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Z.Perskevich. (St.Petersburg)

The Marriage Contract between Grand Duchess Ekaterina Mikhailovna and Duke Georg August of Mecklenburg-Strelitz amongst marriage contracts of Russian Imperial Family*
In July 1850 another marriage was scheduled in the Imperial family.A 26-year-old cousin of Russian Empress Alexandra Fedorovna and minor sun of Grand Duke Georg of Mecklenburg-Strelitz Duke Georg arrived in St.Petersburg. He intended to ask permission of Nikolay I for hand in marriage of his niece Ekaterina Mikhailovna. Everybody remembered the heavy losses suffered by young Grand Princess – the death of the elder sisters, Elizaveta and Maria and her father, Grand Duke Mikhail Pavlovich. 
With all their hearts they wished her to find happiness in the forthcoming marital alliance. The temper of Duke, his nobleness, appearance made an impression upon Ekaterina Mikhailovna and defined her choice.
After all confidential agreements accepted at that time, not less than half a year was needed for the marriage arrangements. And on January 28, 1851 marriage contract1 ratified the result of these agreements. 
If to consider this contract separately and beyond comparison with other similar documents, not taking into account their legal basis, it is easy to be mistaken. Below we give an example from a notable article2. Author writes states: “Having suppressed the internal disappointment Nikolay with the knight’s generosity peculiar to him declared that his brother’s children [the matter concerns Grand Duchess Elizaveta Mikhailovna – Z.P.] are dear to him as his own and followed this rule consecutively: starting from providing of dowry capital worth 1 mn rubles to holding all the wedding celebrations by the same ceremonial procedure”.3
Actually, the actions of Nikolay I in this very instance in this case had nothing in common with generosity of Emperor. With accordance to the Law on the Imperial Family4, daughters and granddaughters of Emperor received the same dowry, became engaged and got married in the cathedral of the Winter Palace by the same ceremonial. Further the author of the article asserts that “modest fortune of the fiancé of Grand Duchess Alexandra Nikolaevna – only 20 thousand per year against 30 mn of Duke of Nassau” 5 allegedly inclined the parents of the fiancée to prepare more unpretentious dowry.But please tell us which kind of thousands and millions? In what currency did the researcher measure the fortune of the fiancés. In thalers, florins, ecus? In German states different currencies were in use that time. And 30 mn of Adolf of Nassau is a myth.6  The author committed disappointing willfulness in respect regarding the details of narration, having taught us a good lesson of ponderability and value of historical specialty.

Inspection of legal documents and texts of marriage contracts of the Russian Imperial House7 gives rise to a conclusion that marriage contracts were informal although they were considered as model agreements.  All of them were made on behalf of autocrat, who favorably accepted the wish of a member of a certain Possessor Houses (by approbation of his sovereign) to contract marriage with a certain person from his Family. The parties appointed the plenipotentiaries to elaborate the contents and to sign the agreement. After ratification the document became valid.

Agreements could be more or less elaborated, clearly and transparently formulated, but they purposed mainly the same aim: to lay the base for durable family alliance and grant state guarantees to provide the august fiancée with everything required in her future life as fate willed.  

Conditionally one can speak about three types of the marriage contracts, the difference of which is connected with the position of the fiancée. In the first case, as a result of the marriage alliance Russian Grand Duchess left Russia and became foreign Princess, in the second case foreign Princess became Russian Grand Duchess. We are mostly interested in the third case when Russian Duchess having married foreign prince did not leave homeland, her family remained in Russia, as this very case concerns directly to the subject. 

Marriage contracts defined: dowry provided by the state and dowry provided by parents: in case of widowhood – the widow part by the law, denomination of children born in wedlock, obligations from the direction of husband. In view of importance the question of denomination of wife was also stipulated.

Russian Grand Duchess intending to get married could not deny Orthodoxy faith, in homeland of husband could not be infringed upon performing her faith but should have provided it at her own expense. On the contrary, foreign princess, becoming wife of Russian Grand Duke was proselytized. Also the indispensable condition for fiancée was refusal on behalf of descendants from rights concerning coming to the throne in homeland.

The decision concerning material security of a fiancée was fundamental. According to the Russian legislation, Grand Duchess from the period of majority to the marriage was payable 150 000 rubles of the cash allowance per year, and in case of marriage “limp-sum payment at the rate of 1 000 000 rubles” 9 “thus all the demands from her side are suppressed”. “Each Grand Duchess belonging to a state and is given to marry by sovereign is provided with a dowry from the state the sum specified the lump sum specified by the Treasury11. “State protects her right to use the incomes from the appointed sum all her life”.12
As a result, the sum worth one million rubles was strictly specified. In compliance with the law Nikolay I charged Grand Duchess Ekaterina Mikhailovna, as a granddaughter of Emperor Paul I, the required sum of the dowry supposed for her. In the times of Nikolay I the Russian currency was a silver ruble weighing more than 20 grams, so one can imagine the ponderability of the dowry - 20 tons of silver embossing coins. As per law it was the property of the fiancée. At that she did not possess it as such. As a rule, the total sum stayed in Russia: was placed into banks of the empire or was transferred to the independent principality departments. The owner of he funds was granted the state-guaranteed life interest from the income from the capital. The amount of income was fixed and dependent on the rate set by the banks on that period. Percents in XIX century varied within 4-5%, and the income made as a result 40-50 thousand of rubles per year.

Besides the sole right to use income from the dowry, Russian legislation gave the future wife the right of free disposal of the capital by means of last will in favor of heirs. Succession heirship right extended to this capital mainly first of all. Marriage contract considered all the variants of inheritance: by children unrestricted, by husband in share, according to the law; by state in case of her childless death, by division of dowry between children from the first marriage and a widow, if she gets married for the second time.

The evidence that the contract reflected interests of parts and was the result of agreements made by them were some deviations from common rules. One of them was transfer of some part of the dowry of the fiancée to a fiancé part with the obligation of life payment to the future wife of the agreed interest from the total sum, the owner of which was “Her Highness”. In some marriage contracts the mater concerns 500 000 rubles. Such amounts were transferred: in 1804 to the Saksen Veimar ducal house on the security of acres and income from them when Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna entered into a marriage. In1816 to the kingdom of Holland on parole of King for the future husband of Grand Duchess Anna Pavlovna; and in 1844 to the Ducal house of Nassau on the security of income from the landed acres of Duke Adolf, husband of Grand Duchess Elisaveta Mikhailovna. In 1846 with the special article in the marriage contract of Olga Nikolaevna Nikolay I and King Vilgelm of Vurtemberg specified the possibility to hand over the same sum under the sufficient guarantees from the side of kingdom.
The matter concerns here the marriages made whether with sovereigns or with Crown princes. The future husband of Grand Duchess Ekaterina Makhailovna was neither sovereign nor heir of the thrown. However article IV of their marriage contract stipulated that from a million provided for dowry, 750 000 rubles remained in Russia, placed in banks under 4% per year, and the remainder 250 000 rubles will be transmitted at the disposal of Duke Georg during the first 6 months since the wedding. His Highness engaged himself to pay regularly 4% of income annually to her Highness.  For the sake of protection of capital and accurate payment of incomes, Duke agreed to mortgage Remplin14 estate, his property in grand duchy Mecklenburg-Shvering and he engaged himself to draw up a mortgage in a short space of timeю
Let us pay attention to this article. Duke Georg received the sum which by law could be handed over to a husband from the dowry capital of wife only after her death. What need was generated by this extraordinary payment? The answer we find in the letter of fiancée’s Grand Duchess Elena Pavlovna mother from Germany, addressed to Emperor Nikolay I dated July 17, 1850. Along with the message on the proposal made by Duke to her daughter, Elena Pavlovna expressed an opinion that the best variant for married couple would be to share their lifetime between Russia and Mecklenburg. At that she added the following: “It is desirable for Katya to have a roof overhead and Duke keeps thinking on this”.15 Provision of dual citizenship of future couple demanded the availability of property in Mecklenburg. It appears from this that the matter of funds to acquire Remplin estate was decided prior the wedding at the expense of means provided to Duke from the dowry of Grand Duchess Ekaterina Mikhailovna. In support of this statement is the evidence of great-grandson Karl Gregor Duke of Mecklenburg about the purchase of Remplin estate by his great grandfather in 185116 and maid of honor, E.Kurakina, expressing herself even more clearly: “This nice estate has been recently acquired by Grand Duchess [Ekaterina Maikhailovna-Z.P.] 1

Having specified the amount of compulsory payments, the law gave possibility for extraordinary supplements to the dowry of the fiancée. “The further, besides mentioned, arrangement of persons of the Imperial House depends on the discretion of the Emperor regnant and on the state of the specific incomes”.18
While examining the marriage contracts we find a lot of examples of such supplements. Cash allowance of the future Grand Duchess could be increased due to: own capital of the fiancée (had all the daughters of Nikolay I); monetary present (to the daughters of Empress Alexandra Fedorovna, Empress Maria Fedorovna, Emperor Alexander I); incomes “from the special feelings, as a token of affection, for it not to serve as an example in future” (from Alexander I to sister Ekaterina Pavlovna, from, for their decision to stay in Russia); from Alexander II to Maria Alexandrovna as the only daughter) special dowry as a token of the same feelings (from Alexander II to Maria Alexandrovna as the only daughter)

Grand Duchess Maria Alexandrovna, according to paragraph IV of the marriage contract, received as a present from Grand Duchess Elena Pavlovna 40 000 rubles in silver annually; and in the day of wedding of niece Nikolay I commanded by his decree to the independent principality department to renew her the annual cash allowance at the total rate of 150 000 banknotes “so far her residence is in Russia”.19 Hovewer there could not be any increase to the dowry as it happened with Princess Elizaveta Mihlailovna, married in 1844.

Along with the capital dowry, clothing dowry was provided to fiancée. Its preparation was in charge of parents. Possibly specific incomes at the times of Nikolay I were approximate, and sovereign added fiancées of his House lump sum of 150 000 rubles for clothing dowry from the specific sums. At that each time the detailed inventory list of jewelry, items of silver, furs, smart cloths, linen, crockery, sets, and other valuables was made.

Clothing dowry and monetary presents “as a token of personal feelings” along with the fact that the future wife acquired in marriage and inherited, was considered her own property, which she could dispose at of one's own free will in favor of any person chosen. If she died, without decrees and childless, this property was registered and listed and came back to the motherland.

