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The Pavilion of the Soviet Baltic Republics at the 1941 
All-Union Agricultural Exhibition in Moscow: Historical 
Fragments Based on the Conversation of Dmitry Vorobyev 
(Дмитрий Воробьёв) and Giedrė Jankevičiūtė

The present appendix to the compendium of articles on inconvenient 
artistic heritage is a publication of an oral history source. We have 
compiled it together with Dmitry Vorobyev from Moscow, an enthusiastic 
researcher and expert on the history of the Exhibition of Achievements 
of National Economy (Russian: Vystavka dostizheniy narodnogo kho-
zyaystva, abbreviated as VDNKh). We became acquainted in January 
2021, when Dmitry approached me asking for assistance in gathering 
information on the stained-glass pieces that had been installed at the 
Lithuanian SSR pavilion (1954), and were being remade based on the 
surviving iconographic materials and fragments of the originals. In 
our ensuing correspondence Dmitry shared his vast knowledge of the 
history of this exhibition complex. I inquired if he would agree to write 
or talk about an inconvenient heritage object that had hitherto been 
particularly poorly covered in Lithuanian historiography – the pavilion 
of the Soviet Baltic Republics (collectively referred to in the Soviet 
context as “Pribaltika”, literally, “the region by the Baltic Sea”) opened 
at the then All-Union Agricultural Exhibition (Russian: Vsesoyuznaya 
Selskokhozyaystvennaya Vystavka, VSKhV; it was the official name of the 
exhibition before WWII) in the spring of 1941, just a few weeks before 
the war between the USSR and the Third Reich. In a symbolic affirmation 
of the occupation, incorporation, and beginning Sovietization of the 
republics of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania as new additions to the 
Soviet empire, their national displays were housed in one of the VSKhV’s 
most modern buildings – the former pavilion of the International Red 
Aid organisation (Russian: Mezhdunarodnaya Organizatsiya Pomoschi 
Bortsam Revolyutsii, MOPR) that was no longer relevant in the face 



240G i e d r ė  J a n k e v i č i ū t ė ,  D m i t r y  V o r o b y e v

of the war. After the war, this pavilion was adapted for the representation 
of the achievements of Soviet physical education and sports, while separate 
pavilions were built for the three Baltic states as newly reincorporated 
Soviet republics. There is ample information on the 1954 pavilions both 
in the publications by Russian architecture historians dedicated to the 
general history of the VDNKh and in the national historiographies of 
the three concerned states, thus the present interview focuses on the 1941 
pavilion that has received little to no attention from Lithuanian, Latvian, 
and Estonian art and architecture historians to date.

Our conversation with Dmitry took place via Google Meet on April 
9, 2021 amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Provided here is an abridged 
English version (translated by Jurij Dobriakov) of the transcribed 
interview (the full transcript of the conversation in Russian is stored 
in the personal archives of both interlocutors), illustrated with images 
generously shared by Dmitry from his personal archive. 

Giedrė Jankevičiūtė 

The principal object of our conversation is the pavilion of the three new 
Soviet Baltic republics that was opened on the eve of the war between 
the Soviet Union and the Third Reich in the building of the former 
pavilion of the MOPR, i.e. the International Organisation of Assistance 
to Revolutionaries, or International Red Aid. The object is extremely 
interesting, but very obscure. Thank you very much for having agreed to 
share the findings of your extensive research into this topic. Before we 
begin, however, I would like to ask you how you became interested in the 
history of the VDNKh in the first place. After all, you are not an art or 
architecture historian. Where did this interest come from?

I came to be interested in the VDNKh and the entire history of this 
complex for a very simple, almost mundane reason: I have lived in close 
vicinity to the exhibition complex for many years, it is a place in Moscow 
that I see every day. The place is special, marked with all kinds of historical 
signs. Having started exploring the exhibition and its history, I could 
not stop. The object of my inquiry has possessed me. I have many fellow 



Pavilion of the three new Soviet Baltic Republics in the All-Union Agricultural 
Exhibition. 1941. Reproduction from the book Выставочные ансамбли СССР, 1920–1930-е годы. 
Материалы и документы (Moscow, 2006, p. 324)



242G i e d r ė  J a n k e v i č i ū t ė ,  D m i t r y  V o r o b y e v

enthusiasts with whom we share 
information, and I am quite well-
known among the researchers of 
the exhibition’s history. Because 
of that, I often have to conduct 
various expert examinations, 
although I am indeed not an 
architecture or art historian. 

When a new team came to 
work at the VDNKh, we were 
hopeful for a true revival of the 
unique architectural ensemble. 
Initially there were serious inten-
tions to recreate the pavilions as 
close to their original appearance 
as possible and preserve what was 
still intact, while also reclaiming 
the surviving elements of the 
pavilions that had been removed 
from the exhibition territory. 
Unfortunately, it turned out that 
in reality no body cared about 
authenticity. In particular, this 
was true for the MOPR pavilion, 
also known as the Pavilion of 
Physical Education and Sports, 
which still had quite a few extant 
original elements in 2014. They 
have been recently destroyed in 
a short period. I have in mind 

the elements that had been there since the times of MOPR, before  
Physical Education and Sports. Well, some things are still intact, for 
instance, the lighting fixtures designed by Krayevski, the head architect 
of the pavilion.

Pavilion of the Soviet Baltic Republics 
converted to the Pavilion of Physical 
Education and Sports. 1954. Photo by Naum 
Granovsky. From the album От ВСХВ к ВДНХ 
(Moscow, Main archival directorate of the сity of 
Moscow (Glavarkhiv), 2019, p. 88)



243 The Pavilion of the Soviet Baltic Republics at the 1941 All-Union Agricultural Exhibition in Moscow: 
Historical Fragments Based on the Conversation of Dmitry Vorobyev and Giedrė Jankevičiūtė

The fate of the VDNKh architectural complex is a multifaceted issue that 
requires the attention of not so much historians of art and architecture, 
but rather institutions responsible for the preservation of architectural 
heritage in the first place. Surely, we must seize every opportunity to 
question the current methods of restoration and call for a change of 
perspective on the architectural complex that stands as a monument to an 
entire epoch and a symbol of utopian projects that enraptured millions of 
people and brought suffering and death to millions of others. Yet today we 
have agreed to talk about one of the exhibition’s pavilions that existed for 
several weeks only, but even in this short time managed to become a grim 
symbol of the ruthless Soviet colonial policy, although architecturally it 
is absolutely praiseworthy. Before we move to the history of the object of 
our interest, however, we should recall the history of the exhibition itself. 
How and why did it come into being?

Pavilion of Physical Education and Sports. Current view, photo by Fedot Puhlov  
from February 26, 2021
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Well, a lot has been written about it. I, for one, really appreciate the 
articles by the prominent historian of architecture and expert of 20th-
century Moscow architecture Anna Bro novitskaya, and her mother, 
outstanding specialist of Moscow modern architecture Natalia Bro-
novitskaya. It all started with the 1923 All-Russian Agricultural and 
Handicraft Exhibition. It was held on the Vorobyovy Gory (Sparrow 
Hills) and dedicated to the achievements of the industrial and consumer 
cooperation, which had made it possible to cope with starvation that 
plagued the country during the Civil War years.

The next All-Union Agri cul tural Exhibition (VSKhV), announ-
ced by the People’s Co mmi ssar of Agriculture Mikhail Cher nov at the 
Second All-Union Congress of Collective Farm Shock Brigade Workers 
in February 1935, was intended to demonstrate the first achievements of 
the co llective farm system and the con quering of collectivisation-in duced 
famine. The initial plan was to commemorate the 20th anni versary of the 
revolution with this exhibition to be displayed for a hundred days and 
open it on August 1, 1937. The exhibition was due to open in 1937, but 
opened two years later, on 1 August 1939. As the programme became more 
detailed, the plan increased in scope. The site for the exhibition was chosen 
in parallel with the finalisation of the master plan for the reconstruction 
of Moscow – the master plan was made public on August 1, 1935, while 
on August 17 of the same year, the Council of People’s Commissars of the 
USSR decreed to allocate a part of the Ostankino Park to the VSKhV, 
which formerly was property of Count Sheremetev. In general, this 
whole huge territory, which included what is now the Botanical Garden 
of the Russian Academy of Sciences (formerly the Botanical Garden of 
the USSR Academy of Sciences) and the present-day Ostankino Park 
and VDNKh (formerly Dzerzhinsky Recreation Park), had been the 
estate of Count Sheremetev. All the old maps are preserved in the archive 
of the Sheremetev Palace Museum. These maps date back approximately 
to 1760, and everything looks absolutely familiar there, this territory, the 
ponds that are now located on the border between the VDNKh and the 
Botanical Garden. It was a well-groomed territory maintained by trained 
foresters and gardeners  – topiary art specialists, to use contemporary 



Pyramidal glass in the windows of the south façade of the former MOPR pavilion, 
which was converted to the Pavilion of Physical Education and Sports. Photo from  
a private collection

language. For example, on the site of the present-day Northern entrance 
there was a so-called plant nursery where oaks, lindens and other 
temperamental plants were grown from cuttings and acorns to be planted 
all over this vast territory. It is not a coincidence that a botanical garden 
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The photo shows Anatoly 
Zhukov’s model of the post-
war All-Union Agricultural 
Exhibition. Image from the album 
Архитектура Всесоюзной  
сельско  хозяйст вен ной выставки  
(Moscow, 1955, p. 41)

Mechanization Square of 
the All-Union Agricultural 
Exhibition in May 1941.  
Aerial photo by Boris Makaseev.  
Izvestiya No. 122 (7498)  
dated May 25, 1941
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eventually emerged in this location and that we have a wonderful green 
zone there. Thankfully, people were reasonable enough to make use of it. 
So, in 1935 it was officially decided that there would be a new All-Union 
Agricultural Exhibition featuring the new Soviet republics (there were 
eleven at that point) on this site, although other options and projects 
had been considered as well. At that stage, by the way, Ostankino was 
renamed as Pushkinskoye to commemorate the centenary of Pushkin’s 
death in 1837. There are surviving posters announcing the opening of the 
VSKhV on August 1, 1939 in Pushkinskoye. Later the name was reverted 
to Ostankino. The exhibition was seasonal and open for visitors during 
the warm months. It was repeatedly modified, revamped, and improved. 
Before the war, the exhibition was opened three times.

Did the 1st of August – the date of the first opening of the exhibition – 
carry any symbolism? Or was it completely arbitrary?

I guess they were just dawdling until they finally made it... In 1937 they 
announced in the newspapers that the exhibition was scheduled for 
opening in summer, more precisely, on the 1st of August. Perhaps they 
just kept the date, that is, the day and the month, only the year changed. 
There was this periodical, the Bulletin of the VSKhV Committee, as it was 
initially called in 1937. Restricted to official use, it was published with 
varying frequency, but in the beginning, when they were full of hopes that 
the exhibition would actually open, it came out monthly. The bulletin 
covered in detail the future exhibits, the location and the content of the 
pavilions, and so on. They were absolutely confident it would open in 
1937. In 1938, they were positive it would happen that year. In 1939 they 
were hoping for the spring of 1939.

Were the pavilions arranged territorially or by industries?

Both territorially (republics and regions were represented by their own 
pavilions) and by industries. The VSKhV was an entire exhibition city with 
an area of around 140 hectares, in which more than 200 various buildings 
were located. The entrance to the exhibition was on the northern side, 
adorned with light arches designed by Leonid Polyakov; many people find 
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Article on the opening of the All-Union Agricultural Exhibition  
illustrated with a photo of the Tower of the Constitution on the front page  
of the Latvian daily Padomju Latvija (Soviet Latvia) No. 124 dated May 25, 1941
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them reminiscent of the imaginary architecture in Italian metaphysical 
paintings. Vera Mukhina’s Worker and Kolkhoz Woman sculpture was 
installed in front of the main entrance (it has been relocated in the recent 
decades). An arch led to the square with the main pavilion, where all 
the republics were showcased  – Alexander Labas created a panoramic 
painting or dioramas for each republic. There was also the Tower of the 
Constitution, which symbolized the friendship of all the republics. The 
axis of the exhibition ran along the central avenue with three squares. 
The Kolkhoz Square housed the republican pavilions and the regional 
pavilions that represented various territories of Russia: the pavilion of 
Uzbekistan, the pavilion of the Far East, the pavilion of Leningrad and 
North-eastern RSFSR, as it was called then, followed by the pavilion of 
the Moscow, Tula, and Ryazan Oblasts, and the pavilions of Ukraine and 
Byelorussia. Located on the left side of the square were the Pavilion of 
the Volga Region, if moving further counterclockwise, followed by the 
pavilion of Azerbaijan and the pavilion of Armenia, which were always 
located next to each other. Further followed the pavilions of Georgia and 
Kazakhstan. From the Ukraine and Belarus pavilions, the so-called ‘Great 
Alley’ stretched north-east (six other pavilions of the so-called union and 
autonomous republics were located along it) to Mechanisation Square 
with a giant statue of Stalin by Sergei Merkurov in the centre, while 
around the square were the North Caucasus and Crimea pavilions and 
pavilions dedicated to particular industries, i.e. Cotton, Mechanisation, 
Grain, Livestock. Industry-specific pavilions continued beyond it, 
together with an entire animal breeding area that was located in the 
north-eastern section of the exhibition and featured everything related 
to the breeding of horses, pigs, camels, dogs and so on. Poultry farming 
was showcased in the area behind the pond. Meanwhile, the farthermost 
part of the exhibition housed numerous additional buildings, mainly 
some pavilion-shops or representative offices of state companies such as 
Glavkhladoprom (Chief Department of Frozen Products of the People’s 
Commissariat of Food Industry), where one could also taste ice-cream, 
or, next to it, the representational pavilion of Glavlikerovodka (Chief 
Department of Alcoholic Beverages).
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Also with a buffet?

Indeed. The remote section also included the pavilions of Glavtabak 
(Chief Department of Tobacco) and the famous Glavpivo (Chief De-
partment of Brewing). These were situated next to the ponds, closer to 
the Mechanisation pavilion. Their location was deliberately planned: 
exhausted from a long walk while viewing the entire exhibition, the 
visitors would take a rest there.

The plans were changing; the exhibition run was initially extended from 
a hundred days to five years, and eventually it was decided to make it a 
permanent trade show. How did it affect the architectural part?

At first it was planned to construct temporary buildings in the territory,  
and later it was decided to make them more permanent. Let’s put it like 
this: the initial plan was drafted by the team of Vyacheslav Konstan-
tinovich Oltarzhevsky. In 1922–1923, Oltarzhevsky worked as a deputy 
to Shchusev, the chief architect of the first All-Russian Agricultural 
and Handicraft Exhibition. He was a very talented architect: in 1924–
1935, he was sent to the USA to get acquainted with modern building 
technologies, graduated as an external student from New York Uni-
ver sity, taught at Columbia University, and became a member of the 
American Institute of Architects. While there, he was working in the 
design and construction of high-rise buildings, and reportedly had close 
ties with Al Capone; the legend of the latter’s patronage over Oltar zhevsky 
was spawned by the fact that despite the economic crisis that broke out 
in 1929, the émigré architect’s studio had no shortage of commissions. In 
reality, the famous gangster hardly knew the Soviet architect personally, 
but he did indeed frequent the Oltarzhevsky-designed luxurious Royal 
Pines resort in New Jersey. Besides, the architect had just published his 
book on high-rise buildings (W. K. Oltar-Jevsky, Contemporary Babylon 
in Pencil Drawings, with introduction by Harvey Wiley Corbett, New 
York: Architectural Book Publishing Company Inc., 1932). Oltarzhevsky 
had arrived in the USA via the Amtorg Trading Corporation, a semi-
private joint-stock venture established in 1924, which was the Soviet 
Union’s chief purchasing organisation in the United States. In the 



Membership badge of the International Red Aid (MOPR). Private property

Sketch of the main façade of the 
MOPR pavilion by Max Kraevsky 
and Fanya Belostotskaya, April 6, 1939.  
Courtesy of Pavel Nefedov

MOPR pavilion in the All-Union 
Agricultural Exhibition. 1940.  
Courtesy of N. I. Grubershein-Bocharnikov
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Ceiling of the Pavilion of Physical Education and Sports, current view.  
Photo by Anna Pronina ©
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absence of diplomatic relations between the two countries, Amtorg 
served as a de facto embassy and trade delegation. Yet it also had another, 
clandestine line of activity  – industrial espionage, working as a front 
for the Soviet intelligence service OGPU (Russian: Obyedinyonnoye 
Gosudarstvennoye Politicheskoye Upravleniye, Joint State Political 
Directorate) and the Communist International. Oltarzhevsky actively 
collaborated with Amtorg, although it is unknown whether he was an 
actual agent. There is a whole story about how he and his wife tried to 
become legalised and applied for citizenship, corresponding about this 
extensively.

Oltarzhevsky specialised in high-rise construction, but at some 
point, his supervisors in Moscow remembered that he had been involved 
in designing the 1923 exhibition and decided to invite him back to the 
USSR to work on designing the forthcoming one. A quick reminder: the 
exhibition was supposed to open by 1937, on the 20th anniversary of the 
revolution. And all the works that had begun in 1935 were planned to 
be finished until 1937. Oltarzhevsky headed the selection committee – I 
believe there were eleven teams that submitted their proposals for the 
exhibition design. Oltarzhevsky also had a team of his own that submitted 
a master plan application. Can you guess who won?

In the spring of 1938, accusations against Oltarzhevsky began to 
appear in the press. He was accused of miscalculations in the architectural 
design of the pavilions and an allegedly faulty master plan of the complex; 
his recent trip to the USA was also remembered. In July 1938, Oltarzhevsky 
was arrested, convicted, and exiled to Vorkuta. In August of the same year, 
Sergei Chernyshev, the chief architect of Moscow, replaced the arrested 
Oltarzhevsky as the chief architect of the exhibition. Chernyshev was 
provided with much more substantial resources than Oltarzhevsky had 
had at his disposal, and in the end he managed to have the exhibition 
ensemble ready for the opening on August 1, 1939. Yet in his case, too, the 
task was extremely difficult, therefore he kept the projects that had been 
completed under Oltarzhevsky practically intact wherever it was possible. 
Chernyshev changed three things: he added the “New in the Village” 
section, the absence of which, along with the failure to meet the deadline, 
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International Red Aid membership card No. 237, which belonged to the architect 
Ivan Vladislavovich Zholtovsky. Alexey Viktorovich Shchusev State Museum  
of Architecture (ГНИМА, inventory number ОФ-5485/6)

Oltarzhevsky had been incriminated for, replaced the Art Deco-style 
pylons of the main entrance with the aforementioned triumphal arch-
shaped gate designed by Leonid Polyakov, and, most importantly, erected 
a colossal 25-metre high statue of Stalin by the sculptor Merkurov in the 
centre of the square, in which Oltarzhevsky had placed the Mechanisation 
pavilion.

Due to historical circumstances, the exhibition, conceived as 
a permanent display, hardly endured three seasons, and was closed 
because of the outbreak of the war. Abandoned for several years, the 
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pavilions were dilapidated, and some of the wooden buildings had been 
dismantled for fuel. In October 1948, the USSR Council of Ministers 
decreed to begin preparations for the restaging of the exhibition. It 
was decided to concentrate the efforts on creating a new ensemble 
that would reflect the image of the victorious country, rather than on 
restoring the original one.

So, in fact, this whole layout was designed by Oltarzhevsky, 
and partly survived until the postwar period. The central part and the 
arrangement of the pavilions was preserved, not everything was remade 
or scrapped.

Let us go back to our main topic now. Should we begin with the history 
of the MOPR pavilion? Who designed it, and why did such a pavilion 
appear in the exhibition at all? I guess most of our readers may have heard 
the name of the organisation, but probably never went too deep into the 
nature of its activity.

MOPR, or International Red Aid, was an international society for 
assistance to revolutionary fighters and their families. Modelled by the 
Comintern after the Red Cross, it was quite a renowned communist 
charity organisation at the time. MOPR was officially established in 1922 
in response to the directive of the 4th World Congress of the Comintern. 
It engaged in promoting the communist revolution and supporting the 
revolutionary movement financially in the hot spots of various countries 
around the world. 

Members of MOPR were fairly numerous in Lithuania as well. Many left-
leaning artists enrolled in the organisation, and others made donations to 
support its activity while not being members themselves. Do you think it 
is merely a coincidence that after Stalin’s occupation of the Baltic States, 
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia ended up together in the former MOPR 
pavilion at the VSKhV?

Well, at that stage the organisation was already in decline, as far as I 
understand. MOPR lost its relevance with the beginning of WWII.
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For some reason, the MOPR pavilion was built somewhat farther from 
the industry-specific and territorial pavilions, although it glorified a 
crucial aspect of the Soviet ideology: the worldwide victory of the idea of 
communism. 

It is odd indeed. Currently it is the territory of the VDNKh, but 
at the time it was the border area between the then Dzerzhinsky 
Recreation Park and the VSKhV. This area was annexed to the territory 
of the exhibition, and the pavilion was built on the bank of one of the 
Kamensky ponds, at a considerable distance from all the other ones, and 
remains remote to this day. It was designed by the architects Krayevsky 
and Belostotskaya. Max Zinovyevich Krayevsky, a Polish Jew, graduated 
from the Bauhaus in 1927. In the early 1930s, he moved to the USSR with 
a group of German architects and was involved in the constructions of 
the first pyatiletkas (five-year plans). Here he met his future wife Fanny 
Belostotskaya, a student of Kazimir Malevich. Belostotskaya graduated 
from the Moscow Higher Technical School in 1930. They worked 
together in a brigade of Giprogor (State Institute of Urban Planning), 
which was a design institute or, rather, an architectural group established 
in October-November 1930. The director of the institute was Sheynis, 
head of the Main Directorate of Communal Services of the NKVD of 
the RSFSR, a lawyer, economist, and theorist of urban planning. Vesnin 
served as a consultant for Giprogor, while among other employees of 
the institute were Ilyin and Ginzburg – all those geniuses of modernist 
architecture.

So, at some point Krayevsky and Belostotskaya began designing the 
MOPR pavilion. The design was completed by 1938. At the time, Anatoly 
Fyodorovich Zhukov was the chief architect of the exhibition and 
approved all the pavilions. The pavilion was built in the style of Art Deco 
and was pentagon-shaped, which symbolised the five-pointed Soviet star 
as well as the organisation itself: the MOPR badge had exactly the same 
shape with an image of the rising sun in the upper half and broken chains 
in the darker lower one. 

The roof of the pavilion was crowned with a sculptural group. It 
portrayed workers from different continents holding flags  – again,  





259 The Pavilion of the Soviet Baltic Republics at the 1941 All-Union Agricultural Exhibition in Moscow: 
Historical Fragments Based on the Conversation of Dmitry Vorobyev and Giedrė Jankevičiūtė

Demonstration in Red Square. Wall painting in the interior of the MOPR pavilion 
by Michail Rodionov and Sergei Sokolov. Photo from 1939. Alexey Viktorovich 
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture (ГНИМА, inventory number XI-8795).  
Reproduction from the book Выставочные ансамбли СССР, 1920–1930-е годы. Материалы и документы 
(Moscow, 2006, p. 352)

Chinese Partisans. Wall painting in the interior of the MOPR pavilion by Lev Bruni 
and Alexander Sakhnov. Photo from 1939. Alexey Viktorovich Shchusev State 
Museum of Architecture (ГНИМА, inventory number XI-8789). Reproduction from the book 
Выставочные ансамбли СССР, 1920–1930-е годы. Материалы и документы (Moscow, 2006, p. 352)

Clampdown on a Demonstration in London. Wall painting in the interior of  
the MOPR pavilion by Andrei Goncharov. Photo from 1939. Alexey Vik to rovich 
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture (ГНИМА, inventory number XI-8790).  
Re production from the book Выставочные ансамбли СССР, 1920–1930-е годы. Материалы и документы 
(Moscow, 2006, p. 353)
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The MOPR pavilion (architects 
Max Krayevsky and Fanya 
Belostotskaya) was opened at 
the All-Union Agricultural 
Exhibition at the end of the 
August, 1940. The general 
view of the front page of the 
newspaper Vechernyaya Moskva 
(Evening Moscow) from August 
24, 1940, №196 (5024), and  
its fragment with the photo  
by Minkevch informs about 
event and represents the 
interior of the pavilion



Page from the newspaper Illyustrirovannaya Gazeta No. 22 dated June 1, 1941.  
The caption of the photo of the Pavilion of the Baltic Republics by photo journalist 
Arkady Shaikhet explains: “Pavilion of the Soviet Baltics. Large paintings show the 
new life of the youngest republics – Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia. The proclamation 
of Soviet power in the Baltic States, the division of landowners’ land, the school of 
tractor drivers, the Red Fleet guarding the new sea frontiers – these are the themes 
of these paintings. On the pavilion stands there are excellent vegetables, berries, 
fruits, artistic embroidery, leather goods, grain, dairy products and canned food – 
everything that the Baltics are rich in.”
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a symbol of MOPR. In Krayevsky’s drawing, they were standing on a 
globe with chains breaking around it. For some reason, however, the globe 
was dropped from the project and replaced by a pedestal in the shape 
of a small trapezoid turret. The sculptural composition was dismantled 
in the 1960s. The main façade of the pavilion, which faced the alley 
leading up to it, was lined with marble – the only such case at the VSKhV. 
Mounted above the entrance were the profiles of the four “leaders of the 
revolution” – Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin.

The MOPR pavilion was quite different in style from the other pavilions 
at the exhibition. It seems to me that such pure Art Deco forms were 
otherwise absent in the latter. 

At that time, in the 1930s, it actually did not stand out so much, because 
most of the currently surviving pavilions were built in the postwar years. 
They were either heavily reconstructed prewar pavilions, or simply newly 
built ones. In the years that passed between the first and the second 
opening of the exhibition, the views on architecture changed radically. 
The pavilions built in 1939 had nothing to do with the later Stalinist 
Empire style (which is, in my opinion, an incorrect term, but in any case, 
it is clear what we are talking about). They were much less ornate, and 
included a few examples of good Art Deco and modernist geometry.

After the MOPR pavilion was finished, specialists from the monu-
men tal painting studio at the Academy of Art took over the interior de-
coration. It was a very serious team as well. The preparatory cartoons for 
the pain tings were produced in the Donskoy Monastery. They already 
dis played fea tures of Socialist Realism; the artists sought to please their 
clients.

The group of authors of the panel paintings is impressive indeed. It 
includes most famous names of the time – Bruni, Favorsky… Sadly, all the 
works they produced for the MOPR pavilion were lost.

The following panel paintings adorned the walls of the pavilion: Chinese 
Partisans by Lev Bruni and Alexander Sakhnov, Clampdown on a 
Demonstration in London by Andrei Dmitrievich Goncharov, The Defence 
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Page from the newspaper Padomju Latvia (Soviet Latvia) No. 124 dated May 25, 1941  
with a photo collage of views from the All-Union Agricultural Exhibition

of Madrid (Dolores Ibarrury) by Vladimir Favorsky with Sakhnov and 
Fedyayevskaya, Demonstration in Red Square by Radionov and Sokolov, 
and Meeting of the MOPR Cell in the Kolkhoz by Edelstein and Elkonin. 
In the centre, there was a faux-marble column topped with a glass globe. 
It was retained in the Baltic pavilion, as seen in the photographs.  

What was the fate of the MOPR pavilion?

It opened only to be closed down about a year later, when its conversion 
into the pavilion of the Soviet Baltic Republics began. Zhukov was offi-
cially appointed the author of the reconstruction, while Khrakovsky and 
Platonov were designated as artists, whatever it might mean. Krayevsky, 
Belostotskaya and Favorsky could not hide their indignation and wrote 
a letter concerning this matter to Vyacheslav Molotov. To support their 
argumentation, they invited an expert  – the president of the Academy 
of Architecture Vesnin. He also pointed out the inappropriateness of 
destroying the MOPR pavilion, and emphasized that its architecture and 
décor constituted an aesthetic and symbolic unity. 

The changes to the exterior of the building were minor: the 
inscriptions “MOPR” were removed, while the top of the main façade 
was adorned with an additional panel with the coats of arms of the new 
republics. Much more saddening is the fact that they had to whitewash 
or to cover the picturesque interior panels dedicated to the revolutionary 
struggle in different countries of the world, including China.

The revamped pavilion reopened as the pavilion of the Soviet Baltic 
Republics on Sunday, May 25, 1941, along with the rest of the exhibition. 
A note in the Vechernyaya Moskva (Evening Moscow) newspaper of  
May 9, 1941 suggests that outside the pavilion there was a wooden  
kiosk selling haberdashery and other consumer goods from the Baltics.  
Another kiosk, intended for tasting Moldavian wines, was planned or 
even installed next to it.

So much work went into it, but the pavilion remained open for just 
over a month: after the outbreak of the war on June 22, the entire exhibition 

�
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was shut down on July 1, if I remember correctly. This is a sad fate of the 
pavilion and its display. Nevertheless, note how incredibly prompt the 
authors of the new guidebook and the creators of the newsreel were. 
Both the exhibition guidebook (Всесоюзная сельскохозяйственная 
выставка. 1941. Путеводитель, Москва: Огиз-Сельхозгиз, 1941) and 
the documentary newsreel The Exhibition is Open (directed by Irina Setki-
na and Maryana Fideleva, script and voiceover by Alexander Moisee vich 
Maryamov) dedicated considerable attention to the new Baltic pavilion. 
Interestingly, both sources foregrounded the panoramas or dioramas that 
showcased the achievements of the Baltic republics under Soviet rule. 
For instance, Soviet Lithuania was represented by a three-dimensional 
installation or model in which, according to the author of the Guidebook, 
“the visitor sees a hilly plain crossed by a river”, “a hydroelectric station 

Front cover of the guide to 
the All-Union Agricultural 
Exhibition from 1941, edited 
by Nikolai Vasiljevich Tsitsin

First page of the newspaper Padomju Latvia (Soviet Latvia) No. 126 dated May 28, 1941 with 
the article on the opening of the Pavilion of the Latvian, Estonian and Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republics 
in the All-Union Agricultural Exhibition

�
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and a new plant are being built on the banks of the river”, while the 
central part of the installation depicted “swamp reclamation and stump 
removal with tractor-drawn grubbing machines”. The description of the 
installations further mentions the fields with a Machine-Tractor Station, 
cattle grazing in the meadows, and a distant silhouette of a city, which 
is Kaunas, of course. The newsreel was shown in cinemas before film 
screenings, I suppose. A copy of it is stored and can be accessed in the 
Krasnogorsk Archive (Russian State Film and Photo Archive).

I have never heard about the dioramas before. Probably they were created 
by local artists, i. e. Muscovites. There were no such specialists in the 
Baltic states, since there was no perceived need for dioramas to begin with 
during the independence years.

Inside the pavilion there were three dioramas based on the models made 
by the artists of the Moscow Art Theatre of the USSR, Khoenko and 
Larin. I could not find any information on them other than their initials, 
except the fact that Khoenko also co-authored a diorama in the Karelo-
Finnish pavilion. Close-ups of all the three Baltic dioramas are shown in 
the aforementioned newsreel following the coats of arms. The voiceover 
says, “You are looking at Riga…”, while in reality they are showing these 
dioramas. 

Painting by Konstantin Istomin A Squadron of War ships in the Baltic Sea Shows 
the Greatness of the Soviet Fleet inside the Pavilion of the Latvian, Estonian and 
Lithuanian Soviet So cia list Republics. Still from the documentary newsreel The Ex hibition  
is Open, directed by Irina Set kina and Maryana Fideleva (1941)
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Vytautas Mackevičius at his painting The Division in the Landowners’ and  
a Kulaks’ Land. Photo by N. Аlekseyev (TASS) re pro duced in the Lithuanian daily Tiesa (The Truth) 
No. 100 dated April 27, 1941

Dioramas are very intriguing. Yet it was the painting The Division of the 
Landowners’ and the  Kulaks’ Land by Vytautas Mackevičius that received 
the most coverage in the Lithuanian press. He painted it in Moscow where 
he shared a studio with the Estonian artist Adamson-Eric. 

The Estonian’s panel was also agriculture-themed; it was titled The School 
of Tractor Drivers. However, everything suggests that the author did 
not manage to finish it in time for the opening of the pavilion. Hence, 
Mackevičius became the hero of the day. Or, I would say, Mackevičius and 
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Istomin, who painted a large-format painting allegedly based on sketches 
by Latvian artists, A Squadron of Warships in the Baltic Sea Shows the 
Greatness of the Soviet Fleet.

The newspaper Izvestiya (The Herald) of May 25, 1941 illustrated 
the article about the pavilion of the Soviet Baltic Republics, titled The 
Baltic Wind, with a small photograph of the pavilion’s interior. It shows 
the decorators of the pavilion posing with various exhibits in front of 
Mackevičius’s panel, among them A. M. Irayd, Vsevolod Dobuzhinsky 
from Kaunas – the younger son of Mstislav Dobuzhinsky who had ma-
naged to escape to the West in time, and the chief artist of the pavilion 
Vla dimir Lvovich Khrakovsky, who was a student of Tatlin, by the way.

I have a file on the artists who decorated the pavilion of the Soviet 
Baltic Republics. I have already mentioned Khoenko and Larin, who 
worked on the dioramas. Other names include Max Birstein, Andrei 

Panel paintings A De monstration in Riga Deman ding the Estab lishment of Soviet 
Rule by Max Birstein, Andrei Platnov, and Viktor Tsyplakov reproduced in the newspaper 
Sovetskoje is kusst vo No. 21 (756) dated May 25, 1941
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Platnov, and Viktor Tsyplakov – all three were still students of the Surikov 
Art Institute at the time, and would later defend their final works in 
Samarkand in 1942. The three of them produced two panel paintings. The 
first one was titled A Demonstration in Riga Demanding the Establishment 
of Soviet Rule and the other one The Meeting of the Supreme Council of the 
USSR at the Moment of the Admission of the Republic of Lithuania to the 
Fraternal Family of the Peoples of the USSR. What a terrible title.

The paintings in the first hall follow next: a small painting by 
Amshei Markovich Nuremberg and Sheberstov Nikolai Aleksandrovich, 
depicting a meeting of the Social Democratic study circle in Reval 
(Tallinn) led by Mikhail Ivanovich Kalinin, the painting Sverdlov Speaks 
at the 1st Congress of the Soviets of Workers, Soldiers, and the Landless of 
Latvia on the 13th of January, 1919, and two works by Anatoly Yurievich 
Nikich, A Rally Marking the Proclamation of Soviet Rule in Lithuania 
in December 1918 and Armed Uprising of Workers in Tallinn in December 
1924.

Then we have Istomin, Konstantin Nikolaevich. He lived between 
1886 and 1942. At that time, he was already a highly prized painter. He 
studied at the Simon Hollòsy School of Painting in Munich, and later 
at the Department of Art History at Moscow University. Istomin was 
one of the senior professors of VKHUTEMAS-VKHUTEIN (Vysshiye 
Khudozhestvenno-Tekhnicheskiye Masterskiye – Higher Art and Tech-
nical Studios, later Vysshiy Khudozhestvenno-Tekhnicheskiy Institut  – 
Higher Art and Technical Institute).

There is a note in the Latvian newspaper Cīņa (Struggle) of May 25, 
1941 mentioning Istomin’s painting as part of “a special stand dedicated 
to the defence of the new Western borders” and titled A Squadron of 
Warships in the Baltic Sea Shows the Greatness of the Soviet Fleet. Powerful 
Battleships, Cruisers, and Submarines. This is the full title.

A quote by Molotov was carved above the painting in golden 
letters: “The fact that the borders of the Soviet Union will now be moved 
to the Baltic coast is of utmost significance to our country. This provides 
our country with our own ice-free ports in the Baltic Sea that we need so 
much”. I found this quote in an article in the newspaper Krasny Flot (Red 



272G i e d r ė  J a n k e v i č i ū t ė ,  D m i t r y  V o r o b y e v

Fleet) of May 27, 1941. The same quote is provided in the aforementioned 
1941 exhibition guidebook, and appears in the newsreel The Exhibition 
is Open.

The aforementioned sketch Baltic Wind in Izvestiya is also 
noteworthy: “In the depths of Michurin’s garden, above the even rows 
of white-stemmed apple trees, a sculptural group with a fluttering red 
banner pierces the blue sky. Walk down the alley and you will see a 
pentagonal pavilion with three coats of arms embossed on the pediment. 
The coats of arms feature five-pointed stars, hammer and sickle in the rays 
of the rising sun, and, on one of them, rows of waves rolling into the sea. It 
seems that the Baltic waves are washing this modest pavilion, that a fresh 
sea breeze rushes here from the panel by the artist Istomin, and that the 
Soviet warships are moored on the Riga shoreline just nearby.”

What an uplifting romanticism! Coupled with, perhaps, unwitting cold 
cynicism. I wonder who authored this article. 

His surname is Bachelis. Somebody caved in, so to speak. The whole 
article is written in this kind of pompous style language, and it is quite 
long.

The surname of journalist sounds Lithuanian or Latvian. Of course, this 
does not mean that Bachelis could not have been born or raised, or at 
least educated the Soviet Union in and have been a Soviet person from 
a young age. It is difficult to convey his style in translation, I guess it will 
be necessary to provide the original quote in a footnote for those who can 
read Russian to fully appreciate the style of this text. 

Let me quote another short excerpt: “One will behold the land of 
Lithuania, covered with a transparent lilac haze, and further, the shiny 
Western Dvina spanned by small  – scaled down  – bridges, leading to 
the capital of Latvia; to the right extends the lush greenery of Estonian 
meadows with scattered tiled roofs of farmsteads. Three corners of the 
pavilion look like windows into the liberated lands of the three new 
Soviet republics.” He compares the dioramas with windows opening to 
the “liberated” lands.



The focus of the description is not on the dioramas, though… After all, 
the creators of the exhibition were very attentive to the new geopolitical 
situation of the USSR. Two more pavilions, the Karelian and Moldavian 
ones, were opened at the same time.

Bachelis concludes his passage by stating that the Baltic pavilion 
introduces the visitor to the new countries that have been included in the 
exhibition for the first time. Two days later, on May 27, Izvestiya published 
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a photograph of the Moldavian pavilion… On the next page there was 
another photo of the pavilion of the Soviet Baltic Republics with a huge 
line of visitors outside. This photograph was three times bigger than the 
one of the pavilion of Moldavia. By the way, the same photograph with a 
crowd of visitors migrated from one newspaper or magazine to another. 
Illyustrirovannaya Gazeta (Illustrated Newspaper) published it, as did 
Ogonyok (Spark), I think – I have to check, I have made a note that it was 
the issue of June 5, 1941.

The pavilion of Moldavia currently houses a restaurant named  
Ottepel (The Thaw), and after the war, it served as the pavilion of 
Sericulture. The pre-war pavilion of Karelia was repurposed as well  – 
initially it was the pavilion of the Arctic. It had a plane on top – a real, 

In the Pavilion of  
the Baltic Republics at  
the All-Union Agricultural 
Exhibition. From left to 
right: designers  
A. M. Iraid, Vsevolod 
Dobuzhinsky and the 
chief artist of the pavilion 
Vladimir Khrakovsky.  
Photo by V. Musinov.  
The newspaper Izvestiya No. 122 
(7498) dated May 25, 1941
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basic plane, because its display was mostly related to the flights of Georgy 
Chkalov, Georgy Baidukov, and Alexander Belyakov. 

The Latvian newspaper Darbs (Labour) of May 29, 1941 reported that 
80,000 visitors came to the exhibition on its opening day of May 25. 

80,000 visitors. How is that possible? I guess a person should be entering 
every three seconds, or entering and exiting every two seconds for that to 
be true. It’s an exaggeration, I think. Surely, the Latvian journalists simply 
repeated what the central press reported. Look, two days earlier, on May 
27, 1941, the headline of the front-page article in Izvestiya read: “The All-
Union Agricultural Exhibition Opens. More than 80,000 People Visit 
the Exhibition on the First Day.”

Due to such exaggerations and inaccuracies in published sources, it is 
rather difficult to reconstruct the history of the Baltic pavilion; besides, 
the archives, at least in the Baltic States, are poorly preserved as well. There 
might be some more credible sources in the archives of the Communist 
Party, but they are still unavailable to art historians.

Indeed, one has to collect information bit by bit. For instance, Vechernyaya 
Moskva of April 24, 1941 reported that comrade Kirsanov, director of 
the pavilion of the Soviet Baltic Republics at the VSKhV, came back to 
Moscow from a trip to Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. In an interview 
with the newspaper’s reporter, comrade Kirsanov informed that the 
Lithuanian, Latvian, and Estonian SSRs were efficiently preparing for the 
participation in the 1941 VSKhV. “I visited the three capitals of the new 
Union republics, where I became acquainted with the work of artists, 
scientists, and so on. Special meetings with members of the governments, 
professors, and representatives of the people’s commissariats were held in 
each republic. Photoshoots for the exhibition are currently taking place 
throughout the Baltics.” You see, it might be said that a month before the 
exhibition not much was actually ready. The display was put together in 
a month. Even in the republics themselves there were still preparations 
going on at that point, and a month later the pavilion was opened. That 
was proper shock pacing. Failure was not an option…



At the end of the article there was information about several 
Baltic artists working in Moscow. The Lithuanian painter Mackevičius 
was working on a painting on the topic of the parcelling of landowners’ 
and kulaks’ lands. The Estonian artist Adamson-Eric was painting  
The School of Tractor Drivers. Meanwhile, a big panel painting entitled 
The New Marine Borders of the USSR in the West was being painted based 
on a sketch by Latvian painters. That was the aforementioned piece by 
Istomin. He passed away in Samarkand a year later: in the autumn of 1941, 
the Surikov Moscow State Academic Art Institute, where Konstantin 
Istomin was a professor, was evacuated there. The panel for the pavilion 
of the Soviet Baltic Republics was one of his last paintings.

The preceding note reads: “The visitors of the exhibition will see the 
famous Estonian oil shale and gasoline produced from it.” Perhaps 
gasoline was somehow manufactured from this shale. In any case, what an 
exhibit – gasoline!

Vsevolod Dobuzhinsky prepares the display of Lithuanian goods, the painting  
A Demonstration in Riga Demanding the Establishment of Soviet Rule  
by Max Birstein, Andrei Platnov, and Viktor Tsyplakov hangs on the background. 
Photo from the Latvian newspaper Brivais Zemnieks (Free Farmer) No. 124 dated May 25, 1941 



A strategic resource. I wonder, however, how they were exhibiting it  – 
probably in a jar.

After the war, it was decided not to recreate the Baltic pavilion on the site 
of the former MOPR one. In which year was it repurposed as the pavilion 
of Physical Education and Sports?

The 27th pavilion changed its theme to Physical Education and Sports in 
1954. Initially, the main façade was decorated with a bas-relief portraying 
the profiles of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin, but in 1956, it was replaced 
by a bas-relief with the GTO (Russian: Gotov k Trudu į Oborone  – 
Ready for Labour and Defence) sign. The GTO emblem with an athlete’s 
figure is the principal motif of the exterior décor, and outside the pavilion 
there are two surviving sculptures of mountain climbers by the sculptor 
and Master of Sports of the USSR Yevgeni Abalakov, a climber himself. 
The sculptures Football Players (sculptor Vassily Monakhov) and Female 
Basketball Players (sculptor Yuri Pommer) were installed in the alley 
leading to the pavilion.

The stand of the Latvian SSR in the Pavilion of the Baltic Republics.  
Photo by G. Shirokov (TASS) from the newspaper Sovetskaya molodezh No. 67 dated May 30, 1941
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The side façade has preserved a marble plaque with Kalinin’s dictum 
on the importance of sports in life: “Physical culture and sports are a 
significant factor in creating a healthy, strong, agile, inventive, courageous 
individual able to overcome obstacles and looking forward with confidence.”

For many years, the awards of Soviet athletes were exhibited in the 
pavilion, but in the recent two decades it has been empty and decaying. 
Nevertheless, the outstanding architectural solution of this building 
remains noteworthy even though it has lost some of the original elements. 
I have already mentioned the Krayevsky-designed small elegant lanterns 
on the roof – if they are repaired, the pavilion will get back its original 
illumination. Unfortunately the side façades have not preserved the 
window glasses of extraordinary pyramidal shape. 

Where did the exhibits of the Baltic pavilion go?

The exhibition was closed as soon as the war began. Some of the most 
valuable exhibits, the archive, and some other things were taken away. In 
some sources, the city of Chelyabinsk is mentioned as the destination. 
Frankly speaking, I have encountered numerous mentions about it, 
but in our country whenever somebody brings up the question of the 
preservation of certain materials, the answer is usually the following: 
“They were taken to Chelyabinsk and were lost there…” I perceive all this 
talk about Chelyabinsk as a mere excuse, disguised misinformation. In my 
opinion, everything is far from being so simple in the case of these prewar 
archives. In fact, something can be dug up somewhere in Moscow, if one 
digs persistently and in the right place. For instance, in collaboration with 
the Museum of Architecture. It may have some sketches and documents. I 
repeat: the exhibition was shut down because of the war, and was resumed 
only in 1954. 

Thank you very much for your intriguing account and references to 
valuable sources you have shared. I hope there will be followers who will 
further reconstruct the history of one of the most interesting pavilions of 
VDNKh that symbolises one of the most tragic pages in the 20th-century 
history of the Baltic States.


