In this issue, the NEWSLETTER begins a new series of interviews featuring the hostesses 
of the IWC’s monthly general meetings. 
Artistic diplomacy: Lisa Vershbow’s portable career
By Gladys Abankwa-Meier-Klodt

On a recent rainy and grid-locked Tuesday, as disheartened Muscovites reeled from the shock of terrorist activity in the city and the devastation of the siege in southern Russia, Lisa Vershbow, wife of the Ambassador of the United States of America and hostess of the annual inaugural IWC General Meeting, took over an hour to talk to the IWC NEWSLETTER, sharing her experiences and views on a variety of topics, from her life as an accompanying spouse and her relationship with the IWC, to her vibrant, expansive and portable career as an artist. 

The tradition of holding the first meeting of the club year at Spaso House, the residence of the Ambassador of the United States, was established in the early 1990s by one of Lisa Vershbow’s predecessors, and has been maintained ever since. The magnificent, neoclassical style mansion, built ninety years ago for the “Moscow Morgan”, the influential Russian industrialist, financier and philanthropist Nikolai Vtorov, has been the home of US Ambassadors since 1933. 
In Spaso House - A Short History, the significance of holding the first meeting of the club year in this stately abode is brought to light. The Vtorovs dedicated a large portion of their fortune to charitable activities and charity is one of the major activities of the IWC.
Preparation for the annual first IWC general meeting requires several days, and considerable organisation. The residence is substantially transformed: superfluous furniture and furnishings are removed from all the representational rooms to the study, and the remaining items rearranged to create the space needed to accommodate the hundreds of women who congregate to take advantage of the myriad opportunities for social and cultural enrichment offered by the club. Thousands of cookies are baked by the kitchen staff, who guard their coveted recipes jealously. “One good thing about repeating the event in the same residence is we have established a good routine,” Mrs Vershbow admits.
The IWC has always been a fixture in Lisa Vershbow’s life abroad. While still a young diplomatic spouse in London, was called on by the IWC there to speak about her portable career and realised at that point that she was blessed to have one that was not dependent on others.  

“I love the IWC. Groups like it and the American Womens’ Organization (AWO) are vital to the expat community. They give a lot to Russians as well, so they are good for everyone. Being separated from families and one’s support system is very rough on the traditional spouse because many have followed a  husband’s job, and one is lucky if one has a portable career. That is not so common”, she admits.  Emphasizing the merits of such clubs, she said, “Not only is it great to have a ready-made set of friends to welcome and embrace you in a new community, but you find people who are in a similar life situation from different backgrounds – women from other countries who are like yourself, and it is so stimulating, such a broadening experience. We are very fortunate to have this life and those that take advantage of it are enriched beyond their wildest imaginations. It is groups like this that allow you to do that.” Unfortunately her jewellery design work and official duties leave her very little time to participate in IWC interest groups activities. 
The IWC’s main fundraising event, the Winter Bazaar, is also a great opportunity to work with other women and make new friends, and always draws eager participation from the US, whose booth is run by the AWO.  The emphasis at the US stand is on handcrafted goods and Mrs Vershbow is very grateful to the ladies for doing the bulk of work. In previous years, Lisa’s personal contribution to the bazaar has been a donation of jewellery to the silent auction and we can expect the same of her this year. She encourages other ambassador’s wives to host a dinner for the Winter Ball, the  IWC’s other fundraising event. “The annual ball is one of our favourite events - it is a chance to meet different people and great FUN! Anything you do to raise money gives you a feeling of pride to be doing something to help people in need”, she affirms. 

The Boston native and mother of two grown sons was first introduced to Russia when her husband’s first posting brought them here 25 years ago. It was a very different Moscow.  “We love Russia. My husband was a Russian Studies major at university and at graduate school. The culture, the history, the language have been a life-long passion of his, and vicariously they became a passion for me, too”, she enthused. Since then, with intervening periods in Washington, they have been stationed in London and twice in Brussels, where her husband served as both Deputy and Ambassador to NATO. They  returned to Moscow in 2001.

Trained as a graphic artist and designer at Connecticut College, where she specialised in gold and silver work,  Mrs Vershbow has since turned to less traditional materials, including aluminium and plastics, to give a language to her artistic expression. Her studio, housed in an annex of the residence, is decorated with posters of her exhibitions and populated by colourful and imaginative finished work in the form of jewellery, sculptures, and other items of applied art, as well as the weighty heavy-duty equipment that accompanies her on her relocations around the globe. 
“I’ve been very lucky. As a jewellery designer and maker I have worked from the very beginning”, she asserts, adding, “I have gained a lot from foreign postings and my work has grown tremendously as a result of living abroad”, referring to the inspiration she has received from other living in other countries. She always wears jewellery from her own collection and through her work, engages in a form of artistic diplomacy, creating personal relationships within a layer of Russian society that conventional diplomacy may not otherwise reach. 
“My best experiences in Russia have been in places where I have had art exhibitions. The people have welcomed me, have had open minds, open hearts. People all over Russia are very enthusiastic, excited about the future, building schools, restaurants, museums. I’m astonished by the sheer size of the country and its beauty. We have been to the Far East, the Sakhalin Islands, Vladivostok, Lake Baikal. The warmth of the Russian people is universal – but Moscow is still pretty unique”, she says when asked about her impressions of this vast country. 

In both the US and Russia, Lisa Vershbow has taught and lectured at the community art school, college and master-class level. “Russia has been great. I have exhibited all over,” she says of her work here.  Following a serendipitous entry in a group European and Russian jewellery show in The Hermitage in St Petersburg, there have been solo shows in Moscow, Yaroslavl, Yekaterinburg, and currently in Kaliningrad, which will return to Moscow later this month. There are more exhibitions on the way.
Her professional background was very useful in accomplishing one of her most interesting tasks as co-occupant of Spaso House, that of putting together the art collection on display in the residence, an important representational tool. The art, on loan from galleries, museums and the artists themselves, is exhibited for the tenure of the serving ambassador. As an artist herself and a jeweller with an appreciation for handmade objects, Lisa Vershbow played a significant role in choosing the present collection, in which quilts, ceramics, and sculptures and compositions in glass, wood and metal from all over the feature prominently. “Russia has strong traditions in folk and applied art and so an exhibition of contemporary American crafts seems a fitting way to share our American culture with our host country,”  she explained. Each piece was specially chosen for a particular room and place in the house. There were those who questioned using modern art in a mansion of  Spaso House’s stature and architecture, but the Vershbows have successfully juxtaposed different styles to create an exciting and unique interior environment.

