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AND THE COTTAGE SERVICE

DR. KAREN L. KETTERING
Associate Curator of Russian Art, Hilhwood Museum

Sometime late in 1829 or early in
the 1830s, the Imperial Glassworks
and the Imperial Porcelain Factory
began to turn out two new services
for use at Alexandria, the little sum-
mer cottage at Peterhof built by the
reigning emperor Nicholas I for his
wile Alexandra Fedorovna (fig. 1).
These two services, decorated with
the blue shield used throughout the
Alexandiia Cotiage, have received
some atiention because of their sta-
tus as the first Russian porcelain and
glass services produced with coordi-
nated decoration.’ In comparison to
[ar more complex productions such
as the Imperial Porcelain Factory's
grand Gur’ev service or the Imperial
Glassworks” monumental vases and
glass furniture of the early nine-
teenth century, these more techni-
cally modest pieces have suffered
because of their relative simplicity.
Yet, at the time ol its making, this
service stood out as an example of
technical innovation as well as an
important prop in a new scheme ol
imperial sell-presentation. Its deco-
rative forms were the product of an
entirely modern image of monar-
chy, but one based on a picturesque
vision of life during the Middle Ages
in western Europe, the Crusades,
chivalry, and courtly love. The ser-
vice also reflected a changed vision
of the role and status of the em-
press. While her independent eigh-
reenth-century predecessors—Anna
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Ipannovna, Elizaveta Petrovna, and
Catherine the Great—had kept the
reins of power flirmly in their grasp,
in the nineteenth century the Russ-
fan empress was more likely 1o per-
sonify purity, domesticity, and ma-
ternal [elicity.

To see how all of these complicat-
ed notions are connected 1o the cre-
ation and use of this cut glass service
from the early 1830s, we must first
return to the court of Emperor Paul
I (r. 1796-1801). Sometime in the
late 1790s, the Imperial Cabinet or-
dered from Britain the very {irst cut
glass service for the Emperor.? After
its delivery in 1801, it surely must
have caused a sensation among all
those invited to dine ar the Imperial
table. Before the first decade of the
nineteenth century, a glassware ser-
vice in which each vessel—warter
glasses, red and white wine glasses,
champagne [lutes, liqueur glasses,
tumblers, water carafes, wine de-
canters and perhaps even salt cel-
lars, dishes [or butter, cream, [ruits,
or nuis, and decorative sculptures—
was {inished in a single decorative
scheme was entirely unknown.
Even more impressive than the total
coordination ol every piece in the
suite of objects, however, was the
service’s decoration by means ol
claborate and deep cutling.

This might be a dilflicult point ol
view [or the late twentieth-century
viewer 10 appreciate. Qver the last
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FIGURE 1

ADAM MENELAWS, Alevandrin Cortage,
Peterhof, Russia, 1826-29.
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two centuries, hundreds of glass-
works have produced an almost un-
limited quantity of inexpensive—
and sometimes poorly made—
mold-blown pieces that imitate cut
glass so that today we are overly ac-
customed ter the forms. A resident of
Saint Petersburg in 1800, no matter
how  sophisticated  or discerning,
however, would only have been fa-
miliar with the more modest forms
ol cuuting and engraving done on
hand- or water-driven lathes and
typically applied to a thin-walled
vessel such as a goblet. Around
1790 several British glasshouses be-
gan 1o use steam Lo power their
lathes, which allowed for deeper
and more complex forms to be cut

into the object’s entire surface.’
With this increased cutting power
artisans could produce far thicker
and heavier vessels whose walls
provided sufficient depth for elabo-
rate cutting and they could create
more sculpturally complex objects.

Although the first cut glass ser-
vice had arrived in Russia by 1801,
the new technology was sulficiently
unfamiliar that the Imperial Glass-
works does not seem to have at-
tempted producing such a set until
August 1823, when the Cabinet of
Emperor Alexander I ordered a ser-
vice for one hundred persons in-
tended for use at the Great Peterhof
Palace that has since come to be
called the Country (Prigorodnyiy Ser-
vice (fig. 2). Although originally or-
dered for Peterhol, it was eventually
used at several palaces in the coun-
tryside beyond Saint Petersburg, a
practice that led to the name.* The
commissioning document specified
that the service had to be completed
in the “very best taste,” a reference
to the newly fashionable cut glass.*
The various tumblers and glasses
from this service in Hillwood’s col-
lection illustrate some of the com-
plexities of this new sort of decora-
tion and how it fulfilled the
requirement of demonstrating a
high standard of taste.

Early nineteenth-century cut
glass tended 1o be decorated in hori-

FIGURE 2
Pucces from the Country Service, 1823, various sizes.

Hiliwood collection 23.59-.65
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zontal bands of contrasting forms
that were olten taken from classical
art. In the case of the Country Ser-
vice, Ivan Alekseevich Ivanov, then
the chief designer at the Imperial
Glassworks, composed a decorative
system in which the bowl of each
vessel is divided into three parallel
zones. The uppermost displays a
very fine diamond pattern relieved
by an alternating series of lozenges
and circles. In contrast to this strict
geometry, the middle section is cut
in a highly polished, repeating pai-
tern of swirling leaves. The final,
lowest section, cut into a heavy dia-
mond pattern much favored in the
carly nineteenth century, again
forms a strong contrast to the pat-
tern above it. The design of the ser-
vice’s stemyare is completed by a
faceted stem, and a foot has been
cut in a star pattern on the under-
side. The variery of siraight and
curvilinear cutting on the surfaces
provides hundreds of riny angies
and corners intended to reflect can-
dlelight and to intensify its brilliant
glow at the table. With cut glass, in
other words, the designer was using
the surface of the glass to sculpt and
manipulate light.

Beginning late in 1829 or in the
early 1830s, the Imperial Glass-
works produced another, far more
complex cut glass service (fig. 3). It
included three types of decanters,
four kinds of wine glasses, cham-
pagne glasses, two sizes of tumblers,
a cruet stand, covered dishes for
sugar and butter, musiard dishes,
salt cellars, slop basins, compote
dishes, sugar bowls, cake dishes, and
cusiard cups.” The new service was
intended for use ai the Couage, the
little house Nicholas I commissioned
Scottish architeci Adam Menelaws®
to build for him at Peterhol in 1826.
He named it Alexandria in honor ol
Empress Alexandra Fedorovna after
its completion in 1829. Originally
known as Her Majesty's Own Ser-
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FIGURE 3

Wine glss, Cotrage Service,
after 1829, 5% inches,
blue and coloress glass.

Hillwoed collecuon 23 51

vice (Sobstvennyi), today it is often
referred to as the Cotiage Service in
keeping with the fact that it, unlike
other glass services, was not used at
more than one imperial residence.”
Though Dbased quite closely on
the forms of the Country Service,
the new service was distinguished
by the substitution ol a double chain
of leaves in the central zone and.
more importantly, the inclusion of
the Cottage’s coat of arms. On the
[ront of each piece, artisans placed a
small shicld of blue glass outlined in
gold, and then drew a gili-handled
silver sword within a wreath ol
white roses and green leaves above
the motto “For Faith, Tsar, and Fa-
therland” (Za veru, tsarta, @ otechest-
vo)." The overtly medicval imagery
of the coat of arms was in keeping
with the Couage's interior ensem-
ble. Architect Menelaws oversaw



decorative painter D.B. Scotti, the
Saint  Petersburg cabinetmaker
Heinrich Gambs, and a host of oth-
ers to creaie an interior decorated in
the manner of the English country
houses that were finished in the rel-
atively new Gothic Revival style."
This style revived the forms and
decoration of the Gothic, a pan-Eu-
ropean artistic and architectural
style that prevailed, often with im-
portant regional variations, from
1100 to 1400, although in some
places the style was used well into
the sixteenth cenwurv.? It is de-
scribed as a revival because the
types of structures to which the
style was applied in the early eigh-
teenth century dilfered substantially
from its medieval forebears. Gothic
construction in the medieval period
was largely focused on ecclesiastical
structures, most importantly Gothic
churches and cathedrais such as
Westminster Abbey in London or
Noétre-Dame in Paris. Eighteenth-
century architects, however, first
applied the Gothic sensibility to pic-
turesque sham ruins and grottoes
that embellished grand gardens in
England and Germany. By 1753,
Horace Walpole, author of the first
Gothic novel, The Castle of Orranto
{1764}, that inspired Sir Walter
Scott and other writers of medieval
tales, used the Gothic as the basis for
rebuilding  Strawberry Hill,  his
house in Twickenham. Like nurner-
ous other Gothic Revival homes
such as Sir Walter Scott’s Abboits-
ford (1812) and George Noble
Junes’ Kingscote House in Newport,
Rhode Island (1839), Stirawberry
Hill did not bear close resemblance
e a Gothic cathedral. Instead, archi-
tects applied decorative details typi-
cal of the Gothic (pointed arches,
quatrefoil windows, [inials. fan
vaulting, etc.) to the exterior and in-
teriors of a house whose basic plan
differed little from others of the
period.

By the nineteenth century, the
importance of the Gothic Revival
had evolved far beyond its eigh-
teenth-century roots. For some pro-
ponents, especially those in Eng-
land, it seemed inappropriate for
Christian nations to build in styles
based on forms developed in the pa-
gan world (i.e. classical Greece and
Rome} swhen the more “moral”
forms of the great European cathe-
drals were so close at hand. As the
century went on, the Gothic Revival
gained increasing strength as a reac-
tion against the spread of industrial-
ization and modernization. In the
second half of the nineteenth cenrtu-
ry, numerous middle-class and
wealthy Americans were building
little Gothic Revival cottages in the
countryside as private summer
refuges ‘from overcrowded, dirty
cities. This is precisely what Nicholas
I and Alexandra did, albeit decades
earlier, in building and furnishing
Alexandria Cottage.

Like a Gothic Revival summer
house, the Cottage Service glass ap-
plies some eclements of “medieval”
ornament o an existing template, in
this case the classically-inspired
Country Service. It would be wrong,
however, to see the service as sim-
ply an expedient solution o fur-
nishing the interior. The Imperial
Glassworks, in other words, did not
simply take existing stock, modily it,
and add a shield that would harmo-
nize with the interior. The clearest
evidence of 1his is the fact that the
porcelain Cottage Service also com-
bines the revivalist shield with an
austere classical gilt ornament on a
pure white ground. That the service
was not merely thrown together is
further demonstrated by  the
painstaking care with which each
coat of arms was completed. The
handle of every sword is finished in
tooled gili, the hilts are rendered
more lile like through a delicate
shading of dilferent wnes of silver,
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and the slightest hint of pink has
been applied to the center of each
white rose.

The shield used on the porcelain
and glass, as well as throughout the
Cortage, was an important new po-
litical symbol that both enlivened a
domestic interior and transmitted
an essential message about the in-
habitants. The very first clue to its
significance can be found in the bi-
ography of its designer. the poet
Vasilit Zhukovskii.”* Perhaps better
known for his composition of patri-
otic poems during the Napoleonic
Wars and his translations from the
German  Romanrics, Zhukovskii
served as Alexandra Fedorovna’s
first tutor in Russian after she ar-
rived in her adopted country in
June 1817. In her unfamiliar sur-
roundings, his fluency in German
must have been a comfort to
Princess Charlotie of Prussia. (She
was rebaptized Alexandra Fedorov-
na when she joined the Russian Or-
thodox Church in preparation for
her marriage to the future Nicholas
L} Zhukovskil remained close to the
imperial family and in 1826 was
named tutor to the heir to the
throne, the future Alexander II.
During the 1820s and 1830s, the
poet participated in creating a new
imperial image that was propagated
by the court. He wrote poems dedi-
cated to the family and penned pa-
triotic essays that described and ex-
plained imporiant evenis such as
the raising of the Alexander Col-
umn on Palace Square in 1834, Per-
haps most notably, he supplied the
words to a new national anthem,
God Save the Tsar, based on Britain’s
rousing paean to the sovereign.™
Any imperial endeavor in which
Zhukovskii took part, therefore, de-
serves close examination.

Although definitive proof as yet
remains elusive, it is generally
agreed that the shield Zhukovskii
designed derives [rom a great public
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lestival held in Potsdam in 1829 on
the occasion of the thirty-first birth-
day of Alexandra Fedorovna, who
had returned to Prussia for the first
time since she had been crowned
empress four years earlier. For the
July 13 celebrations, her [ather,
Friedrich Wilhelm Il of Prussia, and
her uncle, Duke Carl von Mecklen-
burg, organized The Magic Spell of the
White Rose (Der Zauber der weissen
Rose), a mock medieval tournament
on the grounds of the Neues Palais, "
The white rose had always been
Alexandra‘s favorite flower; indeed,
it was even her personal symbol.
Throughout her life she was repori-
ed to have worn white roses at her
waist or in her hair, and among her
[riends and family she was called
“Blanchefleur.m

This particular event celebrated
Alexandra Fedorovna as a mystical
personification of a feminine ideal
represented by the white rose. I
clearly drew from the meticulous
descriptions of jousting, banquets,
and medieval clothing that Sir Wal-
ter Scott had provided in his Gothic
novel hvanhoe (1819). In the after-
noon, several European princes in
medieval dress and auended by
standard bearers, knights, squires,
and pages rode in a “carousel,” a
formal. circular parade on horse-
back around the grounds {fig. 4).
Seated on a dais was Alexandra Fe-
dorovna, dressed in a pseudo-me-
dieval white costume embroidered
with pearls and diamonds, and at-
tended by ladics, all of svhom wore
wreaths of swhite roses in their hair.
At the end of the carousel, a rider
approached the dais and requested
“her consent in their jousting in
chivalrous strife, in honor of the
white rose.”” It was clear, then, that
the entire spectacle was meant to
evoke the medieval ideals of chival-
ry and courtly love in which the
knightly male completed a difficult
task or defeated a threatening force
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L. GARINER, View of sl New Palace in Potsdant an July 13, 1829, lithograph, in
Beschreibung des Festes der Zauber der weisien Rose gegeben in Poesdno am 13, Juli 1829
st Geburtstage Wirer Majestar der Kaiserin von Russland | Berlin, Gebr. Gropius,
1829,

Pane Collectnon, Miriam and Tra I¥ Wallach Division of Art, Prines and i zographs, The New York Public
Lizzary, Astor, Lenos and Tilden Foudane:ss

in honor or protection ol a pure and
idealized woman,

As the lavishly illusirated album
A Description of the Festival of the Magic
Spell of the White Rose (Beschreibung
des Festes der Zauber der weissen Rose)
demonstrates, each prince carried a
special shield that had been de-
signed specilically [or use in the
mock rournament. Many of them
used a blue background and/or the
molif of the crown of white roses to
reinforce the notion  that  their
“quest” was in honor of the white
rose. An illustration of the parade of
knights lig. 5) includes at the bot-
tom cenier the Dblue shield of
Alexandra’s brother. Prince Wilhelm
of Prussia, emblazoned with a gili-
handled sword and. at the top, the
motlo Geir it uns (God is with us).
Quite similar is the shield of the
Russian Prince Malakhovskii, which
appears at the lower lelt. A wreath
of white roses tinged with pink
hangs [rom a gilded scythe, again on
a blue background. It seems clear
that Zhukovskii used dilferent ele-
ments ol some of the participants’
shields, especially that ol Prince Wil-
helm, as the basis for (the Cottage’s
shield, which was ollicially adopred

on December 24, 1829,

Several other key [acets of this
maock medieval celebration merit at-
tention. The first was its decidedly
public character. This event was not
merely  an  entertainment  for
courtiers or to gratify a bored public.
As both scenes [rom the comimemo-
rative album «[ig. 4) and later mem-
Girs attest, a great number of
Berlin’s residenis of all classes came
to witness the spectacle.” Even if
this mass ol viewers could not hear
the speeches or the chorus that sang
throughourt the event, it could well
understand the complex  political
nmessage that the pageant and its im-
agery presented. It implied lirst that
the daughter ol the King of Prussia,
now the Empress of Russia, was a
waman whose purity and goodness
had achieved an almosi mystical
level. As suchy, it has to be seen in
the context ot serious political and
even physical attacks on the divine
right and legitimacy of monarchs
acruss Europe since the revolutions
ol the late eighteenth century. In
this period, monarchs in part sought
to deflect such criticism, and legit-
imize their right o rule, by publicly
emphasizing their moral goodness.
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The female members of royal or im-
perial families, especially the queen
or empress, became particularly im-
portant as symbols ol purity, chasti-
ty, and maternal felicity, both within
their families and for the nation as a
whole. Much of this argument was
made visually, through the sponsor-
ship of royal portraiture emphasiz-
ing the modesty and morality of the
imperial family as well as through
spectacles such as the Potsdam festi-
val.* Bur it was also backed up by
very real actions. During outbreaks
of cholera, Empress Eugénie of
France, for example, put herself in
some danger by visiting hospital
wards to comfort the sick, a {act that
was well known from illustrated
press coverage and inexpensive
prints.”

To return 1o the mock medieval
tournament: if the roval or imperial
women were now held up as
paragons of virtue and purity within
a pseudo-medieval spectacle, from
what evil or threatening forces were

the knights defending them? In the
case of The Magic Spell of the White
Rose, the designers clearly meant to
evoke the Crusades and the battles
of Christian forces seeking 10 wrest
the Holy Land from non-Christian
inhabitants. As Alexandra Fedorov-
na‘s close confidant Augusius von
Grimm recalled, during the jousting
and “chivalrous strife,” *[p]illars
with rings, targets, and Moors’
[Muslims of North African descent]
heads were displayed, all encircled
with white roses, and every time the
shield was hit a whirte rose fell."** As
contemporaries knew, this reference
1o the Crusades was meant to evoke
the recent Russian struggles against
the Outomans in the 1828-1829
war.”* While the conlflict was moti-
vated in part by Russia’s desire to
keep the Turkish Straits open and
exparts flowing, public spectacles
such as The Magic Spell of the White
Rose were more likely 10 emphasize
Russian protection of their Ortho-
dox brethren living in Greece, who

FIGURE 5
THEODOR HOSEMANN, untitled view of riders participating in The Magic Spell of the
White Rose, lithograph, in Beschreibung des Festes Der Zanber dev weissen Rose gegeben in
Porsdam am 13, Juli 1829 zum Geburestage e Majestne der Kadserin von Russland
(Berlin, Gebr. Gropius. 1829},

Priat Collection, Miriam and i=3 [ Wallach Division of Art, Prnts and Photographs, The New York Public
Library, Astor, Lenoy and Tilden Foundations
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had been involved in bloody upris-
ings against the Ottomans since
1821,

Indeed, the battles of the Turkish
campaign were essential to the inte-
rior design of Alexandria Cottage.
The vestibule had embedded within
its walls a stone taken from the Ot-
toman [ortress at Varna in 1828, on
the door was hung the shell of a
large sea turile, presumably found
near the Otwoman loriresses on the
Black Seca, emblazoned with the
Alexandria Cottage’s familiar blue
shield, and a pair of captured Turk-
ish cannons was placed at the
gates.” Such objects recalled chival-
rous tokens brought back as proof of
a victorious conclusion to a knightly
quest. The motio on the shield itself
(“For Faith, Tsar, and Fatherland”)
likewise reinforced the connection
between the Gothic Revival struc-
ture and Nicholas’ defense of Ortho-
dox Christians living within the Ot-
toman Empire.

To understand the full signifi-
cance of this imagery within Russia,
it is important to note that on cer-
tain days of each vear. the Alexan-
dria Cottage served as the backdrop
for spectacles as public as the mock
medieval celebrations held in Pots-
dam in 1829. This public access
seems quite opposed 1o the way in
which Nicholas himself discussed
the summer house. As he once told
a guest, "It is when I get there, just
with my family, (for it holds no
more,) that T am really happy.”® As
his statement emphasizes, the very
size of the little building excluded all
outsiders, unlike his enormous resi-
dences such as the Winer Palace, al-
lowing him a briel respite from pub-
lic duties and a place in which to
live out the maost average sort of dai-
ly life among his beloved family
members. From this point of view,
the Cottage was cssentially a pri-
vate, domestic space. Nevertheless,
until 1848, when revolutions took

place across Europe, the Cottage
was the center of public celebrations
of the empress’s birthday.™

During the month of July, the
area around Peterhof was filled with
thousands of visitors who gathered
there for the celebrations.*” On July
13, the empress’s birthday, crowds
were admitted to watch as the fami-
ly engaged in celebrations honoring
the matriarch, and they were later
invited to a large public ball and
fireworks.> Much 1o the surprise of
many [oreign visitors, persons of
every class were admitied and freely
mixed with the crowd.® Unlike the
Potsdam celebrations of 1829, how-
ever, there was little mystical or
overtly theatrical content evident.
Instead, the public was treated to a
more subitle display in which they
were permitted to observe a special
day in the imperial family’s private
life. Although the day’s activities
were quite formal by today’s stan-
dards, observers of the period re-
called that they felt an unprecedent-
ed closeness to the family on that
day and that the usual divide be-
tween the rulers and the ruled was
temporarily erased. On the lollow-
ing day, the public was inviled to
view a [ar more humble, domestic
event: the family taking afierncon
tea prepared and served by Alexan-
dra Fedorovna. One member of the
crowd was even selected to join the
imperial family in their domestic
idyll. As Grimm described the day's
events:

The Imperial [amily come out alter
dinner into the open air, and are
gazed at by the public in silent devo-
tion, as something sacred. They seat
themsels es, still in bright daslight, at
a circular table in the garden before
the house. Father Czar at their head,
round the [amiliar Samovars, while
the crowd look on, and see how the
Empress makes and pours out the
tea. ... Sometimes Nicholas rises,
and talks with one ol the most in-
significant in the crowd, or Alexan-
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FIGURE 6
Family Ruble of Nicholas I Smithsonian Institution,
National Numismatic Collection.

Photagraph by Douglas A Manld

dra invites some one o draw near
the tea-1able, Thus the greatest sim-
plicity succeeds the utmost magnifi-
cence; yesierday the Empress of all
the Russias was admired, but to-day
the family of the Czar is honoured,
the wife, the mother, in their quier
domestic life.

This practice of imperial “privacy
on display,” as literary historian
Margaret Homans has recently de-
scribed it, was vet another facer of
the larger elfort 1o publicize the
moral purity and domestic perfec-
tion of European roval or imperial
[amilies." Nicholas I and Alexandra
Fedorovna were certainly not alone
in their eftorts. In the same period,
[or example, both state portraiis and
popular  prinis  invited average
British citizens 1o peek into Queen
Victoria’s nursery and drawing room
as she and Prince Albert romped
with their children, drank tea, or
engaged in other mundane acrivi-
ties.™

Lest we lorgel how vast was the
shift that had taken place in imperi-
al representation, it is instructive to
compare the elforts of Nicholas 1
with the public persona projected by
his grandmother, Catherine the
Great. From the moment of her ac-
cession, Catherine utilized classical
imagery, issuing a medal in which
she was represented as the Roman

goddess Minerva, a patron of wis-
dom and enlightenment who can
also translorm hersell ino a fierce
warrior in defense ol these values.®
Nicholas I, on the other hand, issued
in 1835 the so-called “Family Ru-
ble,” a commemorative coin whaose
rarity guaranteed that it functioned
as a medal rather than as a unit of
monetary exchange.” On the front
it depicted the emperor in profile,
but on the reverse, where one might
expect 10 see the double-headed ea-
gle or some other symbol of his right
to rule, we find prolile poriraits of
the empress and their seven chil-
dren (lig. 6). The point here, of
course, was that domestic happiness
and [amilial devorion was an impor-
tant source of Nicholas's imperial le-
gitimacy. And for many Russians,
Nicholas I's contented [amily  life
was displayed against the back-
ground ol the Alexandria Coulage.
The Coulage glass service, despite
its distincly nineteenth-century po-
litical message and the technological
innovation it displayed, retained
many of the most important traits of
table services ot the previous centu-
ry. Just as the sculprural decorations
and the painting on picces ol grand
eighteenth-century  porcelain ser-
vices advertised Catherine’s erudi-
tion or military might, and thus
served as an essential component in



imperial self-presentation. the ser-
vices for the Alexandria Cottage
supported a new Russian imperial
myth of chivalry, morality, and do-
mesticity. The rich symbolic func-
tions ol the exterior and interior de-
sign of the Alexandria Cottage make
it clear why this glass service was
never used in other imperial resi-
dences. Beyond the Gothic Revival
style house with its tokens [rom the
1828-1829 war and i15 evocations of
domesticity and chivalry, the pieces
would have lost their significance,
and their message would have been
diluted. Today they serve as impor-
tant reminder of a decisive shilt in
the way Russias imperial family
represented  itself to the public.
While they would seem 1o be a to-
ken of a family’s private life, it was a
private life that was lived, at least
partially, in public.
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