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Alexandre  Benois’s book Tsarskoe selo v tsarstvovanie imperatritsy Elisavety Petrovny (1910) describes the design and lifestyles of the royal residency throughout the eighteenth century. The interest in archival documents of past eras places Benois’s work in the context of nineteenth-century historical publications, for example in such magazines as Russkii arkhiv and Russkaia starina. However, in contrast to royal history (the subject of these magazines), Benois’s focus is on material culture and, in particular, on the construction and decoration of the palaces and gardens. Moreover, Benois also evinces a collector’s and designer’s interest in past eras, since the book displays both materials from his own collection of old lithographs and stylized designs by Benois himself and other artists from his circle. I aim to determine how Benois’s presentation of the history of the Russian court’s material culture and entertainment design is predicated on the fashions and styles of entertainment in the modernist bourgeois megapolis (St. Petersburg, Moscow, Paris). My paper tests the hypothesis that in reconstructing the attractions of the royal residency, Benois was constructing an object of the kind that Walter Benjamin poetically called “dream houses of the collective”*: for example, a version of an open air museum staging the past and an amusement garden. I argue that the contemporary culture of entertainment influenced the choice and layout of the material in the book as well as its discourse. In particular, I aim to show how Benois’s book, through such elements in the discourse as the inventory, the catalog and the engineer’s blueprint, as well as through the principle of display employed in it, constructs the image of an open air museum collection.

* Dream houses of the collective: arcades, winter gardens, panoramas, factories, wax museums, casinos, railroad stations. (Walter Benjamin. The Arcades Project. Trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002, 405.)

