bring samples of minerals from the 

Urals and Altai specially for the personal Hermitage mineral cabinet. In addition, 

Catherine II purchased from the chief chamberlain A. Naryshkin his collection of 

precious ores. For several decades, the collection significantly increased , so it was 

necessary to start compiling a new catalog. After the death of the Empress in 1798, 

specialists from the Mining College, led by Peter Meder, were invited to translate 

the first catalog and compile a new complete description of the collection at the 

direction of the Emperor Paul I. These catalogs in three books are still kept in the 

State Hermitage. 

For a long time the fate of this unique private collection of the 17th century 

remained unknown. A study allowed to establish, when the collection left the walls 

of the Winter Palace and where its main part is today. In 1816 the Emperor 

Alexander I decided to move the mineral cabinet from the Imperial Hermitage to 
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the Mineral Cabinet of the Mining Cadet Corps founded by the Empress Catherine 

II. Thus as early as 1816 3,400 samples of minerals, fossil flora and fauna, ores, 

etc. were moved to the Mining Corps along with the showcases in which the 

collection was kept in the Hermitage. 

It is necessary to indicate that currently the collection has been preserved 

only partially. It was not saved as a single collection. It was separated immediately 

upon admission in connection with the specifics of the acquisition of the museum's 

natural-science collection in the 19th century. All exhibits were dispersed in the 

general mineralogical fund. But several thematic collections could be found 

unchanged with the survived catalog numbers of the Imperial Hermitage. 

Throughout the 19th century exhibits from the collection were used to select 

various mineral collections. In 1818 a cabinet for the Warsaw Lyceum was made 

from them, the cost of which was 3000 rubles. In 1820 part of the samples from the 

cabinet of Catherine II was sent as a gift to the tutor of the Emperor Alexander I 

Frédéric-César Laharpe. The Grand Duchess Anna Pavlovna brought a 

mineralogical collection from Russia, in which there were samples from her 

grandmother's collection. 

Currently over 200 samples of minerals, a collection of polished jasper 

plates, porphyries and other samples of natural decorative stone, four boards with 

plates of marbles from the deposits of Karelia have been identified in the 

systematic collection of minerals. 

 

 


