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The Pushkin Club owes its existence to the energy and vision of Maria Kullmann, daughter of the well-known 

Moscow surgeon, Mikhail Zernov, and wife of Gustave Kullmann, a distinguished Swiss lawyer who worked for 

many years with the League of Nations and whose last appointment was that of Deputy High Commissioner for 

Refugees. 

In 1953 Maria Kullmann recognised that there was a place in London for a politically neutral centre of Russian 

culture. Aware also of the shortage of good student accommodation in the city, she gathered a small group of 

friends, and, with her brother and sister-in-law, Nicholas and Militsa Zernov, bought no.24 Kensington Park 

Gardens as a house for students and academics of all nationalities. It was significant that, apart from Gustave 

Kullmann, all involved in this enterprise were refugees, deeply committed, in those post war years, to fostering 

bonds between young people of different nationalities; this house, like the Kullmann's own, was remarkable for its 

combination of community feeling and intellectual stimulus. Apart from providing bed and board, the house was 

the venue for lectures and recitals. By far the most clearly defined branch of these was the Pushkin Club. The first 

meeting was held in 1954 and addressed by the late John Lawrence, formerly Press Attaché at the British Embassy 

in Moscow and subsequently co-founder of Keston College. 

By 1956 it was clear that the Pushkin Club needed a premises of its own. Its assets at the time amounted to 

something like £1.10 shillings; however, by dint of various loans (including a very generous one from the vendor, to 

whom the idea of an international community greatly appealed) the Club succeeded in buying 46 Ladbroke Grove, 

a fine Victorian house once occupied by Gladstone's children. A company was set up, with charitable status, under 

the name of Forum Houses, Ltd., to own and run the house, which was immediately named Pushkin House. (After a 

few years the private loans were replaced by a mortgage, which in due course was paid off by residents' rents.) For 

several years the secretary of the Pushkin Club was at the same time resident warden of the house. By the mid-

eighties many of the original directors had died; at the same time the expense of repairs to the house meant that 

the rear ground floor room had to be let, and though the Pushkin Club continued to meet, it was confined to one 

room. At this time four members of the Orthodox Diocese of Sourozh were invited onto the Board of Directors in 

order to revitalise the organisation. 

Apart from the dynamism of its founder, the success of the Pushkin Club was due to two factors: first, its inception 

coincided with the immediate post-Stalin years and the Thaw, a relatively optimistic time, when interest in things 

Russian was intense. And second, several distinguished scholars, writers and artists of the first emigration were still 

alive, and the Club provided them with a unique platform. 

The list of past speakers includes so many brilliant names, and so many meetings could fairly be called historic, that 

it would be impossible to mention them all here. Recalling a few, however, may give some idea of the significance 

of the Pushkin Club, above all in the earlier years of its existence. The Very Rev.Anthony Bloom, Professor Sir Isaiah 

Berlin, Professor Dame Elizabeth Hill were among those who always had a close connection with the Club, and who 

spoke – always unforgettably – on many occasions. In 1955 Tamara Karsavina spoke of her life in ballet; the 

following year Edward Crankshaw talked of the Soviet Union in the aftermath of the 20th Party Congress. Dame 

Marie Rambert gave many talks, and used to attend almost every meeting. Scholarly talks were given by Dr.Aaron 

Steinberg, Dr.Georgii Adamovich, Pofessor Konovalov, Alexandra Wexler, and many others of that remarkable 

generation, including, quite frequently, Dr.Nikolai Andreyev. 
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Katerina Kornakova, once a favourite pupil of Stanislavsky, gave a breath-taking performance of Netochka 

Nezvanova only months before her death. Oda Slobodskaya used to give song recitals. Scriabin's sister and 

Medtner's widow were both regular attendees at meetings. Mstislav Dobujinsky, one of the last surviving members 

of Mir Iskusstva, held more than one exhibition in the Club, and indeed, with his wife, lived in the house for a time, 

where he was visited by Galina Ulanova during the historic first visit to London of the Bol'shoi Ballet. Among other 

exhibitions was one of paintings and lithographs by Leonid Pasternak. 

When Soviet writers were brought over to the UK by the British Council or the Great Britain-USSR Association they 

would often come and talk at the Pushkin Club. In 1960 Konstantin Fedin and Alexander Tvardovsky came and 

spoke. Among the audience was Baron Alexander Meyendorff; he himself gave many talks: he had already had a 

distinguished political career before the 1917, and had been Vice-President of the last Duma. He was over ninety, 

but still brilliantly lucid. Perhaps only at the Pushkin Club was it possible for three such different figures to engage 

in public discussion. Twenty-seven years later the entire ground floor of Pushkin House was again filled to 

overflowing, this time for an evening of poetry: amongst the readers was Irina Ratushinskaia, who had arrived in 

London, following her release from Soviet gaol, only a few days previously. 


