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The functioning, aims as well as the scientific and 

public consequences of the Kunstschutz im Kriege in 

Russia during the First World War each had their own 

specifics, which have not been described and analysed 

before. Only two types of information were published 

during the war: small notes on cultural activities or the 

destruction of monuments in areas of military conflict 

mainly for propaganda purposes1, and short reports on 

expeditions2. The February and October revolutions of 

1917 brought almost all kind of art protection and mon-

itoring activity in Russia to a halt. After the Bolshevik 

regime change, the experience of the Kunstschutz was 

discarded as part of the imperial past. In Soviet Russia 

and abroad, only brief reports and small studies saw 

release3, while certain material was employed to write 

general monographs4. 

The interest in Russian scientific expeditions in 

the occupied territories during the First World War 

arose only after the collapse of the USSR. This was 

in connection with the rehabilitation of Russia’s im-

perial past5. The publications introduced numerous 

archival materials into scientific circulation, materials 

that remained undisclosed until now6. Against this 

background, however, only the expedition of Feodor 

Uspensky (1845–1928) to Trabzon in 1916 and 1917 

became the subject of a quite thorough monographic 

study7. Other forms of cultural policy in areas of mili-

tary conflict have been the subject of shorter academic 

articles: the expedition in Western Armenia (Lake Van 

expedition) (1916), two expeditions in Turkish Georgia 

(1917), the expedition in Bukovina (1916–1917) and the 

mission in Galicia (1915)8. In fact, the Russian Kunst-

schutz presented various independent enterprises, that 

only occasionally overlapped. The aim of this article is 

to engage in a comparative analysis of these activities 

in Galicia, Bukovina, Ottoman Turkey and the Cauca-

sus in the context of the role of national cultural and 

scientific organizations in the Russian Kunstschutz and 

to synchronise them together.

Evacuation in Order to Prevent Looting? 

The Russian State Strategy Regarding Cultural 

Heritage in the Face of an Enemy Offensive

Documents reveal that the Russian academic commu-

nity was completely unprepared for the challenges of 

the First World War. Since the Kunstschutz took place 

predominantly in territories occupied by the Russian 

Imperial Army in 1914–1916 (Galicia, Bukovina, Ot-

toman Caucasia and Asia Minor) and not in the Em-

pire itself, the emerging standards and regulations for 

national monument conservation in Russia9 had little 

impact on these activities. In contrast to the Russian 

intelligentsia, the officials of the state, the church and 

the military were better prepared to meet these chal-

lenges. Before the war, the state bureaucracy had 

already defined the main Russian strategy for the pro-

tection of movable objects and collections on its own 

state territory: their evacuation from regions under en-

emy threat to the interior of the empire. 

In February 1914 the Economic Department of the 

Holy Synod in St. Petersburg issued a directive on the 

procedure for the evacuation of objects belonging to 

the Orthodox Church (relics, liturgical utensils, icons, 

and archives). On 17 July 1914 [O.S.]10, the Ministry 

of the Interior issued a special decree on the com-

pulsory evacuation of cultural property of state value 

(including that of nations forcibly incorporated into 

the Empire) to the interior of Russia. On this basis, in 

1914–1915, parts of museums, sacristies, relics and 

collections were transferred from Tbilisi (Georgia) to  

Rostov-on-Don11, and from the Holy Etchmiadzin 

(Armenia) to Moscow12, as well as from the Museum 

of the Excavation in Ani (Armenia) and other areas; for 

example, from the Crimea13 and Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra 

(Ukr. Києво-Печерська лавра)14. Such evacuations 

took place on a particularly large scale during the war, 

with dramatic consequences for the culture and history 

of Eastern Poland and Volhynia in 191515. The evacu-
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ation of cultural assets was accompanied by the re-

moval of industrial enterprises and the displacement of 

populations16. As we can see, this strategy was not pri-

marily concerned with preserving cultural monuments 

that had been endangered during the war and occupa-

tion, but above all with controlling the historical mem-

ory of the local population, which did not belong to the 

titular Russian nation. Such a cultural strategy can be 

contrasted with the “scorched earth” strategy of the 

Stalinist USSR during the Second World War. 

It should be said that the evacuation of cultural assets 

in Russia is poorly reflected in archival materials, and 

some of those materials became classified as “secret” 

and inaccessible to researchers and readers17. The inef-

ficiency of such evacuations can be observed not only 

in Russia. Likewise, the collection of archival documents 

from the late Middle Ages and Early Modern times, re-

located by the Austrian government from the Pochaev 

Monastery (Ukr. Свято-Успенська Почаївська Лавра, 

Rus. Свято-Успенская Почаевская Лавра, Pol.: 

Ławra Poczajowska, in the Ternopil Oblast’, Ukraine) to 

Vienna, is also deemed lost today18.

The Russian General Staff also prepared for the 

cultural aspects of the war at an early stage. On  

26 July 1914 [O.S.], Colonel Mikhail Bender (1869–af-

ter 1938), the provisional head of the Military Scientific 

Archive and Library, was instructed to create Field Mili-

tary History Departments in the staffs of each army with 

the task of collecting Russian military documents, as 

well as archives and libraries of the enemy. On 9 October 

1914 [O.S.], Bender was appointed head of the newly 

created General Department19. His activities, along with 

those of the officers under his command, fell under a 

series of regulations20. They acted as the most persis-

tent agents of the Russian Kunstschutz, a role that often  

degenerated in the pillaging of Austrian military libraries 

and archives. Records indicate that members of the 

Russian missions in Galicia and Bukovina in 1915–1916 

consistently encountered the activities of Bender and 

his officers and even profited from their assistance. 

The Academic Monitoring Mission in Galicia:

Initial Attempts 

The first systematic scientific initiative in connection 

with the wartime monitoring mission was conducted 

by the Imperial Academy of Sciences in St. Peters-

burg21. On 29 November 1914 [O.S.], the General 

Assembly of the Imperial Academy of Sciences estab-

lished the Commission for the Protection of Historical 

Monuments and Scientific Collections in the Area of  

Military Activities (Komissiâ Imperatorskoj Akademii nauk 

po ohraneniû pamâtnikov stariny i naučnyh sobra-

nij v rajone voennyh dejstvij). On 20 December 1914  

[O.S.], the Academy adopted an Instruction on the Pro-

tection of Historical Monuments for a person autho-

rised by the Academy. The historian and former rep-

resentative of the Academy in Rome, Evgenij Shmurlo 

(1854–1934) (fig. 1: 1), emerged as the Academy’s rep-

resentative for this task (Upolnomočennyj Imperator-

skoj Akademii nauk po ohraneniû pamâtnikov stariny 

i naučnyh sobranij v rajone voennyh dejstvij). The initial 

aim of the mission was to cover the territory of Galicia, 

Bukovina and Poland. However, its operation was only 

active limited to Galicia, which came under control of 

the Russian Imperial Army during the “battles of Lem-

berg” in 191422.

The discussion in St. Petersburg on the instruction 

and the activities in the occupied territories of Galicia 

revealed the ideology of the so-called liberal imperial-

ism of Russian academics, which paradoxically com-

bined enlightened views and Russian chauvinism23. 

The possibilities for protecting cultural assets during 

the war were viewed rather critically at the meeting. At 

the same time, some members of the Academy, for ex-

ample, the philologist Alexei Sobolevsky (1856–1929), 

declared their intention to confiscate the most impor-

tant Old-Slavonic manuscripts in Galicia as a cultural 

heritage related to Russia. The instructions given to the 

Commissioner of the Academy followed a moderate 

position, proposing to protect collections in situ with-

out evacuating them24. 

The mission in Galicia is well documented25. Impor-

tant materials are presented in the appropriated collec-

tion of archives of the Academy in St. Petersburg, and 

in protocols and minutes of the General Assembly of 

the Academy26. Nevertheless, the history of the mis-

sion is practically unexplored.

Shmurlo was in Galicia from 30 January to 6 June 

1915 [O.S.], with a short trip to St. Petersburg in mid-

May. He resided in Lviv (Ukr. Львів, Ger. Lemberg, Pol. 

Lwów), and his main activity consisted of visits lasting 

several days to libraries, archives, churches, palaces 
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Fig. 1. Russian art protection and art looting in Galicia, 1914–1915: 1) The historian and active State Councillor Evgenij Shmurlo (1854–1934), 
Commissioner of the Russian Imperial Academy of Sciences for the Protection of Historical Monuments and Scientific Collections in the Field of 
Military Activities; 2) Captain Mikhail Efenbach (1877 – after 1919), Head of the 11th Army Chancellery, responsible for its military archives; 
3) Polish postcard on the liberation of Lviv, 1915: “Lviv during the Russian invasion, 3/IX.1914 – 22/VI.1915. The Russians returning from Lviv with 
trophies. 22/VI.1915” (Sources: https://ru.wikipedia.org/; https://ria1914.info/index.php)



Aleksandr Musin kunsttexte.de/ostblick   1/2025-4Russian Kunstschutz im Kriege during the First World War

and castles in the territory of the present Lviv Oblast in 

Ukraine, the Subcarpathian (Podkarpackie) and Lesser 

Poland (Małopolskie) Voivodeships. The reports and 

diaries of Shmurlo are a martyrology of the plundered 

Ukrainian and Polish cultural assets, monuments and 

sites in the territories affected by the war, and sub-

sequently taken over by the Russian Imperial Army. 

The monuments and sites faced not only the immedi-

ate threat of military activity, but also the risk of loot-

ing by soldiers from both foreign and Russian armies 

(fig.  1:  3). Shmurlo also mentioned that the period 

between the withdrawal of one country’s troops and 

the arrival of the other was particularly risky for monu-

ments and collections. In this timeframe, certain locals, 

such as Polish and Ukrainian peasants, engaged in the 

act of looting some of the monuments27.

Shmurlo’s main means of protection consisted of 

requesting the local officers to seal buildings and sta-

tion a guard there, a course of action that was sporadi-

cally taken. As a result, he could stop the destruction 

and transport of the remaining parts of collections to a 

safe place, such as in Lviv and Przemyśl, with assis-

tance of representatives of the Polish academic com-

munity. As a result, thanks to the efforts of Shmurlo,  

the art and manuscripts collection of the Sapieha fam-

ily from Krasiczyn Castle was moved from the crypt of 

the Cathedral in Przemyśl to the Ossoliński Institute in 

Lviv. The private art collection of Bolesław Orzechowicz 

(1847–1927) from Kalników was also moved there. 

Shmurlo also helped to evacuate the remains of the 

library of the Carmelites monastery in Susidovychi and 

the sacristy of the catholic church in Skelivka to Lviv, 

while the sacristy of the church in Rudnik was moved 

to Przemyśl28.

It should be stressed that Shmurlo single-handedly 

represented the entire monitoring mission in Galicia, 

and that he was completely dependent on the military 

command. Some help was provided by Captain Mikhail 

Efenbach (1877– after 1919), the Chief of Chancellery 

of the 11th Army, responsible for its military archive, 

and subordinate to Colonel Bender (fig. 1: 2). There is 

a strong possibility that, either through his efforts or 

those of his colleagues, photographs were taken doc-

umenting the state of monuments in Galicia and the 

ethnography of Ukrainian Boykos in the spring of 1915 

(figs. 2 and 3).

Fig. 3. Ukrainian Boykos near the 17th century wooden church of 
St. Paraskeva in Skole (Stryi Raion, Lviv Oblast, Ukraine), April 1915, 
author unknown. FO NA IIMK RAN. No II 49233.

Fig. 2. Residence of the Groedel family in Skole (Stryi Raion, 
Lviv Oblast, Ukraine) after the fire in April 1915, author unknown. 
FO NA IIMK RAN. No II 49219.
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Academic Kunstschutz Versus Imperial Policy: 

The Example of Galicia

In his reports to St. Petersburg, Shmurlo noted that he 

owed the relative success of his mission to the name 

of the Imperial Academy of Sciences, which was held 

in honor by the Russian occupation officials and of-

ficers. A significant obstacle for him was that he did 

not have any staff to work with and did not have his 

own means of transport29. Moreover, it appears that the 

Commissioner of the Academy did not have any official 

governmental status in solving the most important is-

sues within the competence of the State: namely the 

protection of monuments. The Commissioner was only 

tolerated by the military and civilian occupation authori-

ties. Instead, the major decisions to evacuate and con-

fiscate the collections in Lviv [the museum and library 

of the Ukrainian Scientific Shevchenko Society and the 

personal archive of the Greek-Catholic Metropolitan 

Bishop Andrzej Szeptycki (1865–1944)]30, Ternopil (the 

Ukrainian educational societies and the library of the 

Carmelite monastery) and Podhirtsy (the Sanguszko 

family collection) were taken by the military adminis-

tration without any participation from Shmurlo31, which 

must be regarded as art theft. At the same time, the 

collection of the Museum of the Stauropegion Institute 

(now the National Museum in Lviv) was evacuated by 

the military authority to Kyiv as a result of the request 

of its administration, which took a pro-Russian stance; 

the collection was not returned to Lviv until 192932. Fur-

thermore, the head of the temporary Special Corps of 

the Gendarmerie, the political police in Galicia, Colonel 

Alexander Mezentsev, considered Shmurlo’s stay in Lviv 

as “totally undesirable” because of his “liberal views”33.

As a consequence, there is every reason and op-

portunity to evaluate the mission of Shmurlo from 

the point of view of representatives of the Polish and 

Ukrainian communities34. It is noteworthy that Shmurlo 

was in active contact with representatives of the Polish 

and Ukrainian cultural elite and the clergy, especially 

Aleksander Czołowski (1865–1944), Antoni Prochaska 

(1852–1930), Wojciech Kętrzyński (1838–1918), Bohdan 

Janusz (1887–1930), Miron Podoliński (1847–1919). In 

general, they cooperated with the St. Petersburg scien-

tist and worked with him to protect their local cultural 

heritage. However, it is likely that this cooperation was 

dictated by necessity rather than goodwill.

A valuable source for this is the diary of the priest-

archdeacon from Przemyśl, Miron Podoliński35. Here, 

all the dates, and even the exact time, of his meetings 

with Shmurlo are noted and described in detail. Dur-

ing the final visit, on 12 May 1915, Shmurlo persuaded 

the priest to agree to the evacuation of the 18th-century 

Mitre (tall folding cap) of the Archbishops of Przemyśl, 

the so-called crown of King Daniel of Rus’, to St. Pe-

tersburg on the eve of the Austrian counteroffensive. 

Shmurlo left a document that stated that it should be 

returned to Przemyśl after the War (fig. 4), something 

that only happened in 192636.

In assessing Shmurlo’s mission, the overall context 

needs to be considered. On the one hand, the mission 

in Galicia was part of the policy of the Russification and 

Ortodoxisation of the local Ruthenian population, who 

belonged to the Greek-Catholic Church and were ethno-

graphically and linguistically Ukrainian, by forcing them 

to convert to Orthodoxy37. Shmurlo was no stranger to 

“liberal imperialism”. He considered the monuments 

and collections he examined to be new acquisitions for 

the culture and science of Russia. Shmurlo also planned 

to expand his mission to the Slavic monuments of Tran-

scarpathia and Hungary, which did not take place due 

to the military defeat of Russia.

On the other hand, the mission’s tasks and meth-

ods conflicted with the policy of Russification pro-

moted by the General Military Government of Galicia, 

led by Count Georgi Bobrinskoi (1863–1928), the head 

Fig. 4. Copy of the receipt for the return of the 18th-century Mitre of 
the Archbishops of Przemyśl after the war, signed by E. Shmurlo on 
12 May/29 April 1915, M. Podoliński (APP, Archiwum Biskupstwa 
Greckokatolickiego, sygn. 9444, k. 61 [fragment]).
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of occupation administration, and Eulogi Georgievsky 

(1868–1946), the Orthodox Archbishop of Volhynia and 

Galicia. A heated discussion about the methods of 

Russian cultural, religious, and social policy in Galicia 

divided not only parts of Russian society, but also rep-

resentatives of the Orthodox Church, who emphasised 

their illegality and ineffectiveness in their memoirs38. 

Shmurlo’s mission ended with the defeat and retreat 

of the Russian Imperial Army in June 191539. Notably, 

the Imperial Archaeological Commission, the state 

institution tasked with safeguarding monuments in 

Russia, did not join the mission in Galicia.40 This oc-

curred for two reasons: First, in accordance with its 

statute, the Commission conducted its activity within 

the boundaries of the Russian state, not abroad. And 

second, its President, Alexei Bobrinskoi (1852–1927), 

found himself in a challenging familial dispute with his 

younger brother Georgi, who served as the General-

Governor of Galicia.

Academic Kunstschutz and National Interests

There existed additional Russian expeditions that could 

be identified as Kunstschutz. Four scientific expeditions 

took place in Transcaucasia (South Caucasus) and the 

Ottoman Empire, now territory of Turkey, following the 

victory of the Russian Imperial Army in the Battle of 

Erzerum (January–February 1916), the Trabzon Cam-

paign (February–April 1916), and the Battle of Erzincan 

(July 1916)41. However, these expeditions cannot be 

categorized solely as monitoring missions in a strict 

sense, because they were partially linked to the pro-

tection of monuments in the war zone. The expedition 

leaders merely capitalised on the military situation to 

expand the geographical range of their research and 

develop imperial scientific knowledge inspired by ori-

entalist discourses or nationalistic pretensions42.

The preparations for the Lake Van expedition, 

headed by Nikolai Marr (1865–1934), had already 

started at the end of 1915. From November 1915 to 

January 1916 Smbat Ter-Avetisyan (1875–1943), Con-

servator of the Archaeological Department of the Cau-

casian Museum in Tbilisi from 1914 to 1919, visited 

Russian occupied Western Armenia, supported by 

Marr and the Academy of Sciences43. Based on the re-

sults of the Ter-Avetisyan’s trip, Marr and the Oriental 

Department of the Russian Imperial Archaeological So-

ciety in St. Petersburg drafted the project for a new ex-

pedition at the beginning of 1916. It aimed at the study, 

registration and protection of Armenian monuments in 

the occupied Ottoman territory. 

Officially, it was an expedition of the Russian 

Archaeological Society, and it took place from 12th 

June 12 to 25 July 1916 [O.S.], on the territory of con-

temporary Turkey. The starting point of the expedition 

was Tbilisi. It included Marr, the orientalist Iosif Or-

beli (1887–1961), the ethnographer Aleksander Miller 

(1875–1935), the photographer Aram Vrouier (Ma- 

kachsyan, 1863–1924) and Pogos Makintsyan (1984–

Fig. 5. Aleksander Miller (1875–1935) in the Ethnographic Department 
of the Russian Museum, St. Petersburg, next to a mannequin in the 
national costume of the Nivkh people, before 1917. FO NA IIMK RAN. 
О.1699-82.
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1938). While Miller collected ethnographic materials in 

Turkish Armenia (fig. 5), Marr and Orbeli organised new 

archaeological excavations; most importantly, in the 

Citadel of Van (fig. 6), and at Toprakkale (historically 

Rusahinili), a fortress of the kingdom of Urartu. At the 

same time, the expedition dispatched numerous me- 

dieval manuscripts to the Library of the Academy of 

Sciences in St.  Petersburg. To this day the circum-

stances of their acquisition are uncertain, and their 

provenance remains unknown44. 

Two other expeditions not only corresponded to 

Marr’s concept of expanding the field of research in 

Transcaucasia as a consequence of military operations, 

but also reflected the national renaissance of the peo-

ples whose lands and history had been colonised by 

the Russian Empire. The Russian occupation of Otto-

man Georgia (Western Javakheti or Gyurdzhistan) en-

abled the Georgian Society for History and Ethnogra-

phy in Tbilisi to organise an excursion to the origins of 

the Georgian State and its culture in July–August 1917 

which was linked to the hope of restoring the Geor-

gian national state within historical borders. It served 

to consolidate the national culture and academic com-

munity and brought together many representatives of 

the local intelligentsia under the leadership of Ekvtime 

Takaishvili (1862–1953). Many years later, most of the 

surviving documentation was published45.

Marr seemed to be the scientific expert of the ex-

pedition. He did not intend to let the process of study-

ing architecture in the region out of his control, and 

perhaps he did not trust the scientific abilities of the 

members of the Georgian Society. Simultaneously to 

the expedition from Tbilisi, Marr organised another 

expedition in the very same region and with identical 

objectives in June–August 1917. At its head was the 

art historian Nikolai Okunev (1885–1949) (fig. 7)46, who 

travelled the same route as the Georgian expedition, 

only in the opposite direction, from Tbilisi to Erzurum 

and the Artvin Provinces of today´s Turkey. The major 

outcome of the latter expedition consisted of 427 pho-

tographs of architectural monuments47, while no writ-

ten documentation seems to exist. 

Kunstschutz Between Academic ‘Reconquest’ 

and Imperial Policy: The Example of the Trabzon 

Expedition 

Against this background, Fedor Uspensky’s Trabzon 

expedition of 1916–1917 had its own independent ele-

ments (fig.  8). Starting with its name, because “mili-

tary-archaeological” testifies to its character and the 

“militant” approach of Uspensky himself as an explorer 

of the East. This expedition seems to have been an op-

portunity for him to take revenge for the shutdown of 

the Russian Archaeological Institute in Constantinople48 

immediately after the outbreak of the war. Founded in 

1894 to promote Russia’s cultural and scientific expan-

sion in the Middle East, the institute was headed from 

the outset by Uspensky. The Russian occupation of 

Trabzon provided him with the opportunity to continue 

his scientific studies in the Ottoman Empire. It seems 

that he spent years preparing for this opportunity, 

starting in 1914, by formulating geopolitical strategies 

for the occupation of Turkey and Istanbul49. However, 

it is important to add that despite the relative loyalty 

of the local Christian population in favour of Russia, 

Fig. 6. The western niche of the citadel of Van, Turkey. The stele of 
Sarduri II (764–735 B.C.). Nikolai Marr is standing near the stele. 
Photo by I. Orbeli, 1916. FO NA IIMK RAN. Q. 471-4.
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Uspensky ignored the serious tensions between the 

ethnic groups, confessions and denominations in Asia 

Minor50. 

Currently, the Trabzon expedition to the Ottoman 

Empire is the most extensively studied of all the pro-

jects discussed here. Despite Uspensky’s appointment 

as the commissioner of the Academy of Sciences, the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of National Edu-

cation (which previously financed the Institute in Istan-

bul), and the Russian and Moscow Archaeological So-

cieties were responsible for organizing and funding the 

expedition. The first stage of the expedition took place 

from 13 May to 4 June 1916, and the second stage 

from 17 May to September 1917 [O.S.]; the latter was 

more focused on research, but it is not as well reflected 

in written documentation as the former)51. Alongside 

research in the church of Hagia Sophia (1238–1263), 

excavations were carried out in the church of Panagia 

Chrysokephalos (“Goldenheaded Virgin”, the Fatih 

Mosque). The churches of Hagios Eugenios (Yeni Cuma  

Camii) and Hagia Anna (7th–8th century), in addition to 

the Acropolis of Trabzon, were subjects of study. The 

research enabled Uspensky and his colleagues to re-

construct the city plan from the Byzantine era. Further-

more, the collected historical and archaeological ob-

jects formed the basis of the local museum, created by 

Feodor Morozov (1883–1962) at the church of Panagia 

Chrysokephalos. Since 1917, Morozov was the Scien-

tific Secretary of the Committee for the Protection of 

Ancient Monuments under the head of the Trabzon 

Fortified Region, established by the Transcaucasian 

military commissariat52: although the details of how this 

committee functioned are unknown. 

Modern researchers tend to emphasise the impor-

tance of archaeological discoveries and visual mate-

rials collected by the expedition. However, we must 

not forget, that for these excavations, old Byzantine 

churches, historically converted into mosques, were 

confiscated from Muslims communities. By order of 

the Trabzon Fortified Region of June 30th, 1916, all 

mosques that were previously Christian churches were 

closed for Muslim worship and were assigned for ar-

chaeological work53.

Russian Kunstschutz and National Interests

After the end of the mission in Galicia the Academy of 

Sciences did not independently organise further cam-

paigns of that kind, despite the fact that in 1915–1916 

it had 12,000 Rubles for such purposes54. However, 

academics willingly handed over the responsibility of 

Fig. 7. Nikolai Marr, his wife 
Aleksandra Zhukovskaya 
(1864–1940) and Nikolai 
Okunev (1885–1949), seated in 
the front row from left to right. 
Ani, Armenia, 1911 (photograph 
by I. Orbeli ?) FO NA IIMK RAN. 
O.1067-23.
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being regional commissioners for safeguarding monu-

ments, libraries, scientific and art collections in areas 

of conflict, if the opportunity arose. 

The role of the Warsaw Society for the Protection of 

Ancient Monuments (Towarzystwo Opieki nad Zabyt- 

kami Przeszłości; TOnZP)55 and its St.  Petersburg 

branch in the Kunstschutz, and its contacts with the 

Academy of Sciences and the Archaeological Commis-

sion will be discussed. Following the Society’s appeals 

to the Commission on 7 and 27 February 1915, signed 

by its president Edward Krasiński (1870–1940), the 

Commission allocated 5,000 Rubles56 to the Society 

for the purpose of monitoring damage to the cultural 

heritage and carrying out the necessary primary con-

servation work on the territory of Poland. At the same 

time the Society asked the Academy of Sciences to 

set up a commission to monitor the damage to cultural 

heritage caused by the war and, on 23 February 1915 

[O.S.], an extraordinary General Assembly decided to 

set up a commission for Polish monuments57. How-

ever, the Russian withdrawal from Poland did not allow 

this initiative to develop. 

It was also on the initiative of the TOnZP that the 

Archaeological Commission in February 1915 began 

to collect information on military damage to histori-

cal monuments. Special letters were sent to front-line 

provinces and dioceses with a request to provide rele-

vant information. An analysis of the official information 

against the background of Russian press reports sug-

gests that the destruction reported in the media was 

likely exaggerated, possibly for propaganda reasons to 

portray the enemy in a negative light58. 

The last Russian attempt of Kunstschutz, the expe-

dition in Bukovina and related events, was also marked 

by a cooperation of Russian imperial institutions with 

representatives of the TOnZP. Peter Pokryshkin (1870–

1922), an architect and member of the Commission59, 

led the mission as the Commissioner of the Academy 

of Sciences for the Protection of Historical Monu-

ments and Scientific Collections in the Area of Mili-

tary Activities in Bukovina, Galicia, and Volhynia like 

Shmurlo in 1914. This expedition was made possible 

by the Russian Imperial Army’s offensive in the Battle 

of Lutsk-Chernivtsi (the 4th Battle of Galicia), in 191660. 

One notable aspect of this expedition was its initia-

tion by statesmen: Feodor Trepov (1854–1938), Gen-

eral-Governor of Bukovina, and his brother Aleksandr 

Trepov (1862–1928), Minister of Railway Transport of 

the Russian Empire. The minister, during his visit to his 

brother in Bukovina, expressed complete shock at the 

absence of protection for monuments and sites in the 

Russian occupied territory. On 27 July 1916 [O.S.], he 

sent a letter to the President of the Imperial Archaeo-

logical Commission, Alexei Bobrinskoi, that initiated 

the mission61.

The mission was extraordinary for two reasons62. 

Firstly, it marked the initial occasion when the Impe-

rial Archaeological Commission collaborated with the 

Academy of Sciences to organize an expedition to 

occupied territories. Secondly, it was the inaugural in-

stance of an expedition being led by an architect with 

prior experience in the restoration of historical build-

ings. In the Bukovina, he compiled a list of local monu-

ments and several museum collections, described the 

problems of monuments of art and architecture, photo-

Fig. 8. The Byzantinist Fedor Uspensky (1845–1928), 
author unknown. FO NA IIMK RAN. II 22612. II 22613
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graphed and sketched them, and gave advice on their 

conservation, even if he did not manage to undertake 

any special works. 

Another important moment in Pokryshkin’s work was 

the active participation of representatives of the Ukrai-

nian intelligentsia in the expedition: Vladimir Leontovich 

(1881–1968), and Aleksandr Bagriy (1891–1949). It is 

important to recall the political situation in which the 

Pokryshkin mission took place – the first part took 

place from 18 December 1916 to 9 January 1917, and 

the second part from 20 May to 10 June 1917 [O.S.] – 

was very different from the situation in Galicia. The 

revival of Ukrainian statehood was in progress, with 

active discussions on various aspects of the formation 

of the Ukrainian nation. Therefore, the expedition was 

forced to give up on the idea of inviting Julian Jaworski 

(1873–1937), an associate professor from Kyiv Uni-

versity and specialist in Ukrainian medieval literature. 

He occupied a leadership role within the pro-Russian 

movement in Galicia63 and the committee of deputies 

of the Army, stationed in Chernivtsi (Ukr.  ЧернівціÏ, 

Ger. Czernowitz, Rom. Cernăuți), which supported the  

Central Rada of Ukraine64, regarded his presence in 

Bukovina as unwanted.

It should be added that the activity of the Depart-

ment of Aid to the War-Affected Population of the 

Southwestern Front Committee of the All-Russian 

Zemstvo Union of Aid to the Sick and Wounded of War, 

founded in 1914 under the auspices of Her Imperial 

Highness Grand Duchess Elizabeth Feodorovna could 

also be considered as a special form of national Ukrain- 

ian movement within the Russian Kunstschutz. This 

department was headed by the Ukrainian art historian 

and archaeologist Mykola Biliashivskyi (1867–1926). 

One of the forms of assistance was the involvement of 

the local population and refugees in craft workshops of 

in order to develop and preserve the folk art it. This al-

lowed Biliashivskyi to continue his research into Ukrain- 

ian folk art65, which he had begun before the war66. He 

worked mainly in Galicia and Bukovina, where he was 

Commissioner of the Southwestern Front Committee 

of the All-Russian Zemstvo Union67. This fact, together 

with his appointment by the Russian Provisional Gov-

ernment in 1917 to the post of Commissioner for the 

Protection of Monuments in Ukraine, may have con-

tributed to the emergence of the historiographical 

opinion that he was a Commissioner of the Academy 

of Sciences in Galicia and Bukovina68, like E. Shmurlo.

The St. Petersburg and Kyiv branches of the Warsaw 

Society for the Protection of Ancient Monuments 

and its members also participated to some extent in 

the expedition and in the final stage of the Russian 

Kunstschutz. However, this activity and contribution 

should not be overestimated69. The letters of the Sec-

retary of the St. Petersburg department of the Society, 

Aleksander Borawski (1861–1942), on 2 August and 

the 30 September 1916 [O.S.], to the Academy of Sci-

ences included proposals to organise a mission in the 

territories occupied by the Russian Imperial Army in 

summer 1916 could not have initiated the expedition 

in Bukovina, which was already in preparation. Later, 

when the Academy joined the Commission’s initiative, 

it was proposed that the new mission should include 

Count Ludgar Piotr Grocholski (1884–1954), chairman 

of the Kyiv department of the same TOnZP, and the 

photographer, artist and restorer Zygmunt Borawski 

(1888–1956, son of Aleksander Borawski) as a repre-

sentative of St. Petersburg70. Aleksander Borawski re-

peatedly communicated with Pokryshkin from Novem-

ber 1916 to May 1917, but according to surviving doc-

uments he never left St. Petersburg for field missions.71 

Conscripted into the army with the rank of warrant of-

ficer and spending most of his time in Kyiv, Z. Borawski 

did not visit Bukovina with other members of the ex-

pedition. In January 1917, however, Prokyshkin com-

missioned him to organise the transport of some 400 

photographs of Romanian monasteries and churches 

from Chernivtsi to Kyiv and then to St. Petersburg. The 

photographs had been taken by the photographer Jo-

hann Krzanowski (Jan Chrzanowski) who worked in 

Chernivtsi and Lviv. On behalf of Volodymyr Milkovich 

(1857–1920), professor at the Chernivtsi University and 

Conservator of the Austrian K.  K. Zentralkommission 

für Denkmalpflege he documented the monasteries of 

Suczawitza (Rom. Suceviţa) in 1906, Voronets (Rom. 

Voroneț; Germ. Woronetz), Humora (Rom. Humor) and 

Vatra Moldovica (Rom. Vatra Moldoviţei, Germ. Watra 

Moldawitza) in 1909, Dragomirna and the town of 

Suceava in 1911–191272. Of the two other members 

of the TOnZP who are usually named as participants 

of the mission, Ludgar Grocholski, who did not join 

the expedition to Bukovina due to health reasons, and 
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the historian Franciszek Jan Pułaski (1875–1956), are 

known to have received passes to the front area on 

31 March 1917 [O.S.]73. Nevertheless, their monitoring 

activities were not reflected in the archival materials 

of the Commission and the Academy. The results of 

the company’s mission and its area of activity (Ternopil 

region?) cannot be characterised today.

One of the concluding actions of the Russian Kunst-

schutz, which also had connections to the TOnZP and 

can be seen as symbolic, occurred on the 14 Decem-

ber 1918. On this day, the Archaeological Commission 

aided Aleksander Borawski and his wife Anna Borawska 

in legally leaving Soviet Russia for Poland, granting 

them 2,000 Rubles. The departure was planned, with 

the guise of their participation in monitoring Polish 

monuments and collections damaged in the war.

Conclusions 

The Russian cultural policy on art protection and sci-

entific research in occupied territories was a very com-

plex and contradictory process. It took place against 

the background of the spontaneous plundering of 

art and collections by ordinary soldiers and by the 

local population, caused by the general disorder on 

the frontlines. Only sometimes, as in the case of the 

Shmurlo or Pokryshkin missions, was the Kunstschutz 

able to defend itself against spontaneous looting or 

to protect what was left after destructions. However, 

several Russian missions, especially in the Caucasus 

and Asia Minor, deliberately participated in the loot-

ing and expropriating of art organised by the occupy-

ing authorities as a part of the state policy. The actors 

and institutions involved in the Kunstschutz did not fall 

under a single program or coordinating body at state 

or army command level. No regular Russian activities 

to protect monuments and sites were observed in the 

frontline zone. This demonstrates that Russian opera-

tions occurred sporadically and were dependent rather 

than structured.

The phenomena we observed in the period 1914–

1917 can be broadly be divided into the evacuation of 

national cultural and religious assets from the territories 

of the Russian Empire occupied by German, Austro-

Hungarian and Ottoman troops, and missions in the 

territories occupied by the Russian Imperial Army. The 

practice of the evacuation of cultural values was largely 

prepared by State Russian institutions before the war. 

These missions in turn could be divided into monitoring 

missions (Galicia, Bukovina) and scientific expeditions 

(Western Armenia, Turkish Georgia, Trabzon). The mis-

sion in Bukovina was the only one that could be seen 

as a classical monitoring mission, which truly aided in 

safeguarding cultural heritage. 

In most cases, the activities of the expeditions 

should be considered in the context of the particular 

scientific interests of individual scholars and scientific 

institutions, with the concept of protecting art receding 

into the background. The explorers took advantage of 

the temporary successes of the Imperial Russian Army 

to continue and expand their scientific research. This 

was in line with the state’s strategy of political and cul-

tural expansion in Caucasia, Asia Minor and East Cen-

tral Europe. The situation was a consequence of the 

formation of Russian archaeology and Oriental studies 

as colonial and imperial scientific activities74, which was 

completely neglected by researchers of the history of 

Russian humanities and social sciences. In this sense, 

the approaches of Russian scholars at the time, who 

professed “liberal imperialism” and Orientalism, gener-

ally coincided with the expansionist policy of the Em-

pire, which sought to “Russify” the occupied territories 

and to appropriate their cultural heritage. By no means 

did it exclude ideological contradictions between the 

academic community, society and bureaucracy regard-

ing specific measures for such russification. However, 

it cannot be ignored that Russian cultural policy in the 

occupied territories was associated with a breach of in-

ternational law, specifically Articles 45, 46, 55, and 56 

of the Hague Convention (IV) Respecting the Laws and 

Customs of War on Land, dated October 18th, 1907. It 

comprised forced changes to religious practices of the 

Greek-Catholic population in Galicia, non-respect of lo-

cal religious convictions and practice in the Ottoman 

Empire, and confiscation of the property of institutions 

dedicated to religion, charity, education, arts and sci-

ences as well as private property etc.

In this respect, Russian cultural policy in the occu-

pied territories is more comparable to the practices of 

the Balkan countries during the First World War than 

to European cultural policy. It included the incorpora-

tion and appropriation of the local cultural assets of the 

populations from occupied territories as a part of their 
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own cultural traditions.75 However, the archival mate-

rial shows that the Russian Kunstschutz was able to 

help national scientific and cultural elites – especially in 

Poland, Ukraine, Armenia and Georgia – to protect and 

study their own cultural heritage. Obviously, national 

cultural elites organised in scientific societies had to 

act in a given political situation but they took advan-

tage of the opportunities by arising from this situation 

by developing their own cultural activities in a national-

istic context or cooperating with the occupiers, initially 

with members of the monitoring missions and scientific 

expeditions, to preserve and study their cultural heri-

tage. This could be seen as a controversial part of the 

national revival. In this situation it seems to be neces-

sary to make a distinguish between different types of 

cultural policies and activities of the invading state in 

the occupied territories. On the one hand Kunstschutz 

in stricto sensu of monitoring of monuments and sites 

and the protection of art, which was carried out by rep-

resentatives of the academic community and, on the 

other hand the organised and unorganised looting of 

art carried out by private individuals and by the ad-

ministration of the military occupation. Even though 

the representatives of the Kunstschutz typically did not 

have official involvement in the organized looting of 

art, their activities can generally be understood within 

the context of the occupation policy, thus possessing 

a dual nature and therefore have an ambiguous char-

acter. The particularity and contradictions of Russian 

cultural policy during the First World War determined 

the limited nature of their output for the later devel-

opment of art history. This occurred not only due to 

objective reasons (resulting from the socio-political 

changes in Russia), but also due to subjective reasons: 

specifically, the narrow and individual scientific objec-

tives that the leaders of the expeditions had defined for 

themselves. It is only at the beginning of the 21st cen-

tury that we can witness a limited introduction of these 

materials, collected as a result of the First World War 

expeditions, into actual scientific circulation76. How-

ever, this information is of scientific importance. In this 

sense, the results of the expeditionary activities had a 

“delayed effect”, that can be observed 100 years later. 

Finally, the traditional nature of Russian wartime cul-

tural policy should also be emphasised. It can be con-

tended that the Russian cultural policy during the ag-

gression in Ukraine since 2022 has predominantly ad-

hered to the constraints and practices developed during 

the First World War (especially in Galicia and Trabzon), 

which primarily served the goals of imperial expansion, 

the incorporation of cultural assets and heritage, and 

their aggressive transformation along Russian lines. 
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Abstract 
This article deals with the functioning, objectives, and 

consequences of the Kunstschutz im Kriege in the ter-

ritories occupied by Russia during the First World War. 

These findings have not yet been studied in relation to 

Russian imperial policy in the occupied territories or in a 

comparative perspective. The study argues that Russ-

ian state policy to prevent the looting and destruction 

of national cultural values in territories threatened by 

enemy occupation primarily involved mass evacuation, 

leading to adverse effects on cultural heritage. In ter-

ritories occupied by Russia the cultural policy usually 

consisted of the incorporation and appropriation of lo-

cal cultural assets and its transformation according to 

Russian patterns The main forms of Russian academic 

Kunstschutz were monitoring missions and scientific 

expeditions in the occupied territories: the mission 

in Galicia (1915), the Lake Van expedition in Western 

Armenia (1916), two expeditions in Turkish Georgia 

(1917), the expedition of Trabzon (1916–1917), and the 

expedition in Bukovina (1916–1917). These activities 

were controversial, as the leaders of the expeditions 

adhered to the ideas of “liberal imperialism” and Orien-

talism and took advantage of Russian aggression to ad-

vance their scientific interests. The differences between 

the academic and governmental approaches to art pro-

tection and theft in the occupied territories are analysed 

here. Kunstschutz as the monitoring of monuments and 

sites and art protection by representatives of the aca-

demic community must be distinguished from the or-

ganised and unorganised looting and expropriation by 

private individuals and by the administration of the mili-

tary occupation. The Russian missions had no signifi-

cant success in protecting monuments and sites during 

the war. At the same time, the cultural elites of Poland, 

Ukraine, Armenia and Georgia – predominantly organ-

ised in scientific societies – used their involvement in 
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the Russian Kunstschutz to protect their national her-

itage, which was seen as a part of national rebirth. The 

scientific experience of missions and expeditions was 

little used in Soviet Russia. Nevertheless, their archive 

materials contain important information about the cul-

tural heritage of Poland, Ukraine, Romania, Turkey, 

Georgia and Armenia, which has yet to be evaluated.
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