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he Hermitage is one of the largest museums in the 
world with stocks approaching three million works of art and other items. It has 
a number of different departments that reflect the breadth and depth of its col
lections. Undoubtedly, however, it is best known among the general public 
worldwide for its picture gallery. Indeed the history of the museum is reckoned 
to have begun with the,,acquisition by Catherine the Great in 1764 of 225 paint
ings by Western European artists. The Empress's passion for collecting soon led 
her into other areas, notably gemstones, but paintings remained her first love. 

The story of how the Hermitage picture gallery grew is a fascinating one. 
In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, as well as single works bought 
and commissioned, whole collections were purchased causing a sensation among 
contemporaries. Among others Catherine acquired the celebrated collections as
sembled by the Saxon minister Count Briihl, Baron Pierre Crozat, and Sir Rob
ert Walpole. Her grandson, Alexander I, followed her lead by purchasing the 
Malmaison collection, formerly the property of Napoleon's first wife Josephine 
Beauharnais, the collection of the Spanish minister Manuel de Godoy, and that 
of the Amsterdam banker Coesevelt. Later individual acquisitions became the 
rule until 1917, after which whole collections, newly nationalised, again came 
into the museum. There have been some interesting occurrences over the years
two halves of a picture reunited in the Hermitage after being separated many 
decades before; an Old Master "discovered" unexpectedly at an exhibition in 
the Russian capital; a canvas captured on the high seas by pirates; radical changes 
of attribution and interpretation. 

The story is not only one of acquisition, however. There have been two 
darker periods in the history of the Hermitage picture gallery. The first came 
in the middle of the nineteenth century when Tsar Nicholas I decided on his 
own initiative that a large group of works were unworthy of the collection and put 
them up for sale, with the resultant loss of several important paintings. The second 
followed the establishment of Soviet power when a number of masterpieces were 
sold to foreign collectors in an attempt to fill the empty coffers of the state. 

The Hermitage picture gallery today covers virtually the whole scope of 
Western European art from the Early Renaissance up to the beginning of the 
twentieth century. The Italiaq. collection contains masterpieces by Leonardo da 
Vinci, Raphael, Giorgiqne. and Titian, Tintoretto, Veronese and Caravaggio. 
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The tremendous contribution of the Low Countries is reflected in a collection 
that includes Rubens, Van Dyck and a whole room of Rembrandts, as well as the 
intriguing works of the "Small Dutch Masters". The Spanish collection, al
though far less comprehensive, can still boast works by El Greco, Murillo, 
Velazquez, Ribera and Zurbaran, and, a relatively recent acquisition, a female 
portrait by Goya. The stocks of English paintings are, likewise, not particularly 
large, but they do contain one of Gainsborough's best works and two paintings 
commissioned from Reynolds by Catherine the Great. Germany is represented 
by a collection that begins with Cranach and includes some splendid works by 
the Romantic artist Caspar David Friedrich. The French collection is replete 
with masterpieces reflecting that country's long artistic tradition from seven
teenth-century Classicism to the French Impressionists and beyond them to Picasso 
and Matisse. 

All these fine works of painting are housed in a superb setting that helps 
to make the Hermitage unique among the world's greatest repositories of art. 
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The museum was part of the imperial residence and the palatial 
grandeur of its interiors reflects that fact. Adjoining the mid
eighteenth-century Winter Palace is a complex of three main build
ings constructed over almost a century: the Small Hermitage built 
by Vallin de la Mothe and Velten in the 1760s and 1770s, the Old 
Hermitage added by Velten in the 17s70s, and the New Hermit
age, purpose-built between 183 8 and 18 52 to the design of Leo 
von Klenze in order to house the growing museum collection. 

The Hermitage is famous for its ability to survive. It has en
dured successive evacuations in the course of three wars, the great 
Winter Palace fire of 183 7, and the storming of the palace in 1917. 
The Hermitage weathered the period of revolutionary catastrophes, 
survived despite selling sprees and wholesale redistribution of 

- stocks between museums. It escaped the clutches of Nazi plunderers 
and continued to be the chief cultural "window on Europe" for 
Soviet Russia. 

The Hermitage has always been a museum that looks out
wards to the world. To a significant extent it can be said to have 
been one of the main expressions of the policy of openness towards 
Europe initiated by Peter the Great. Mter becoming a public mu-

seum, the Hermitage played an immense educational role, giving those active 
in Russian culture access to the wider world; and later introducing the ordinary 
people of Socialist Russia to the fundamentals of world art. 

Today the Hermitage is again actively filling its storerooms and its dis
plays. The museum is constantly expanding, seeking to put everything it has on 
show. Work is currently underway to implement a major plan for the general 
reconstruction of the Hermitage. The Menshikov Palace has been restored to 
become a new centre of museum life. The Hermitage Theatre has been recon
structed and theatrical activities have become an important element in the Her
mitage's existence. The Winter Palace of Peter the Great, discovered during 
excavations and now restored, has been opened to the public. Restoration of the 
stateroom interiors and reconstruction of the main exhibitions is continuing. 
Construction of a special repository, where the famous "reserves" of the Hermit
age will be made accessible to researchers and ordinary visitors alike, is drawing 
to a close. Work is going on to create a fundamentally new Museum of Decora
tive Art in the General Staff building. The Hermitage has many plans and 
much work to do. 

MIKHAIL PIOTROVSKY 

Director of the Hermitage 
Professor of Historical Sciences 
Corres ponding M ember 
of the Ru ssian Academy of Sciences 
and the Russian Academy of Arts 


	eng001
	eng002
	eng003
	eng004

