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Velikii Ustiug. By William C. Brumfield. Moscow:  Tri Kvadrata,  2007. 224 pp. Notes. Chronology. Illustrations. Photographs. Maps. Hard bound.

 William Craft Brumfield s photographic tribute to Ustiug Velikii records for posterity the state of the town s monuments of historic architecture in the late 1990s. Largely forgotten in recent decades, Ustiug is one of the historic centers of the Russian north, gateway to the exploration of the Far North, the Urals, Siberia, and North America. Occupying a strategic location on the trade routes that handled furs, salt, and eventually trade with the west through the White Sea, the town became a rich mercantile emporium whose surviving structures attest to the region s former economic prosperity. Although much has been lost, the cathedrals of Ustiug still stand majestically on the high left bank of the Sukhona River, providing a panorama surprisingly little changed from that portrayed in early drawings of the urban skyline.  
  Brumfield s primary goal is to allow his photographs  to convey the beauty of this northern center of Russian culture and the accomplishments of anonymous builders who worked here over a period from the seventeenth century to the beginning of the twentieth  (20). He has achieved his goal quite impressively in this dual-language album. The book records the varying states of the architectural dilapidation, preservation, and restoration encountered on a tour through Ustiug s prerevolutionary landscape of towering cathedral domes, monastery and parish churches, and low-rise masonry and wooden residential buildings, all viewed against a backdrop of riverbank, outlying forest, and water meadows. The section entitled  Across the River  features the outstanding churches of the Dymkovo settlement on the low right bank of the Sukhona and the Trinity-Gleden Monastery a few kilometers away. Art historians especially will appreciate two sets of plates in the album. The first set includes full-color photographs of carved gilded iconostases still in place in some of the churches. The most impressive example is that of the Trinity-Gleden Cathedral, with its ornate sculptural detail and its full complement of icons painted in the northern Baroque style favored by late-eighteenth-century Russian court elite. The second set encompasses the entire eighteenth-century mural Pritchi starcheskie (Trials of the monastic) depicting monks ascending a ladder on which each rung designates a stage of perfection a process witnessed by a truly remarkable demon.
  The album s documentation is skillfully balanced and clarifi ed by the text of the introductory essay, bibliographical citations, and chronological outline of Ustiug s growth between 1147 and 2001. It would be a great mistake to dismiss this volume superfi cially as an inconsequential if beautifully illustrated  coffee table book.  The attentive reader will recognize its true value as a record of meticulous cultural and architectural fi eldwork, analogous to the documentation kept by ethnographers or anthropologists. As  real  reality increasingly is being superseded by the  virtual  kind and  enhanced  images raise new questions of academic (dis)honesty, this album could serve as an excellent model for anyone seeking to establish guidelines for the proper presentation of visual evidence (on the growing crisis of  image fraud,  see Jeffrey R. Young,  Journals Find Many Images in Research Are Faked,  Chronicle of Higher Education 54, no. 39 [6 June 2008]: A1, A10 A11). Each album caption dates the photograph and gives its inventory number in the William Brumfield Collection at the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. This collection is being digitized for wider public access, while Brumfield continues to create a permanent archive of his film negatives and prints. 
  Brumfield s Ustiug album represents just one stop in his nearly forty-year odyssey through Russia s cultural landscape, representing a part of what Paul Abelsky in a perceptive essay (in A10: New European Architecture, no. 19 [January February 2008]: 61  63) calls his  photographic pilgrimage  in quest of preserving Russia s architectural heritage on film before it is bulldozed into oblivion. The Russians  ambivalence toward preservation efforts is understandable in light of their nation s cultural tribulations over the past century. Future generations will be grateful to Brumfield, however, for documenting the state of Russia s architectural inheritance at the end of the twentieth century. We can only hope that this album will serve as the record of a stage of preservation rather than an elegy for a lost heritage.
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