Spontaneous Compulsion: Australian Ambassador Rowe opens his historical residence to the IWC
By Gladys Abankwa-Meier-Klodt

When Ambassador Leslie Rowe volunteered the use of his landmark residence for the January General Meeting of the International Women’s Club, it was partly because he couldn’t resist IWC President Min Kanghee’s persuasive charms, but also because he embraces every opportunity to show off the Art Nouveau architectural jewel. All the more generous was his gesture, because Ambassador Rowe, a bachelor, relies entirely on his domestic staff to perform the duties of chatelaine.
Spontaneity seems to feature regularly in the Melbourne native’s routine. While on a guide-escorted architectural tour of Moscow soon after his arrival, Ambassador Rowe found himself being bussed down Kropotkinsky pereulok with other participants. When entry to a planned stop on the tour was barred at the last minute, the tour guide decided a fitting alternative for the disappointment would be found at Nr. 13, where the Australian Embassy residence is located. Escorting the group on foot to the ornamental iron fence demarcating the property, she waxed lyrical about the house’s architecture, regretting only that unlike its sibling, the Ryabyushinsky mansion on Malaya Nikitskaya ulitsa (home of the Gorky Museum), this building was inaccessible to the general public. Seizing the opportunity, Ambassador Rowe modestly suggested that he might be able to gain the group admission to the premises. The guide did not so much as bat an eyelid in his direction at his offer, but undeterred, the ambassador simply walked over to the guard post, requested that the gates be opened, and with a simple, “I live here”, dumbfounded the other participants by spontaneously inviting them in.
The compulsion to share the treasures of his abode with others, particularly Russians, has extended to participating in the city’s annual Museum Day as well as opening it to the IWC for the Embassies of the World charity ball. Ambassador Rowe is particularly pleased to be able to lend his support to this event. “The IWC does a terrific job with charities,” he observed, and he is pleased to be associated with its success.

The ambassadorial residence, indisputably one of prolific Moscow architect Feodor Shekhtel`s (1859-1918) greatest works, was built in 1902 for Alexandra Derozhinskaya, a wealthy textile-industry heiress, who has come down to us as the embodiment of the “feminine mystique”. Neither photos nor much personal information about her survive, and conjecture is rife where her personal history is concerned. What is known is that she entered into wedlock four times, twice with the man whose surname she bears. However, whether she preferred the worldly trappings of a sophisticated salon, giving private operatic concerts, or lived the life of a sequestered recluse, it seems we will never know. After the revolution, the building changed hands several times, serving as the headquarters of a number of local and foreign delegations, before assuming its present role in 1959. 

The house has been described variously as heroic, enigmatic,  dynamic, dramatic and sublime, but one thing is certain: no-one comes away untouched or unimpressed by its grandeur. Whether in the moulded ceiling with inset lighting of one of the salons, the refectory-like dining room with Art Nouveau cabinets encasing a tiled fireplace, or the much-photographed formal wooden staircase, lit from below by a towering beacon of a lamp, and a multi-paned skylight from above, Shekhtel’s brilliant use of space and materials resulted in the creation of a harmonious environment, at once grand and cosy. Every detail was specifically conceived for the house, from the stylized door knobs and ventilation grilles to the fabric and furniture. 
It is, however, the striking Art Nouveau fireplace in the grand hall which commands the most attention in the house. Presiding over a lofty room measuring 11.2 metres in height and 130 square metres in area, it is reportedly the largest fireplace in Moscow. The bas relief depicting a man and woman in the flowing, expressionist style of the “moderne”  tower above the average human head, but even they are dwarfed by the exquisitely carved wooden mantelpiece, which rises over three metres from the floor. Glav UpDK (The Main Administration for Services to the Diplomatic Corps under the Foreign Ministry) and the Australian Embassy have invested considerable amounts  of money in the house’s renovation.  Original photos of period interiors from the Museum of Architecture dating from Shekhtel’s time were used in selecting the decor, which has remained as true to the original design as possible. Asked about the provenance of the art work decorating the residence, Ambassador Rowe replied,”  We are provided with a budget by the Australian Foreign Ministry, which rents art from an organization called Art Bank”, and some of their pieces embellish the halls of the residence. The Papua-New Guinean sculptural works that so perfectly, if unexpectedly, complement the formal staircase, hail from the ambassador’s personal collection, as do many other artistic compositions decorating the residence.
Despite the superhuman proportions and the historical significance of the house, Ambassador Rowe feels quite at home.  “I don’t regard it as a museum,” he insists. “It is remarkable how domestic it is – in other residences, the architecture is so powerful, it imposes itself”, though he admits that nothing quite prepares one for the scale of the building.
You will have a unique opportunity to judge for yourself on January 20th, when the IWC convenes for its General Meeting there. Don’t miss it!
