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Chapter 11

Tsar Alexander I, Sir Thomas Lawrence, and 
George Dawe: Masculinity and the Development 
of the St Petersburg Military Gallery

Allison Leigh

We have never lacked for accounts of the roles that men have played through-
out history in the arenas of diplomacy and statecraft. In fact, their endeav-
ours in these sectors have long predominated narratives of the past, to such 
an extent that few scholars have examined the nuances of how men learned 
to ful��l these positions and the ways that their manhood was entrenched in 
their ability to manoeuvre within them. The last three decades, however, have 
seen an increased tendency to study men not only in terms of their participa-
tion in politics and warfare but as gendered beings, exploring what the anthro-
pologist David Gilmore has called “the ideology of masculinity” by turning to 
spheres outside of men’s highly visible public responsibilities.1 Despite this 
new focus, few scholars have drawn together the history of a�fairs of state with 
the conditions that produced men’s responsibilities within this sector. How 
might joining the two alter our understanding of the conditions that produced 
various codes for masculinity across time and place? Are there cultural sectors 
that might provide insight into the overlap between the dominant dialogues 
about gender found within histories of diplomacy and the con��icts inherent 
within them? And, more speci��cally, what might investigating how ideal forms 
of masculinity were expressed in two cultures experiencing profound cross-
cultural exchange in the ��rst decades of the nineteenth century tell us about 
the nature of gender and power relations in this moment?

To answer such questions, this chapter investigates the origins of an excep-
tional monument made by the English artist George Dawe (1781–1829) for the 
Russian tsars Alexander I and Nicholas I between 1819 and 1828 (��g. 11.1). The 
Military Gallery, as it came to be known, was comprised of three hundred 
and twenty-nine half-length representations of generals and seven full-length 

1 David D. Gilmore, Manhood in the Making: Cultural Concepts of Masculinity (New Haven, CT 
and London: Yale University Press, 1990), 1.
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portraits of commanders, all of whom fought in the campaigns against 
Napoleon.2 The conception of this portrait gallery by Alexander I provides a 
singular opportunity to assess conceptualisations of masculinity as they were 
transmitted between cultures in the ��rst half of the nineteenth century, and 
also allows for an evaluation of the ways diplomacy interacted with portrai-
ture to produce idealised male servitors across national lines. For the British 
commenced a parallel artistic venture during the same period, the Waterloo 
Chamber in Windsor Castle, which featured twenty-eight portraits of the main 
commanders, diplomats, and monarchs who had formed an alliance to defeat 
Napoleon (��g. 11.2). Both ventures projected the kind of power then associ-
ated with these nations but, fascinatingly, the Russian iteration had its very 
origin in a political environment. It had been conceived by the tsar during a 
diplomatic congress which saw the gathering of monarchs to discuss the new 
Europe which would arise in the wake of Napoleon’s defeat.

Few artistic projects capture on such a monumental scale the prevailing dia-
logues about gender and their intersection with matters of state. Both Dawe’s 
paintings for the Russian tsars and those made by his compatriot, Sir Thomas 
Lawrence (1769–1830), for King George IV, demonstrate how men’s bodies 
could be co-opted as emblems of state power and made to serve as symbolisa-
tions for a kind of normative masculinity then prevalent in both countries. 
Investigating the important depictions that Lawrence and Dawe each made 
of Alexander I, and the role that these portraits played in the development of 
the Military Gallery, allows for a reassessment of how patriarchal exercises of 
authority such as diplomacy interacted with cultural forms like portraiture to 
produce ideal gendered citizens in the period.

 The Origins of the Military Gallery: “Everything English is the 
Mode Here”

To understand how this project came about, we must ��rst assess its origins 
in diplomatic a�fairs of state. Dawe was ultimately to win the commission to 
paint the Military Gallery because he was present during the important politi-
cal exchange which occurred after Napoleon’s defeat. According to Elizaveta 
Renne:

2 The total number of portraits is described in Elizaveta Renne, State Hermitage Museum 
Catalogue: Sixteenth- to Nineteenth-Century British Painting (St Petersburg: State Hermitage 
Museum, 2011), 269.
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Figure 11.1 Grigorii Chernetsov, Perspective View of the War Gallery of 1812 in the Winter Palace, 
1829, oil on canvas, 121 cm × 92 cm, State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg.
© THE STATE HERMITAGE MUSEUM / PHOTO LEONARD KHEIFETS, 
ALEKSEY PAKHOMOV, SVETLANA SUETOVA, VLADIMIR TEREBENIN
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In the autumn of 1818 the crowned heads and dignitaries of Russia, Britain, 
Austria, and Prussia gathered together in the small German town of Aachen for 
the ��rst congress of the Holy Alliance, to discuss the many political matters and 
the question of the balance of power in post-Napoleonic Europe. […] Dawe had 
come to the small town, then bustling with dignitaries attending the congress, in 
search of new patrons and new commissions.3

Dawe was not the only artist savvy enough to be present at foreign policy events 
like this one. Sir Thomas Lawrence, who had already received a knighthood for 
his talents as a portraitist three years before, was also in Aachen at this same 
historical moment. He was there to paint a portrait of Alexander  I that had 
been commissioned by the Prince Regent, the future George IV, for the newly 
conceived Waterloo Chamber.4 Several scholars have suggested that it was 
knowledge of this portrait gallery that gave Alexander the idea to commemorate 

3 Renne, State Hermitage Museum Catalogue, 269–70.
4 For more on the tsar’s sittings for Lawrence, see Michael Levey, Sir Thomas Lawrence (New 

Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2005), 208–11.

Figure 11.2 Joseph Nash, Windsor Castle: The Waterloo Chamber, June 5, 1844, 1844, watercolour 
and bodycolour over pencil, 28.2 cm × 36.8 cm, Royal Collection Trust, London.
ROYAL COLLECTION TRUST / © HER MAJESTY QUEEN ELIZABETH II 2021
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the victory over Napoleon through a series of commissioned portraits to be 
hung together within the space of his own royal residence.5 The Military 
Gallery is signi��cantly di�ferent from its British counterpart, however, in that 
it speci��cally commemorates the army and its generals on a grand scale. The 
Waterloo Chamber, on the other hand, focused quite narrowly on strategically 
chosen monarchs, church leaders, and military commanders; Alexander was 
determined to recognise and commemorate the army itself as a sign of Russia’s 
power and invincibility.6

A broader Russian interest in British art also characterised this period and 
likely played a further role in the tsar’s formulation of the gallery. As Renne 
discusses in her chapter in this volume, British portraiture had begun to be 
seen as part of a signi��cant school of painting when interest in the work of 
Joshua Reynolds rose in the 1770s. Reynolds, then serving as the ��rst president 
of the Royal Academy of Arts, was commissioned to paint two large histori-
cal canvases for Catherine the Great between 1786 and 1789.7 The project had 
solidi��ed the sense among the Russian aristocratic community that there was 
a de��nitive “English style.” It also raised interest within these groups in collect-
ing pictures of this type.8

In her work on Russian reactions to British art in the period, Galina Andreeva 
describes the signi��cance of such understandings of anglophone culture:

5 See: Galina Andreeva, “The Military Gallery in the Winter Palace (The Hermitage): 
International Aspects of the National Memorial,” in Memory and Oblivion: Proceedings of 
the XXIX International Congress of the History of Art, ed. Adriaan Wessel Reinink and Jeroen 
Stumpel (Boston, MA: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1999), 151; Renne, State Hermitage 
Museum Catalogue, 270.

6 The Military Gallery is also larger in length at 180 feet compared to the Waterloo Chamber’s 
100 feet. It is slightly problematic, however, to compare the two in this regard because the 
gallery in St Petersburg has changed in scale over time, due to a ��re in 1837 and various later 
restoration projects. Repairs were made to the gallery’s roof in the 1960s and then a major 
reconstruction of the roof and skylights was completed in January 2001. A further restora-
tion to strengthen the plaster and clean the paint was then made to return the vaults as 
much as possible to their original appearance. See “Presentation of completed restorations in 
the Winter Palace to journalists,” State Hermitage Museum, published July 28, 2004, https://
www.hermitagemuseum.org/wps/portal/hermitage/news/, accessed November 14, 2019.

7 See Chapter 3 of this volume.
8 Rosalind  P.  Blakesley, “Slavs, Brits and the Question of National Identity in Art: Russian 

Responses to British Painting in the Mid-Nineteenth Century,” in English Accents: Interactions 
with British Art c. 1776–1855, ed. Christiana Payne and William Vaughan (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate, 2004), 204. On Russian collecting practices and the in��uence of British culture on 
the Russian court, see the essays in British Art Treasures from Russian Imperial Collections in 
the Hermitage, ed. Brian Allen and Larissa Dukelskaya (New Haven, CT and London: Yale 
Center for British Art, 1996), exhibition catalogue.
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Increased awareness of British culture in Russia produced a widespread percep-
tion, from the middle of the eighteenth century, of ‘Englishness’. This included 
concepts such as ‘English lifestyle’, ‘English state structures’, ‘English political 
economics’, ‘English moral philosophy’, ‘the English novel’, ‘English humour’, ‘an 
English gentleman’ (a model of education and morality, described in Letters to 
my Son by Lord Chester��eld, which was popular in Russia), ‘the English tourist’ 
(an expert and inquisitive traveler), ‘the English dandy’, ‘the English portrait’ and 
English silver and Wedgwood china.9

Notable is the intersection of categories delineated in terms of their 
“Englishness”—all of which cut rapidly across political, cultural, and gender 
lines. It becomes apparent from this list that in Russia at the turn of the nine-
teenth century one could speak not only of the singular character of “English 
political economics” and “English state structures,” but also the qualities which 
de��ned the “English gentleman” and his counterpart, “the English dandy.” And 
all of these traits might potentially be contained in an “English portrait” or 
“English novel,” if one so chose to assess the signs.

Such interest in all things English would only increase in the 1790s, as part 
of a general response to the French Revolution and the turn away from French 
culture which resulted.10 Contemporaries began to observe the e�fect that this 
was having on Russian society: “now men and women are trying as hard as pos-
sible to take on everything English: English things now appear good, delight-
ful, and admirable […] everything English is the mode here.”11 At the same 
time, the two leading British painters working in Russia—Richard Brompton 
(1734–83) and George Dawe—would come to in��uence styles of portraiture in 
particular. Brompton, the earlier arrival, worked as Catherine’s court portrait-
ist from 1780 to 1783. He painted several pictures of the grand princes and also 
began a portrait of the empress herself.12 According to his contemporary, the 
painter Edward Edwards, Brompton’s work was “well received” among both 
aristocratic and artistic communities, but his personal life proved something 
of an impediment. Edwards tells us that the artist’s “silly vanity led him into a 
pompous style of living” and he died in St Petersburg shortly thereafter.13

9  Galina Andreeva, “‘Everything English is the mode here’: Russian reactions to British 
painting in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,” in Payne and Vaughan, 
English Accents, 55.

10  Ibid., 59.
11  “Angliiskaia progulka” (1772), Zhivopisets. Quoted in ibid., 55.
12  Ibid., 58.
13  Edward Edwards, Anecdotes of painters, who have resided or been born in England: with 

critical remarks on their productions (London: Leigh and Sotheby, 1808), 174–75.
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All of this would pave the way for Dawe’s later arrival in 1819, but even sig-
ni��cantly earlier, when Alexander came to power in 1801, Anglophilia was at 
an all-time high within Russia’s elite society. Alexander had himself received 
a moralizing education based on philosophical and political ideals held in 
the west and, while the English example was then not the foremost model 
for raising elite young men, it was part of a larger pan-European system of 
Enlightenment thought that shaped both his later rule and his masculine iden-
tity. Thus, a mix of European in��uences characterised the future sovereign’s 
upbringing and sometimes also presented him with con��icting archetypes for 
male behaviour and the power contained within it. Layers of in��uence came to 
shape both monarchical conduct and that of aristocratic men more generally 
as Russia grappled with foreign stimuli. Such negotiations a�fected norms of 
masculinity which were deeply related to the dynamics and imagery of power.

In the case of Alexander, this meant navigating a range of expectations 
which stemmed from various texts, several family members, and even di�fer-
ent physical locations. Removed from his father by Catherine, Alexander was 
initially put into the care of tutors who emphasised duty, meekness, and self-
restraint as the ideals for a male ruler.14 The heir to the throne was encouraged 
“to learn to be a new kind of man, not the kind he saw around him in the 
court.”15 Literary works such as François Fénelon’s Les aventures de Télémaque, 
��ls d’Ulysse (��rst published in 1699) were used to help build Alexander’s sense 
of what it meant to be this kind of honourable prince. Fénelon’s text appeared 
in translation in several editions in eighteenth-century Russia and had also 
been an instant sensation in England; the ��rst translation of the work was 
published in London just months after the original appeared in French.16 It 
ultimately went through six editions in the next seven years and became so 
popular that it was the object of competition between rival translators.17

Les aventures de Télémaque seems to have been particularly important to 
Catherine. She gave Alexander a copy, in which she expressed her hope that 
he would become “a great person, a hero,” and she advised him to “be mild, 

14  Richard Wortman, “Images of Rule and Problems of Gender in the Upbringing of Paul I 
and Alexander I,” in Imperial Russia 1700–1917: State, Society, Opposition: Essays in Honor 
of Marc Rae�f, ed. Ezra Mendelsohn and Marshall S. Shatz (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois 
University Press, 1988), 59.

15  Wortman, “Images of Rule,” 60.
16  Doohwan Ahn, “From Idomeneus to Protesilaus: Fénelon in Early Hanoverian Britain,” 

in Fénelon in the Enlightenment: Traditions, Adaptations, and Variations, ed. Christoph 
Schmitt-Maaß, Stefanie Stockhorst, and Doohwan Ahn (Amsterdam and New York: 
Rodopi, 2014), 102, https://doi.org/10.1163/9789401210645_007.

17  Ahn, “From Idomeneus to Protesilaus,” 108.
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humane, accessible, compassionate, and liberal.”18 Beyond these ideals, the 
book was also seen at the time as an especially vital model for how future male 
rulers should conduct themselves in matters of love and sexuality. It empha-
sised that romantic love was dangerous for a male monarch and that, ulti-
mately, sexual impulses should be denied, even if this meant becoming less 
masculine. One’s devotion must always be towards the people under one’s rule.

In addition to the important role such texts played in Alexander’s upbring-
ing, the future tsar was attended to by a number of English governesses from 
a young age. But his main tutor was the Swiss republican, Frédéric-César 
Laharpe, who tried to instil in his young charge the belief that his duty was to 
engage in diligent work and evade traditional models of masculine conduct. 
He advised the heir “to be grave, severe, a friend of order, inaccessible to petty 
considerations, undaunted in his determination, the man of the entire nation 
and not that of the ministers or courtesans”—somewhat di�ferent from the 
ideals of mildness and compassion espoused by Catherine.19 Given the diver-
gent advice of Laharpe, the empress, and what he found in literary works, it 
perhaps comes as no surprise that it was di���cult for Alexander to balance all 
these qualities. His letters to Laharpe as a teenager reveal that Alexander fre-
quently criticised himself for failing to live up to all these standards: “Instead 
of urging myself on and doubling my e�forts […] each day I become more non-
chalant, more remiss, more incapable […]. At thirteen, I am the same child I 
was at eight, and the more I advance in age the closer I come to nil.”20

 Ambivalent Masculinity: “The Qualities of a Man and the 
Weaknesses of a Woman”

Matters were further complicated by the fact that the enlightened education of 
Laharpe and the in��uence of Catherine were not the only stimuli for the young 
future sovereign. Alexander was also exposed from an early age to the ideals of 
soldierly discipline from visits to his father’s military camp at Gatchina.21 In 

18  Wortman, “Images of Rule,” 66.
19  See Frédéric-César Laharpe’s unpublished “Memoire sur l’instruction publique et législa-

tion relativement à la Russie, St. Petersbourg, 16  Octobre 1801,” 28, Armfeltska Arkivet, 
State Archives, Helsinki, Finland. Quoted in Elmo E. Roach, “The Origins of Alexander I’s 
Uno���cial Committee,” The Russian Review 28, no. 3 (July 1969): 315–26 (325).

20  Jean Charles Biaudet and Françoise Nicod, Correspondance de Frédéric de la Harpe at 
Alexandre Ier (Neuchâtel: 1978), 73–74. Quoted in Wortman, “Images of Rule,” 69.

21  Alexis S. Troubetzkoy, Imperial Legend: The Mysterious Disappearance of Tsar Alexander I 
(New York: Arcade Publishing, 2002), 63.
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this setting, he became fascinated by the restraint and regulation of o���cers 
and the spectacle of military drills. Portraits made of the future sovereign in 
his childhood attest to this mix of values. A canvas painted by Fedor Rokotov 
at some time in the early 1780s, likely when Alexander was only ��ve or six years 
old, shows the prince gazing warmly at the viewer (��g. 11.3). His fair hair and 
piercing blue eyes are complemented by the ivory silk of his tunic and the icy 
blue of the sash which adorns it. The luxuriousness of his dress—note the 
three rows of thick lace which embellish each arm and the child-size sparkling 
epaulette—indicates his royal station. The formality of such regal costume is 
counteracted somewhat by the cordiality of his pose. With his body facing the 
viewer, Alexander seems to be shifting his weight to his right side as he opens 
his left arm out in a gesture of comfortable amiability.

The portrait shows the in��uence of the European system of courtly por-
traiture for young men which had been developed by Sir Godfrey Kneller a 
century before (��g. 11.4). Kneller had been born in Germany but came to be the 
leading portrait painter in England by the outset of the eighteenth century. He 
long espoused the importance of appearances for his male sitters and made 
popular a style of portraiture which showed the “male subject engaged in a 
theatrical and implicitly public display of good breeding.”22 In his portrait of 

22  David H. Solkin, “Great Pictures or Great Men? Reynolds, Male Portraiture and the Power 
of Art,” Oxford Art Journal 9, no. 2 (1986): 42.

Figure 11.3 
Fedor Rokotov, Portrait of Grand Duke 
Alexander Pavlovich as a Child, beginning 
of the 1780s, oil on canvas, State Historical 
Museum, Moscow.
© STATE HISTORICAL MUSEUM, 
MOSCOW
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the Duke of Gloucester at the age of ten, one sees the kind of haughty social 
control and world of appearances in which Kneller specialised. As in Rokotov’s 
portrait of Alexander, this pictorial code of display is mixed with attributes of 
strength and militarism. Where Alexander holds what appears to be the barrel 
of a gun in his small right hand, William wears a breastplate over a luxuri-
ous creamy shirt—both details serving to highlight the role the future leaders 
would take in warfare and statecraft. Rokotov’s portrait emphasises this aspect 
of the prospective tsar’s upbringing, showing him as learning to be something 
other than the mild and humane ruler that Catherine hoped he would be.

In the structured and martial atmosphere of Gatchina, Alexander would 
learn to be yet another kind of man—the severe and demanding commander. 
He spent hours drilling soldiers, insisting on precision, and obsessing over 
details of appearance among the troops.23 Later, as ruler, Alexander would 
remain committed to the formation of ideal soldiers and o���cers for the rest of 
his life. Through the foundation of military colonies and his expansion of the 
university system, he, and to an even greater extent his successor, Nicholas I, 
took a serious interest in the shaping of Russia’s male servitors. But, as was 
the case with Alexander’s education, the upbringing of elite citizens was often 
characterised by contradictory models for the kind of men they were expected 
to become. All of this had a signi��cant impact on Alexander. Unable to live up 
to either the role of dominating monarch or Catherine’s ideal of a benevolent 

23  Troubetzkoy, Imperial Legend, 63.

Figure 11.4 
Sir Godfrey Kneller, William, Duke of 
Gloucester (1689–1700), 1699, oil on 
canvas, 76 × 64 cm, Royal Collection 
Trust, London.
ROYAL COLLECTION TRUST / © HER 
MAJESTY QUEEN ELIZABETH II 2021
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sovereign, he became a moody and indecisive man. Aside from his victory over 
Napoleon, Alexander proved largely hesitant and unpredictable. Despite early 
intentions to abolish autocracy and serfdom, he never carried out such major 
reforms.24 It seems that the di�fering models for masculine rule that comprised 
his early education resulted in a deeply incongruous nature.

Foreign observers would also come to note what they perceived to be these 
inconsistencies in his personality. Napoleon called him “a cunning Byzantine,” 
adding that “something is missing in his character, but I ��nd it impossi-
ble to discover what it is.”25 The French diplomat and writer François-René 
de  Chateaubriand thought that Alexander “had a strong soul and a weak 
character.”26 Other commentators saw this combination of opposing traits as 
more signi��cantly gendered. The Austrian diplomat Klemens von Metternich 
described him as possessing “a strange mix of the qualities of a man and the 
weaknesses of a woman.”27 And Count Auguste de Ferronays, the French 
ambassador to Russia between 1819 and 1827, declared that: “If Alexander were 
to be dressed in female clothes, he would have made a shrewd woman.”28 All 
of this was deeply problematic. To foreign observers, a male ruler who dem-
onstrated ambivalence in his personality damaged the dignity of his gender 
in profound ways. The monarch was to be the epitome of masculine presence 
in the world. Con��icted, Alexander  I was instead renowned for attributes 
then considered feminine and was increasingly plagued by restlessness and 
changeability.29

24  It should also be noted that Alexander’s rule began under di���cult circumstances in 1801 
after the short and unpredictable reign of his father Paul I, who had been murdered in a 
palace coup organised by some of his most trusted associates. The early years of his reign 
saw the formation of the so-called Uno���cial Committee [Neo��tsial’nyi komitet], a group 
of young, well-educated, and liberal men with whom Alexander met frequently, often 
over co�fee or brandy after leisurely dinners. Notes from these meetings show his early 
intention to abolish autocracy and serfdom. See Troubetzkoy, Imperial Legend, 79. On the 
coup, see David Saunders, Russia in the Age of Reaction and Reform 1801–1881 (London: 
Longman, 1992), 8–10.

25  Quoted in Troubetzkoy, Imperial Legend, 65.
26  Quoted in ibid.
27  Wortman, “Images of Rule,” 71.
28  Quoted in Troubetzkoy, Imperial Legend, 66.
29  Troubetzkoy cites one historian as stating: “Like a rudderless ship, [Alexander] veered 

before the changeable winds of his enthusiasms, which were usually in contradiction 
with both his own inherited beliefs and the logic of events.” See Troubetzkoy, Imperial 
Legend, 65.
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 Sir Thomas Lawrence and Emperor Alexander I: Picturing “the 
Cunning Byzantine”

Could the Military Gallery then have been further motivated by Alexander’s 
wish to shore up his own masculinity by entering a pantheon of heroic and 
militaristic manliness? In being depicted by Lawrence in a portrait for the 
Waterloo Chamber (��g. 11.5), the tsar was certainly getting his ��rst experi-
ence of the possibilities that such a representation might hold. In a letter from 
1818, the painter recalled meeting Alexander when he came to Aachen to sit 
for the ��rst time. Lawrence was deeply struck by the tsar’s well-mannered 
friendliness and his pleasant lack of formality: “The Emperor [Alexander] […] 
advanced very courteously and said, ‘I am glad to see you. I am very glad in 
forming my acquaintance with you.’”30 This kind of a�fability struck the artist, 
but he knew there were protocols for interacting with someone of Alexander’s 
station. Lawrence became concerned about being seated while he worked 
in the presence of such an important sovereign, but when he apologised to 
Alexander for having to take a chair, the tsar would hear nothing of it, stating 
simply: “Certainly no Ceremony.”31 Apparently the tsar was a good portrait sit-
ter as well. Lawrence described how: “He sat admirably, keeping his Head and 
very frequently his Eye in the exact direction that I pointed out, but all the 
while, except in short answers or questions to me, engag’d in very animated 
Conversation with his attendant.”32

Little of the kind of ambivalence noted by other foreigners was observed by 
Lawrence. For the artist, Alexander seemed an impeccable gentleman, albeit 
one marked perhaps by a certain foreignness:

His Conversation was rapid, but not hurried. He express’d himself with great 
clearness and Force, and various but true expression of his Countenance. 
He could not have chosen Sentiments better adapted to produce favourable 
Impression of him, as a Sovereign in the hourly habit of Legislating for a great but 
in some respects backward Country, and as a Man […] in speaking of his Views 
for Russia; he spoke of the formation and correction of his own Character; there 
was in it nothing that had the appearance of Egotism or of attempted display.33

30  Fragment of a letter from Sir Thomas Lawrence, October 21, 1818, Aix-la-Chapelle, in Sir 
Thomas Lawrence’s Letter-Bag, ed. George Somes Layard (London: Ballantyne Press, 1906), 
136.

31  Ibid., 137.
32  Ibid., 140.
33  Ibid., 137.
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Figure 11.5 Sir Thomas Lawrence, Alexander I, Emperor of Russia (1777–1825), 1814–18, oil on 
canvas, 273.8 × 179.5 cm, Waterloo Chamber, Windsor Castle.
ROYAL COLLECTION TRUST / © HER MAJESTY QUEEN ELIZABETH II 2021
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Several of the features that Lawrence describes are fascinating from a gender 
standpoint. Alexander’s ability to speak clearly and forcefully, but without the 
impression that he was rushed, would have been interpreted by both European 
and Russian observers as signs of his enlightened education, but also as mark-
ing his mastery over personal impulses—then highly valued for men of elite 
station.34 Similarly, Lawrence’s description of the sincerity of Alexander’s 
speech, as well as his countenance and gestures, would have been considered 
ideal characteristics for men at the time. Beyond their meaning in polite soci-
ety generally, these traits were also valued among the native elite which sur-
rounded Alexander as distinctively Russian values, ones that ran counter to 
the perceived insincerity and narcissism of western men. In her work on the 
history of conduct literature in Russia, Catriona Kelly describes the way men 
were juxtaposed along cultural lines in the period:

Since the late eighteenth century, patriots had disapprovingly compared the 
polished insincerity of foreign manners, and most particularly French man-
ners, with the straightforward, open-hearted directness of Russian behaviour. 
In his letters from Paris, written in the late 1770s, the playwright Fonvizin had 
bemoaned the Gallic propensity for mechanical chatter, and the frivolity, charla-
tanism, and avarice that he held to be the most important traits in the national 
character.35

At the same time, Lawrence seems to be reckoning with Alexander’s alterity—
an idea that comes through perhaps most forcefully in the artist’s description 
of Russia as in some respects a “backward Country.” The fact that this was tied 
in Lawrence’s mind to the tsar’s sense of his own “formation and correction” 
as he entered manhood provides further evidence not only of his contradic-
tory upbringing, but also of the kind of ambivalence that struck so many of 
Alexander’s contemporaries as the core facet of his personality.

So how did all this a�fect the portrait that Lawrence would come to paint 
of the enigmatic sovereign? And how did the experience of sitting for this 
portrait a�fect Alexander’s conception of the Military Gallery he would later 
commission from Dawe? In his monograph on Lawrence, Michael Levey states 
that he believes it was the artist’s “interest in and respect for the tsar as sover-
eign and as man” that led to the “sensitive, scrupulously studied portrait” the 

34  The theme of self-restraint can be seen expounded most clearly in the works of Denis 
Fonvizin, especially in his “Discourse on Permanent Laws of State” (1783). A translation of 
the text can be found in Marc Rae�f, Russian Intellectual History: An Anthology (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace, and World: 1966).

35  Catriona Kelly, Re��ning Russia: Advice Literature, Polite Culture, and Gender from Catherine 
to Yeltsin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 144.
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artist came to paint.36 Nevertheless, perhaps something of the contradictions 
of Alexander’s character were also captured by Lawrence in this important 
depiction. In it, the Russian tsar looks mildly o�f into the distance, the warm 
gaze out from Rokotov’s portrait of him as a boy now exchanged for the re��ec-
tive dignity of a middle-aged man. The wavy blond locks of his childhood have 
receded, and the open, welcoming stance of the youngster has become the 
somewhat hesitant crossed arms pose of the gentleman-emperor. Lawrence 
depicted Alexander with his hands clasped tightly in front of his groin—the 
white of the tight gloves contrasting sharply with the deep indigo of his uni-
form trousers and drawing the eye to the tension so clearly contained in the 
tsar’s ��sts. He stands awkwardly, one foot jutting out at the viewer, all of his 
weight shifted to that side of his body, so heavily that his right knee looks 
painfully hyperextended. The other leg looks a little short and the trousers 
too tight—Alexander looks bloated in them, cinched into a uniform that can 
barely contain his aging body.

It is clear that capturing Alexander’s characteristic stance while still pleas-
ing his sitter with the likeness caused Lawrence considerable problems. He 
described the di���culties that developed in a letter to a certain Mrs Wol�f:

I had to act decidedly against his [Alexander’s] judgement and wishes, and 
to make a total alteration in the picture, changing entirely the action of the 
legs, and consequently the trunk. […] He stands always resting on one leg—
(you know what I mean, the other loose on the ground, like the ��gures of the 
antique)—and he stands either with his hat in his hand or with his hands closely 
knit before him. The ��rst ��gure was thus. You perceive that he here seems to 
be shrinking and retiring from the object of contemplation […]. These were my 
objections, and the vexatious thing was, that, before an audience of his friends, 
I was to commence the alteration, by giving him four legs, and though gradually 
obliterating the two ��rst, still their agreeable lines were remaining in the most 
complicated confusion. What I expected took place: during almost the whole of 
it, the attendant generals complained, and the Emperor, though con��ding in my 
opinion, was still dissatis��ed.37

Two elements of Lawrence’s description reveal what was at stake. First, and this 
is always true of portrait likenesses, the artist had to contend with Alexander’s 
own expectations for how he should look—what Lawrence referred to as the 
tsar’s “judgement and wishes.” As if this was not di���cult enough, he had to 
negotiate such loaded presuppositions alongside the overarching power 

36  Emphasis added. Levey, Sir Thomas Lawrence, 210.
37  Sir Thomas Lawrence, The Life and Correspondence of Sir Thomas Lawrence, Kt., President 

of the Royal Academy,  ed. D.  E.  Williams, 2 vols (London: Colburn & Bentley, 1831), 2: 
115–16.
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structures that accrued when depicting a man of Alexander’s status. This 
meant additionally contending with wider expectations as to how powerful 
men like the Russian tsar were to be depicted. Thus, Lawrence had to balance 
what Alexander actually looked like (including characteristics that had earned 
the tsar the reputation of possessing “the weaknesses of a woman”) with how 
a man of his position should be ��gured, such that he aligned with the other 
powerful male rulers lining the Waterloo Chamber. Lawrence’s description of 
how the tsar “seems to be shrinking and retiring from the object of contempla-
tion” reveals the ways in which Alexander did not ��t the usual mould for pow-
erful masculine comportment. Instead, the painter seems aligned with other 
commentators of the time who noted Alexander’s “weak character.” Signs of 
the ways in which Lawrence struggled to negotiate these problematic realities 
with the ideals which surrounded representation at the time remain evident 
in the ��nal picture. The alterations Lawrence made to the tsar’s legs are still 
discernible when viewing the portrait today and serve as a lingering sign of the 
hazards of this kind of painterly diplomacy.

All of this becomes even clearer when the depiction of the tsar is com-
pared to the other heads of state Lawrence pictured in the Waterloo Chamber 
(��g. 11.6). The majority stand in a loose contrapposto like Alexander, but none 
of the other rulers have their arms crossed in front of them in the manner 
Lawrence devised for the Russian tsar. None of them look as exposed or as 
uncomfortable. The two sovereigns nearest to Alexander in the ��nal con��gura-
tion, Emperor Francis I of Austria, and King Frederick William III of Prussia, 
are both positioned con��dently. They also wear their clothes with an ease that 
is acutely lacking in their Russian counterpart. This is especially strange given 
that none other than Napoleon compared exactly these three men upon ��rst 
meeting Alexander in Tilsit in 1807. He proclaimed that in comparison to the 
uninspiring Austrian emperor and the lacklustre king of Prussia, Alexander 
was obviously of “veritable imperial race.”38 We know that Alexander contin-
ued to be an object of scrutiny and fascination ten years later during his visit 
to Aachen. Contemporaries recalled that the tsar was continuously subjected 
to critical observation, with people lining the stairs and standing on terraces to 
catch a glance of him.39 Even Lawrence noticed the particular “curiosity of the 
people” to see him and something of this intense scrutiny seems to have in��l-
trated the portrait that the artist devised.40 The tsar’s awkwardness is palpable.

38  Quoted in Gregor Dallas, 1815: The Roads to Waterloo (London: R. Cohen Books, 1996), 30.
39  Levey, Sir Thomas Lawrence, 210.
40  Sir Thomas Lawrence, The Life and Correspondence of Sir Thomas Lawrence, 2: 114.
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 George Dawe’s Portraits of Alexander I: “Digni��ed Without 
A�fectation”

Thomas Lawrence was not the ��rst British artist to make a portrait of 
Alexander  I.41 George Dawe had been ��rst to do so, when he depicted the 
Russian tsar during his visit to Britain in 1814.42 The whereabouts of that 
work are currently unknown, but for many decades an oil by Dawe in the 
Royal Collection was believed to be this earliest image of the tsar by the art-
ist (��g. 1 1.7). While recent conservation e�forts have revealed that the paint-
ing was made over an engraving that was published in March 1826—and thus 
cannot be the earliest work—the portrait likely still gives some indication of 
the important ways in which Dawe’s depiction of the tsar di�fered from that 

41  Levey, Sir Thomas Lawrence, 210. The French painter François Gérard also depicted 
Alexander during the tsar’s stay in Paris in 1814. The painting is now in the Musée cantonal 
des Beaux-Arts in Lausanne.

42  On the visit to London, see Galina Andreeva, Genii voiny, blaga i krasoty: Dzhordzh Dou, 
korolevskii akademik (Moscow: Pinakoteka, 2012), 115.

Figure 11.6 Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting in the Waterloo Chamber in 
Windsor Castle, Berkshire, 2018. From left to right on the wall can be seen Sir 
Thomas Lawrence’s portraits of Alexander I, Francis I, Emperor of Austria 
(1818–19), and Frederick William III, King of Prussia (1814–18).
© 2018, PA IMAGES / ALAMY STOCK PHOTO / PHOTO HENRY NICHOLLS
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of Lawrence.43 In his picture of the sovereign, Dawe was consistently able to 
capture the characteristic “action of the legs” that made Alexander’s stance 
unique and had given Lawrence so much trouble. Furthermore, while the like-
ness itself is quite similar to that produced by Lawrence, no awkward ambi-
guity taints the picture. Where Lawrence’s intervention is all wrought tension 
and uncomfortable withdrawal, Dawe’s depiction has an air of con��dence and 
amiable re��nement.

The friction between the two painters, with their competing versions of the 
enigmatic tsar, might also explain the ways that Lawrence described Dawe’s 
activities at the Congress of Aachen. He noted being careful with the sketch 
he had made of the tsar after his ��rst sitting: “I return’d to my Lodgings with 
my Sketch (churlishly abstaining from leaving it even for the possibility of 
Mr. Dawe’s Inspection) […].”44 This seems to hint at a professional rivalry 
between the two portraitists, or, at the very least, the more established paint-
er’s concern that Dawe might appropriate his work. Lawrence also described 
how Dawe vigorously sought further commissions from the tsar. In a letter he 
sent from Aachen in October 1818, Lawrence related how he saw Dawe “prowl-
ing close” to the Court of Alexander I and “creeping round it in the street.”45

Whatever the artist’s motivations or schemes, the tactics worked. Dawe was 
invited to St Petersburg and arrived in the Russian capital in the spring of 1819. 
His studio was set up in the Shepelev House, which abutted the imperial pal-
ace , and soon after his arrival, his brother Henry and his son-in-law Thomas 
Wright both joined him in Russia to engrave the paintings he was making.46 
Yet from the outset not everyone was pleased that he had been awarded such 
an important commission. For the next decade, Russian critics would continu-
ally decry that the project went to a foreign artist. An anonymous critic writing 
in Zhurnal iziashchnykh iskusstv [Fine Arts Magazine] declared outright that: 
“Russian artists are not appreciated here, while foreign artists visiting us ��nd 
both employment and patronage.”47 Another leading critic of the period wrote 
in the prominent Russian literary magazine Otechestvennye zapiski [Notes of 

43  A description of the conservation discovery can be found on the Royal Collection Trust 
website: https://www.rct.uk/collection/search#/1/collection/400570/alexander-i-
emperor-of-russia-1777-1825, accessed July 13, 2019.

44  Sir Thomas Lawrence’s Letter-Bag, 138.
45  Ibid.
46  Renne, State Hermitage Museum Catalogue, 54 and 271.
47  N.  Khudozhnik [N. “Artist”], “Pis’mo k izdateliu,” Zhurnal iziashchnykh iskusstv, no. 4 

(1823): 340. Quoted in Alexey Makhrov, “The Pioneers of Russian Art Criticism: Between 
State and Public Opinion, 1804–1855,” The Slavonic and East European Review 81, no. 4 
(October 2003): 614–33 (623).
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the Fatherland]: “We regretted that the honour of executing this monument 
most precious for our homeland was granted to a foreign artist, while our 
Academy had many excellent portrait painters.”48

When Dawe’s works were ��rst shown in an exhibition held at the Imperial 
Academy of Arts in the autumn of 1820, reviews were considerably more posi-
tive. Most of the paintings displayed were ones he had brought with him from 
England to St Petersburg, but some ��ve portraits out of eighty he had already 
produced for the Military Gallery since his arrival in Russia were also included 
in the show.49 Pavel Svin’in, art critic and publisher of Notes of the Fatherland, 
praised the speed with which Dawe had made the likenesses, stating that: 
“these are works of a most original talent.”50 Yet Svin’in went on to denigrate 
“the e�fort to be expressive,” which he saw not only as Dawe’s fault, but also that 
of the English school of painting more broadly:

48  Pavel Svin’in, “Sanktpeterburgskaia Sovremennyia letopisi,” Otechestvennye zapiski 29, 
no. 81 (January 1827): 153. Quoted in Andreeva, “The Military Gallery in the Winter Palace,” 
note 8, 156.

49  Renne, State Hermitage Museum Catalogue, 270.
50  Pavel Svin’in, “Sanktpeterburgskaia Sovremennyia letopisi,” Otechestvennye zapiski (1820): 

299. Quoted in Renne, State Hermitage Museum Catalogue, 271.

Figure 11.7 
George Dawe, Alexander I, Emperor of 
Russia (1777–1825), after March 1826, oil 
on engraving, lined on to canvas, 61.1 
× 42.5 cm, Royal Collection Trust, London.
ROYAL COLLECTION TRUST / © HER 
MAJESTY QUEEN ELIZABETH II 2021
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Figure 11.8 George Dawe, Portrait of Emperor Alexander I, 1824, oil on canvas, 238.5 cm × 
152.3 cm, State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg.
© THE STATE HERMITAGE MUSEUM / PHOTO LEONARD KHEIFETS, 
ALEKSEY PAKHOMOV, SVETLANA SUETOVA, VLADIMIR TEREBENIN
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All the faces of the generals have more or less theatrical expressions, […] this is 
the kind of painting to be used when the object is to be seen from afar. Such, alas, 
is the defect of the works of the English Artist, or rather the general fault of the 
English school […]. Yet despite all this the objective judge cannot but recognise 
in G. Dawe a man of unusual talent.51

Reviews like these raised Dawe’s artistic pro��le considerably and he began to 
receive orders for portraits from leading society ladies, numerous political o���-
cials, and members of the St Petersburg and Moscow elites.52 The workload 
became heavy enough that Dawe needed to take on two assistants. The self-
taught serf artist, Alexander Poliakov, and Wilhelm Golicke both joined Dawe’s 
workshop in 1822.53

 Responses to the Military Gallery: “Barbarian Taste” and 
“Male Chaos”

The following year, Dawe had the opportunity to paint another full-length por-
trait of Alexander I (��g. 11.8). He describes the tsar sitting for his portrait much 
as Lawrence had, remarking upon Alexander’s “endless graciousness and 
kindness.”54 The work proved a triumph; Svin’in called it the “most successful 
portrayal of the monarch,” before elucidating the feature Dawe seems to have 
captured most completely: “The emperor is represented coming to a stop dur-
ing a walk, or, it might be better to say, in his usual stance—digni��ed without 
a�fectation.”55 Again, the lack of arti��ciality so valued by Russian men emerges 
strongly in Svin’in’s review. Recall that Lawrence too had noted the absence of 
“attempted display” in Alexander’s bearing. Yet the comportment of the tsar 
that Lawrence had found so impossible to depict ��nally seems to have been 
captured in the work of his rival.

51  Ibid.
52  Andreeva, Genii voiny, 148.
53  Renne, State Hermitage Museum Catalogue, 272.
54  Letter from George Dawe to John Flatery (May  1823): “Ego dobrota i liubeznost’ bez-

granichny.” Quoted in Andreeva, Genii voiny, 137.
55  Pavel Svin’in, “Imperator predstavlen ostanovivshimsiia vo vremiia progulki, ili, luchshe 

skazat’, v obyknovennoi Ego positsii—velichestvennoi bez a�fektatsii,” Otechestvennye 
zapiski 42, no. 16 (September 1823): 465. Quoted in Andreeva, Genii voiny, 139.
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The other element that Svin’in praised in his review was the “digni��ed” nature 
of Alexander’s “usual stance.” Such sentiments about masculine comportment 
re��ect larger values then held in Russian society. How a man carried himself 
was of the utmost importance, and a number of conduct books for young men 
circulated in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Often these 
contained sections on posture, manners, and overall bodily demeanour. O dol-
zhnostiakh cheloveka i grazhdanina [On the Duties of Man and Citizen], a con-
duct book produced at the command of Catherine the Great in 1783, was one 
such example, as was the Manuel de civilité honnête et puerile [Handbook of 
Manners for Children] which Prince Dmitrii Dashkov recalled being “plagued 
with” when he was a boy.56

Fostering a proper bodily bearing among young men became a central ��x-
ture of the university system during Alexander I’s rule. In her work on mascu-
linity in the Russian education system, Rebecca Friedman describes how:

In order to achieve the university’s goal of molding well-mannered decent men, 
the disciplinary codes suggested that “moral education should be cultivated […] 
[not only through] students’ conscience […] [but also through] their manners, 
and outward appearances.” The university required participation in classes that 
were designed to perfect students’ external appearance and self-presentation 
in polite society. These included fencing as well as dance classes. The adminis-
tration, through its codes, explained that dance was necessary in order for stu-
dents to learn how to “enter a room, bow, and to hold oneself among well-bred 
people.”57

The emphasis placed on men’s comportment is re��ected strongly on the walls 
of the Military Gallery, where endless rows of men demonstrate the kind of 
“digni��ed” bearing highlighted by Svin’in in his review of the tsar’s portrait 
(��g. 11.9).

The ways that masculine bearing should be highlighted in portraiture were 
also a concern for the British in this moment and had been  since the mid 
eighteenth century. Sir Joshua Reynolds, the preeminent portraitist of the gen-
eration before Lawrence, had discussed the danger of representations which 

56  See Kelly, Re��ning Russia, 23, and William Mills Todd III, The Familiar Letter as a Literary 
Genre in the Age of Pushkin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), 67. Dashkov 
ended up being the Deputy Minister of the Interior from 1826 and then Deputy Minister 
of Justice beginning in March of 1829. See Timothy J. Binyon, Pushkin: A Biography (New 
York: Vintage Books, 2004), 302.

57  Quotes are from Kazan’skii vestnik (February  1821): 20, and Sbornik rasporiazhenii po 
ministerstva narodnogo prosveshcheniia, 16 vols (St Petersburg, 1866), 2: 46. Quoted in 
Rebecca Friedman, Masculinity, Autocracy, and the Russian University: 1804–1863 (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 33.
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bore “a sort of super��cial resemblance to the manner of the great men” in his 
Discourses on Art, the ��rst seven of which were translated into Russian at the 
behest of Catherine in 1790.58 For Reynolds, men’s real excellence was not to be 
found in shallow appearances, for these were nothing more than conventions 
“in which vanity or caprice have contrived to distort and dis��gure the human 
form.” In no uncertain terms, Reynolds proclaimed:

We may contrast the tumour of this presumptuous loftiness with the natural, 
una�fected air of the portraits of Titian, where dignity, seeming to be natural 
and inherent, draws spontaneous reverence, and instead of being thus vainly 
assumed, has the appearance of an unalienable adjunct; where such pompous 
and laboured insolence of grandeur is so far from creating respect that it betrays 
vulgarity and meanness, and new-acquired consequence.59

58  Sir Joshua Reynolds, Sir Joshua Reynolds’s Discourses, ed. Edward Gilpin Johnson (Chicago: 
A. C. McClurg and Company, 1891), 330. The Russian translation of Reynolds is discussed 
in Rosalind P. Blakesley, The Russian Canvas: Painting in Imperial Russia, 1757–1881 (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016), 51.

59  Reynolds, Sir Joshua Reynolds’s Discourses, 214.

Figure 11.9 
The Military Gallery at the Winter 
Palace, State Hermitage Museum, 
St Petersburg, photograph.
PHOTO  ALLISON LEIGH  / CREATIVE 
COMMONS CC0
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For the art historian David Solkin, this passage reveals how strongly Reynolds 
feared that “the old formulae of ‘politeness’ had been appropriated by the 
undigni��ed, and henceforth were to be considered as signs of insolence, vul-
garity, and nouvelle richesse.”60 Reynolds was devising a system, one that would 
prove highly in��uential on both Lawrence and Dawe, in which representa-
tions of true gentlemen had to convey natural “dignity” such that it inspired, as 
Reynolds put it, “spontaneous reverence.” But, by the early nineteenth century, 
there was a growing perception that the outward forms of such masculine dig-
nity had disintegrated to the point where they could no longer be depicted. 
Leading English commentators like William Melmouth declared that “the days 
of exemplary virtue are no more,” and Reynolds seemed to echo such senti-
ments when he contrasted “the tumour of […] presumptuous loftiness with 
the natural, una�fected air of the portraits” of the past.61

Such ideas help to explain the negative reviews which the St Petersburg 
Military Gallery garnered in the English press. The essayist Charles Lamb, for 
example, produced the following scathing commentary in 1831:

There they hang, the labour of ten plodding years, in an endless gallery, […] in 
the heart of Imperial Petersburgh [sic]—eternal monuments of barbarian taste 
submitting to half-civilized cunning—four hundred ��erce Half-Lengths, all 
male, and all military; like the pit in a French theatre, […] with never a woman 
among them. […] hide your pure pale cheeks, and cool English beauties, before 
this su�focating horde of Scythian ri��ers, this male chaos!62

This is not unbiased rhetoric, to be sure; it is tinged with something of the 
same sentiment that Lawrence evoked when he wrote of Russia as a “back-
ward Country.” But it is also a fascinatingly apt description of the Military 
Gallery, especially if compared to the monument which was its closest rival in 
Windsor Castle. Where the Waterloo Chamber was organised according to a 
strict hierarchy, with full-length portraits of monarchs hanging at ground level 
and half-lengths of diplomats and statesmen alternating between them, the 
St Petersburg Gallery plunged the viewer into a sea of ��oor-to-ceiling, wall-to-
wall, bifurcated male bodies. The depictions failed to codify a comprehensible 
hierarchy or system of virtue; instead, they revealed a strange kind of break-
down in models for manhood occurring in the wake of Napoleon’s invasion.

60  Solkin, “Great Pictures or Great Men,” 47.
61  The Letters of Sir Thomas Fitzosborne, on Several Subjects, 8th edition, 1776 (originally pub-

lished 1748–49), 9. Quoted in Solkin, “Great Pictures or Great Men,” 43.
62  Charles Lamb, “Recollections of a Late Royal Academician,” ��rst published in Englishman’s 

Magazine (September  1831), in The Complete Works of Charles Lamb in Prose and Verse 
(London: Chatto & Windus, 1901), 430.
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What Lamb called “male chaos” found echo in the sentiments of other com-
mentators on the Military Gallery as well. Buried amongst what were largely 
positive reviews are subtle notes of discontent with the portraits and their 
overall e�fect. The physician and writer Augustus Bozzi Granville described the 
unfortunate “degree of monotony” which resulted from all of the men being 
“denoted by one general characteristic, ‘heroism in the career of arms’ […].”63 
And he went on to express displeasure with the fact that the portraits “are nei-
ther massive nor splendid enough to be in character with the magni��cence of 
the place.”64 Charles Piazzi Smyth noted a similar monotony when he visited 
the Gallery in 1859, likening “the innumerable portrait heads” that covered the 
walls to “the closely packed squares of a chess-board.”65 All of this indicates 
a breakdown in the coherence of systems for portraying masculine invulner-
ability. And it shows that Russia was no more immune to the collapse of stable 
signi��ers for virtuous manhood than Britain had been when Reynolds began 
delivering his Discourses some ��fty years before. Where he and other critical 
commentators like Melmouth had decried the loss of ��rm conceptualisations 
of male dignity and virtue in the British context, Russian critics were, by the 
time Dawe was making his portraits for the Military Gallery, echoing such sen-
timents. In both nations, the tradition of historical portraiture was unable to 
stabilise a growing con��ict within modes for depicting ideal manhood.

Nevertheless, public validation of one’s status within the larger male group, 
often achieved through representations of one’s achievements or through 
appearances more generally, still mattered. As the historian John Tosh points 
out in his re��ections on masculinity in nineteenth-century Britain: “public a���r-
mation was, and still is, absolutely central to masculine status […] quali��cation 
for a man’s life among men – in short for a role in the public sphere – depends 
on their masculinity being tested against the recognition of their peers […].”66 
What critical commentary on the Gallery revealed was a rupture in men’s rec-
ognition of the ��rm “masculine status” of other men. Lamb’s evocation of the 
“su�focating horde” and “male chaos,” Granville’s sense of the “monotony” of all 
that heroism, and Smyth’s description of the great war heroes as looking like 
little more than pieces being shu���ed on “a chess-board”—all these opinions 

63  Augustus Bozzi Granville, St Petersburg: A Journal of Travels to and from that Capital, 
2 vols (London: Henry Colburn, 1828), 1: 537–38. Quoted in Renne, State Hermitage 
Museum Catalogue, 275.

64  Granville, St Petersburg, 1: 538. Quoted in ibid., 276.
65  Charles Piazzi Smyth, Three Cities in Russia, 2 vols (London: Lovell, Reeve & Co., 1862), 2: 

141–42. Quoted in ibid., 279.
66  John Tosh, “What Should Historians Do with Masculinity? Re��ections on Nineteenth-

Century Britain,” History Workshop, no. 38 (1994): 184.
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indicate the nascent evaporation of patriarchal myths. Even the Russian tsar—
at the time one of the greatest representatives of indomitable male power on 
earth  due to his success against Napoleon—was not immune to this break-
down in stable structures for representing his gender. Despite the fact that 
rhetoric at the time proudly claimed Alexander as the “saviour of Europe,” his 
military triumph did not immediately beget successful representations of him 
as an all-powerful rescuer.67

In the end, importing a cultural diplomat like Dawe did not assure view-
ers that there was a ��rm footing for the depiction of honourable masculin-
ity. The Military Gallery proves one of the greatest examples in history of an 
attempt to visually shore up the “concepts, symbolizations, and exhortations 
of masculinity.”68 Yet even the production of more than three hundred por-
traits of Russia’s greatest men was not able fully to sustain the gender ideology 
that had made men the exclusive actors on the stage of warfare and diplomacy 
for so many centuries. By projecting what were perceived to be the lingering 
signs of ideal manhood—honourable comportment, lack of arti��ciality, and 
an air of natural dignity—artists and political ��gures alike hoped to stabilise 
the gender ideologies which sharply distinguished between private and pub-
lic realms in this period. In this sense, it is no wonder that the origins of the 
Military Gallery can be found in a hybrid form of diplomacy—one that saw 
the merging of artistic and political forms of exchange and ��gured both as the 
exclusive domains of men.
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