THE STRENGTH AND WEAKNESS
OF ALEXANDRA OSIPOVNA SMIRNOVA-ROSSET
(on the history of the origins of one of the women
of the Pushkin era)

“The black-eyed Rosseti,
In her autocratic beauty,
Captivated all these hearts” (A.S. Pushkin)

“No, you do not know her ...” (Yu.N. Lubchenko)
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Alexandra Osipovna Smirnova (06.03.18009,
Odessa - 07.06.1882, Paris), nee Rosset!, is a
widely known personage, especially in the his-
tory of Russian literature. One of the outstand-
ing women of the Petersburg secular society, the
maid of honor of two empresses (Maria Feodoro-
vna and Alexandra Feodorovna), the wife of a
diplomat, she was distinguished by rare beauty,
intelligence, education and independence of
judgments. She was in close friendly relations
with all the famous people of her era; Pushkin,
Lermontov, Vyazemsky, Khomyakov, Rostopchi-
na, Myatlev, and others sought her company and
dedicated their poems to her.

Her life is sufficiently illuminated in the scientific
literature and journalism, so we do not set the
task of repeating or rewriting the known events
of her life. She became the object of our attention
in the study of the topic of outstanding Moldavian
women of the 19" century. In the works of Roma-
nian historians (Bezviconi 1934, 11-12) already at
the beginning of the 20" century there were notes
in which her Moldavian origin was cultivated.
Without any documentary evidence, this tradi-
tion is also shared by some contemporary col-
leagues (Colesnic 2000, 239-240)2.

! Rosset or Rosseti? About this we will write below.
2 Areference is made to the work of Gh. Bezviconi 1934, 11-12.
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However, as a result of our research in the ar-
chives and libraries of St. Petersburg?, we were
surprised that she had never linked her origins to
Moldavian boyar families. Moreover, she avoided
discussing this issue under any pretext. In fact,
no one, even from close relatives, knew the truth
about her family tree. And if she always wrote re-
liable facts about the mother’s genealogical roots:
“...the mother has the blood of the Laurers and
the Tsitsianovs (Georgian princes)” (CMupHOBa-
Poccer 2003, 19-20), she skillfully veiled what
her father was. From her notes and diaries it can
be seen that she attributed to herself the Italian or
French origin of her father. In particular, in her
memoirs she wrote: “My father, Chevalier Joseph
de Rosset, was an emigrant, quite well known,
served on the Danube under the leadership of
G.A. Potemkin (who awarded him the Order of St.
Anne*) and A.V. Suvorov (who awarded him the
Order of St. George for Ochakov) ... He was the
commandant of the port of Odessa” (CmupHOBa-
Poccer 2003, 19-20).

This information is confirmed by her daughter
Olga Nikolaevna Smirnova: “The name of my
grandfather Osip Ivanovich Rosset was pre-
served in the St. George’s Hall of the Kremlin
on the plate of the heroes of Izmail and Ocha-
kov. In Odessa, he married N.I. Lorret of the

3 Manuscript Department, Pushkin House of the Institute of
Literature of the Russian Academy of Sciences (PH IL RAS);
The Russian State Historical Archive (RSHA); Manuscript
Department, Russian National Library (RNL).

4 The imperial Order of St. Anne, established in 1735 as a

dynastic award and in 1797 introduced by the Emperor Paul

I into the decoration system of the Russian Empire for the

distinction of a wide range of state officials and the military.

Available at: https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki (accessed 12

May 2018).

The imperial military Order of Saint George was established

by Empress Catherine II on November 26 (December 7),

1769 for the distinction of officers for merits on the battlefi-

eld and service in military ranks. Had four grades. Available

at: https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki (accessed 12 May 2018).
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1. Alexandra Smirnov-Rosset. Watercolor by Peter
Sokolov, 1834-1835 (after http://www.nearyou.ru/
sokolov/roset.html).

2. Alexandra Smirnov-Rosset. Portret by Franz Xaver
Winterhalter (after https://www.bing.com/search?q=
Franz+Xaver+Winterhalter).
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Tsitsianovs. From her French father my mother
inherited the spirit of renascence, taste, critical
thinking, clear and precise style, the qualities of
a satirical mind without mockery” (Smirnova
2003, 20). In our opinion, A.O. Smirnova-Rosset
not only pays attention to these two high awards,
she emphasizes the fact of the father’s special ser-
vices to the country, especially if we consider that
these orders were related to the state awards of
the Russian Empire, which never ceased to have
a special status of a dynastic award at the House
of Romanov.

Quite ambiguous and veiled A.O. Smirnova-Ros-
set writes about her birth: “On March 6, an ugly,
dark-skinned girl was born. Who was named Al-
exandra in honor of her father’s cousin, Countess
Alesandra Rosset” (CmupHoBa-Poccet 1990, 28).

In these propositions, it is interesting how she de-
scribes herself as a newborn or how she positions
herself. Firstly, she writes in the first person. It is
unlikely that any member of the family could talk
about the child in this way. And the second de-
tail, she writes about the relatives of her father. If
the father arrived in the Russian Empire to serve
as a foreign national, it is unlikely that he, as a
military man, brought with him all his relatives. If
she was named after aunt, Countess Rosset, then
her aunt seemed to play a big role in the family.
Moreover, another aunt, mother’s sister, Vera
Ivanovna Lorer, was married to Mazarachi (the
wife of 1.S. Mazarachi) (CmupuoBa-Poccer 1989,
73). The Mazarachi, like the Rosseti, were famous
Moldavian boyar family in the late 18" century
and in the 19™ century (Bezviconi 1940, I; Bezvi-
coni 1943, II).

Further in her biography A.O. Smirnova-Rosset
presents even more interesting and fascinating
information, which raises more questions than
gives any explanation. Her bright childhood
memories speak of some curious and worthy de-
tails of her origin. In particular, she writes: “I of-
ten heard that the father and Duke of Richelieu
were talking about Prince Cantemir, and when
I asked “who was Tantemil (Cantemir)”, “my fa-
ther answered me: “Go play with your balloon,
it does not concern you” (CmupnoBa-Poccer
1990, 29). It’s amazing that, being very young,
at the age of about 4 years, she remembered ex-
actly the name of Cantemir, and that she singles
it out in her memoirs. In addition, describing her
childhood, she mentions that her godmother was
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“Auntie Ekaterina Ivanovna Voronouvskaya, and
the godfather — Richelieu” ... and their house
used to be attended by “the Tregubovs, the Can-
tacuzenes” (CmupHoBa-Poccer 1990, 29). It is
known that the outstanding families of Cantemir
and Cantacuzenes were closely related to each
other. Working in the Russian State Historical
Archive (RGIA) on the subject of the Cantemir
family, we found information that indicates the
relationship of these families. In particular, in the
case “On the elevation of the Cantemir family to
princely dignity” Dmitry Cantemir, the last repre-
sentative of the Cantemir dynasty in the male line,
demanded that the court transfer the surname to
his grandson. In the genealogy presented and the
justification for the right to inherit, among the
families of Cantemir and Cantacuzen there also
appears the surname of Rosseti®.

A.O. Smirnova-Rosset described these childhood
memories in a rather mature and conscious age.
Why she paid attention to these details, remains
without explanation, especially since there were
researchers before us who drew attention to these
inconsistencies in the biography.

One of the scientists, who showed interest in some
inconsistencies in the biography of A.O. Smirno-
va-Rosset, was P.E. Reinbot. In his monograph,
not published to date, he gives arguments that
her name was originally Rosseti. So it appears in
all documents and, in particular, in the “Official
List of 1811”. But curiously, in a copy of a later
period the last letter “i” is then corrected by other
ink for the letter “®”. Perhaps this strange story
stretches from a distant childhood. In 1814, at
the age of five, she was left without a father. The
mother remarried, and the girl was practically de-
prived of affection and attention. Absolutely in-
tolerant was the relationship with her stepfather.
Warm memories in her memoirs are only about
the grandmother. Very young she was sent to St.
Petersburg to the St. Catherine Institute. During
her studies she lost her mother and her beloved
grandmother. In fact, she remained an orphan
and a dowerless girl, of whom no one cared and
no one thought about her future.

After she graduated with brilliance (the o' gradu-
ation, she received the 2" Empress’ cipher), the
Empress Maria Feodorovna proposed to take her
as a maid of honor. But the Grand Duchess Elena

¢ This is a separate topic of the study, so we limit ourselves to
brief information.

3. Alexandra Smirnov-Rosset. Portret by Orest
Adamovich Kiprenskii (after http://www.
russianmuseums.info/M1465item).

4. Grave (tomb) of Alexandra Smirnov-Rosset.
Necropolis of the Donskoy Monastery in Moscow
(after https://www.google.com/search?q=moruna+cm
HUPHOBOI +poccer&rlz).
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Pavlovna “flatly refused”, motivating it by the fact
that A.O. Smirnova-Rosset has “incomprehensi-
ble, dark origin” (CmupnoBa-Poccer 1989, 584)
(sic! - L.Z.) and that she was brought up not at the
expense of the family, but at the expense of the
Grand Duke Mikhail Pavlovich.

To clarify the circumstances, it was suggested to
send a request for Alexandra Osipovna. She wrote
about this event in the following way: “Thus the
Official List of 1811 appeared in our archive...
The reference went for a month, a month later I
was taken to the palace” (Smirnova 1989, 584).
In other words, she was forced to prove to oth-
ers her noble origins and considered it “insulting”
(CmupnoBa-Poccer 1989, 584).

No less interesting are her relations with Em-
peror Nicholas I, who called her “my voloshka
(i.e. Wallachian)”. In our opinion, this defi-
nition was not at all random. In addition, at her
marriage, the emperor signed a secret decree of
October 7, 1831, on granting her a cash allowance
of 12,000 rubles for a dowry’, while the usual
dowry size for a maid of honor did not exceed
1,000-2,000 rubles.

The mention of her origin we find in the poem
“Foreigner” dedicated to her by A.S. Khomya-
kov: «Around her everything is charming; All
the luxury of the South breathes in her... May the
bright and beautiful angel Illuminated her from
the birth, But she is alien to my Russia... With her
Twill say: “Holy Russia”, And her heart will not
tremble” (CmupnOBa-Poccer 1990, 495-496).

After the marriage, Alexandra Osipovna received
the status of “the origin of full value”. Her life,
on the one hand, was brilliant; she became “the
center of the literary salon in the reign of Nich-
olay Pavlovich... This salon was a collection of
the best forces of the whole country, the heart
from which life-giving juices, bright ideas and
true enlightenment spread to all parts of Rus-
sia. Here, there was an exchange of thoughts be-
tween those who were destined to wake Russia
by word, and those who had the opportunity to
conceive and prepare good initiatives in public
life” (CmupHoBa-Poccer 2003, 36).

A.S. Pushkin, M.Yu. Lermontov, V.A. Zhukovsky,
P.A. Vyazemsky, and many others were friends
with her and dedicated their poems to her. She

7 RSHA, Fund 468, Inventory 39, Storage unit 151; PH IL
RAS, Fund 244, Inventory 17, Storage unit 41.
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had a special and touching friendship with N.V.
Gogol, which caused heated discussions both
among contemporaries and researchers. Her
daughter, Olga Smirnova, wrote on the N.V. Go-
gol’s attitude to her mother: “she thanks Gogol
that he fell in love with her not for the external
and brilliant, which brought her so much suffer-
ing and disappointments, but for sparks of the
soul, hardly noticeable, which he himself inflat-
ed and warmed with his friendship” (Smirnova
2003, 23). S.T. Aksakov described her as “an ex-
traordinary woman”. She traveled all over Eu-
rope, “went to Mickiewicz’s lectures, Liszt’s con-
certs, the Catholic Swetchine’s salon, Ravignan’s
sermons” (CmupHoBa-Poccet 1989, 16-17).

Many years later, in August 1863, Alexandra
Osipovna, nee Rossetti, was awarded a medal
stamped on the occasion of the death of Empress
Alexandra Feodorovna, as a former maid of hon-
or from her suite, who married Senator Smirnov®.

Summarizing the above, we would like to note
that besides the fact that Alexandra Osipovna
Smironova-Rosset was unquestionably a person
of outstanding and ambiguous character, she is
also one of the mysterious figures, secretive and
mysterious in nature. In the framework of our
research, we had only one question: why and for
what purpose did she carefully hide certain frag-
ments from her life, her origins. The conclusion
suggests one: we did not find the answer. There
are more questions than answers. Perhaps after
experiencing hardships and privations, loneliness
and betrayal at an early age, she used the “sweet
lie to save”, and it was this life-giving attitude
that helped her to form a strong character.

Possessing dazzling beauty, grace and wide out-
look, she had extraordinary firmness and rigidity
in making vital decisions. And doubts and secrets
have become some symbolic sign of this extraor-
dinary woman.

Instead of the conclusion, we quote extracts from
aletter from Anna Fyodorovna Aksakova, who was
friends with Alexandra Osipovna, to her daugh-
ter, Olga Smirnova: “We are the last fragments of
the great and poetic era in Russia, the era when
people thought and felt, when they were engaged
in the great tasks of humanity in general and of

8 RSHA, Fund 472, Inventory 9, Storage unit 319, Sheets
2-200, 4, 1906. “June 29, 1862 August 25, 1863. The case
of the distribution of medals on the occasion of the death of
the Empress Alexandra Feodorovna”.



L. Zabolotnaia, The strength and weakness of Alexandra Osipovna Smirnova-Rosset

Russia in particular; we are obliged to bequeath  after the modern generation has exhausted its
and transmit the thoughts and work of this era  meanness and vulgarity, which now constitute
to future generations, who will think and feel, its daily bread “ (CmupHoBa-Poccer 2003, 11).
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Forta si slabiciunile Alexandrei Osipovna Smirnova-Rosset (cronica asupra originilor
unei femei din epoca lui A. Puskin)

Cuvinte-cheie: Alexandra Smirnova-Rosset, mistere biografice, saloanele literare din Sankt Petersburg, N.V. Go-
gol, A.S. Pugkin, M. Lermontov, istoria feminina.

Rezumat: Viata si activitatea Alexandrei Osipovna Smirnova-Rosset sunt suficient de amplu narate in literatura.
Numeroase lucrari stiintifice au fost consacrate persoanei ei (articole, disertatii, monografii), astfel incat obiectul
de studiu al prezentului articol va evita reconstituirea evenimentelor marcante din viata ei. Analiza personalitatii
acesteia a devenit subiectul studiului de fata in cadrul realizarii cercetarilor privind femeile remarcabile din Mol-
dova in secolul XIX. Note tratand originile ei moldovenesti figureaza in lucririle istoricilor romani (Gh. Bezviconi),
care dateazd de la inceputul secolului XX. Aceastd teza a continuat sa fie sustinuta de istoricii contemporani (ITu.
Colesnic).

Cercetarile efectuate in cadrul arhivelor si bibliotecilor din Sankt Petersburg ne permit sd afirmam faptul ca eanu a
sprijinit niciodata asertiunile privind tangentele cu familiile boieresti moldovenesti. De facto, nimeni dintre rudele
ei apropiate, inclusiv sotul si copiii, nu erau la curent cu originile ei moldovenesti.

Lista ilustratiilor:

1. Portretul Alexandrei Smirnov-Rosset. Acuareld de Piotr Sokolov, 1834-1835.
2. Portretul Alexandrei Smirnov-Rosset, pictat de F.X. Winterhalter.

3. Portretul Alexandrei Smirnov-Rosset, pictat de O.A. Kiprenski.

4. Mormantul A.O. Smirnova-Rosset. Cimitirul manastirii Donskoi din Moscova.

Cuia u ci1abdocrs Astekcauapsl OcunnoBHsl CMUpHOBOH-Poccer
(13 UCTOPHUU MIPOUCXOKIECHUS OJHOM U3 KeHIINH dmoxu IlymkuHa)

Kanrouesvle cnosa: Anexcanapa CmupHoBa-Poccer, 3arasku Ouorpadus, JuTepatypHble CcaIoHbI CaHKT-
ITetepbOypra, H.B. T'oross, A.C. ITymkuH, M. JIepMOHTOB, *K€HCKasI UCTOPUS.

Pestome: VicTopusi JKU3HU U IeATeIbHOCTH Aytekcanapbl OcunoBHbl CMUPHOBOU-PocceT MUPOKO U3BECTHA U JI0-
CTaTOYHO OCBeIlleHa B iuTepaType. Eif MOCBAIIeHbl MHOTOUHCIEHHbIE HAYYHbIE TPYABI (HccepTanuy, MOHOTpa-
¢um, cratby) ¥ MBI He CTAaBUM 33124y IIOBTOPUTHCS WJIH IIEPENHCATh U3BECTHBIE COOBITHA ee KU3HU. IIpeameTom
HaIllero Ucejie/IoBaHusA OHA CTajla B paMKax U3y4eHUs TeMbl O BBIIAIOIIMXCA KeHIUHAX MoJijlaBaHkax XIX Beka.
B paborax pymbiHckux uctopukoB (I'. Be3aBukonn), y>ke B Hauasie XX BeKa, IOSABUINCH 3aMeTKH, B KOTOPBIX KyJIb-
TUBHUPOBAJIOCH €e MOJIZIABCKOEe IIPOUCXOKeHUe. DTON TpaJuIluy NPUJEPKUBAIOTCA U HEKOTOPhIE COBpEMEHHBIe
kosuterd (FO. KonecHuk).
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Hamux ucciezioBanus B apxuBax u 6ubinorekax CaHkt-IlerepOypra npuBeid HaC K BHIBOJY, YTO OHA HUKOTZA
He CBA3BIBAJIa CBOE TPOUCXOXKIEHIE C MOJIITABCKUMHU OOSIPCKUMU poiaMu. BoJsiee TOro, OHA TIATEHHO CKPhIBAJIa
cBOI0 Ouorpaduio. PakTHUECKH HUKTO, JakKe caMble OJTU3KHE POJICTBEHHUKHY (MY?K U JIETH), HE 3HAJIH [IPAB/Ly O ee
TIPOUCXOK/IEHUH.

Cnucox uantocmpayuii:

1. IToptpet A.O. CmuproBo#i-Poccet. AkBapess ITerp Cokosos, 1834-1835.

2. [Toptper A.O. CmupHoBo#i-Poccer F.K. BuntepHasnbrepa.

3. IToptpet A.O. CmupHOBO#-Poccer O.A. KumpeHckoro.

4. Moruina A.O. CmupHoBOo#-Poccer. Knan6wuiie JJoHCKOro MOHACTHIPsSI B MOCKBeE.
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