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PREFACE 
 

 

As a child, I remember riding on my grandfather’s shoulders up the steps to his 

studio loft in an old barn in Sea Cliff, New York. Pausing on the way to look at a 

reproduction of Vasnetsov’s Bogatyrs (1898), three enormous horsemen tacked 

on the wall. Examining a box full of military medals and wooden pegs capped in 

pearl, ornaments from an old Cossack uniform. Perusing a bookshelf full of 

mysterious Cyrillic volumes.  

On the studio walls hung an eerie painting of dolls and toys by Sudeikin 

and dusky watercolors of ruins my grandfather had painted during his stay at the 

American Academy in Rome. Architectural drawings spread and curled on the 

tables. And piled inconspicuously on the floor was a group of pastel drawings of 

buildings unlike any I had ever seen: machine age fantasies and grotto-like 

rooms, in brilliant colors with curious airplanes crossing the skies. My grandfather 

said they were by a friend and fellow architect, Nicholas Vassilieve. 

I kept the drawings when my grandfather died. Decades later, while 

studying architecture at Columbia University, I began to research this Vassilieve 

and turned up very little: only an illustration in a 1920s architectural journal, 

described as a “Hunting lodge near Biarritz” for the Russian opera singer Fyodor 

Chaliapin. One of the “grotto” drawings mentioned above.  

As an architectural history student at the University of Texas at Austin, I 

finally began to fill in the details about this cache of twenty-eight drawings. My 
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preliminary research took the form of a paper for Dr. Anthony Alofsin, and, thanks 

to his support and a good deal of subsequent research, I now know far more 

about Nicholas Vassilieve. He was, in fact, one of the outstanding 

architect/engineers of pre-revolutionary St. Petersburg, well-known as a master 

of “Northern Modern,” a regional variant of the design movements that grew up at 

the turn of the century. His Russian career ended abruptly in 1919 when he fled 

in the wake of the revolution. As is often the case with émigré architects and 

artists, his subsequent fate became clouded in mystery. One scholar insisted that 

he died in Finland in 1941; others, that his architectural career had ended in 

Petersburg. Yet Vassilieve continued to live and practice until 1958, passing 

away at the age of eighty-three in Bayside, New York. Almost half of his life was 

spent in exile, yet little or no scholarship exists on his career. What became of 

him, and his work, in America? That question provides the focus of this study. 

 

Fortunately, although only a handful of Vassilieve’s original Russian drawings 

remain, many were published in contemporary periodicals like Zodchii. In terms 

of his American work, the drawings in the Riaboff collection offer a representative 

cross section. Further research has also uncovered about three dozen projects in 

American architectural journals, private collections, and museums throughout the 

United States and Russia.  

 That research was accomplished with the help of many individuals and 

institutions whom I would like to thank. Marc Pivovonsky and his wife Radana, 
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graciously shared time over the course of several interviews, reminiscing about 

meetings with Vassilieve at his home in Bayside, Queens. The staff at the New 

York Public Library’s Slavic and Baltic division was generous in their help, 

permitting me to view one of the few remaining collections of the Russian 

architectural journal Zodchii. There, too, I found an important Russian article by 

Theodore de Postels, mentioning Vassilieve and sixty other Russian émigré 

architects who arrived in New York after the revolution: a great discovery, which 

will be of much help in future research into this milieu. 

 I would like to express gratitude for their time and patience to Dr. Danilo 

Udovicki-Selb, my thesis supervisor, to Dr. Christopher Long, my program 

director and reader, as well as to Dr. Richard Cleary, all at the University of 

Texas at Austin. Thanks are also due to Dr. Frederick Steiner, Dean of the 

Architecture School, who kindly awarded me traveling grants for research in New 

York City and Russia.  

Others who offered helpful assistance include Dr. Alla Rosenfeld, formerly 

of the Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum and now with the Russian art division 

of Sotheby’s, New York; Jean-Louis Cohen of the New York University Institute of 

Fine Arts; Janet Parks of the Avery Library drawing collection at Columbia 

University; David Sarkisyan at the Schusev Museum in Moscow; Petersburg 

architect Alexander Mamlyga; and Sonia Kishkovsky, a correspondent for the 

New York Times in Moscow. Special thanks are due to Therese Dessauce and 

her late husband, Marc, in Paris. 
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 Finally, to my grandfather Boris Riaboff, himself an émigré architect, who 

sparked my interest in architecture and his friend Nicholas Vassilieve; to my 

parents, who encouraged me; to Carole and Ted who patiently reread the text; 

and to Ella, and Anouk, from whom I have been all too absent during these past 

two years, though they have always remained in my heart. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The story of Russian architect Nikolai Vasilievich Vassilieve (1876–1958) is a study in 

modernism running against the grain of heroic myth. An antihero rocked by the 

course of history, he is repeatedly displaced both physically and culturally, yet he 

tenaciously holds on to, and redefines, his passion for architecture. Vassilieve was 

one of the most respected architects in pre-revolutionary St. Petersburg. Known as 

the master of “Northern Modern,” he won more competitions than any of his peers 

and worked on many important institutional, commercial, and residential projects. 

These works show influences as varied as classicism, national romanticism, Slavic 

mysticism, Jugendstil, and early modernism. In 1919, two years after the October 

Revolution, he left Russia, stopped in Constantinople (now Istanbul), settled in 

Belgrade, and finally immigrated to the United States in 1923. Over the course of a 

sixty-year career, he participated in more than ninety-one national and international 

competitions, some of which defined the course of twentieth-century architecture: the 

Chicago Tribune Tower (1922), the Kharkov Building of State Industry (1925), the 

Columbus Memorial (1929), and the Palace of the Soviets (1931). 

 

Methodology and summary of existing literature  
 

This thesis draws upon diverse resources. Biographical information has been 

established via obituaries, interviews, work-related résumés, and newspaper clippings. 

Architectural resources include drawings, articles and illustrations from journals, and 

scholarly references. Few drawings survive from Vassilieve’s Russian period, but many 
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of the buildings appear in architectural journals of the time. More than a few of the 

buildings themselves also remain. Some, like the St. Petersburg Mosque, project such a 

prominent profile on the urban landscape that they have become landmarks.  

With regards to the American work, we are lucky enough to have a number of 

resources. The archives of Warren and Wetmore, where Vassilieve was employed from 

1923 to 1931, are preserved in the drawings collection of the Avery Library at Columbia 

University. About thirty other projects have so far been located in public and private 

collections, and in architectural journals of the period such as Pencil Points and 

Architectural Forum. Particular mention must be made of the Jane Voorhees Zimmerli 

Art Museum of Rutgers University in New Jersey, which has ten works by Vassilieve in 

its Russian art collection. Most significant, perhaps, is the collection of twenty-eight 

drawings given by Vassilieve to his friend and fellow Russian émigré architect Boris 

Riaboff. Many other drawings likely exist, awaiting identification. Given Vassilieve’s 

prodigious Russian output, he may have continued at a similar pace in the United 

States. Indeed, at his retirement his sole expressed desire was “to win another 

competition.”1 Despite certain lacunae in the resources, we can begin to assess this 

important, and overlooked, period of Vassilieve’s career.  

The extant writing on Vassilieve is sparse and concerned primarily with his 

Russian period. Given the dearth of original drawings, scholars have relied on the 

remaining buildings and architectural journals published in St. Petersburg from 1900 to 

1920. The principle reference is Zodchii (Architect), in which Vassilieve is mentioned 

continuously from 1902 to 1918. Other important publications of the time are 

                                            
1 Unknown newspaper. “Bayside Architect Fled From Russia,” 1953. 



  

 3 
 

Ezhegodnik Obshcestva arkhitektorov-khudozhnikov (The Architectural Yearbook of St. 

Petersburg) and Stroitel (Builder).   

Vassilieve’s work in St. Petersburg is sufficiently prominent that a 

monograph devoted to him and his onetime associate Alexei Bubyr was published 

to coincide with the city’s 300th anniversary: V. G. Lisovskii and V. G. Isachenko’s 

Nikolai Vasiliev Aleksei Bubyr (St. Petersburg: Beloy u Chernoe, 1999). It was 

preceded by a general study on early modern architecture in Russia, the first and 

only work of architectural history in English to mention Vassilieve, American 

scholar William Craft Brumfield’s Origins of Modernism in Russian Architecture 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991). The Dictionary of Art (London: 

Grove 1998) allocates one page to Vassilieve, written by Russian architectural 

historian B. M. Kirikov. 

Two other foreign experts have done significant work on the subject. Karin 

Hallas-Murula, director of the Estonian Museum of Architecture, has published a 

number of books that refer to Vassilieve, including Architecture 1900: Stockholm, 

Helsinki, Tallinn, Riga, St. Petersburg (Tallinn: Estonian Architecture Museum 

2003) and a small guide, Eesti Dramateater, to the German Theater built by 

Vassilieve and Bubyr in Tallinn in 1906–10. The Estonian Museum is one of the 

few collections with original Vassilieve drawings that date to his Russian period. 

These include renderings and working drawings done for a number of projects in 

the capital city, Tallinn. Previously a Russian territory, the capital (then known as 

Revel) was in close proximity to St. Petersburg and, together the port cities Riga 

and Helsinki, shared a common architectural landscape and language. Vassilieve 
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entered a number of competitions for projects in Tallinn: the Estonian Theater, the 

German Theater, and the residence of the industrialist A. M. Luther as well as an 

addition to Luther’s plywood factory complex. These last three works, all built, are 

among the most remarkable examples of Vassilieve’s early period. Finally, St. 

Petersburg architect Alexander Mamlyga maintains an excellent Web site (www. 

Bubyr.narod.ru) focused on the work of Alexei Bubyr, Vassilieve’s close associate 

during his Petersburg days. The site contains a wealth of images and written 

materials (in Russian) relevant to Bubyr, Vassilieve, and other pre-revolutionary St. 

Petersburg architects. 

 

Critique of the existing literature 

Because it falls off rapidly with his departure from Russia, the existing literature on 

Vassilieve gives a distorted impression of his architectural career, almost half of 

which took place abroad. Neglect of his later work and confusion regarding matters 

such as the time and place of his death is perpetuated in both English and Russian 

sources. The architect’s demise, for example, is pinpointed to 1941 in Finland,2 

though he died in the United States seventeen years later, having never left the 

country after he arrived in 1923.  

Brumfield’s Origins of Modernism in Russian Architecture devotes several pages 

to the work of Vassilieve (transliterated as Nikolai Vasilev). The author draws his images 

primarily from Zodchii and provides helpful contextual background about the early 

Petersburg modernist scene. His characterization of Vassilieve and others as 

                                            
2 B. M. Kirikov entry for Vasil’yev, Nikolay in The Dictionary of Art. (London: Grove, 1998), p.71. 
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proponents of the “style moderne,” however, is misleading. The term style moderne 

refers to a Russian version of the contemporary art nouveau movement in France and 

Belgium as well as the Jugendstil of Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary. While the 

architecture of Fyodor Shekhtel in Moscow shows an art nouveau influence in its 

sinuous lines and sensuous forms, the buildings of St. Petersburg exhibit generally 

more reestrained. Their geometric austerity and expression of materials are drawn from 

the Baltic “Northern Modern” style (popular in Riga and Helsinki) as well as the 

Jugendstil forms of J. M. Olbrich’s Darmstadt Colony in Germany and Jósef Vágó’s 

Budapest works. 

A single sentence in Brumfield’s book refers to Vassilieve’s American work, 

describing the Palace of the Soviets competition entry of 1931 as “constructivist.” The 

design indeed has affinities with constructivism, although it may just as easily evoke the 

streamline modernism characteristic of Norman Bel Geddes and the German work of 

Erich Mendelsohn. No mention is made of Vassilieve’s prize winning entry for the 

Chicago Tribune Tower, or of his work with the Beaux-Arts firm of Warren and Wetmore. 

Furthermore, and though perhaps excusable for his Russian colleagues, Brumfield’s 

erroneous attribution of Vassilieve’s death to 1941 instead of 1958 might easily have 

been avoided with a simple search of obituaries in the New York Times. Brumfield 

appears to consider Vassilieve’s career all but finished after his departure from Russia. 

V. G. Lisovskii and V. G. Isachenko, in their Russian book Nikolai Vasiliev 

Aleksei Bubyr, published eight years later, perpetuate some of the same factual errors, 

though they are careful to avoid attributing Vassilieve’s Russian work to style moderne, 

preferring the designation “Northern Modern.” Their main contribution is a thorough 
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search through the archives of Zodchii and other contemporary journals, resulting in a 

generally good account of Vassilieve’s Russian career, though with some significant 

omissions3. Lisovskii and Isachenko do attempt to provide accurate biographic details 

and a project list, but both quickly fall apart after 1919. While a brief mention is made of 

Vassilieve’s American period and the time spent at Warren and Wetmore, the bulk of 

their discussion focuses again on the Palace of the Soviets competition entry of 1931 

(now in the Schusev Museum of Architecture in Moscow). When invited to examine the 

series of ten drawings in the Zimmerli Museum at Rutgers, an episode of “scholarly 

blindness” appears to have prevented the Russian scholars from attributing the works to 

Vassilieve, presumably because they departed radically from the work they were 

familiar with in Russia. Nevertheless, a meticulous comparison to similar works in the 

Riaboff collection leaves no doubt as to the drawings’ correct attribution to Vassilieve. 

Curiously, Lisovski and Isachenko even called into question a pastel portrait that bears 

striking resemblance to contemporary photographs labeled or signed “Nicholas 

Vassilieve.” They concluded that it neither depicted, nor was by the hand of, the 

“master.”  

 All this points to the need for further research with regards to Vassilieve’s 

American career: the focus of the present thesis. An attempt must be made to 

document, clarify, and understand the drawings from the American period in the context 

of Vassilieve’s contribution to the history of modern architecture.  

 

                                            
3 A random search through Zodchii at the New York Public Library turned up a number of Vassilieve 
projects not mentioned in their book.  
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Vassilieve: a modernist antihero? 
 
Vassilieve’s life and work raise a number of issues that resonate beyond his 

personal experience and question the historical construct of modern architecture. 

To be considered modern, must an architect espouse a specific polemic and 

adhere to a nonwavering style? Would a return to classicism in midcareer negate 

one’s importance as an innovator? When Vassilieve did just that, was it a taboo 

“regression” or a simple reflection of the zeitgeist? The Vesnin brothers followed a 

comparable path, making only a brief, twelve-year interlude into radical 

constructivism. Does this cast their importance into doubt? Or is selective 

perception at work on the part of the historian?  

What about the differences in architectural production in the United States 

and Russia? Does Vassilieve’s entry into so many competitions reflect an 

alternative model of architectural production? If a design exists only on paper, is it 

somehow less worthy? How is worth measured when divergent cultures interact in 

the work of a single individual? How did the influx of so many émigré architects 

affect the development of American architecture? Was there a reverse American 

influence upon the émigrés’ design work? Why did some émigrés succeed while 

others did not? Was success always a recognition of personal achievement or did 

it have some basis in national background? And, again, to what extent does the 

concept of success itself perpetuate the mythic structure of a “heroic” modernism? 

 So complex are the formal, cultural, economic, and political factors involved 

that one must be careful not to hasten to judgment. In the United States and much 

of Western Europe, we maintain an architectural “star” system. Between the nodal 
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points of these chosen “masters,” an abundance of unknown or lesser known work 

lies silenced for its lack of polemic. What would we learn if we were to listen to this 

silent majority? As an aberration in the limited construct of modernism, these are 

some of the questions that Vassilieve raises—and some of the main issues raised 

in this thesis. 
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I. St. Petersburg, 1876–1923: the modern “master” 
 
 

If one were to ask St. Petersburg architectural historians whom they would nominate as the 
most important architect of the city’s pre-revolutionary modernism, their choice would 
inevitably be Nicholas B. Vasiliev (1876–1941). Author of, amongst other things, the serene 
mosque, the most successful pre-revolutionary housing complexes, the most interesting 
commercial buildings of the city, and the most highly awarded competition entries, he was 
indeed the brightest Russian architect and the master of the “Northern Modern” style.4 

 

In this chapter, I hope to establish the preeminence of Nicholas B. Vassilieve as 

one of the masters of pre-revolutionary modernism in Russia. Some critics might 

argue that his production was limited, but his built works play a central and iconic 

role in the urban landscape. Breaking with a century-old pattern of restrictive 

classicism and late-nineteenth-century eclecticism, they introduced a regional 

variant of the “Northern Modern” style imbued with an inimitable Slavic character. 

Indeed, even his unbuilt competition entries (e.g., the Ushakova House of 1906), 

thanks to their wide publication in architectural journals, established a new 

paradigm for building design and provided inspiration for contemporaries.   

 Vassilieve’s formal training not only established a rigorous foundation from 

which future experimentation could develop,5 it also contributed to the formation of 

a versatile vocabulary he used to build upon the classical foundations of 

Petersburg. Thanks to his mastery of multiple architectural idioms, he achieved 

both economic prosperity and influence. His work for the Empress Marie gave him 

the status and influence to land innovative private commissions. Easy movement 

                                            
4 V. Lisovskii and V. Isachenko, Architects of St. Petersburg from the Nineteenth and Twentieth 
Centuries. (St. Petersburg: Lenizdat, 1998), 842. (translated from Russian by the author) 
5 Twentieth-century modernism did not erupt readymade from a tabula rasa but rather developed 
as a conscious reaction to the past by well-trained classicists, among them Le Corbusier, Perret, 
Mies van der Rohe, and Frank Lloyd Wright. 
 



  

 10 
 

from classicism to modernism and back again became a strategy that would 

characterize both his Russian and American careers. 

 The reversion to classicism in Vassilieve’s Petersburg work between 1910 

and 1917 does not imply that he produced architecture of lesser importance or that 

he rejected modernism. Cultural conditions and market demands influence 

architectural production in nonlinear, nonpolemical cycles that waiver and oscillate 

rather than progress according to an idealized rationality. Unstable or emerging 

political conditions, like those found in Russia under Nicholas II, often stimulate a 

need for symbolic reassurance in a return to classicism. Good business sense 

dictates a degree of compromise on the part of the architect: alternating periods of 

modernism and classicism can become a coping strategy with which to maintain a 

sustainable yet creative architectural practice. The “dual path” Vassilieve pursued 

in Russia (and continued in New York), balancing consistent government 

employment on the one hand and imaginative competitions on the other, does not 

imply a compromise of talent. Rather, it provides a realistic means of promoting 

and perpetuating an architectural career, whether in its infancy or in times of crisis.  

 

St. Petersburg: an architectural and cultural context  

St. Petersburg became the capital of Russia when Peter the Great founded the city 

in 1703 on the swampy lands at the delta of the Neva River and the Gulf of 

Finland. With the power inherent in a tsarist autocracy, both Peter and his 

successor, Catherine I, imported European civilization to the relatively backward 

Russian motherland. The Western European–style city was built with the help of 
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French and Italian architects in an incredibly short time, though not without the loss 

of many peasant lives. This spectacular capital  grew in decades rather than 

centuries yet it is nevertheless distinguished by a carefully planned urban design 

and refined architecture. The early Russian baroque style soon gave way to a 

neoclassicism brought in by the German princess Sophia, who became Empress 

Catherine the Great in 1762.  

Often called “the Venice of the North” because of its many canals and 

waterways, St. Petersburg continued in this vein of Western classicism until the 

mid-nineteenth century when more eclectic styles began to appear. These rootless 

formal exercises in turn gave way to a more significant interest in Russian and 

Byzantine influences with the growth of a “national romanticism” that sought to 

express a more historical, regional identity in architecture. Important social and 

economic differences created a split between the architecture of Moscow and St. 

Petersburg. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Moscow was an economic 

center with an increasingly wealthy middle class; Petersburg was an administrative 

center and residence of the nobles who made up the court of Tsar Nicholas II. 

Russia was late to awaken to the Industrial Revolution, but its eventual arrival 

opened the doors to many European cultural influences. In Moscow, the new 

wealth sought visible expression of their riches in a style that showed no reference 

to classicism or the traditional aristocracy. The reactionary art nouveau movement 

was thus developed into the “style moderne,” particularly through the architectural 

work of Fyodor Shekhtel. His opulent Ryabushinsky Mansion, built in 1902, is a 

prime example. St. Petersberg, however, was more reserved and, in tandem with 
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the surrounding northern European cities of Stockholm, Helsinki, Tallinn, and Riga, 

developed the search for a “national romantic” identity into a style that became 

known as “Northern Modern.”6 More austere than the sensual art nouveau, the 

style owes more to the Jugendstil of Germany and the Eastern European 

countries. It expresses a tectonic interest in building materials, in particular stone 

and brick; a plastic modulation of the facade with an asymmetry in the placement 

of bay windows, towers, and openings; and abstracted ornamentation favoring 

conventionalized forms of humans and animals. The poetic and picturesque 

treatment of the facade at times gives way to a more austere, stripped down formal 

vocabulary that expresses new industrial materials like steel and glass. These 

latter buildings, such as Vassilieve’s Trading Rows on the Liteinya Prospekt 

(1911), can be considered among the first examples of proto-modernism in Russia. 

Unfortunately, this experimentation did not last long, a dozen years at best: the 

bicentennial of Petersburg brought with it a resurgence of neoclassicism that lasted 

until the 1917 revolution. 

     

 

                                            
6 See K. Hallas-Murula, Architecture 1900: Stockholm, Helsinki, Tallinn, Riga, St. Petersburg 
(Tallinn: Museum of Estonian Architecture, 2003) for a good overview of the architectural exchange 
between these Baltic countries at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
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Fig. 1. Polgorelki, Russia             Nikolai Vassilieve, c. 1900 
 

Early life and education 

Nikolai Vassilieve was born on November 26, 1875, in Pogorelki, a small village in 

Russia’s Yaroslav province.7 Approximately a thousand kilometers east (fig. 1) of St. 

Petersburg and north of Moscow, the town is still small, numbering only 434 

inhabitants today.8  

Of peasant background, Vassilieve’s father nevertheless had sufficient 

success and connections in the city to become known as the “Merchant of St. 

Petersburg.”9 This paved their way for entry into the merchant class and allowed 

Nikolai to enter the private School of Commerce in St. Petersburg. After serving a 

one-year term as a guard in the Finnish regiment, Nikolai Vassilieve returned to St. 

                                            
7 Information on Vassilieve provided by Nina Frolova of the Shchusev Museum of Architecture, 
Moscow, on March 14, 2006. 
8 From a Web site containing maps and databases of world cities: 
http://www.fallingrain.com/world/RS/37/Pogorelki.html 
9 V. Lisovskii and V. Isachenko, Nikolai Vasiliev Alexsei Bubyr (St. Petersburg: Beloe i Chernoe, 
1999), 40. (in Russian)  
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Petersburg and entered the prestigious Institute of Civil Engineering, from which he 

graduated with honors, a silver medal, and the title Architect-Engineer in 1901. The 

school was selective but non-elitist. Very few nobles attended, and many of the 

students, if not the majority, were from the lower social strata of peasants and petty 

bourgeois. A good number of graduates, Vassilieve included, having received 

excellent technical training, and encouraged to develop a new Russian nationalist 

style, became well-known in the decade before the revolution known as the ”Silver 

Age”. They were collectively referred to as “the generation of the 1870s” since most 

were born during that decade. 

A skilled engineer and draftsman, Vassilieve was accepted into the 

Petersburg Academy of Arts in 1901 and there refined his talent as an artist in the 

studio of Leonty Benois (fig. 2). Of French origin, the Benois family was a dynasty of 

St. Petersburg architects and painters that originated with Nikolay Benois (1813–98) 

and continued with his sons, the painter Alexandre (1870–1960) and the architect 

Leonty (1856–1928). Leonty was among the most talented and important teachers of 

architecture in pre-revolutionary Russia. He emphasized a foundation based on 

Renaissance classicism in his studios, though individual expression and interest in 

the contemporary “style russe”  were also encouraged. 

Turn-of-the-century Russia saw a revival of Slavic identity. This was noted by 

the French architect Eugene Viollet-le-Duc in his 1877 L’Art russe, ses origines, ses 

éléments constitutifs, son apogée, son avenir. Interests in “style russe” and “style 

neo-russe” were popularized by a number of late-nineteenth-century art and 

architecture movements. The Wanderers (Peredvizhniki), or  
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Fig. 2  Leonty Benois (center) with Iakov Chernikov (2nd from left), and Ivan Fomin (far left). 

 

“itinerants,” was a group founded in the 1870s by painters like Ilya Repin who 

traveled around the countryside depicting rural scenes often critical of social 

conditions and extolling the simplicity of folkways. Victor Vasnetsov, another 

member, sought a rediscovery of Russian history and Slavic myth through large 

tableaux. A little later, in 1890, the World of Art group (Mir Ikusstva) translated Slavic 

myth into a more fantastic expression bordering on symbolism. Vibrant colors and 

expressive lines privileged the “aesthetic” over social content and fed the 

imaginations of artists like Leon Baskt, with his delirious drawings of costumes for 

Serge Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes, and Ivan Bilibin, with his Slavic children’s tales 

done illustrated in a restrained art nouveau style. Alexander Benois, Leonty’s 

brother, was another prominent member of the group. Trained in architecture, he 

moved on to painting and designing theater set designs for Diaghilev. The interest in 
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folk culture also spawned two artist colonies, Abramtsevo outside of Moscow and 

Talashkino in Smolensk. There, wood-carvers, painters, ceramicists, and architects 

joined in arts-and-crafts communities, pursuing a lifestyle defiantly at odds with the 

Industrial Revolution that was just beginning to affect Russia.   

The traditional Academy of Art was not unaffected by these changes. By the 

time Vassilieve entered the Academy in 1901, Repin was an accepted master with 

his own painting studio. Vassilieve’s education thus combined classical training and 

a more avant-garde “romantic” quest for Russian identity. This can be seen in the 

alternating visions of his academic projects, published while he was still at the 

academy, and an early graphic work, a poster for the 1901 Annual Ball at the 

Institute of Civil Engineers (fig. 3).  

In 1904, Vassilieve graduated with the title Architect-Artist, a significant 

distinction, emphasizing the aesthetic whereas his previous diploma from the 

Institute of Civil Engineering had emphasized the technical. William Brumfield points 

out that of the 390 architects active in St. Petersburg at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, 168 had graduated from the Institute of Civil Engineers and 

approximately the same number from the Academy of Arts. Only 8 graduated from 

both schools, putting Vassilieve in an exceptional class.10 To complete his 

architectural training, Vassilieve was required to go through an apprenticeship period 

with senior architects. This began immediately following his graduation from the 

institute and presumably concurrent with his studies in Benois’ studio at the  

 
                                            
10 William Brumfield, The Origins of Modern Russian Architecture (Berkley: Oxford University Press, 
1991) 19 
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        Fig. 3 Vassilieve poster for the 1901 Annual Ball at The Institute of Civil Engineers 

 

academy. The architects he worked with were M. F. Geisler (architect of Vladimir 

Nabokov’s childhood home), N. D. Tsveyberga, and V. A. Kosiakov (director of the 

Institute of Civil Engineering and a builder of “neo-Byzantine” churches).11   

 

Professional practice 

With their diploma in hand and apprenticeship complete, young architects in St. 

Petersburg had two options. One was to work for the tsar in “civil service,” designing 

and maintaining government buildings. This track had the advantage of stability, but 

                                            
11 V. Lisovskii and V. Isachenko, Nikolai Vasiliev Alexsei Bubyr (St. Petersburg: Beloe i Chernoe, 
1999), 57. (in Russian) 
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the government was not building much in the first decade of the twentieth century, so 

the job could be tedious. As a functionary of the state, the young architect could 

expect little outlet for his creativity. The second option, private practice, entailed 

possible financial risk and required astute business skills and the ability to manage 

teams that would design and construct the buildings. One very exciting aspect of this 

path, however, was that almost all building projects in St. Petersburg were awarded 

in open, anonymous competition. This not only encouraged creative expression but 

also offered the winners significant financial rewards. 

Vassilieve was a prolific worker and a gifted artist. At first he opted for the 

latter path: private practice and competitions. This allowed him a degree of freedom 

and an outlet for his creativity. Indeed, competitions became a lifelong passion; by 

1930 he had entered more than ninety and received prizes in most of them.  

Vassilieve’s first known competition dates from 1902 (the year after he 

entered the Academy of Arts), and his entry was published in Zodchii (fig. 4). The 

project for renovated housing on the Smolenki Wharfs was completed in 

collaboration with the civil engineer S. S. Krichinsky (a former classmate from the 

institute) and was awarded second prize. The facade shows Jugendstil influence via 

Olbrich, with ornamental plaster and ironwork, and an arched portal marked by two 

piers that extended beyond the building’s roofline. 
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          Fig. 4. 1902 project for the Smolenki Wharfs 

 

This was not Vassilieve’s first published design. In 1900, while a student at the 

institute, Zodchii published his “Seaside Club” (fig. 5), an academic exercise 

influenced by art nouveau but almost bordering on expressionism. Even as a 

student, his work was recognized for its masterful flexibility of style and 

accomplished rendering technique.  

 

 

 Fig. 5. A Seaside Club - 1900                                Fig. 6. Neo-Romanesque church - 1900 
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By contrast, a neo-Romanesque church design of the same year (fig. 6) 

seems almost an austere punishment for the earlier breech of academic restraint. 

Still, it shows Vassilieve’s skill with watercolor. Stylistic diversity was encouraged by 

the academy, and in his case is not a sign of intellectual laxity but rather of the 

remarkable facility with which he could move from an imaginative new genre to an 

academic exercise in style.  

Vassilieve’s work demonstrates an uncanny ability to take a historical period 

or architect’s work, distill it to its essence, synthesize it, and reexpress it in a manner 

that often surpasses the original. The resulting new vision is why he is considered 

one of the most outstanding proponents of Petersburg “Northern Modern.”  

 Vassilieve’s first built commission dates to 1904. A competition winner, the 

large, two-story house for the engineer V. Savitskogo in Tsarskoe Selo was 

designed while Vassilieve was studying in Benois’ studio and doing his 

apprenticeship with Geisler. It is among the handful of designs Vassilieve completed 

alone; he generally preferred to collaborate. The Savitskogo residence has a long, 

asymmetrical facade that terminates in a porte cochere. The masterful treatment of 

plasticity is articulated by subtle modulations of facade depth with slightly curved bay 

windows, an extruded three-story tower, and a complex roof profile of syncopated 

depressions and curvilinear projections. The rusticated base of ashlar masonry is a 

prototype for future residential work and articulates the horizontal line of the half-

basement story in a reference to the American architect H. H. Richardson, who was 

known to, and admired by, Nordic and Russian  
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Fig. 7. Savitskogo residence: rustication and facade  

 

architects (fig. 7). Rather than giving in to the overt sensuality of art nouveau, there 

is a restraint in the lines of the facade that suggests the more austere effect soon 

to be called “Northern Modern.”  

 

The two paths 

Despite the excitement of competitions and private practice, neither provided 

adequate financial stability for Vassilieve. He found it particularly frustrating that, 

even when awarded first prize, nothing guaranteed the client would hire the 

architect for construction. Juries were made up of fellow architects who judged the 

project on its aesthetic merits; clients often had other ideas and budgets. The 

publicity gained from publication was flattering, but the awards were not always 

sufficient to pay the bills. In 1906, Vassilieve followed the advice of his friend and 

Institute of Civil Engineers classmate Alexei Bubyr and joined him in civil service, 

working directly for the government under the direction of the chancery and the 

Foundation of Empress Marie, mother of Tsar Nicholas II. Vassilieve’s work  
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Fig. 9. No. 11 Stremiannyi Street: elevation and “as built” 

 

involved supervision of various government projects in St. Petersburg and the 

provinces. It also provided a certain status that further enhanced interest in private 

commissions.  

The job was not time-consuming and allowed Vassilieve and Bubyr to start 

a practice outside the government office. They collaborated on over a dozen 

projects. Their first successful competition was for the construction of an apartment 

house at No.11 Stremiannyi Street (fig. 9), not far from the busy commercial artery 

of the Nevsky Prospect. The design, completed in 1907, draws upon numerous 

precedents but is considered the apogee of “Northern Modern” in St. Petersburg.  

Its trapezoidal window forms and the material separation of base and upper 

stories are borrowed from Fyodor Lidval’s 1899 apartment house (fig. 10). Ippollit 

Preto’s 1906 Putalova apartment house shares some of the plastic modulation and 

asymmetrical composition of the facade (fig. 11), but the Stremiayanni apartment  
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    Fig. 10. Lidval apartment house                                          Fig. 11. Putalova apartment house 

house’s unique three-dimensional massing and unusual textural stone treatment 

are developed from Vassilieve’s own brilliant yet unachieved project for the 

Ushakova house of 1906 (fig. 12). 

 Vassilieve’s Stremiannyi Street apartment house has a ponderous, 

medieval character, with its exaggerated rustication and anthropomorphic doors 

and windows. The design, however, is not without a sense of humor: carved stone 

accents of geometrically abstracted animals and human faces transform it into a 

fairytale abode suitable for some progressive alchemist or sorcerer. In fact, Bubyr 

had both his studio and residence on the upper floor. 

Vassilieve and Bubyr’s successful collaborations include several projects in 

the Baltic city of Reval (now Tallinn). The first of these is the 1908–10 German 

Theater. Vassilieve and Bubyr’s initial scheme (fig. 13), which won the competition, 

called for an unusual organic massing, foreshadowing expressionist works like 

Rudolf Steiner’s Goetheanum in Dornach (1923). 
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Fig. 12. Ushakova house                   Fig. 13. No. 11 Stremiannyi Street: plan and detail 

 

 

       

      Fig. 13 German Theater, Tallinn – 1st scheme 
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Fig.14. German Theater, Tallinn (as built) 

 

The built structure (fig. 14) is more compact and refined, retaining a mixture of 

masonry and stucco but with great finesse in the detailing, especially for the 

windows and other ornamental elements. 

The second winning commission is a residence for A. M. Luther (fig. 15) 

designed in 1909. Luther, a wealthy industrialist, was among the first to produce 

plywood furniture. Vassilieve and Bubyr designed a 1912 addition his Reval factory’s 

existing worker’s hall by Gesellius, Lindgren, and Saarinen (1904). A beautiful 

drawing of the Luther Residence was published in the Annual Architectural Yearbook 

of St. Petersburg Architects (1909): a fine pen-and-ink rendering of the facade 

reminiscent of both Hoffmann and Olbrich (fig. 15). 

Specialization was the common practice among Petersburg architects,12 but  

                                            
12 Ibid., 181. 
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Fig. 15. Luther residence, Tallinn 

 

Vassilieve appears not to have hesitated to try his hand at any program: from 

apartment complexes to churches, theaters to schools, banks to hospitals and 

department stores. 

A member of the Society of Garden Cities, Vassilieve designed a number of 

large St. Petersburg housing complexes that redefined this urban typology: inserting 

an open green space visible from the street into the deep Petersburg lots. One of his 

best designs is a complex for the Basin Cooperative Society (1912–17) done in 

collaboration with Bubyr, Ernest Virrikh, and Alexei Zazersky (fig. 16). The 

enormous, corner complex encloses a pedestrian street, a courtyard, and a garden. 

The parti is an L-shaped volume surrounding a corner cube. Thirteen firewalls 

separate vertical divisions divisible into four units per floor, totaling approximately 

250 eight-room apartments in six stories above street-level retail space. Despite its 

overall size, ingenious manipulation of the facade breaks down the massing, with 

multiple recesses and extrusions echoed again at the profile of the roofline. In the 

vein of “Northern Modern,” decorative friezes and sculptural  
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Fig.  16. Basin Cooperative Society housing complex 

 

relief of abstracted human figures lend human scale. This was the final collaboration 

between Vassilieve and Bubyr, though they remained close friends until the 

revolution brought about Bubyr’s death. 

 

St. Petersburg masterworks 

Three buildings stand out as Vassilieve’s most significant work in St. Petersburg:  

the Guards’ Economic Society (1908), the Petersburg Mosque (1908–20), and the 

Trading Rows on Liteinyi Prospect (1911–13).  

The Guards’ Economic Society is a large department store (fig. 17), again 

built in collaboration with former schoolmates Ernest Virrikh and Stephan Krichinsky. 

Despite certain neoclassical references, it is the first distinctly modern structure to 

rise in St. Petersburg. Built in reinforced concrete and clad with a stone veneer, the 

structural system allows for unprecedented wide bays of plate glass. These allow 

ample light to penetrate despite the Petersburg gloom of winter.13 Steel is  

                                            
13 Ibid., 222. 
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Fig. 17. Guards’ Economic Society building: elevation and interior 

expressed as an exterior material both in the large window frames and smaller 

recessed window bays, contrasting the independent expression of the facade 

stone. The interior is a vast glazed atrium surrounded by three floors of commercial 

gallery space; the fourth and fifth floors are office space. 

A second project, the Trading Rows on the Liteinyi Prospect of 1911 (fig. 

18), is Vassilieve’s most mature expression of early modernism. The Trading Rows 

are a form of arcade or passage, but unlike their French equivalent, which employs 

the interstitial space of existing buildings, this project is conceived as an entirely 

autonomous structure. Its two-story facade is stripped of external ornamentation 

with the exception of very unusual geometric capitals atop the granite-clad piers 

that alternate between the wide bays of plate glass and steel. Hidden under the 

two-story arched openings of the entryways, the recessed coffered barrel vaults 

are fleeting references to classicism on its way to full modernism. 

                          

Fig. 18. Trading Rows: facade and sections 
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In a completely different idiom, the St. Petersburg Mosque of 1908–20 

represents further evidence of Vassilieve’s pluralism, in this case with an unusual 

reference to Islam in the strictly Orthodox region of St. Petersburg. In fact, the 

location of the mosque in the center of the city, just opposite the fortress of Peter 

and Paul, was a symbolic gesture intended for the 300th anniversary of the 

Romanov dynasty.14 Just as Vassilieve was working on the iconography of a 

Russian, and more specifically Petersburg, “Northern Modern” expression of 

romanticized national identity in his residential and church commissions, here he 

sought an equivalent balance between the Muslim tradition of ornamented form 

and modernity. Although the source for his design is the ancient mosque complex 

of Gur-e Amir, the tomb of Tamerlane in Samarkand, Vassilieve manages to digest 

and abstract the Muslim iconography into a modern expression. Large cubic 

masses are clad with alternating vertical bands of textured and smooth stone, with 

flashes of brilliantly colored majolica tile work topping the two minarets and 

covering the massive sky blue dome. Vassilieve’s original 1908 scheme (fig. 19), 

with its literal Islamic references, becomes in 1910 an abstraction of cubist 

volumes more reminiscent of Hoffmann (fig. 20). Ornamentation is applied on 

selected surfaces, presumably in traditional ceramic tile. But its absence on the 

successive bays calls attention to the beauty of the simple geometric forms 

punctuated by the minarets and the elongated dome. 

                                            
14 V. Lisovskii and V. Isachenko, Nikolai Vasiliev and Alexsei Bubyr (St. Petersburg: Beloe i 
Chernoe, 1999), 239. (in Russian) 
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    Fig. 19. St. Petersburg Mosque, 1908                      Fig. 20. St. Petersburg Mosque, 1910 

 

Vassilieve’s final built project (fig. 21), which was not completed until 1920, 

shows a third approach: he maintains the cubic volumes but applies rustication to 

the piers and ornamental tracery to the windows and bays. The rigid geometry 

contrasts with Vassilieve’s design for an Orthodox church in the countryside of 

roughly the same date, which shows highly organic forms and a vivid color scheme 

underlining a rural Slavic mysticism (fig. 22). 

             

          Fig. 21. Mosque as built        Fig. 22. Country church, c. 1910 
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Fig. 23. Noblemen’s Assembly      Fig. 24. Contract Hall 

 

St. Petersburg’s shift to neoclassicism around 1910 surfaces in two 

Vassilieve projects dating to 1912, the Petersburg Noblemen’s Assembly (fig. 23) 

and a Contract Hall for Kiev (fig. 24). Unlike his peers’ more fully fleshed out 

Renaissance style, and perhaps encouraged by Peter Behrens’s German 

Embassy built in St. Petersburg in 1911 (fig. 25), Vassilieve resists the temptation 

to imitate traditional classicism and instead shows a sparer version with neither 

orders nor ornamentation. This is radical, considering future constructivist Viktor 

Vesnin’s introduction of the Corinthian order on buildings of this same period such 

as the Roll Project of 1914–16 (fig. 26). Vassilieve’s take on classicism 

foreshadows the work of Mussolini’s Rome: simple cubic volumes with rhythmic 

perforations for arcades or windows, adorned with a minimum of classical detail in 

the rusticated base and an occasional sculptural figure animating a niche.  

       

Fig. 25. Peter Behrens’s German Embassy            Fig. 26.  Viktor Vesnin’s Roll Project 
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Vassilieve’s Russian work clearly illustrates his significance as a master of 

pre-revolutionary modernism. He built the definitive expression of “Northern Modern” 

with his Stremiannyi Street apartment house. His Guards’ Economic Society is 

Petersburg’s first distinctly modern design. The Trading Rows on Liteinyi Prospect 

move toward an almost proto-constructivism. And his mosque on Kamennoostrovsky 

Prospect, at the heart of the historic city, freely abstracts from the language of 

Islamic architecture.  

Although classically trained at the Institute of Civil Engineers and the 

Academy of Arts, Vassilieve went on to produce groundbreaking work. His “return” to 

classicism in the early 1910s reflects evolving architectural tastes and a desire to 

remain in practice despite the shift in cultural fashion; it also it finds him 

progressively reinterpreting yet another idiom: reworking classicism just as he had 

traditional Islamic and Slavic motifs. One might point to the many regional classical 

revival movements since antiquity, particularly in times of political or economic 

instability; the “progressive classicism” of Ledoux and Boullée during the French 

enlightenment; or Piacentini and Moretti in fascist Italy to show that working in a 

classical mode need not imply regression. By stripping classicism to its bare bones, 

even during his period of “regression,” Vassilieve indeed continued to push the 

architecture of pre-revolutionary Petersburg toward modernism.  

Most importantly, during his Russian period a flexible “dual path” balancing 

stability and risk, conformity and innovation, classicism and modernism became a 

modus operandi for Vassilieve. Working for an established body like the tsarist civil 

service allowed him to take creative risks in Russia’s leading system of architectural 
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production: competitions. He took this model with him as he fled the Old World and 

confronted the symbol of modernity that Manhattan represented in the 1920s.   

 

Flight to Belgrade                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

A major player in the Petersburg architectural scene, Vassilieve was also a loyal 

servant to the tsar. With the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, this promising milieu—

and the world he knew—collapsed. He was working on the tsar’s estate in the 

Crimea when the news reached him. An American newspaper article from 1953 

explains: 

Nicholas B. Vassilieve of Bayside, today might be the greatest architect in Russia but for two 
things—the Bolshevik revolution and his love of freedom. 

The 77-year-old artist and engineer . . . recalled the years from 1905 to 1917 when 
he worked as a top architect for Czar Nicholas II and the Czarina. Working on the Czar’s 
estate at the Yalta seaport on the Crimean peninsula when the news reached him, Vassilieve 
tried to leave the country. “Luckily . . . an American Navy ship had been anchored in the 
harbor and I managed to wangle my way on board.” He had only the suit he was wearing 
when the ship landed in Istanbul, Turkey. Behind him remained his fame, his wealth, and his 
three ex-wives. 

The designer, then middle-aged, soon moved to Belgrade, Yugoslavia, where he 
became chief architect of that nation’s War Department. His training had been classical, 
emphasizing the Italian Renaissance style, but he took readily to modern notions of design. 
He drew up plans for a Belgrade Theater 30 years ago [1923] that even today makes 
passersby gape at its advanced lines.15 
 
 
Despite these claims, we know very little about Vassilieve’s six-year stay in 

Belgrade, Serbia. More than two million Russians fled the country in the years 

following the Revolution.16 Vassilieve’s path of escape, via Yalta, was one of the 

most popular routes. A large Russian community formed in Istanbul (then 

Constantinople), where he made his first stop. The life they found there was not an 

easy one.  

                                            
15 Unknown newspaper, “Bayside Architect Fled From Russia” 1953. 
16 P. Magosci, The Russian Americans (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1996), 47. 
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The refuges found housing as best they could, with no reference to titles and ranks. 
Conditions were hard. They lived in hotels, monasteries, hospitals and factories. Some found 
shelter with the Russian ambassador Neratov, in rooms and even on the stairs of the 
embassy . . .17     

 
 

Belgrade was another popular destination. As many as seventy thousand 

Russian refugees may have arrived there after 1917.18 The city, through which the 

young French architect Jeanneret had passed during his 1911 voyage to the Orient, 

remained impoverished and sleepy. The region gained autonomy from the fallen 

Habsburg Empire after World War I. Newly united into a kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 

and Slovenes ruled by King Aleksandar Karadordevic, its lot was little improved: 

The complete liberation of the former kingdom of Serbia as a result of the Balkan wars of 
1912–13 did little to enhance its development, if only because the national impoverishment 
was too complete, and the respite from the war afforded altogether too brief, to allow of the 
sword being forged into a ploughshare. At this period the few modest Government buildings, 
barracks, and schools, which this dingy town of 60,000 inhabitants could boast, were 
unpretentious exercises in the usual frigidly academic “Italian Renaissance.”19 

 
 
Arriving in Belgrade with only the “suit on his back,” Vassilieve sought to reestablish 

his life. Middle-aged, without money, family, or work, he was nevertheless alive—

unlike his friend and colleague Bubyr who was killed by bandits in the south of 

Russia as he tried to escape. Belgrade’s classicism was more firmly entrenched 

than Petersburg’s. Despite a small but noteworthy avant-garde surrounding the 

revue Zenit founded by Ljubomir Micic in 1921, it is said that Belgrade’s first modern 

building was not constructed until 1927.20 The atmosphere was, at any rate, one 

                                            
17 Alexander Vassiliev, Beauty in Exile. (New York: Abrams, 2000), 67. 
18 Marija Vranic-Ignjacevic, “Russian refugees at Belgrade University from 1919 to1945,” 
http://www.ifla.org/IV/ifla70/papers/095e-Vranic-Ignjacevic.pdf, p. 2. 
19 L. Blagiojevic, Modernism in Serbia (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003), x–xi. 
20 Ibid., 27. 
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where academic training and impeccable credentials might prove advantageous to 

an architect in need of work.  

Vassilieve became, by his own account, chief architect of the war department. 

Within five years, he appears to have also reestablished his private practice and 

designed a number of buildings in and around Belgrade. An abridged résumé lists 

the design of the Central War Department (first prize) and another Belgrade building 

(“1st prize and constructed”). He and his schoolmate Krichinsky had designed the 

Belgrade Ministry of Finances in 1908, while still in Russia, though it was only built 

much later under the direction of N. P. Krasnov, a fellow graduate of the Petersburg 

academy. A large number of architects figured in the circle of Russian refugees in 

Belgrade, but Vassilieve appears to have grown restless with the relative banality of 

his daily work and began entering prominent international competitions, including the 

1922 competition for the Chicago Tribune Tower.  

As Jean-Louis Cohen points out, Russians were more or less banned from 

international competitions until 1929 because of an “absence of diplomatic 

relations.”21 Vassilieve took advantage of his refugee status and entered the com-

petition under the name Nicholas Wassilieff of Belgrade, Serbia. He was awarded an 

honorable mention. His entry (fig.27), in keeping with the contemporary American 

preference for conservative Gothic or Beaux-Arts skyscrapers that conceal steel 

frame construction, recalls Auguste Perret’s Avenue of Residential  

                                            
21 Jean-Louis Cohen, Scenes of the World to Come (Paris: Flammarion, 1995), 131. 
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    Fig. 27. Tribune Tower competition         Fig. 28. Perret’s Avenue of Residential Towers 

 

Towers (fig. 28) project for Paris of the same year. A collage of Renaissance 

palazzos stacked one atop the other, with colonnaded temple sections terminating 

both the wider base and the narrower upper tower, the design is heavy and 

overbearing. A low-spirited stylistic exercise, it shows little of the finesse in 

proportion or composition evident in Vassilieve’s earlier Russian projects. 

Serbia brought Vassilieve as close as he’d ever been to the antique world. 

Several sketches done in the early twenties show classical ruins. A beautiful color 

rendering depicts something like a medieval monastery (fig. 29). Whether fantasy 

or reality, these drawings show the Petersburg “master” returning to his traditional 

foundations. Perhaps dreams of a “golden age” provided the uprooted architect 

with a necessary emotional refuge. His vision, however, soon turned towards 

“Amerika.” Did he aspire to a modernist utopia—like his European peers 
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Mendelsohn, Le Corbusier, Gropius, and Lonberg-Holm—or simply hope to reclaim 

his lost stature? 

 

       

    Fig. 29. Belgrade sketch 
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II. New York City, 1923–31  

 
In New York we lived exactly as we had lived in Russia, and those of us who hailed from 
small provincial towns treated with respect and admiration those who had been to Moscow 
or Petrograd. We established our own clubs, opened our own theaters, organized our own 
societies. No one, of course, spoke any English. Russian was our language, and even 
aristocrats who at home in Russia spoke only French switched to their native Russian 
tongue in America. 
 One could get along in New York exclusively with the Russian Language—one still 
can—and we saw no need to waste our time on learning the extremely difficult barbaric 
tongue of the natives, whom we viewed with a mixed feeling of contempt and pity. Poor 
ignorant creature, they had lived in this country for such a long time and had not yet learned 
how to speak Russian! 22 

 
 

In New York, Vassilieve adapted to an entirely new culture; yet he quickly 

reestablished the “dual path” modus operandi of his Petersburg days. The transition 

was not without difficulties and disappointments, however. Architectural production in 

America depended on direct commission rather than competitions. Vassilieve entered 

fewer competitions—and all of an international nature. Despite continued success with 

competitions, and New York City’s booming economy, he became disillusioned with 

the American lifestyle and developed close bonds with the exiled Russian community 

and its social facilitator, the Orthodox Church (fig. 30). 

Vassilieve’s experience in the United States raises issues concerning émigrés, 

Russian émigrés after the revolution, and, even more specifically, Russian émigré 

architects. It also points to questions of the cultural value of architectural style. After 

steering his home city toward more modern forms of expression, Vassilieve found 

himself in a culture employing the language of classical architecture to mitigate a lack 

of cultural sophistication. Just as the design of St. Petersburg reflected Peter the  

                                            
22 M. K. Aarhus, Moscow on the Hudson (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1948), 3. 
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 Fig. 30. Russian Orthodox community in New York City: traditional choir and banquet 

 

Great’s envy of Western Europe, the face of New York showed American industrialists 

struggling with the same—two hundred years later. The crash of 1929 provided a 

catalyst for introspection. Vassilieve was not alone in noticing that freedom and 

opportunity were as elusive in the United States as they might be in Russia. Even 

before the crash, many of his Russian colleagues struggled to find work.  

 

New York: an architectural and cultural context  

Vassilieve arrived in New York in 1923. The photographs in Erich Mendelsohn’s book 

Amerika, published that same year, convey the sense of grandeur and awe the 

metropolis must have instilled in Europeans at the time. Yet, as Le Corbusier later 

noticed, the vocabulary of New York’s towering skyscrapers was ironically regressive, 

expressing not the dynamic image of a modern industrialized America but rather 

historical pastiche verging on travesty. Cass Gilbert’s Woolworth Building is a case in 

point. Built in 1913, its towering terra-cotta-clad spire employs a Gothic vocabulary to 

outfit a cathedral of commerce: stone carvings of Woolworth and his associates 
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replace the images of saints—or perhaps the gargoyles—that appear on every French 

medieval church. The modern steel structure that enables the new building type is 

hidden behind a pseudo-historic skin. 

New York City had been in full Beaux-Arts mode since the turn of the century. 

Sanctified by the Chicago World Columbian Exhibition of 1893, firms like McKim, 

Mead, and White; John Russell Pope; Carrère and Hastings; and Paul Philippe Cret 

were outfitting wealthy industrials like Andrew Carnegie, J. P. Morgan, J. S. Phipps, 

and Henry Frick with mansions and country homes that cloaked their often crassly 

earned profits with pseudo-nobility. Artworks snatched up on the de rigueur Grand 

Tour lent an air of ancestry, a sense of legitimacy associated with old money and the 

combination of tradition and taste it represented. An artificial paradise of museums, 

libraries, concert halls and theaters grew up in decades, whereas in Europe it had 

taken centuries. The instant acquisition of European culture echoed the rapid 

construction of St. Petersburg two centuries earlier. 

This thin crust of riches offered little to the thousands of immigrants who 

struggled to survive in the insalubrious and overcrowded city—well described by 

Jacob Riis in How the Other Half Lives (1890). Ellis Island swarmed with refugees. In 

1923, monthly quotas were set limiting the number of immigrants allowed entry from 

each country. Given the political situation, the Russian allowance was generous: 5,363 

persons per month. The quota was regularly exceeded and many were turned away. 

About half of the Russians who entered would remain in the New York City area.23   

 

                                            
23 From: http://www.theshiplist.com/ships/Arrivals/1923c.htm  
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Arrival 

Vassilieve boarded the German liner Majestic at Le Havre, France, on February 

28, 1923. A week later, he passed the Statue of Liberty, took in the skyline of lower 

Manhattan, and officially arrived in the United States on March 6, 1923.   According 

to the ship’s manifest (fig. 31), he traveled alone, leaving a Serbian wife (his third) 

in Belgrade.24 He carried the equivalent of $75 in his pocket, was in “good” health, 

answered “doubtful” as to whether he would return to his country of origin, and “no” 

to whether he had “served prison time, would attempt to overthrow the government 

by force or was either a polygamist or an anarchist.” His address in New York was 

marked: “Friend, Vivirich, 4344 W. 72nd St.”25 His name is given as “Vasilieff” 

rather than Vassilieve.26 The variation in spelling prefigures difficulties that emerge 

in tracing his later movements, especially because a painter named Nicholas 

Vasilieff also emigrated around the same time. The ship’s manifest, however, 

clearly indicates his occupation as “Architect.” Vivirich, Vassilieve’s friend and host, 

may have been a colleague from the Petersburg Academy, Ernest Virrikh, with 

whom he had collaborated. He is mentioned in a letter sent to Benois on the 

latter’s seventieth birthday, which also indicates the presence of other 

classmates—R. F. Meltzer, F. F. Postels, N. A. Dimitrato and N. N. Gvordov—in 

New York. The political status of Russians at the time was not good; the country 

was experiencing its first wave of “Red scare.” Vassilieve was initially detained for  

                                            
24 Other documents say he had three wives in Russia. The last, Regina, moved to Paris and one 
daughter, Valentina, born in 1911, remained in Russia. 
25 Ship’s manifest for The Majestic, from: http://ellisisland.org 
26 He officially changed his name from Vassilieff to Vassilieve on March 17, 1930, the same day he 
was made a U.S. citizen. From his Petition for Naturalization No. 154622, National Archives, NYC. 
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Fig. 31. Ship’s manifest                                      The Majestic in 1923 
 

a number of days until the government could ascertain that he was not a potential 

Bolshevik agitator. 

 

Warren and Wetmore 

Exactly two months after his arrival, Vassilieve found work in the firm of Warren 

and Wetmore. This well-established New York City firm catered to the conservative 

upper class. Clients included the Vanderbilts, Burdens, and Morgans. Warren and 

Wetmore first designed estates, country clubs, and resorts, before engaging in 

more public programs, including Grand Central Station, the Biltmore Hotel, and the 

Ritz Carleton, and finally turning to luxurious apartment buildings on upper Park 

Avenue. Whitney Warren (1864–1943) was a graduate of the Ecole des Beaux 

Arts and later apprenticed with his future competitors McKim, Mead, and White. 

Warren and Wetmore’s Beaux-Arts vocabulary and academic classicism appealed  
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         Fig. 32. Warren and Wetmore’s drafting room, c. 1925: Vassilieve in red circle  

 

to first-generation American industrialists. Seeking a sophisticated image to 

conceal their modest origins. Vassilieve entered the large firm of two hundred 

employees27 (fig.32) during its third and final decade of practice, working there 

from 1923 to 1931.  

Vassilieve, who “spoke not a word of English,”28 was likely hired on the 

basis of his prize-winning entry to the Tribune Tower competition. Few Russian 

architects had the leisure to collect their portfolios before leaving the country, and 

even fewer were recognized in the New World, which at the time limited its interest 

in overseas developments to Paris and occasionally Germany. Vassilieve may 

have tailored his competition entry with this in mind, calculating his move to New  

                                            
27 Conversation with Anne Walker on April 22, 2006. She is coauthor of The Architecture of Warren 
and Wetmore. 
28 “Bayside Architect Fled From Russia,” 1953. 
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              Fig. 33. Tower Building                Fig. 34. New York Central Building 

 

York years in advance. Without verbal skills in English, he could not work as a 

leading project architect; his experience and visual abilities, however, left him more 

than qualified as a designer and renderer. This was no small feat: many Russian 

émigré architects struggled to find any employment at all. A classmate of 

Vassilieve’s, Theodore de Postels, describes ten years spent working 

simultaneously at a laundry and a restaurant in order to make ends meet.29  

It is not known how projects were managed at Warren and Wetmore. Surviving 

drawings, however, suggest that Vassilieve handled the initial schematic design 

and design development, while working drawings were prepared by draftsmen 

familiar with American construction and codes. Several initial massing studies 

appear to support this assumption. Renderings for projects he is known to have 

worked on sometimes show better composition and more elegant proportions than 

the final realized constructions, implying involvement at the design stage but not 

with the production drawing team. In his eight years at the firm, he likely  
                                            
29 Theodore de Postels, “Зодчие - выходцы из России: их роль и работы в Соединенных Штатах 
Северной Америки“ 
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Fig. 35. Consolidated Gas Building         Fig. 36. New York Central entry 

 

worked on many projects, but he was certainly involved in design of the 1923–26 

Tower Building (fig.33), the 1926–28 Consolidated Gas Company Tower, and the 

1927–29 New York Central Building (fig.34).  

All show exceptional skill. Vassilieve’s rendering of the Consolidated Gas 

building (fig.35), now in the Heinz Collection in Pittsburgh, may represent the 

pinnacle of his artistry during this period. There are multiple references to the 

massing and colonnade of his 1922 Tribune Tower entry, which may have 

provided a sort of base typology for many future skyscraper schemes.  

The colonnaded plinth of the New York Central Building (1927–29) 

references this work, and a spectacular interior view of a hypostyle lobby with 

majestic Doric columns also shows some reference to the 1922 competition entry 
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(fig. 36). Almost all of the projects from Vassilieve’s years with Warren and 

Wetmore can be found in contemporary journals like American Architect and Pencil 

Points. His St. Petersburg and Belgrade classicism found a warm welcome in the 

New World. What became of his modernism? 

 

Alienation 

Despite his apparent success, Vassilieve, in a January 30,1927, letter to Professor 

Benois, laments his solitary condition and homesickness: 

It is thanks to your extraordinary teaching of the principles of architecture that I am 
regarded here as an exceptional designer (a term the people here call those who compose 
in this area). Of course, without knowing much of the language, without friends and 
connections, it is hard to make a path in our sphere, especially here where the work and 
duties are so different, the psychology of the people so different from our own. . . . I still do 
not feel at home in this country; never as one with the strange masses that surround me, 
yet knowing ahead of time I will be in this country till the end of my life.30 
 
 

Alienated by the American way of life, Vassilieve connects instead with the growing 

Russian community. In 1927, a New York Times article speaks about the creation 

of a large Russian Orthodox church, Christ the Savior, on 121st Street in Harlem 

(fig.37), to serve the more than four thousand refugees in New York City: 

In this work A. E. Aganoff, member of the Russian Academy of Art, N. V. Vassilieff, a 
Russian architect, and Boris C. Tachapsky, a former instructor in Russian literature, have 
assisted. Mr. Vassilieff designed and constructed the Ikonostass and Alter, and Mr. Aganoff 
painted the icons.31 

 
 
The Russian Church acted not only as a spiritual refuge but a community center for 

these displaced individuals. There they could speak Russian freely, eat and drink 

at large banquets, enjoy cultural spectacles, and enjoy the illusion that the  

                                            
30 Translated by Irina Riaboff from Lisovskii and Isachenko, Nikolai Vasiliev Alexsei Bubyr, 28.  
31 New York Times, “Russian Exiles Will Have Church in New York,” Feb. 6, 1927, p. X22. 
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Fig. 37. Church of Christ the Savior on 121st Street       Ikonostass by N. Vassilieve 

 

revolution would soon be over. Aristocratic hierarchies meant little when many a 

count was obliged to drive a taxi; princes and peasants were momentarily bound 

together in the common misery of exile. 

Many Russian artists and architects lived in New York, including some of 

Vassilieve’s classmates from the Institute of Civil Engineers and the Academy of 

Arts. Frustration provided a common bond. Their careers, credentials, and 

diplomas were meaningless in the United States. Many had to repeat their 

architectural education in order to obtain a license. Those like Vassilieve who were 

too old to undergo this ordeal, had to content themselves with being called 

“designers.” Licensed as civil engineers and architects, sometimes with prominent 

careers in their past, this must have been a humiliating blow to their self-esteem. 

Disregarding such legal trivialities, Vassilieve consistently signed every drawing he 

produced “Nicholas B. Vassilieve, Architect.”   

 

Versailles, a summer dacha 

During Russian summers, city dwellers traditionally moved to rural dachas. The 

equivalent for the Russians in New York was to escape to the nearby seaside.  
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Fig. 38. Boris Riaboff at U. Penn.  Our Lady of Kazan in Sea Cliff, New York 

 

Staring in the mid-1920s, a group of Russian émigrés led by Alexander and Nina 

Malitsky began to vacation in Sea Cliff, on the north shore of Long Island, in an old 

Victorian mansion rented for the summer months and dubbed Versailles. The 

Malitskys may have known Vassilieve from Belgrade since they left that city for 

New York in 1924. Others in the group were the architect Boris Riaboff32 and his 

wife, Natalie, the artist Theodore Sabaneeff, the artist Vadim Chernoff, Prince 

Serge Troubetskoy, the artist Victor de Tchetchet, the artist Zakharov, and, of 

course, Vassilieve. In 1940, Riaboff moved from the city to Sea Cliff and built a 

wood-framed church, Our Lady of Kazan, in the same year. Other Russians would 

soon join him, among them the Baronoffs and their daughter the ballerina Irina 

Baronova; Madame Fyodor Chaliapin, wife of the opera singer; Madame 

Hoyningen-Huene, wife of the photographer; and the Duke and Duchess of  
                                            
32 Riaboff was a younger architect educated at the Institute of Civil Engineers and then the 
University of Pennsylvania where he was a classmate of fellow Russian Louis Kahn. 
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Fig. 39. Chaliapin by Kustodiev                       Fig. 40. Plan of Chaliapin home, c. 1927 

 

Leuchtenberg. The church soon became a gathering place for ex-nobility and 

paupers united by the loss of their roots (fig.38) and a desire to stay in touch with 

Russian culture. 

Social life filled a void. The bond between Russian émigrés was very strong. 

They tried, as best they could, to help each other out. Introductions or word of 

mouth occasionally led to new work. Such was the case for Vassilieve when, in 

1927, he was asked to design a summer home in Biarritz, France, for his friend, 

the great Russian opera singer Fyodor Chaliapin (fig.39).  

Vassilieve and Chaliapin most likely met in New York City during one of the 

singer’s tours. Rich with Russian mysticism and romantic organicism, the design 

for the opera singer’s retreat shows a return to Vassilieve’s Slavic roots. The 

melding of nature with structure in both plan and perspectives could not be further 

from the bread-and-butter work of his “academic” job with Warren and Wetmore. 
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Cavernous halls with mezzanines are supported by anthropomorphic tree-columns 

with grinning faces. It is a fairytale home: an opera set with references to Russian 

folk architecture and hints of the grand rustic lodges that were being built for the 

National Parks system. The exterior is a complex compound of buildings 

surrounding a courtyard, in a layout that references medieval Russian monasteries. 

The plan (fig. 40) has an organic quality, and in perspective the house seems to 

emerge from the base of the Pyrenees overlooking the Bay of Biscay. This was a 

significant commission for Vassilieve, considering Chaliapin was at the height of 

his fame (fig. 41). The project was published in the September 1927 issue of The 

Architect. Unfortunately, it was not built. It does, however, show Vassilieve on the 

“dual path” once again. In the course of the twenties, competitions and freelance 

work compensate for his increasing disappointment with the “American dream.”  

 

       

Fig. 41. Chaliapin residence: exterior and interior views 
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Competitions: House of State Industry and the Columbus Memorial 

 

The American system of architectural production by direct commission excluded 

designers lacking proper introductions. For potentially “Bolshevik” Russians, such 

introductions were rare, at best. Vassilieve thus found an alternative venue for 

expression of his creativity in international competitions. In 1925, he entered the 

competition for the House of State Industry in Kharkov, Russia (then USSR), also 

known as the Gazprom complex. It was won by the constructivists, Sergei 

Serafimov, M. Felger, and S. Kravets. Participation in the competition did little to 

clarify Vassilieve’s political allegiance, and one can only suppose that (like Le 

Corbusier) his politics came second to his architectural work.  

In 1929, Vassilieve entered the competition for the Christopher Columbus 

Memorial Lighthouse in Santo Domingo (fig.42). The programmatic brief called 

 

       

Fig. 42. Christopher Columbus Memorial competition entry, 1929 
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for recognition of, and homage to, Columbus, but few of the entries respected this 

wish, preferring to use the competition as a vehicle for their own agenda. This was 

the first time Soviet architects were allowed to participate in a competition outside 

of the Soviet Union, and both Melnikov and Ladovsky contributed radical 

constructivist projects far removed from the context. Vassilieve, on the other hand, 

seems to use the brief as a pretext for a nostalgic ode to primitive, spiritually 

oriented symbolism. An enormous stone figure of Columbus on an obelisk looks 

across the water from the New World he has found and seemingly ponders his 

discovery. Was the architect, too, having second thoughts about his new home and 

gazing back across the waters for inspiration? 

The 1920s saw Vassilieve’s ”dual path” firmly reestablished. His day job at 

Warren and Wetmore gave him the security to express his creativity in competition 

entries and freelance work. Competitions, however, were becoming increasingly 

rare. Doubts loomed as to whether America could ever be his proper home. But 

with no apparent alternative, he invested himself in the closed community of his 

fellow Russian émigrés; one misunderstood, even suspect, in the eyes of the 

American government and its people. Vassilieve’s “classical” training proved a 

godsend in terms of work. But with the Wall Street crash of 1929, the American 

Dream appeared more illusory than ever.  
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III. New York City, 1931–58 

For Vassilieve, the 1920s was a period of classicism and romantic mysticism. The 

1930s brought him back to modernism. A layoff from Warren and Wetmore in 1931 put 

an end to the security of the “dual path” just as the Depression was taking hold. 

Strangely enough, this prompted him to take even greater creative risks, and the 

period from 1931 to 1938 is one of the highpoints of his career. From the Palace of the 

Soviets competition to the Tchetchet House, we find him producing remarkably 

innovative work. This echoes Vassilieve’s earlier run of remarkable creativity, from 

1902 to 1912, with the “Northern Modern” in St. Petersburg. 

When security returns—this time definitively—in 1938, Vassilieve’s creative 

burst ends. From 1938 to 1958, he worked with the New York City Planning 

Commission, a job he landed thanks to a friendship with Robert Moses. He was sixty-

three when he started with the commission, and he would continue working there until 

he was nearly eighty. The “dual path” did not evaporate; rather, he continued to draw 

and enter competitions until he was bedridden by kidney failure in 1958. The later 

competitions revealed a new interest: a desire to synthesize the modern and the 

ancient. This last stage of his career clearly shows Vassilieve’s resistance to a 

polemical stance. His final competition entry, for the Ethiopian Imperial Palace (1949), 

shows classicism and the contemporary subtly blended in a transcendent beauty. His 

passion remained architecture.  

 

 

 



  

 54 
 

The Depression years 

New York in the 1930s was strikingly different from that of the 1920s. The skyline 

was changing radically. William Van Alen’s Chrysler Building (1930); Raymond 

Hood’s McGraw Hill Building (1930); Shreve, Lamb, and Harmon’s Empire State 

Building (1931); and Raymond Hood and Wallace Harrison’s Rockefeller Center 

(1930–39), with more than nineteen individual structures occupying a twelve-acre 

site, completely transformed Midtown. Hugh Ferriss’s 1929 vision of The 

Metropolis of Tomorrow was being fulfilled. This, however, was the bright side (fig. 

43). 

               

              Fig. 43. N. Vassilieve - Study for an unknown skyscraper   
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 The stock market crash on October 24, 1929, set off the greatest economic 

depression the United States had ever known. The shockwaves took a while to 

reach the common man, but by 1932 breadlines, soup kitchens, and shantytowns 

were common sights in New York City, providing stark contrast to its new 

architecture. In 1931, 4 million to 5 million Americans were out of work, and over 

25,000 families  roamed the nation in search of new homes, a situation poignantly 

depicted in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (1939). 

The building sector was hit particularly hard. The Chrysler Building had a 75 

percent vacancy rate.33 Architectural commissions dried up, firms folded, and 

architects and draftsmen landed on the streets. A glimmer of hope occurred in 

1935 with Roosevelt’s creation of the Works Progress Administration (WPA), which 

employed artists and architects for an extensive series of public projects ranging 

from government buildings and low-income housing to transportation and industrial 

infrastructure. Despite this move toward a moderate socialism, the moment Diego 

Rivera painted Lenin on his WPA mural for Rockefeller Center, the figure was 

removed and the ideological boundary set: “better dead than Red.” 

 

The bad news and a new path 

In 1931, Warren and Wetmore let Vassilieve go (fig. 44). To use his words, “our 

connections were severed due to the general business conditions in the country.”34  

                                            
33 See : http://www.nyc-architecture.com/MID/MID021.htm 
34 From a New York City Tunnel Authority Record dated July 27,1936 for Nicholas B. Vassilieve 
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Fig. 44. Two portraits of Vassilieve, c. 1931 

 

Despite the fallout in the architecture business, he managed to find at least part-

time work with a number of firms. A 1936 résumé lists three for the period between 

1931 and 1936: Shreve, Lamb, and Harmon (as an employee); Thomas W. Lamb 

(as a “freelancer”); and Whitney and Layman (as an employee).  

A connection via Warren and Wetmore may have led to work with Shreve, 

Lamb, and Harmon: the firms had previously collaborated. Shreve, Lamb, and 

Harmon’s modernist idiom coincides with the Vassilieve drawings from this period. 

The same might be said of Thomas Lamb, the noted theater designer. Vassilieve’s 

own experience in theater design (e.g., the German Theater in Tallinn) might have 

contributed to his involvement with Lamb’s new modern and streamline picture 

palaces like the Trans-Lux cinemas.35 Charles S. Whitney of Whitney and Layman 

                                            
35 Lamb also entered the Palace of the Soviets competition in 1931. His aquaintance with 
Vassilieve’s entry may have contributed to the latter’s employment. 
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was an engineer who both built and wrote about bridges. He later formed the firm 

Ammann and Whitney, responsible for the George Washington Bridge (1931), the 

Triborough Bridge (1936), and the Golden Gate Bridge (1937). Vassilieve’s 

background in civil engineering probably led to his collaboration on a number of 

these projects, first at Whitney and Layman and afterward when he joined the New 

York Bridge and Tunnel Authority in 1936. Beyond such brief stints and freelance 

gigs, which must have provided sustenance during this difficult era, there were of 

course more competitions, by now Vassilieve’s raison d’etre. 

 

Return to modernism: the Palace of the Soviets competition 

In 1931, Vassilieve entered the international competition for the Palace of the 

Soviets in Moscow (fig. 45). More than 270 entries were submitted: 24 of them 

from outside the Soviet Union, including 11 from the United States.36 Among the 

European participants were Walter Gropius, Erich Mendelsohn, Hans Poelzig, 

Auguste Perret, and Le Corbusier. American participants included Vassilieve, 

Percival Goodman, the team of Thomas Lamb and Joseph Urban, the mixed 

Russian/American team of Oskar Storonov and Alfred Kastner, and Hector O. 

Hamilton an unknown architect from East Orange, New Jersey, who was one of the 

three finalists, with Boris Iofan and Ivan Zholtovsky. The 240 Soviet participants 

included the radical constructivist brigades VOPRA, ASNOVA, ARU, VASSI, and 

GIPROVTUZ as well as individual entries by Naum Gabo, Mosei Gizburg, Nikolai  

                                            
36 J. Merkert, Naum Gabo and the Competition for the Palace of the Soviets Moscow 1931-1933 
(Berlin: Berlinische Galerie, 1992), 187. 
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Fig. 45.                             1931 Palace of the Soviets competition: Vassilieve’s entry 

 

Ladovsky, the Vesnin brothers, lya Golosov, Verthold Lubetkin, Boris Iofan, and 

Alexei Shchusev.37 

Initially, Vassilieve’s decision to enter seems puzzling. Why would a White 

Russian want to design the political seat of the Soviet government responsible for 

his exile? Vassilieve had also entered the competition for the House of State 

Industry in Kharkhov in 1925, and it is possible that he simply placed architectural 

matters above politics. Perhaps he did not hold a grudge against the new regime. 

After being laid off from Warren and Wetmore, it’s also possible that disillusion-

ment with the American dream may have had radicalizing consequences. Titled 

                                            
37J. Merkert, Naum Gabo and the Competition for the Palace of the Soviets Moscow 1931-1933 
(Berlin: Berlinische Galerie, 1992), 198. 
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“Ship of State,” was Vassilieve’s entry a nostalgic voyage back to the homeland? 

Did it express longing for a system of government that would be more active in 

assisting its people in times of need and suffering? Or was it simply another 

competition, an outlet for his creativity, perhaps an opportunity to reassert his 

reputation in Russia, and a possible source of financial rewards?   

We may never know Vassilieve’s precise motivations. The entry, however, 

is a tour de force, radically different from any of his previous work, and a 

masterpiece of modernism. Two monolithic streamlined shells are joined together 

by a pair of low galleries. The futuristic composition is punctuated by a thin vertical 

tower opening to a central courtyard, a control tower of sorts. The Ship of State 

entry includes twelve boards and an “explanatory report” still preserved in the 

Schusev Museum in Moscow. The design has elements of both constructivism and 

streamlining, perhaps influenced by the work of Mendelsohn or Bel Geddes. The 

brilliant red, white, and black polychromy refers to Malevich and El Lissitzky but 

also looks back to Vassilieve’s own country church of 1912 (fig. 22) with its brightly 

colored exterior walls and onion dome immersed in vivid green countryside. The 

shell forms echo the simplicity and expressionism of this earlier design; however, 

they house a vastly complex program, with theaters, lecture halls, offices, and 

annex spaces gathered in a rounded version of Malevich’s earlier “tectons,” as if 

ready for space travel. The design was radical and impressive enough that two 

visiting Russian classmates approached Vassilieve and tried to lure him back to 

the Soviet Union. Despite his unhappiness with the state of things in America, he 

refused, saying he valued his freedom above the yearning for his lost motherland. 
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His eyes, however, were now opened to the work of his Soviet peers, and the 

socialist ideal may not have looked that far-fetched from the perspective of a 

capitalist state foundering in the midst of the Depression. 

 

Modernism continued: freelance and competitions 

Vassilieve refused to return to Russia but nevertheless became fascinated with the 

developments in Soviet arts and architecture during the twelve years since his 

departure. He was among a handful of American architects to reference 

constructivism in his work, and he may be the first architect in the United Sates to 

recognize the importance of Iakov Chernikov. A number of watercolor and ink 

studies from the Riaboff collection show a direct knowledge of Chernikov’s 

constructions (fig. 46), in particular Konstruktsiia arkhitekturnykh i mashinykh form 

(The Construction of Architectural and Machine Forms) of 1931 and  

                            

Fig. 46. Vassilieve studies after Iakov Chernikov 
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Arkhitekturnye fantazii (Architectural Fantasies) of 1933.38  

These are very abstract formal studies, lessons in a new architectural idiom 

not meant for any specific program. Other projects and drawings from this period39 

reveal Vassilieve’s interest not only in the constructivists but also the New York 

avant-garde. During the late twenties and early thirties, the American decorative 

arts movement made quick amends for the country’s inability to produce an entry in 

the 1925 competition for the Exposition des Arts Decoratifs in Paris.40 The 

movement was particularly strong in New York, with the formation in 1930 of the 

American Union of Decorative Artists (AUDAC), a group of interior/industrial 

designers led by Paul Frankl and preceded by the formative American Designers 

Gallery in 1928. Among the members of AUDAC were Donald Deskey, Joseph 

Urban, John Vassos, and Wolfgang Hoffmann.  

In the same vein, one of the most striking of Vassilieve’s renderings in the 

Riaboff collection is a remarkable interior perspective of a lush deco / machine-age 

penthouse living room (fig. 47). The formal experimentation in this interior is that of 

a Gesamtkunstwerk. Every element is designed with an expressive plastic intent, 

from the sculptural modulation of the ceiling to the unusual glass fountain flanked 

by stained glass windows, fireplace, custom built-in and freestanding furniture, and 

even carefully selected plants. The geometric traces on the floor are reminiscent of 

textile designs by Sonia Delaunay. Also significant is the display of bold but 
                                            
38 Chernikhov may even have been an acquaintance of Vassilieve, having graduated from the 
Academy of Arts along with other Soviet architects Ivan Fomin, Vladimir Shukov, Alexsei Schusev, 
and Leonid Vesnin. 
39 In the collection given to his friend Russian architect Boris Riaboff. 
40 J. S. Johnson, American Modernism (New York: Abrams, 2000), 8. 
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 Fig. 47. Study for a penthouse interior 

 

restrained constructivist color in the red and black accents of the chairs, the walls, 

and the fireplace. The only Vassilieve drawing of a residential interior thus far 

discovered, it is a masterpiece of formal experimentation. Most early modern 

interior design is purely decorative: it fills a given space with well-designed furniture 

and wall coverings (e.g., Paul Frankl or Ilonka Karasz). Vassilieve manipulates 

interior volume to give it architectural form, a sense of deep, complex space. The 

only architect that comes close to this at the time, especially in New York, is 

William Lescaze, who is referenced in this drawing. The ceiling details and 

fireplace in particular utilize Lescaze-like motifs. But in typical fashion, Vassilieve 
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surpasses his influences, designing a space that captures the spirit of the work yet 

goes far beyond it.  

Vassilieve was not merely comfortable in the modern idiom but excelled in 

it. Two drawings of skyscrapers—neither dated, but sleek car designs and 

presence of airplanes that resemble the Spirit of St. Louis suggest the early 

1930s—exhibit a use of color unprecedented in American buildings of that type. 

The smaller skyscraper (fig. 48) shows a rectangular volume broken up into an 

asymmetrical massing, with a functional opaque black service core and base 

gripping a more transparent mass of office space rising to about twenty stories. 

This is divided by flush ribbon windows that alternate with horizontal white opaque 

bands, the whole accented by a complex red stripe that breaks up into rhythmic 

vertical balconies where the two volumes join. Howe and Lescaze’s PSFS 

skyscraper (1932) is a possible influence, though Vassilieve’s building is not as tall 

and combines constructivism with principles of the streamline. The second design 

(fig. 49), for a much larger skyscraper of perhaps sixty stories, is symmetrical in the 

front elevation but asymmetrical on the sides. Again, there is a complex 

interlocking of solid and void, with the dark service-core T shape providing both 

support and dramatic contrast with the glazed office volumes as they rise together 

in a pronounced and gracefully designed setback. The design is so original that it 

is hard to point to precedents. There may be a trace of Joseph Urban in the 

inverse skyscraper form above the entry. The drawings also place the structures 

vividly in context. 
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Fig. 48. Skyscraper study I                  Fig. 49. Skyscraper study II  

 

The smaller skyscraper is freestanding, at the edge of a park or within a green 

clearing in an urban environment. The larger building rises on a distinctly urban 

street corner but detached from the adjacent buildings. The purpose of the designs 

is not known; in form and use of color, however, both exhibit a new paradigm in 

skyscraper design. Small upwardly pointing airplanes in silver wash—a trope that 

reoccurs in numerous drawings—remind the viewer that these are structures for a 

machine-age that embraces new technology. The birds hovering over the medieval 

monastery in Belgrade (fig. 29) have joined the twentieth century.  
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Chicago 1933: A Century of Progress 

A suite of drawings in the Riaboff collection suggests that Vassilieve was involved 

in the 1933 Chicago Century of Progress exhibition (figs. 50, 51). These pastel 

night views include identifiable pavilions: the Transportation Building, the Hall of 

Science, the court of the Federal Building, the Social Science Building, the Chrysler 

Building, and the court of the Electrical Building. The colors are striking, and the 

pavilions are rendered in an impressionistic rather than precise manner. The 

drawings may well be studies for lighting rather than building design. In February 

1932, Joseph Urban was hired to do an “overall color scheme for the fair,”41 which 

included building colors and night lighting schemes. Urban may have hired 

Vassilieve to study nocturnal lighting effects—perhaps in connection with Thomas 

Lamb, the theater designer who was collaborated with Urban on the Palace of the 

Soviets competition entry that led to this commission. Elements in the drawings do 

not always match photographs of the built exhibition, suggesting that they were 

indeed studies made before the pavilions had been completed.   

        

Fig. 50. Hall of Science courtyard                   Fig. 51. View of the General Exhibits group 

                                            
41 John E. Findling, Chicago’s Great World’s Fairs. (New York: Manchester University Press, 1994), 
83. 
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An additional drawing from this suite, now at the Wolfsonian Museum, depicts a 

detail of the Federal Building. A symbolic figure stands out in relief against one of 

the Pylons of Justice, recalling Vassilieve’s entry to the Christopher Columbus 

Memorial competition of 1929, in which Columbus emerges in a similar fashion 

from a massive pylon.  

 

Modernizing Main Street 

As the decade progressed, industrial designers made continued efforts to give the 

nation a face-lift, under the guise of placing faith in the future despite the sallow 

economy. Raymond Loewy’s “restyling” generated a measure of optimism in 

consumers but ultimately proved more profitable to corporations. Numerous 

attempts were made, despite a poor reception to the House of Tomorrow at the 

1933 Chicago fair, to convince the public to “modernize” the home. The 

Metropolitan Museum in New York joined Loewy’s crusade with its 1934 

Contemporary American Industrial Arts Exposition, at which Loewy showcased an 

office design that was conveniently adapted to become his Cushman’s Bakery 

storefront of the same year. 

Architects were drawn in. In 1935, Architectural Record held a competition 

sponsored by the Libby-Owens Ford Glass Company and the F. W. Dodge 

Corporation to “Modernize Main Street.” Various commercial programs were given 

out, among them “Problem A: the Corner Drugstore.” Not exactly a breadwinner, 

unless you got the franchise, Vassilieve nevertheless could not resist the  
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 Fig. 52. 1935 Modernizing Main Street competition: drugstore  

 

temptation. He entered and won third prize (fig. 52). His project was published in 

Architectural Record’s March issue. Its simple black vitrolite exterior is broken by a 

frosted glass frieze, depicting doctors in an operating room, and a freestanding 

beveled glass show window that wraps around the street-front corner. A large neon 

sign reads “DRUG.” Detailed specifications for lighting and the showcase appear in 

the lower left-hand corner of the board. This is significant, showing that Vassilieve 

knew how to build and detail, skills mere “renderers” do not usually possess.  

Vassilieve also entered a 1937 competition for “A 20th Century House” (fig. 

53). The goal was to design a small house for the “American workman’s family” 

using panels prefabricated by the sponsor, the Harnischfeger Corporation. He did 

not win the competition, nor did Richard Neutra, who also entered. 
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      Fig. 53. 1937 “A 20th Century House” competition  

 

Three relatively boring and boxy homes that emphasized the sponsor’s product 

over the comfort and beauty of the home took the prizes. Vassilieve’s entry is 

notable for the elegance of design given the small size of the house (two 

bedrooms), the beauty of his pen-and-ink perspective, and its context. The house, 
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set against a mountainous backdrop, is surrounded by cacti and succulents, and 

the owners are clad in ten-gallon hats and chaps—as though on the border of 

Texas. Vassilieve appears to be saying that modernity is not a restrictively urban 

phenomenon but also meant for rough rural environments. The house is shown in 

relationship to nature: the organic forms of plants contrast the structure’s sleek 

panels as they did in Vassilieve’s urban penthouse and smaller skyscraper 

drawings. Very few modernists of the time could, or wanted to, unite those two 

realms.    

 

Boris Riaboff and the Tchetchet House 

In his 1949 report, Зодчие - выходцы из России: их роль и работы в 

Соединенных Штатах Северной Америки, (Architects-Descendants from 

Russia: Their Role and Work in the United States of North America), Theodore de 

Postels divides the Russian architects who arrived in the United States following 

the Revolution into two basic types: those who had completed their studies and 

begun to practice in Russia, and those who had just finished architecture school 

before the revolution struck. Boris Ivan Riaboff was of the latter group. A graduate 

of the Institute of Civil Engineers in St. Petersburg, he had been a captain in the 

tsar’s army for a short time when he received a letter relieving him of his duties in 

the wake of he revolution. He worked in Panama and Cuba before obtaining an 

architecture degree from the University of Pennsylvania. After apprenticing in Paul 

Cret’s studio and receiving a traveling fellowship to the American Academy in 

Rome, he returned to teach, first with Cret and then at the New York University 
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School of Architecture from 1932 to 1940. NYU’s architecture school was short-

lived, created in 1926 and closed in 1942, but employed some interesting faculty, 

including Eugene Schoen and Gilbert Rohde.  

Teaching was one way for an architect to survive the Depression years, but 

not for Vassilieve with his patchy command of English, though he did give a few 

lectures at NYU. Friends through the tight community of Russian émigrés, Riaboff 

and Vassilieve collaborated for a short period. In 1937, Riaboff began designing a 

house for Victor de Tchetchet in Great Neck, New York. Tchetchet was an artist 

and an interesting character. He worked in the risqué genre of pinups and star 

portraits for pulp magazine covers (fig. 54). Also a famous sailor, he is said to have 

invented the trimaran, designing the first boat with three pontoons instead of the 

catamaran’s two. A benefactor not only paid his way to the States but footed the 

bill for Tchetchet’s new house (fig. 55).42 

 

              

Fig. 54. Tchetchet cover art                 Fig. 55. Tchetchet House, Great Neck, New York 

                                            
42 Conversation with Victoria de Tchetchet, the artist’s granddaughter, July 11, 2007. 
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Riaboff’s worked in a classical vein: he designed, for example, the Tomb of the 

Unknown Soldier and additions to the Capitol in Washington DC. It is thus 

surprising to see the very modern home he devised for Tchetchet on Long Island. 

Vassilieve’s influence and Tchetchet’s desire for an eye-catching, dramatically 

different house probably explain the stylistic shift. Judging from a newspaper 

clipping, the house did raise a stir: generally positive, though, as initially stunned 

neighbors came to admire the design. Photos show Riaboff and Vassilieve during 

construction (fig. 56), looking content; it was no small feat to get a private 

commission at this point in the Depression. An early drawing (fig. 57) by Vassilieve 

shows a sober, relatively horizontal structure. The lot, however, was hilly and 

cascading cubes more dramatically follow the topography in the built structure. The 

lower story houses a two-bay garage and service areas; the principal story, the 

residence; and a third story, Tchetchet’s studio and a patio.  

      

Fig. 56.  Nicholas Vassilieve and Boris Riaboff on the Tchetchet construction site 
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      Fig. 57. Early study by Vassilieve for the Tchetchet House, c. 1937 

 

The final design has points in common with some of the cubist structures of 

Mallet-Stevens or the Amercan work of William Lescaze, with discreet horizontal 

bands of Pompeian red accenting the stark white facade. Not the first example of 

American residential modernism, it is nevertheless a striking, early, single-family 

modern home and among the first in its region. 

 

New York City Planning Commission: the “dual path” returns 

Vassilieve began to make inroads to a more stable government job starting in 

1936, through a friendship with Robert Moses. How the two met, or remained in 

touch, is not known; it may have been through work with Whitney and Laman, 

perhaps via initial sketches for the Triborough Bridge (1936). In any case, 

Vassilieve began his career at the New York City Bridge and Tunnel Authority on  
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Fig. 58. NYC zoning envelope study       Fig. 59. Harrison, Ballard, and Allen rezoning book 

 

July 27, 1936, in the design department under E. Owre. He was ranked “Renderer 

grade 4” and received a salary of $3,120,43 roughly three times the average 

remuneration during that decade. At sixty-one, the salary was undoubtedly 

welcome, though Vassilieve again fell short of the title “architect.” The Bridge and 

Tunnel Authority was created under the auspices of the state legislature in 1933, in 

order to fund access to Manhattan via bridges and tunnels after the city’s projects 

had been halted by the Depression.44 Multiple structures were built during the 

thirties, among them the Triborough (1936), Henry Hudson (1936), and Bronx 

Whitestone (1939) bridges, and the Queens Midtown Tunnel (1940). 

In 1938, Vassilieve was transferred to the New York City Planning 

Commission, where he continued to work until his forced retirement, at age 

seventy-eight, in 1953. There, he produced a steady flow of design and illustration 

                                            
43  From a New York City Tunnel Authority Record dated July 27,1936 for Nicholas B. Vassilieve 
44  Metropolitan Transportation Authority Web site: www.mta.nyc.ny.us/bandt/html/btintro.htm 
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work, much as he had during his civil service period in St. Petersburg. The design 

work consisted principally of urban planning projects ranging from a “New Avenue 

between 5th and Avenue of the Americas” to establishing the new city zoning 

regulations. The latter were released in a 1950 book, Plan for Rezoning the City of 

New York by Harrison, Ballard, and Allen (figs. 58, 59). A member of the design 

team, Vassilieve was also responsible for the final plans and perspectives. He 

provided illustrations for covers for the commission’s publications (such as New 

York: The World’s Capital City) and annual reports. His most important contribution 

thus far discovered in this vein are eight pencil renderings of the new zoning types 

done for the 1950 zoning report. He replaced Hugh Ferriss, who had rendered the 

previous study. Vassilieve occasionally worked alongside Ferriss on renderings 

during the design of the United Nations headquarters (fig. 60). George Dudley, 

assistant to Wallace Harrison, remarked: 

He was the second-best renderer. We used him if Ferriss was unavailable or if 
there was a lot of work.45 

 
 

This suggests that Vassilieve did other work done for Harrison, both before and 

after this period; given Harrison’s ties to Rockefeller and Moses, his office often 

functioned as an extension of the planning commission. Vassilieve was loved and 

respected by his colleagues at the commission. Helen O’Brian, who is still on staff, 

remembers Vassilieve as definitely of “the old school. He was so gracious. You just 

don’t find them like that anymore.”46 Vassilieve could have retired much     

                                            
45 Quoted by Ted Gachot in a conversation with George A. Dudley during the writing of  Dudley’s 
book, A Workshop for Peace: Designing the United Nations Headquarters (Cambridge: MIT Press 
1994) 
46  Helen O’Brian - New York City Planning Commission, interviewed by the author, March 27, 2006.  
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       Fig. 60. Vassilieve rendering for UN Council Room circular scheme #1  

 

earlier to pursue his private interests, but from the planning commission’s 

perspective, “he was just too hard a worker at the age of 70 for the city to lose!”47 

He stayed another eight years. 

 

Final competitions: a modern classicism 

A decade separates Vassilieve’s last known competition entries, but they share 

certain common points: monumental scale and modernized classicism. In 1940, he 

entered competition for the Belgrade National Opera (fig. 61), collaborating with his 

former associate at the tunnel authority Joshua D. Lowenfish. Lowenfish had  

                                            
47 “Bayside Architect Fled From Russia” 
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   Fig. 61. 1940 Belgrade National Opera competition: N. Vassilieve with J. Lowenfish 

 

previously competed for several 1939 New York World’s Fair pavilions, at least one 

of which, the Contemporary Arts Pavilion, was built.48  

The Belgrade opera scheme is quite monumental. The mass of the opera is 

broken down on the sides by an ingenious colonnade, like the base of a Greek 

temple without the roof structure or pediment. The forecourt reflecting pool takes 

an irregular triangular shape that defines an L-shaped covered walk around the 

buildings front and side, terminating in a slender tower topped with a statue of a 

horse rearing into the air. The tower recalls the Palace of the Soviets project,  

 

                                            
48 Further Lowenfish-Vassilieve collaborations may exist among these. The designs have a distinct 
resemblance to latter’s work, and he was never one to miss a competition! 
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except that here it breaks rather than reinforces the overall symmetry of the 

design. Vassilieve’s memories of Belgrade appear to have conjured a classical 

vocabulary, albeit stripped down like that emerging throughout Europe at the time. 

War and instability again beget a return to monumental and antiquarian forms. The 

competition received seventy-four entries. A group of Italian architects took first 

place; two Germans, second; and Vassilieve and Lowenfish, third. The results 

were proudly announced in the New York Times (April 22, 1940) and published 

with both boards and model in the June 1940 issue of Pencil Points. 

The last of Vassilieve’s known competition entries is the “Competition for the 

Empirial [sic] of Ethiopia—1949” (fig. 62). Emperor Haile Selassie I assumed the 

throne of Ethiopia on November 1, 1930, crowned by Coptic Archbishop Abune 

Kyrillos. (Vassilieve’s interest may have been piqued by the fact that the Copts are 

a branch of the Orthodox Church based in Africa.) Selassie was a progressive 

leader who tried to modernize his country, but he was forced into exile when  

 

    

Fig. 62. 1949 competition for the Imperial Palace of Ethiopia 
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Mussolini’s forces invaded in 1936. After the French liberated Ethiopia in 1941, 

Selassie returned to assume the throne. The 1948 competition offered a $20,000 

prize for the winning design of the emperor’s new palace:  

No restrictions as to architectural style will hamper the competing architects and engineers. 
. . the palace ensemble shall be of sober and majestic style. The article reminds the 
competitors that ‘the Ethiopian Dynasty draws its origins from King Solomon and the Queen 
of Saba,’ historic facts that should be reflected in the building’s conception. 

Approximately 100,000 cubic meters in volume, the palace will gather under its 
roof, besides the imperial family, visiting chiefs of state, who up to now have been housed 
in villas three or four miles from the Emperor’s home, will provide quarters for offices and 
service, now also found outside, and will include in its group of reception rooms, a court 
theatre, a throne room, an audience room and a celebrations room. The specifications for 
the new structure call for a frame of reinforced concrete, masonry of stone, partitions of 
brick and facades of cut stone. Rich in quarries, Ethiopia offers to the contestant a variety 
that includes the rosy yellow violet stone of Ambo, the dark grey-violet granite of Harar and 
the yellow stone of Kabana.49  
 

Sketches from three different collections have been attributed to this project. The 

first, a colored elevation on tracing paper, shows a bilaterally symmetrical facade 

with two side wings and a courtyard marked by bare rectangular pylons. The 

palace rises majestically, like an ancient ziggurat. The red stone cladding and 

cubic outlines recall Schusev’s tomb for Lenin, but the structure is softened by 

groupings of white marble statues. The next drawing, a perspective (fig.62, left), 

appears to employ the yellow and rosy violet stones mentioned in the brief. The 

targeted impression of an Egyptian mastaba and stepped pyramid is enhanced by 

the angle of the perspective, emphasizing more steps that lead up to the courtyard, 

with a grand statue of Selassie in the center. The vertical lines of the tower, 

reminiscent of a New York skyscraper, and the three airplanes in triangular 

formation above (another self-citation) reconcile historic past and progressive 

future. The final drawing, an aerial axonometric in watercolor (fig. 62, right), is a 

                                            
49“Palace Designers Get Ethiopian Bid” (NYT Aug. 4, 1948) p.8. 
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superb rendering of the whole complex. Roof gardens suggest Rockefeller Center 

but also King Solomon’s temple. These complex “roofscapes,” with trees, gardens, 

and fountains, spread over the side wings and central pavilion, embrace the 

ceremonial courtyard with its spare rectangular columns that create timeless 

tectonic icons of “place.” These are echoed by two large opposing slabs in a 

semicircular garden with a large basin outside the precinct. The overall effect is of 

a striking monument to the past and present as well as a vivid oasis worthy of an 

Emperor in the barren desert. A remarkable transcendent quality pervades the 

project, a peacefulness and silence suitable to Vassilieve’s last known design. 

Subtlety, of course, does not often claim the prize, and that was, unfortunately, the 

case here. The judges chose a banal classical scheme by French architect Henri 

Chomette. 

Vassilieve’s day job at the planning commission allowed him to pursue his 

passion for architectural competitions. His Bayside, Queens, studio was apparently 

hung from floor to ceiling with winning sketches.50 Unfortunately, American 

competitions were scarce and becoming more so. Vassilieve laments:  

But in America, such contests rarely turn up. Most builders appear to prefer hiring 
an architectural firm right off the bat, instead of picking from complete designs.51 

 

Ambitious, and frustrated, when asked at retirement (fig. 63) about his biggest 

desire, Vassilieve responded, “to win another competition.”52 Disappointed,  

                                            
50 Letter from Alexander Malitsky to Irene Riaboff dated August 9, 1977. 
51 “Bayside Architect Fled From Russia”  
52 Ibid. 
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Fig. 63. 1952 interview with Vassilieve                Fig. 64. Ivanov portrait of Vassilieve 

 

uprooted, yet apparently unflinching in enthusiasm for architecture, Vassilieve 

passed away, with pencil in hand, at his Bayside home on October 15, 1958. A 

letter from his niece, Nina Malitsky, states that nearly twenty years later, in 1977, 

his studio remained untouched. Like a museum, drawings hung framed on the wall, 

a portrait of Vassilieve by Vladimir Ivanov among them (fig. 64).53  

 

The early 1930s were perhaps the apogee of Vassilieve’s creative career. He 

returned to modernism in a form radically different from his earlier Petersburg 

“Northern Modern,” embracing the machine-age with energy and curiosity in all 

currents of the avant-garde. Having designed apartment complexes for over 250, 

he still reveled in the opportunity to design a workingman’s two-bedroom 
                                            
53 Letter from Alexander Maalitsky to Irine Riaboff dated August 9, 1977. 



  

 81 
 

residence, lavishing upon it the same attention he would give to an imperial palace 

ten years later. 

Return to “civil service,” at the planning commission, restored the stable 

side of his “dual path.” With competitions scarce, Vassilieve might have accepted 

his lot and turned toward the design of Orthodox Churches. Yet his passion for 

architecture remained regardless of the program. His final known design, for the 

Ethiopian palace competition, was among his best, synthesizing the opposition 

between ancient and modern that ran through all his work in a remarkably 

transcendent solution: a peaceful resting place to end a career. 
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Conclusion 

This preliminary, essentially biographical study opens many avenues for research 

that would add to our understanding of the architect. Nevertheless, we can begin to 

examine the legacy and significance of Nicholas B. Vassilieve’s architectural work. 

 

The value of the antihero  

The nature of Vassilieve’s career calls into question the traditional boundaries of 

modernist architectural history. He cut no clear path that fits with the mythic 

structure architectural historians tend to apply to modernism; that structure is, at 

any rate, inadequate to describe and interpret what is known of his activities so far. 

Vassilieve produced work that was at the forefront of modernism, first in his 

Petersburg “Northern Modern” period and later in New York, but he did not arrive at 

those architectural innovations along the polemically structured path of the devout 

modernist. Rather, intervals of neoclassicism and Slavic romanticism were 

interspersed with experimentations in art nouveau, constructivism, and streamline 

modernism. Franco Borsi maintains in his book The Monumental Era: European 

Architecture 1929–1939 that no clear-cut moment delineates the start of the 

modernist movement. Classicism coexisted and, at times, merged or crossed into 

modernism. The distinctions were not always straightforward; rather, the 

movement was one of a sine curve undulating by period, region, and the particular 

designer or architect. To take Russian avant-garde architecture as a case in point, 

one cannot imagine a more emblematic figure than Ivan Leonidov; yet his only built 
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work, completed toward the end of his career, was a copy of a Renaissance 

stairway.  

A proper post-structuralist history of architecture would aim at revealing the 

complexities of architectural production rather than courting a fictional narrative of 

reductive simplicity. Hitchcock and Johnson’s International Style exhibition and 

book exemplify a selective, prescriptive understanding of twentieth-century 

architecture: one that chooses to emphasize its polemical character. Does 

architecture “progress” heroically? Or does it, rather, reflect the cultural, economic, 

and technological conditions of its times? Vassilieve’s opus is exemplary in 

revealing the complex forces at work in the tension between idealized training (be it 

classical or modernist) and the realities of the industrialized world that demand an 

appropriate architectural response. Architectural history lionizes those who, in their 

written polemic, seem to make an irreversible shift into modernity. Yet even among 

those architects, few made an abrupt and final plunge. Ideas fade as others take 

hold. As they do, oscillation is the norm, not the exception.    

 From the perspective of a mythic, polemically structured modernism, 

Vassilieve is an antihero. Events of tragic scale—the Russian Revolution, the 

Great Depression, World War Il— framed his life. Without institutional support, he 

chose to adapt as best he could. Humility and a lack of language skills made a 

written “polemic” impossible, leaving his work without a voice in his adopted land. 

Furthermore, the spirit of collaboration cultivated in his formative years ran directly 

against the grain of heroic individualism. The heroic architect speaks a unique 

idiom and is recognized by architectural historians precisely for his articulate 
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position. Is the work of the “voiceless” architect meaningless or just harder to 

place?  

 

Competitions and paper architecture 

An interesting lesson to be drawn from Vassilieve’s career is the importance of the 

competitions in creating and perpetuating an architectural discourse. While the 

competition system defines Russian and European architecture even to this day, 

America has always preferred to operate under direct commission. Competitions 

tend to invite a more visionary stance. They provide a forum for theoretical 

expression that is an essential complement to built work. In countries that continue 

this tradition, architecture is a cultural force, not merely a service industry. Strictly 

dependent upon the market, direct commissions are often about the least 

expensive project and most competitive bidder.  

Competitions became, in a sense, Vassilieve’s “voice.” Paper architecture, 

be it theoretical or the result of a competition that was not won, is not often given 

equal weight in writing architectural history. Yet we have seen in Vassilieve’s case 

how often the better work is not the chosen work. The unbuilt production of the 

Russian avant-garde has had a fundamental influence on contemporary 

architecture. Likewise, visionary designs, like Vassilieve’s Palace of the Soviets’ 

entry, deserve to be studied alongside history’s built projects. 
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The émigré 

The uncertain position of the émigré is another under-explored aspect of 

architectural history that Vassilieve’s raises. The United States is supposedly built 

upon a “melting pot,” but this rhetorical stance glorifies diversity when the more 

common reality is assimilation.  

The tale of the successful émigré architect is part of a mythology deeply 

inbred in the American psyche, together with the “rags to riches” story or the “self-

made man” epic. Those who did succeed—Schindler, Neutra, and later on 

Gropius, Breuer or Mies—were a mere handful compared to the thousands who 

struggled to recover from a sudden loss of client base, language problems, and 

age. To arrive young was one thing, to arrive at middle age quite another. Louis 

Kahn, a Russian, was five when he came to the United States, his parents fleeing 

the anti-Semitism of Orthodox Russia. Other Jewish architects fled Vienna for New 

York, but many found only small-scale commercial work in the “land of 

opportunity,” their talent often wasted or quickly forgotten. Politically, the Russians 

were suspect in a way that German émigrés escaping the Nazis were not. The fear 

of Bolshevism rising from within stubbornly persisted as a perceived threat to 

American capitalism.  

Vassilieve managed despite the cultural and linguistic barriers because of 

his talent, but he also brought with him new ideas and interests that went 

unrecognized in America. His interest in Iakov Chernikov was probably the first 

recognition of that architect by another residing in the United States. His use of 

color, particularly on the exterior of buildings—so rare in prewar construction—is 
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exceptional. How would it have affected the course of American architecture if his 

work were given more substantial expression? What might have happened if the 

“master” of “Northern Modern” had been able to retain the title “architect” rather 

than being relegated to the shadows, a mere “renderer”?   

 

Future work 

Vassilieve is a fascinating architect, one whose story had been only half told. More 

of his work will very likely surface, further elucidating his American career. This 

study is a beginning, at best a schematic outline; many gaps in his oeuvre remain 

to be filled. Additional sources pertaining to his achievements in the United States 

must be explored. Other areas, such as his Belgrade period, are almost completely 

unknown.  

What resonates most about the figure of Vassilieve, however, is that he is 

just one case study among a group of about sixty Russian émigré architects who 

arrived in the New York area immediately after the revolution. Some of them—

Roman Meltzer, Theodore de Postels, Ernst Virrikh, Mikhail Dubinsky, Alexsei 

Zakharov—were well-established figures in the Russian architectural scene. 

Others had just finished their studies and began their careers in the United States. 

Boris Riaboff, David Oltharzhvsky, Nikolai Grozdev, and Ivan Palmov, to name a 

few. Two women, Helan Tomacheva and Elizabeth Samsonov-Kamininskaya, 

were among the latter group. These and other architects are mentioned in a report 

published in 1949, Зодчие - выходцы из России: их роль и работы в 

Соединенных Штатах Северной Америки (Architects-Descendants from Russia: 
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Their Role and Work in the United States of North America), by Theodore de 

Postels. Much is known about the two generations of designers who remained in 

Russia or grew up during the revolution in the Soviet Union, but what about this 

“lost generation” that preceded them or chose to emigrate? Its history is yet to be 

written and will provide a fascinating chapter in the cross-cultural exchange of 

architects between Russia and the United States. As the picture becomes clearer, 

the activities of Vassilieve and other Russian émigré architects may well contribute 

to redefining our understanding of American modernism. 
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Appendix 1 
 
Chronology of Building Projects  
This is an appended listing, originally from Lisovskii & Isachenko Nikolai Vasiliev 
Aleksei Bubyr (St. Petersburg: Beloe i Chernoe 1999), with the addition of new 
projects and drawings located by the author of the present study in American 
public and private collections (marked below with an asterisk). Drawings without a 
date are inserted in their probable timeframe. 
 
N. V. Vassilieve: 
 
1901 Church and Chapel at the Krаsnenkoe cemetery in St. Petersburg 
1902 Renovation of the V.P. Sukacheva apartments in St. Petersburg 
1903 Volkonsky House 

Church at the Children's City Hospital in St. Petersburg 
A. I. Liholeta's Apartment Building in Kharkov 

1904 V. Savitskogo Apartment Building in Tsarskoe Selo 
V. Savitskogo House in Tsarskoe Selo 

1905 Krutikovoge House in St. Petersburg 
1906 Theater Competition  
 Public Assembly Buildings in Voronezh 

Commercial School in Kazan 
Grammar School for 700 students in Rostova-Yaroslavl 
Ushakova House, St. Petersburg 

1908 House Remodeling for Vorontsova-Dashkova in Pаrgоlоv 
The Guards Economic Society, St. Petersburg 
Friday Mosque in St. Petersburg 
Museum in Moscow 
People’s Assembly Hall named after Aksakov in Ufa 
Apartment Complex in St. Petersburg 
Northern Insurance Society Building in Moscow 

1909 City Merchant Bank and Hotel "Astoria" in Kharkov 
 City Bath House 
1910 The Technical School of Kirill and Mefody in Perm 

Apartment Complex for the Petersburg Merchant’s Council, St. Petersburg 
Apartment Complex for the 1st Russian Insurance Society in St. Petersburg  
Bank in Ekaterinoslav 
Temple for the 300-anniversary of the Romanov Dynasty in St. Petersburg 
Aleksandrovsky Convent  in  St. Petersburg 
Trading Rows in Ekaterinburg 

1911 Administrative Building  
Apartment complex for the 2nd Russian Insurance Company in St.  
Petersburg 
Temple - Monument in Lubave 
Neva Thread Factory Building in St. Petersburg 

1912 Project for an Art School in Kharkov 
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Competition project (2nd prize) administrative buildings in the Zemskoy 
province of Chernigov 
Noblemen’s Assembly in St. Petersburg 
Low Income Housing on Kiev St. in St. Petersburg 
Contract Hall in Kiev 
Trading Rows (" New Passage ") in St. Petersburg 
Church on the Murgabsk Tsar’s estate 

1913 Assembly Club building of the Tifliss Group 
City Hall in Tsaritsin 
Ministry of Trade and Industry Buildings in St. Petersburg 
Society of Technology Building in St. Petersburg 
Building for the Credit Society in St. Petersburg  
State House in Rostov 
House in Blagoveshchensk 
Retirement Home in Memory of the 300th Anniversary of the Romanov 
Dynasty 
Evangelic Female Hospital in St. Petersburg 

1914 Noblemen’s Assembly in Vitebsk 
All Russian Central Institute for the Protection of Motherhood and Infancy 
Worker Housing of Expedition newspaper in St. Petersburg 
Museum of the Russian North named after Lomonosov in Arkhangelsk 
The State Bank on Mikhailovskaya Square in Petersburg  
People’s Assembly Hall in Rostov-on-Don 

1915 Stasjulevicha House in Petrograd 
1916 Railway Station in Еkaterinоslav  
 Sanitoria in Tsarskoe Selo 

Building for a Joint-Stock Company "Тechnogor" in Petrograd  
Commercial School in Perm 
Mud baths in Evpatoria 
Passenger Building Petrograd - Oknata  

1917 Church at the Severo-Donesk Railway 
 Administrative building in central Russia 
1920 Project for a Mausoleum and an Art Building 
(n.d.)* Temple Ruins in the Crimea 
(n.d.)* Four satirical drawings of Russians in the Crimea 
(n.d.)* Drawing of a monastery in Belgrade (?)  
1922* Chicago Herald Tribune Building, Chicago 
(n.d.)* Studies for St. Nicholas Cathedral Ikonostass 
1924* Tower Building, NYC 
1924* Colonnaded vestibule for an unknown skyscraper, NYC 
1924* Ikonostass and alter for St. Nicholas Cathedral, NYC 
1925 State Industry Building in Kharkov 
1926* Consolidated Gas Company Tower, NYC 
1927* Hunting Lodge for Fyodor Chaliapin, Biarritz, France 
1927* New York Central Building 
(n.d.)* Project for an Estonian pavilion for an unknown exhibition  
1929 Monument to Christopher Columbus in Santo-Domingo  
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(n.d.)* Revised Hunting Lodge for Fyodor Chaliapin, Biarritz, France 
(n.d.)* Urban skyscraper massing study  
1931 Palace of the Soviets, Moscow 
(n.d.)* Penthouse apartment, NYC 
(n.d.)* Four studies in the manner of Chernikov 
(n.d.)* Urban skyscraper study  
(n.d.)* Suburban skyscraper study 
1933* Chicago World’s Fair night studies in pastel 
1935 Drugstore Competition.  
1935* Foodstore Competition.  
1937* A 20th Century Home Competition.  
1937* Tchetchet Residence, New York 
1939* Competition for a monument to José Martí in Havana, Cuba 
1940* Belgrade Opera House competition, Serbia 
(n.d.)* Study for St. Nicholas Orthodox Cathedral in Washington D.C. 
1947* Council Room United Nations, NYC 
1948* New York: The World’s Capital – Cleveland Rodgers 
1948* Proposed New Avenue between 5th and Avenue of the Americas 
1949* Imperial Palace in Ethiopia competition 
(n.d.)* Study for a Russian Orthodox Church façade. 
1950* Plan for Rezoning the City of New York - Harrison, Ballard & Allen 
 Zoning studies 
1950* Planning Progress, NYC Planning Commission journal 
1951* Planning Progress, NYC Planning Commission journal 
(n.d.)* Watercolor of St. Petersburg Mosque 
 
 
N. V. Vassilieve and A. Bubyr: 
 
1906 Apartment House at 11 Stremiannyi Street, St. Petersburg 

Peter the Great City Hospital, St. Petersburg 
Theater in Reval 

1907 Theater in Tambov 
1908 German Theater in Reval 

Kursaal-Theater in Еssenturkas 
1909 Private Residence for A. M. Luther in Reval 

Boarding School in Ekaterinburg  
Theater, Concert Hall, Casino & Restaurant for the Estonian Musical 
Society in Reval 

1910 Apartment House for A. M. Luther in Reval 
1912 Factory Building for A. M. Luther in Reval 

Town Hall in Reval  
Housing Complex for the Basin Cooperative Society, St. Petersburg 
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Appendix 2 
 
Journal Publications  
This is a partial listing of the work of Nicholas Vassilieve found in Russian 
architectural journals compiled from Lisovskii & Isachenko Nikolai Vasiliev Aleksei 
Bubyr (St. Petersburg: Beloe i Chernoe 1999). 
 
Зодчий (Zodchii) 
 
1902 No. 6,8,9 
1903  plate 7, 
1904 No. 1-2 pp. 35-38 plates 22,64,33, 
1905 No. 1 pp. 34-38, No. 12 pp. 449-452  plates 14, No. 14p.179, No. 23 p. 284 
plates 29-30 
1906 Plates 37, 38, 7, 8, 29, 30 No. 23 p.24, No. 40 p.402, No. 46 p.465 
1907 No. 29 p. 309 plates 34-36, 9, 31,34, 
1908 plate 58, 10, 22, 
1909 No. 8 p. 81, No. 14 p. 146. plate 17, 33, No. 28 p.289 plates 47,43,44, No. 48 
p. 384 
1910 plate 59, 58, 34-36, 60 
1911 plate 5, 6,54 
1912 plate 25,18, 11,37, No. 8 p. 65 
1913 plate 44,7, 72, 62, No. 10 p.119 plate 15 
1914 No. 11 p.128, 14, 15, 43, No. 15. p. 173 plate 16, 47 48, No. 14 p.162 
1915 plate 2, 
1916 plate 24, 51, 52 
1917 No. 10-13 pp. 84, 85, plates 45, No. 35-38 p. 197 
1918 No. 2 pp.14-16 
 
Строитель (Stroitel) 
 
1904. No. 1-2 pp. 35-38 
1905. No. 1 pp. 34-38, No. 13. 
 
Архитектура Ленинграда (Arkitektura Leningrada) 
 
1938 No. 2. p. 58-59. 
 
Известия Общества гражданских инженеров 
(Proceedings of the Society of Cvil Engineers) 
 
1908 No. 2.  
1909 No. 1 
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Ежегодник Московского архитектурного общества  

Вып. 1. М., 1909. Л. 100.  

Записки Московского архитектурного общества 

(Notes of Moscow Architectural Society) 

1906-1907. М., Iss. 3. 

1907. Plate 7-10  

Ежегодник Общества архитекторов-художников 

(Ezhegodnik Obshcestva arkhitektorov-khudozhnikov) 

Выи. 5. СПб., 1910. С. 159. 
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Appendix 3 
 
Partial list of competitions (no dates) from Vassilieve’s New York City 
Tunnel Authority personal record dated July 27, 1936. Consulted by 
the author of the present study. 
 
Russia: Petrograd and vicinity    Prizes     
 
1. Cathedral of all Mohammedans, Petrograd  I and II  Constructed 
2. Apartment House on big area of 1st Insurance Co. I and IV 
3. Planning of Suburbs 
4. Planning of Suburbs 
5. Theatre on the Marsfield     I 
6. Sanatorium for Officers on Tzarskoe Selo  I  Started 
7. Residence in Tzarskoe Selo    I  Constructed 
8. Market       I 
9. Electric Power Station     I 
10. Church in Memory of the Romanoff’s Dynasty I 
11. State Department of Commerce & Industry  III 
12. St. Petersburg Credit Bank    I 
13. Office Building – Moscow    I 
14. Architect’s Club – Moscow    II 
15. Annex to Rumyanzev Museum – Moscow  II 
16. Planning of Large Suburbs – Moscow  I 
17. A Large Apartment House – Moscow   IV 
 
In Various Russian Cities and Serbia   Prizes     
 
18. Theatre in Revel (German Theatre)   I  Constructed 
19. Theatre in Revel (Estonian Theatre)   I   
20. Theatre in Juriev      I   
21. Theatre in Vilna      I 
22. Theatres in Voronege and Ekaterinburg  I and II  
23. National Home in UFA     II  Constructed 
24.Theatre and Casino in Essentucky in Cauvasus I and II 
25. Bank, Offfice Building and Hotel in Kharkov  I  Constructed 
26. Central War Department in Serbia   I 
27. Market Building in Kiev     II 
28. Market and Hotel in Bklagoveshenek   II 
29. High School in Voronege    II 
30. Railroad Station in Voronege    III 
31. Memorial Chapel for Fellow Warriors in Crimea I and II 
32. Planning of Suburbs near Odessa   I 
33. Composition of Banks, Offices Market and Malls  
       in Odessa      I 
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34. Prize for Building in Belgrade, Serbia   I  Constructed 
35. Public Dormitories in Nizni Novgorod   I 
36. Church in Ukrania     III 
37. Armenian Club in Tiflis     I 
38. Commercial School in Perm    II 
39. School in Vologoda     II 
40. Hall of Nobility in Vitebsk    I 
41. People’s House in Rostov    I     
and others 91 in all 
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