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Strange as it may seem Gothic never died. Appropriately perhaps it has been living in 
an art-historical netherworld where the struggling forces of formal modernism and social 
realism seem to have reigned for nigh on a century. Yet the very struggle of these forces 
belies the place, and strength, of the Gothic: in their attempts to suppress it, the different 
parties acknowledged both its grip and its mystery. Let our conception of the Gothic Modern 
be one of vaults. For vaults, as we know, are underground chambers for the living, dead and 
treasured, as well as arched structures and the heavens. The pointed rib vault, from four-part 
to stellar and fan, represents the dynamic span of Gothic. Of course vault also means vigorous 
leap and, with that, transcendence. Here we focus on Gothic Modern’s Russian vaults.

We can conceive our vaults as vessels of matter and spirit. On the one hand they 
are grounded in craft and collectivity, this while simultaneously being celestially aspirant, a 
romantic questing for spiritual uplift. On the other, they are dark and decadent, an irrational 
foray into horror and descent. They can offer the sublime and the grotesque. Urged on by the 
writings of Wilhelm Worringer, Richard Sterba, Josef Strzygowski and Karl Scheffler, among 
many others, our vaults are identifiable in artworks from seemingly disparate movements 
and centres. So far from just spanning inflections of Expressionism and Surrealism, they cross 
Cubism, Constructivism and the International Style, while deriving much of their esprit from 
Symbolism and Art Nouveau. In the spirit of the Gothic Modern vault let us move backwards 
to move forwards, let us spring from a subversive alliance of bold post-revolutionary 
avant-garde architectonics to fin-de-siècle painterly anxieties and apparitions (and back). 

In 1919 a young architect, Nikolay Istselennov, joined the new Russian Soviet Republic’s 
Commission of Painterly-Sculptural-Architectural Synthesis (Zhivskulptarkh). As a collective run 
by the Fine Art Section (IZO) of the People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment (Narkompros), 
the group was responsible for initiating Soviet avant-garde architectural language. A key 
project upon which Istselennov and the other Zhivskulptarkh members worked was the 
design of a Temple of Communion between Nations. This was to be a fulcrum for socialist 
(Comintern) exchange where the peoples of the world would unite in mass gatherings. 
Istselennov’s designs reveal how embedded Gothic was within the modernist prism, providing 
a springboard (vault) for fellow Zhivskulptarkh designers, not least Alexander Rodchenko with 
his architectural compositions.1 Take, for example, Istselennov’s organic, asymmetrical plans 
and crystalline elevations, with their emphasis on dynamic growth, assertive energy and 
castellated defence. And compare his spiky, glazed atrium with its radiating zigzags, ogival arch 
and over-sized stars, with Lyonel Feininger’s beacon-like cathedral of the future, the woodcut 
reproduced in the Bauhaus programme, also in 1919. Both possess a romantic archaicism 
while championing post-imperial, and post-First World War, socio-material transformation.

1 Concerning this, see, in particular, multiple illustrations reproduced in Selim Khan-Magomedov. 
Pioneers of Soviet Architecture: The Search for New Solutions in the 1920s and 1930s. London: 
Thames & Hudson, 1987.
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During the first Cold War, Western scholars 
trained their eyes on Constructivism’s formal 
abstract-modernist qualities, backed, of course, by its 
social revolutionary aspect. It was largely left to two 
Soviet architectural and art historians, notably Selim 
Khan-Magomedov and Dmitri Sarabianov, to vault 
the divide and reveal the movement’s intrinsic Gothic 
force lines. While the former did so with regard to 
Zhivskulptarkh, the latter embraced the Gothicness of 
Liubov Popova (1889–1924). Observing her Painterly 
Architectonics and Spatial Force Construction images 
(1918–19) Sarabianov noted:

The acute angles that dominate the [Painterly 
Architectonics] composition arouse Gothic 
associations. They pierce the white space like 
arrows. The strong feeling of a struggle between 
light and dark is created […]. The unique rib forms 
in the late Popova refer us back to her earlier 
‘Gothicism’ […] transformed into stripes, arrows, 
rays, the lines stretch out into long zigzag stripes. 
The acute angles retained their ‘Gothic nuances’. 
A powerful dynamic was realised […] they hold an 
inner force...2

In drawing attention to Popova’s Gothic angles, Sarabianov was following the critic and 
avant-garde advocate Ivan Aksenov, whose review of her posthumous exhibition in 1924 drew 
out her indebtedness to Russia’s pre-eminent Gothic symbolist Mikhail Vrubel (1856–1910). 
Aksenov mentioned that a great deal of Vrubel memorabilia was found in Popova’s studio and 
library when they were cleared after her death. He then summed up the relationship:

Vrubel, that pre-Cubism cubist, was the primary creative authority for our artist […]. 
Vrubel’s Gothic coincided with L.S. [Popova]’s personal draw to the Gothic style, to its 
volumetric structuring, to the sharply articulated facets of its intersecting planes. It is no 
coincidence that […] in the year [1912] of Vrubel’s [posthumous] exhibition in Moscow 
she was particularly interested in the pencil drawings made when Vrubel was already 
ill. It is perfectly reasonable to suggest that the Cézannism of Popova’s own sketches (of 
trees), created in the summer 1912, was, to a remarkable degree, permeated by a Gothic 
perception of nature.3

2 From Dmitri V. Sarabianov & Natalia L. Adaskina. Liubov Popova. London: Thames & Hudson, 1990, 
137, 140, 141.

3 I. A. Aksenov. ‘Posmertnaya vystavka L.S. Popovoy’, Zhizn’ iskusstva, 3 February 1925, 5, 4–5. 
Author’s translation.

Liubov Popova, Spatial Force Construction, study, 1921
Photo: Art Heritage / Alamy Stock Photo 
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In fact, as the figurehead for Russian modernism that he was, a Gothic sensibility can 
be discerned across his entire oeuvre. Thus Vrubel probed Gothic decadence and aspiration, 
from his early attempts to depict himself as a tragic, wilful yet uncertain Hamlet (1880s), 
through the struggling Faustian and chivalric imagery of his stained-glass, mural and sculpture 
designs for the neo-Gothic Moscow mansions (designed by Fedor Shekhtel) of the Morozov 
family (1890s), to his ultimate obsession with visualising the transitoriness of life, the demonic 
and macabre. It is therefore to be found in, for instance, such range as his late majolica 
ashtrays (c. 1903), his painting of the iridescent, ocular-like layers of nacre from pearl oysters 
(1904), and his final nervous drawings of fragments of objects and his own body parts as 
perceived at the mental health clinics to which he was confined for much of the first decade of 
the 20th century. Perhaps most significantly a Gothic irreason and liminal suspension between 
worlds of spirit and matter is recognisable in Vrubel’s series of Demon images. In this, not 
least the monumental Seated Demon (1890) and Demon Downcast (1902), Vrubel broodily 
spans the crux of human and superhuman folly through single hybrid, deformed and stilled 
figures cramped between assertive abstracted angular forms of jutting mountains, glowing 
skies and a faceted mosaic of non-flying wings.

Vrubel’s visual Gothic Modern journey exceeds, while being parallel to, those 
of numerous other experimental, questing non-Russian artists of the era either side 
of the turn of the 20th century, not least: František Kupka, e.g. Contrastes Gothiques 
(c. 1920); Stanisław Wyspiański, e.g. stained- glass cartoons for medieval kings and 
bishops of Poland, for the Wawel Cathedral, Kraków, (c. 1900); Robert Delaunay with his 
Parisian Saint-Séverin vaulted paintings and prints (1909–20); Wenzel Hablik’s cosmic 
crystalline civilisations (e.g. Path of Genius, c. 1918); Hermann Obrist’s visionary morphing 
monument designs (e.g. Krupp Fountain, 1898–1912); the Glasgow Spook School’s dark, 
emaciated transfigurations (e.g. Frances and Margaret Macdonald’s 1890s graphic art); 

Mikhail Vrubel, Seated Demon, 1890, oil on canvas, 115cm x 212.5cm
Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow
Photo: Sputnik / Bridgeman Images
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Umberto Boccioni’s grotesque assemblages of human heads and housing elements (c. 1912); 
and Toyen’s hallucinogenic, engulfing painterly forests (mid-1930s).

Many other artists could be included as part of the foregoing list, but it is most 
important for this paper to note that Vrubel’s experimental Gothic arched out across 
the Russian Tsarist-Soviet rupture, and considerably beyond Popova’s and Istselennov’s 
force-line renditions. Hence from Vrubel the Gothic Modern tracery is a multi-ribbed vault 
whose dystopian-utopian axis envelopes performance, as witnessed, for example, in Vladimir 
Tatlin’s operatic stage designs for Mikhail Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar (e.g. ‘Forest’, ‘Polish Ball’, 
1913) and Richard Wagner’s The Flying Dutchman (i.e. ‘Clear Night, Bay, Ship’s Deck’, 1915). 
From these it is but a small ogive to Yakov Protazanov’s filmic take of Aelita, Alexei Tolstoy’s 
venture into science fiction (1924), not least as expressed in the skeletal vaults, chamfered 
towers and linked web of pointed aerials of Isaak Rabinovich’s model for its Martian City. With 
this, via the predecessors we have indicated, Russian Gothic Modern transcendence can be 
seen to have run its hybrid fantastic and formal angled course.

Isaak Rabinovich (1894–1961), The Martian City, still from the silent film Aelita, 1924, directed by  
Yakov Protazanov.
Courtesy of the BFI National Archive
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