





Figure 1. Towel End, ¢ 1700s- 1800s. Russia, Nizhny-Novgorod province, 18th-19th century. Cotton or linen (est.) straight
(continuous) bobbin lace (Vologda tape lace). The tape forms figural or plant motifs outlined with gimp (heavy cord) with a
monochrome plaited ground (metal thread or linen (est.) linking the tape; applied silk (est.) and metal thread ribbon; overall:
35.5 x 46 cm (14 x 18 1/8 in.). The Cleveland Museum of Art, Purchase from the J. H. Wade Fund 1931.104.

Shabelsky exhibited her collection on multiple occasions during the last decade of the nineteenth
century, including in 1893 at the Chicago World’s Fair, in 1894 at the Antwerp World’s Fair, in
1896 at the St. Petersburg Nickolai Palace for the Grand Duke Nicholas’s coronation, and in
1900 at the Paris Exposition Universelle.® It was at the 1892 exhibition in St. Petersburg at the
Nickolai Palace that Shabelsky first met V.V. Stasov. Stasov, considered one of the most
respected Russian critics and “Renaissance men” of the nineteenth century, published a book of
weaving and embroidery designs in 1874, becoming the first person to document folk textiles
and their designs.* Upon seeing the installation of Shabelsky’s collection, Stasov wrote in a
review:

Everything in this excellent collection excites me. The collector has utilized
her unusual energy and initiative as well as 20 years of her life to gather from
all sides of Russia the excellent examples of art works of many generations of
Russian women. Where could | find in any other museum an exhibition which
is so close to my own thinking?®

The two formed a close friendship and Stasov became a mentor to Shabelsky. He greatly
encouraged Shabelsky to give part of her collection to the Russian Museum of Ethnography in
St. Petersburg, previously known as the Museum of Alexander 111, which she eventually did

3 Kelly believes that the collection was also exhibited in 1898 in Chicago, though this is not consistent with other
sources.

4 Schwoeffermann et al., Goddesses and Their Offspring, 45.

5 Schwoeffermann et al., 47.



before leaving Russia in 1900, taking the remainder of her collection with her, a collection which
by now included costumes and accessories, including headdresses.

In that same year Shabelsky exhibited her collection in Paris at the Exposition Universelle; she
and her collection then remained in France until her death in 1904 when it became the property
of her two daughters. Varvara Petrovna (186?-about 1939), the eldest Shabelsky daughter,
appeared in at least two photographs modelling costumes from her mother’s collection (Figure
3). Varvara married Alexander Sidamon-Eristoff (1864-1924) from a noble Georgian family. She
was his second wife.® After her marriage she became known as Princess B. Sidamon-Eristoff, at
least in publications associated with her mother’s collection, and she answered to the English
translation of her name, Barbara. Little is known of Natalia Petrovna (1868-about 1940),
Shabelsky’s younger daughter, although she appears in at least fourteen photographs modelling
costumes from her mother’s collection (Figure 4).

Figures 3-4. Varvara Petrovna and Natalia Petrovna. As reproduced in Sidamon-Eristoff, Princess Alexandre and Mlle. N. de
Chabelskoy. “The Peasant Art of Great Russia.” In Peasant Art in Russia, edited by Charles Holme, 3-11. London: The Studio,
1912.

& Sidamon-Eristoff, Simon C, and Constantine Sidamon-Eristoff. For My Grandchildren: The Memoirs of Colonel
Prince Simon C. Sidamon-Eristoff : 1891-1964. (New York?: publisher not identified, 2004), 63-64. Alexander
graduated from Moscow University, became the vice governor of Poltava Province, and married the daughter of the
richest man in Russia, P. Durnavo. He and his wife, Maria Petrova, divorced after they had two children. They
agreed to split the children with the mother keeping custody of the son and the father having custody of the
daughter. Leaving his daughter to the care of his brother and sister-in-law, Boris and Katherine, Alexander then led a
life of scandalous affair with a woman in Italy whose husband, a colonel of the Chevalier Guards, refused to divorce
her. When she died eighteen years later, Alexander returned to Moscow penniless. His brother Boris, worried for his
well-being, found him a suitable woman to marry whose family had money, but was not typically aristocratic. This
woman was Barbara Shabelsky. Through this marriage, he was able to establish himself back into society as a real
estate developer.



The Shabelsky daughters promoted their mother’s collection through publications which
catalogue many of the objects and provide insight into their patronage. In 1910, Barbara and
Natalia published Antiquités Russes, Collection Princesse Sidamon-Eristoff Et Mlle. N. De
Schabelskoi, (Figure 5) written with the purpose of preserving the textile designs in the
collection, detailing object types, regions of origin, and techniques.
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Figure 5. As reproduced in Sidamon-Eristoff, V. P., Princess. Sobranie Russkoi Stariny Kn. V.p. Sidamon-Eristovoi | N.p.
Shabel'skoi : Vypusk 1-7, Vyshivki | Kruzheva = Antiquités Russes, Collection Princesse Sidamon-Eristoff Et Mlle. N. De
Schabelskoi. Moskva, 1910.

In 1912, the daughters again wrote and published on the collection in a special edition of The
Studio titled “The Peasant Art of Great Russia.” In the article, they explain that long winters,
lack of industry, and difficulty of travel due to poor roads contributed to the tradition of
elaborately handcrafted objects. Women were solely dedicated to family life and the home which
further promoted an interest in craftwork and traditional motifs, including’ the Sirin and Aconost,
(Figures 6-7) birds in the form of a woman who, according to the daughters, “live in Paradise
and delight the saints with their songs.”® Another motif is the svastika, borrowed from ancient
India and considered “a sign of good augury and especially good luck.”®

7 Sidamon-Eristoff, Princess Alexandre and Mlle. N. de Chabelskoy. “The Peasant Art of Great Russia.” In Peasant
Art in Russia, edited by Charles Holme, 3-11. London: “The Studio,” 1912, 5.

8 Sidamon-Eristoff et al., “The Peasant Art of Great Russia,” 4.

9 Sidamon-Eristoff et al., 5.



Figure 6. Towel End, ¢ 1700s- 1800s. Russia, Nizhny-Novgorod province, 18th-19th century. Plain weave linen (est.) with
polychrome wool (est.) and metal thread chain stitch embroidery; applied silk (est.) ribbon and metal thread trim; overall: 38 x
43 cm (14 15/16 x 16 15/16 in.). The Cleveland Museum of Art, Purchase from the J. H. Wade Fund 1931.132.

Figure 7. Border, ¢ 1800- 1825. Russia, Nizhny-Novgorod province, early 19th century. Plain weave silk (est.) ground with
polychrome silk (est.) and metal thread chain stitch embroidery; applied silk (est.) ribbon and metal thread trims; overall: 28 x
93 cm (11 x 36 5/8 in.). The Cleveland Museum of Art, Purchase from the J. H. Wade Fund 1931.137.

Though the textiles were embellished with embroidery and lace, all were functional. Bed curtains
adorned the bed, and decorated “the backs of the sledges and wedding conveyances, or on the
occasion of the traditional carnival processions, and in this case the decoration was completed by
towels attached to the dougas (bow of the shaft).”? Prior to the 13" century in the pagan period,
towels were used in religious worship, decorating temples and sacred trees. In the nineteenth
century, the towels were used in peasant homes or izba, “for draping mirrors and images; or,
spread out along the walls...form[ing] a kind of simple art gallery for the Russian peasant.”!!
Embroidered towels became wedding presents (Figure 8), given from the bride to her groom,
which she made by herself “as a proof of her ability and industry.”*? The headdresses, and the

10 Sidamon-Eristoff et al., “The Peasant Art of Great Russia,” 5-6.
11 Sidamon-Eristoff et al., 6.

12 Sidamon-Eristoff et al., 7.



embroidered panels attached to them, were significant because a married woman was supposed
to cover her hair. If she did not, she “was considered to be lacking in modesty.”®

Figure 8. Towel End, ¢ 1800- 1825. Russia, Nizhny-Novgorod province, early 19th century. Plain weave linen (est.) ground with
polychrome wool (est.) and metal thread chain stitch embroidery; applied silk (est.) ribbon and metal thread trim; overall: 37 x
43 cm (14 9/16 x 16 15/16 in.). The Cleveland Museum of Art, Purchase from the J. H. Wade Fund 1931.133.

A 1904 memoir based on the accounts of Prince Simon Sidamon-Eristoff, Barbara’s son-in-law
and nephew-by-marriage, includes a brief account of the Shabelsky family. Prince Simon and his
wife, Tamara, Alexander’s daughter, lived in the family house for many years, along with

Barbara and her sister Natalia. The large, two-story house had at least four great halls filled with
“museum pieces.” He wrote,

Actually, it was quite a collection, a display of all kinds of lamps and china and
bronze and Russian things, European too. Beautiful. The inside of his house
was considered by the Moscow aristocracy at that time as being one of the best
there. My stepmother-in-law was busy collecting Russian antiques and she had
many big boxes and trunks containing all kinds of ikons, and boyar costumes
embroidered with pearls, and eventually she wrote a book or a book was
written about her collection, and | believe that at that time the British Museum
offered her 600,000 rubles for the collection, but she refused to sell.'*

This account provides intimate details of Barbara’s involvement with and investment in her
mother’s collection, and her recognition of the collection’s worth.

The brief mention of Shabelsky’s daughters in this memoir offered further insight into the next
movements of the peripatetic collection. Barbara had no children, this is confirmed by the House

13 Sidamon-Eristoff et al., “The Peasant Art of Great Russia,” 9.

14 Sidamon-Eristoff et al., For My Grandchildren, 76.



of Sidamoni family tree, and presumably neither did Natalia, living with her sister and brother-
in-law. With no heir to inherit, in 1930 the daughters entrusted their mother’s collection to Count
and Countess B. M. Pushkin for exhibition in the United States. Documentation on the Pushkins
is limited, especially the exact nature of their relationship with the Shabelskys. Count Pushkin, or
perhaps the Countess, likely descended from a prominent noble Russian family, perhaps related
to Alexander Pushkin, the Russian Romantic period novelist, playwright, and poet.

The Pushkins had fled St. Petersburg during the Russian Revolution in 1917.%° According to a
newspaper article, they relocated to upstate New York, the town of Cazenovia southeast of
Syracuse, because it had “a great appeal for the countess, who [said] it [was] more like her home
country than any place she [had] visited.”*® The same article mentioned that the Count was
considered an author and lecturer in the United States.’

Between 1930 and 1931 the Pushkins exhibited Shabelsky’s collection at the Brooklyn Museum,
the Cleveland Museum of Art, the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and the Memorial Art Gallery
at the University of Rochester, New York. In the exhibition catalogue, Pushkin stated that these
objects were

mainly rare specimens of old national typical embroideries, weavings and laces
of [Great Russia], very rich in original primitive designs and ornaments,
brightly reflecting the Russian folk’s genius and offering, in addition to the
archeological interest, an unlimited source of patterns for artistic industry.

Later he expressed admiration, and stated, “this collection is the result of a tenacious labour of
accumulating during many years the quite disappearing articles of ancient national embroideries
in the forlorn corners of spacious Russia and was gathered by a known collector of Russian
antiquities, Mrs. N. de Shabelsky.”*® After the collection had gained exposure through the
travelling exhibition, the sisters decided to sell their mother’s collection in small batches to select
museums. The files at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston include a letter from Pushkin to the
textile curator, dated February 7, 1931 to support this. Two women, Gertrude Townsend, textile
curator at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and Gertrude Underhill, textile curator at the
Cleveland Museum of Art, agreed to split one box of textiles.!® On March 30, 1931, Townsend
wrote to Pushkin that she had chosen 34 pieces, and shipped the remaining 35 to Cleveland. In
late May 1931 the Cleveland Museum of Art would purchase 37 additional Shabelsky textiles
with monies from the J.H. Wade Fund.

15 The Cazenovia Republican (Cazenovia, New York), Thursday, January 30th, 1936, 1.

16 The Cazenovia Republican.

17 The Cazenovia Republican.

18 Count B. M. Pushkin and Mrs N. Shabelsky, Exhibition of National Russian Art, 17th, 18th and Early 19th
Centuries: Peasant Embroideries, Costumes, Headdresses, Hand-Woven Materials, Laces, 1kons, Articles of Silver,

Copper, Etc (New York?, 1900).

19 The curators divided the textiles as equally as possible and also split the total cost in half.



Upon entering the Cleveland Museum of Art’s collection, the object records created indicated the
textiles were purchased from B. M. Pushkin. Shabelsky’s name was not included in the records.
Without the inclusion of Natalia Shabelsky’s name, all contextual evidence of the collection’s
significance and Shabelsky’s role in the collection’s formation was lost. In 1954, a new curator
of textiles at the Cleveland Museum of Art, Dorothy G. Shepherd, succeeded Gertrude Underhill
and ostensibly little knowledge transfer took place. Over the years the original provenance
information was completely lost.?° More than two decades later, in fall 1965, Shepherd wrote to
Cleveland Museum of Art Director Sherman Lee, and stated,

| am anxious to transfer—and Miss Dunlavy is anxious to acquire—the
following groups of peasant embroideries [for the education collection]. We
would like to have your approval and that of the Trustees so that this transfer
may be completed as soon as possible.?!

In late November 1965, all 72 textiles were transferred from the Permanent Collection to the
Extensions Department, originally a branch of the education department, which used their
collection to promote public education. Inevitably, this action further erased the history of
Shabelsky’s collection.

Moving forward another two decades to 1987, (Figures 9-10) many of the Shabelsky textiles
were included in “Goddesses and Their Offspring: 19" and 20" Century Eastern European
Embroideries,” an exhibition at the Roberson Center for the Arts and Sciences in Binghamton,
New York, and later that year at the Beck Center for the Cultural Arts in Lakewood, Ohio.?? This
exhibition and its accompanying catalogue shed light on the significance of Russian folk textiles,
specifically the prevalent goddess motif which reoccurs in the textiles, as well as those in the
Shabelsky collection. Mary B. Kelly, one of the driving forces behind the goddess embroideries
exhibition, stated in the catalogue, “perhaps the cream of the Shabelsky collection in this country
is housed in the Cleveland Museum of Art.”?® This wealth of gathered research and opportunity
to recognize Shabelsky and her collection was once again not added to Cleveland Museum of
Art’s object records.

20 «“Shepherd, Dorothy G. Payer,” Encyclopedia of Cleveland History, https://case.edu/ech/articles/s/shepherd-
dorothy-g-payer. Dorothy Shepherd (1916-1992) was the Curator of Textiles and Near Eastern Art at the Cleveland
Museum of Art from 1954-1981.

21 Dorothy G. Shepherd to Dr. Sherman Lee, 5 October 1965, Memorandum, Ingalls Library & Museum Archives,
Cleveland Museum of Art. This memorandum lists that the Russian embroideries 1931.66 through 1931.137, which
were “purchased by Income J.H. Wade Fund from B.M. Pushkin” be transferred.

22 The objects exhibited were 1931.91, .94, .110, .112, .113, .115, .117, .118, .119, .121, .123, .125, .126, .127, .132.
Of the objects exhibited, the Cleveland Museum of Art still has 1931.110 and 1931.132. In addition to works in the
Cleveland Museum of Art’s Extensions Division, textiles were lent from institutions such as the Smithsonian
Institution, Brooklyn Museum, and Ukrainian Museums in New York and Canada.

23 Schwoeffermann et al., Goddesses and Their Offspring, 50.



