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The monograph of Yulia G. Klimenko came out in 2015 and 
deals with the architectural work of Igor E. Grabar (1871–1960). 
Yulia Klimenko is a professor of Moscow Institute of Architec-
ture (State Academy MARKHI) and a renowned expert on the 
architecture of Moscow classicism.

The name of I. Grabar is familiar to everyone who is acquaint-
ed with Russian art. His incomplete six-volume work History of 
Russian Art, written before the October revolution, laid the basis 
for a school of art history, while his efforts in the field of cul-
tural heritage conservation formed the Soviet scholarly traditions 
of restoration of works of art and architecture. 

Although much of Grabar’s studies and letters (including his 
Autobiography that came out in 1937 and was reprinted in 2001) 
had been published and his biography had been studied prop-
erly, Klimenko managed to avoid repetitions and provide her 
own perspectives of Grabar’s architectural work and academic 
views on the history of architecture.

Let me recall that Grabar’s parents were Galician Russophiles 
persecuted by Austro-Hungarian authorities for their Russian 
teaching activities. His father Emmanuil Grabar emigrated to 
Russia in 1876, lived there under the name of Khrabrov and was 
soon joined by his family. Notably, Igor Grabar also spent his 

student life as Khrabrov and managed to get his family name back only as an adult. At an early age his 
personality was influenced by the revolutionary ideas of his parents. According to Klimenko, this impact 
along with a unique atmosphere of Moscow defined Grabar’s interest in the ideas of a special national path 
or what Alexandre Benois called a “passionate patriotism”. These ideas Grabar applied, among other things, 
to the architecture of Moscow.

The book of Klimenko represents a successful attempt to create an image of a talented scholar and 
creative mind, a passionate artist and outstanding personality.

The analysis is based on Grabar’s own often confusing and inconsistent statements that can be found 
in his numerous letters to friends and colleagues as well as his academic works. Yet again the author high-
lights Grabar’s extraordinary charisma and enthusiasm, an entrepreneurial spirit that infected his customers 
and employees and his ability to live for the day.

The book’s structure follows the timeline and corresponds to the basic concepts of traditional aca-
demic studies: from background and historiography it proceeds to arguments and reasonable conclusions. 
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In the three chapters of her monograph Klimenko focuses on three episodes of Grabar’s artistic and aca-
demic career that mark his special attitude to the craft of an architect. As the author points out in the opening 
part of the book, the very structure of the first and successive volumes of History of Russian Art demon-
strates Grabar’s preference of architecture to sculpture and painting. 

Klimenko managed to find in the archives of the Academy of Sciences and Tretiakov gallery some 
of the scholar’s manuscripts and letters that haven’t been published yet. Those related to his architectural work 
are included into the 60-page appendix at the end of the book (“Unpublished manuscripts of I. E. Grabar 
and other materials. Documents and commentaries”). Besides black and white illustrations, every chapter 
is provided with an inserted section of colour. The images themselves are remarkable: one can find there 
photographs of buildings, portraits and documents, paintings and drawings by Grabar and his co-thinkers 
as well as modern drawings of respective buildings made by Klimenko and her students in MARKHI.

I shall enlarge upon this point. The book contains not only plans and images of facades designed by Igor 
Grabar, Vasily Bazhenov, Nicolas Legrand and Domenico Gilardi, but also computer generated axonometric 
reconstructions and sectional views of the buildings along with photographs of their models. These images 
represent a principal instrument and an outcome of architectural analysis. What one might be missing in 
the book is Grabar’s own sketches and architectural designs, except for those related to a hospital that were 
published in Zodchy periodical in August 1912. 

Chapter 1 is titled “Architectural experience of I. E. Grabar”, the section headings corresponding to 
the outline: “First involvement into construction”, “Grigory Antonovich Zakhar’in”, “Designing the memo-
rial hospital in Kurkino”, “Studying the heritage of A. Palladio”, “The history of work on the project”, 
“Co-authors”, “Decoration work”, “Analysis of architectural design”, “Villa in Ziuzino”, “Between Clas-
sicism and Palladianism”.

Klimenko attempts to summarise Grabar’s own little-known experience of architectural design and 
focuses on his work on the hospital compound in the Moscow region estate Kurkino. In 1909 the family of 
a renowned physician and diagnostician Grigory Zakhar’in committed to Grabar the design of a memorial 
hospital dedicated to their son Sergey who had been brought to an early grave by tuberculosis. The hospital 
should have met all the requirements of the state of the art and fashion. Yet lacking professional education 
in the field, Grabar made sketches of the buildings and their decoration in the Russian Empire style adjusted 
to Palladianism. His assistants were experienced architects and engineers Alexander Klein and Alexander 
Rosenberg who were to complete the construction in his absence. The start of the World War I slowed down 
and soon terminated the construction, so that the interior decoration was not finished. Klimenko suggests 
that Grabar’s early projects were inspired by the works of Gilardi and Palladio along with the influence of 
his friend, a neo-classical architect Ivan Fomin.

“This architectural experience enriched his knowledge and vocabulary and contributed to a qualita-
tive change in the outstanding scholar’s conclusions on the history of architecture”.

Chapter 2 “The case of Gilardi. History of the Swiss architect’s discovery. I. E. Grabar on the Empire 
architecture of Moscow”.

The chapter is comprised of the following sections: “Alexandre Nikolaevich Benois”, “A. N. Benois 
on I. E. Grabar”, “Declining to join the project”, “The nursery of art”, “Dementy Ivanivich”, “History of 
D. Gilardi’s graphic heritage attribution. The mausoleum iconostasis project”. The author describes com-
plicated relations between Grabar and Benois that were defined by friendship along with competition, 
ambition and mutual resentments. Klimenko brings up the case of a Ticinese architect Domenico Gilardi 
who worked in the Empire style period Moscow and whose name was introduced to the academic discourse 
by Grabar. In 1908 Grabar found in the Moscow archives some documents related to Gilardi’s architec-
tural work and shared his finds with Benois whom he considered the co-author of his History of Russian 
Art. But Benois refused cooperation, while during his holidays in Switzerland, the homeland of Gilardi, he 
disclosed the archive of the architect. In 1909 Benois published it together with the data he received from 
Grabar in his remarkable article “The nursery of art” in Starye gody periodical. Bringing a number of 
arguments, Klimenko leaves the matter open – whether Benois was entitled to publish his own study after 
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having received new material collected by Grabar. As opposed to the Benois’s article, Grabar creates in 
his writings a completely different image of the architect – not a foreigner educated abroad, but a master 
bearing the Russian name Dementy Ivanovich and working in the national architectural style. Klimenko 
also assumes that later when Grabar consulted Benois he provided wrong attributions intentionally, so that 
they would be included into Benois’s publications and could be eventually refuted but Grabar himself.

The cases revealed appear to be somewhat unsightly: leveling the roles of the co-authors, jealous 
attitudes towards the discovered documents, forging false theories and attributions in order to gain time. 
The author’s critical approach to the sources provides the study with a new perspective. Her analysis of 
personal motivations highlights them as one of the drivers of conjuncture in the academic life.

The final Chapter 3 “V. Bazhenov and N. Legrand. The problem of attribution in Moscow classical 
architecture” deals with the period when Grabar was fascinated by the secrets of Catherinian architecture. 
The fire of Moscow in 1812 destroyed not only much of the buildings but also relevant documents that were 
stored in private and state archives. The more of value the extant masterpieces of architecture, including 
the imposing and magnificent Pashkov house located next to Kremlin. Grabar’s studies in the archives were 
aimed to find the author of this building and lead him to the discovery of one more new name, i.e. that of 
the architect Nicolas Legrand. Notably, the dissertation of Klimenko (2000) addressed the work of Legrand 
– an architect whose name was forgotten for 50 years after the Grabar’s report.

Both architects were educated in French architectural traditions, and, according to Grabar, it explains 
the similarity of their work. However, in different historical periods academic studies appear to benefit 
from shifting the focus between Francophilia (as it happens in this case) and exaggerated nationalism. 

Klimenko discusses the issue in details in the following sections: “Grabar’s report in 1947 on the 
«mysteries in the architecture of Moscow classicism»”, “Nicolas Legrand”, “Grabar’s monograph on the 
work of Bazhenov, 1951”, The text of 1947 report and its published version of 1951”, “On the role of sculpture 
decoration in the architecture of Moscow and French classicism”, “On the special aspects of design concept 
in the work of French and Russian architects”, “One pillar chamber”, “Pashkov house in Moscow”, “The 
decree against cosmopolitanism”.

Not revealing the details, I shall say only that under the particular political circumstances Grabar had 
to reverse his views within the four years that passed between his report and its publication.

The monograph is provided with reasonable scholarly apparatus. At the end of the book Klimenko 
places the texts of two reports by Grabar: “The mysteries of 18th-century Moscow architecture” presented 
at the general meeting of the Department of history and philosophy of the Academy of sciences of USSR 
dedicated to the 800th anniversary of Moscow (1947 typescript version); and Grabar’s article “In quest of 
unknown buildings by Bazhenov” in The unknown and alleged buildings by Bazhenov (1951). The texts 
provide the readers with material for an independent comparative analysis and an opportunity to agree or 
disagree with the conclusions of Klimenko. 

The book sheds light on many questions, but as many are brought up and remain unanswered. The 
author creates an atmosphere of detective novels, of inconsistent motives, emotions and shrewd moves that 
defined the statements and actions of Grabar in each of the episodes. Yet these episodes by no means 
derogate from his well-known great contribution to the history of art that is reflected in the extensive 
historiography.
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