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Nikolai I. Khardzhiev’s unpublished letters to
Varvara D. Bubnova

Jotaro OHTA

Nikolai I. Khardzhiev (1903-1996) is famous for his collection of works, manuscripts
and letters by Russian Avantgarde artists. The whole Khardzhiev archive, which was
divided between Moscow and Amsterdam over 20 years, has been united, located now in
Moscow at the Russian State Archive of Literature and Art (RGALI). It is, however, closed
to public access until November 2019.

In October 2015 I discovered four of Kharzhiev unpublished original letters (April-July,
1973) to Varvara D. Bubnova (1886-1983) in the archive of the late Irina P. Kozhevnikova
(1925-2011), a biographer of the latter. The purpose of the present article is to make these
unknown letters available for academic use. Copies of Bubnova’s letters (3) to Khardzhiev
were kindly offered to me by Mr. Andrei Ustinov, a specialist on the Russian Avantgarde
movement in San Francisco, who had visited the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam and got
there the PDF files of Khardzhiev’s archive.

When Khardzhiev happened to meet Kozhevnikova at his apartment in April 1973, he
seemed to start thinking of writing letters to Bubnova, with whom Kozhevnikova had been
keeping a close contact. He then had just written articles on the group «Coro3 Momomexm»
(“Union of youth”), one of the leading avantgarde artists’ associations, to which Bubnova
had belonged under the guide of its leader and her first husband, Voldemar 1. Matvei (1877-
1914). Bubnova asked Khardzhiev about her previous colleagues of the group.

Their exchange of letters seemed to have started joyfully to both, but it lasted only
three months. It seems to have been painful for Bubnova (she was 87 years old at the
time) to remember her days of youth in Academy of arts — they were tightly tangled with
memories of her late dearest partner Matvei, his words and works, on which she had been
trying to publish articles in Soviet Union for many years in vain. Consequently she had
started disbelieving all the art critics and publication houses and could not completely
trust Khardziev, who was actually planning to help Bubnova’s book to be published by
«CoBerckuit xynoxxauk» (“Soviet artist”).

Bubnova wanted to meet Khardzhiev personally, but she lived in Sukhumi, remote from
Moscow. Khardzhiev, too, could not leave Moscow due to the plan of Khlebnikov’s work
collection. Their epistolary interaction was brief, but their letters are full of details and

insights, which are essential to those who studies history of Russian Avantgarde movement.



