Name: …………………………..

Due

Visit to the Riabushinsky House that Shekhtel’ Designed and Gorky Eventually Lived in

Part I. Before visiting the beautiful Riabushinsky house read James West, “The Riabushinsky Cirdle: Burzhuaziia and Obshchestvennost’ in Late Imperial Russia” and William C. Brumfield, “Building for the Bourgeoisie: The Quest for a Modern Style in Russian Architecture,” both from Edith Clowes, Sammuel Kassow, and James West eds., Between Tsar and People: Educated Society and the Quest for Public Identity in Late Imperial Russia, (Princeton, 1991). Also read the short biography of Gorky, and answer the following questions.

There are three Riabushinsky brothers, all wealthy merchants who were very active in Moscow and Russian politics and culture: Stepan, whose  house we will visit, Vladimir, who led a group of free-thinkers that Stepan belonged to, and Nikolai who was a playboy but nonetheless a great patron of the arts, especially cutting-edge modern, avant-garde art. From an old-believer family, Vladimir and Stepan were very religious, Nikolai considerably less so, if at all.

For James West’s article you need to know the meaning of some Russian terms:

Kupechestvo (купечество): the class of merchants, from the word kupets (купец) (merchant). Remember the sentence that generally refers to the pre-revolutionary situation and of course is extremely true today «Москва– купеческий город.» (“Moscow is a city of merchants.”)

Soslovie (сословие)

Obshchestvennost’ (общественность)

1.What were some activities that Vladimir Riabushinsky and his circle involved in that would be considered active participation in civil society? There are many. List at least 3.

2. West makes reference to “slavophile patriotism of the old kupechestvo.” Why would the Moscow merchant class make better slavophiles than, say, the Petersburg bureaucrats running the government or, say, the Muscovite aristocracy?

3. Looking in history reference materials such as those on our blackboard site, what, in a sentence or two, is an old believer in Russia? We usually don’t associate simple people with deep religious beliefs as potential magnates. Why was it that so many old believers became very successful merchants/businessmen?

4. Hindsight is 20/20, but it also oversimplifies things. Because they both lost their standing in the 1917 revolution, we tend to lump the Russian aristocracy and Russia’s business elite together. What animosities did these two groups have toward each other in the two decades before the revolution? What did the aristocracy hate the merchants for? What did the merchants hate the aristocracy for? (Answers in both articles)

5. In the Brumfield article we can read that many Russians of the time were claiming that the стиль модерн architectural style was democratic. Does that seem too strange to you or does it make some sense?

6. Beginning with Gorbachev’s reforms, Russians started eagerly imagining the pre-revolutionary capitalist class and idealizing it. This can be seen today, probably most notably, in the extremely popular novels of Boris Akunin that are largely set among this class in this time period. What do current Russians need from those people?

7. What was Gorky’s early life like?

Part II. Answer these questions after visiting the Riabushinsky/Gorky house.
1. What evidence of old belief did you see in the house?

2. Did you see any evidence of, or learn anything more about, the Riabushinsky circle’s political, social and cultural engagement?

3. Now that you’ve seen the premiere example of Moscow стиль модерн (style moderne, like art nouveau, but not exactly), can you identify at least one other building in Moscow that you have seen that uses this style? What elements of the style does it show?

4. What would Gorky have thought when he was given such an elegant house to live in? 

5. Why did Stalin visit Gorky here? Do you think that when he came here Stalin liked the стиль модерн ?
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