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An Imperial Partnership:
The Enduring Story of
Catherine the Great and
Potemkin

Few partnerships in history have been
as consequential, controversial, and
deeply human as that between the
Empress Catherine the Great and her
most powerful confidant, Prince Grigory
Potemkin. For over two decades at the
helm of the Russian Empire, these two
figures were not merely political
collaborators but were bound by a bond
of love, ambition, and mutual respect
that shaped the destiny of a continent.
The story of Catherine the Great and
Potemkin is a grand narrative of
conquest, statecraft, romance, and
legend, offering a captivating window
into the 18th century’s age of empires.

When Catherine Il ascended the throne
in 1762 following a coup that deposed
her husband, Peter Ill, she inherited a
vast but underdeveloped realm. To
secure her power and modernize
Russia, she surrounded herself with
talented and loyal advisors. None would
prove more indispensable than Grigory
Potemkin, a man whose energy, vision,
and devotion would make him the
engine of her greatest achievements.
Their intertwined lives have fascinated
historians for centuries, not least
because of the enduring myth of the
"Potemkin villages"—a tale that, while
only partially true, has come to
symbolize the very nature of their grand
endeavour.

The Meeting of Minds: How
Catherine and Potemkin
Connected

The initial meeting of Catherine the
Great and Potemkin is the stuff of
historical speculation and dramatic
biography. Potemkin was a charismatic
young officer from a minor noble family
who had distinguished himself during
the 1762 coup. While accounts differ, it
is generally accepted that he first
caught Catherine’s attention through
his intelligence, physical stature, and
burning ambition. By 1768, he had
become a noticeable figure at court,
impressing the Empress with his
extensive knowledge of statecraft,
military affairs, and even theology.

Their relationship deepened
significantly after Potemkin lost an eye,
a detail that seems to have only
increased his appeal in Catherine’s
eyes. She saw past the superficial to the
brilliant strategist beneath. By the early
1770s, Potemkin had become one of
her most trusted advisors, and their
correspondence hints at a burgeoning
personal attachment. This was not a
fleeting affair; it was the beginning of a
partnership that would redefine the
Russian Empire. The personal bond
between Catherine the Great and
Potemkin provided the foundation for
an unparalleled political alliance.

From Lover to Co-Ruler: The
Unique Dynamic

The precise nature of the personal
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Great and Potemkin has long been
debated. What is certain is that by
1774, Potemkin had become her lover
and, according to surviving letters and
later accounts, may have even been her
secret husband. Many historians believe
they contracted a private marriage in a
church near St. Petersburg. Whether
legally married or not, their emotional
and intellectual union was profound.
Catherine’s letters to Potemkin reveal
deep affection, intellectual respect, and
an astonishing degree of vulnerability
for a woman who ruled autocratically.

Even after their romantic relationship
cooled, Potemkin remained her most
valuable partner. He was appointed
Governor-General of New Russia
(Novorossiya) and Vice-President of the
War College. In these roles, he became
the de facto vice-emperor of the
southern territories. This transition from
lover to co-ruler was remarkably
smooth, a testament to their mutual
understanding and shared goals. The
story of Catherine the Great and
Potemkin illustrates an unusual
partnership: one built on both passion
and pragmatism, where personal
feelings were channelled into the
service of a grand imperial vision.

Potemkin's Grand Vision:
Building New Russia

The most tangible legacy of Catherine
the Great and Potemkin lies in the
colonisation and development of the
Black Sea steppes, a region that was
essentially a sparsely populated frontier
for centuries. Potemkin conceived a
monumental plan to transform this
wilderness into a prosperous granary
and a strategic power base for the
Russian Empire. He founded the cities
of Kherson, Nikolayev, and
Yekaterinoslav (today’s Dnipro),

overseeing the construction of ports,
shipyards, and fortified lines.

In perhaps his greatest military
achievement, Potemkin orchestrated
the annexation of the Crimean Khanate
in 1783. This act, executed with a
mixture of diplomacy and military
pressure, gave Russia a long-sought
warm-water port and a dominant
position in the Black Sea. Catherine was
ecstatic. Potemkin was awarded the
title of Prince of Tauris (Taurida being
the ancient name for Crimea) and was
entrusted with developing the newly
acquired territories. The partnership of
Catherine the Great and Potemkin was
now at its zenith, overseeing an empire
that was expanding faster than ever
before.

The Black Sea Fleet: A Navy
Built by Will

A central pillar of Potemkin’s plan was
the creation of a formidable naval force
on the Black Sea. Starting from scratch,
he established shipyards, recruited
skilled workers, and oversaw the
construction of a fleet that would
eventually fight the Ottoman Empire.
The city of Sevastopol was founded as
the main naval base. The creation of
this navy was a logistical and
administrative marvel, driven entirely
by Potemkin’s relentless energy. The
success of the Black Sea Fleet during
the Russo-Turkish War of 1787-1791
was a direct result of his vision. The
military and naval power that Catherine
the Great and Potemkin built together
turned Russia into a Mediterranean-
adjacent power for the first time.

The Myth of the '"Potemkin
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Propaganda

No discussion of Catherine the Great
and Potemkin is complete without
addressing the legendary "Potemkin
villages." This famous story alleges that
Potemkin, in preparation for Catherine’s
grand tour of New Russia in 1787,
constructed elaborate fake
villages—mere painted facades—along
the Dnieper River to deceive the
Empress about the region’s prosperity.
The myth suggests that Potemkin
tricked Catherine into believing that a
barren wilderness was a thriving, well-
populated land.

Historical scholarship has largely
debunked this tale as the exaggerated
invention of political enemies and
jealous foreign diplomats. While there is
evidence that Potemkin cleared villages
to appear more presentable, moved
livestock to create a better impression,
and certainly engaged in imperial
"spin," there is no proof of full-scale,
artificial villages. The region genuinely
underwent rapid development under his
administration. The myth of the
"Potemkin villages" was a powerful
piece of anti-Russian propaganda that
has persisted for over 200 years.
However, the real deception was the
myth itself, which has unfairly
diminished the massive, genuine
achievements of Catherine the Great
and Potemkin in building New Russia.

The Grand Journey of 1787:
A Triumph of Imperial
Theatre

In 1787, Catherine the Great and
Potemkin orchestrated one of the most

a massivé entourage including for’eign
ambassadors, travelled down the
Dnieper River in a fleet of elaborate
galleys. Potemkin had transformed the
entire route into a showcase of imperial
progress. Villages were decorated,
troops were arrayed, and grand
illuminations lit the night sky.

The purpose was both domestic and
international. Domestically, it bolstered
Catherine’s image as the civilising force
of the east. Internationally, it was a
brazen display of Russia’s new power to
a sceptical Europe, particularly to the
Ottoman Empire and Austria. The
journey was a triumph, cementing
Catherine’s confidence in Potemkin and
showcasing the fruits of their labour.
The spectacle of the 1787 journey is a
perfect metaphor for the entire
partnership: a grand, ambitious, and
outward-facing display of unity, power,
and progress. It was the crowning
moment for Catherine the Great and
Potemkin as a team.

Letters of Love and State:
The Intimate
Correspondence

One of the greatest historical resources
for understanding Catherine the Great
and Potemkin is their surviving
correspondence. Hundreds of letters,
often intimate and passionate, have
been preserved. In these writings, we
see a very different Catherine from the
stoic monument of Russian history. She
calls Potemkin "my darling," "my tiger,"
and "my heart." She discusses court
gossip, military strategy, and her
emotional state with a frankness she
showed to no other.
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revealing. He writes of his devotion to
her and the empire but also of his bouts
of melancholy, his frustrations with
rivals, and his deep-seated insecurities.
These letters are essential reading for
anyone interested in the true story of
Catherine the Great and Potemkin. They
reveal that their partnership was
sustained not just by political
convenience but by an enduring
emotional connection that weathered
the storms of court intrigue and the
pressures of empire-building.

Potemkin's Final Years and

The partnership of Catherine the Great
and Potemkin faced its ultimate test in
the later years. Potemkin’s health,
always fragile, began to decline due to
exhaustion and his decadent lifestyle.
He spent his final years struggling to
manage the vast administrative
machine he had built and dealing with
the rising influence of Catherine’s later
favourites. Yet, their bond held. When
Potemkin died in 1791 on the road to
Jassy, Catherine was devastated. In her
private letters, she described the loss
as "unbearable."

With Potemkin gone, a vital spark in
Catherine’s life was extinguished. She
lived only another five years, and her
reign never regained its former vigour.
The legacy of Catherine the Great and
Potemkin is immense. Potemkin was the

architect of the Russian Empire’s
southern expansion, the founder of its
Black Sea navy, and the administrator
who turned a frontier into a core part of
the Russian state. Catherine provided
the vision, the authority, and the
unwavering support. Together, they
represent one of the most successful
imperial partnerships in history.

The Enduring Fascination:
Why Their Story Matters

The story of Catherine the Great and
Potemkin continues to captivate us for
several reasons. First, it is a
fundamentally human story of love,
ambition, and loss played out on a vast
geopolitical stage. Second, it forces us
to confront the relationship between
truth and power. The myth of the
Potemkin villages serves as a powerful
cautionary tale about the nature of
propaganda and historical memory.
Third, their joint creation—New
Russia—remains a geopolitically
sensitive and vital region today. The
cities they founded, the ports they built,
and the demographic patterns they set
are still visible.

In conclusion, the legend of Catherine
the Great and Potemkin is far more than
a romantic interlude or a simple story of
deception. It is the epic account of two
extraordinary individuals who, through
a unique and deep partnership, shaped
the course of European and Russian



