We’ve got accustomed to the fact that our history has been rewritten and revalued many times. It’ s a photography that is the only reliable evidence. Of course, every photo of the beginning of the 20th century is of great value today.
I want to tell you about one of the prominent men of tsar Russia, Sergey Mikhailovich Prokudin-Gorsky. I think it is interesting to know about this eminent person, a professional photographer who was forced to leave the country in 1918 and who took with him something that would never come back: colour photographs of the world which had vanished.
Sergey Mikhailovich Prokudin-Gorsky was born in 1863 in St. Petersburg. He studied at the Imperial Alexandrovsky Lyceum, then he entered the Technological Institute. He was D.I. Mendeleev’s student. Later Prokudin-Gorsky taught Chemistry in the Higher technical school. Then Prokudin-Gorsky lived in Paris, where he continued his study in the laboratory of famous chemist Edme-Jules Maumene who engaged into the research of colour photography.

At the end of the 1980s Prokudin-Gorsky studied in Germany where he began to give lectures on photochemistry in the Higher Technical school in Berlin. In 1900 Sergey Mikhailovich was awarded with Grand Prix on the international exhibition in Paris.
After returning to Russia Prokudin-Gorsky became a member of the Russian Imperial technological society and investigated the problems of photosensitive plates. His paper work was presented at the meeting of photography section of the Russian Imperial Technological society in 1905. Prokudin-Gorsky was elected the chairman of the photography section of the Imperial society and became a member of St. Petersburg’s photography society. Its honourable chairman was Great Prince Mikhail Alexandrovich, tsar Nikolay’s brother. 

Prokudin-Gorsky had a grandiose plan to create a collection of colour photographs of different areas and peoples of Nikolay’s Russia.
Mikhail Alexandrovich saw some of Prokudin-Gorsky’s works including colour photography of Leo Tolstoy, which had been made in Yasnaya Polyana in 1908. At first Great Prince invited the photographer to demonstrate his works to a small group of guests in his house. It was a great success. Prokudin-Gorsky was invited to Tsarskoe Selo to show his works to the tsar and his court. Nikolay II was much interested in it and Prokudin-Gorsky’s dream came true: he got two official documents. The first one said that His Imperial Majesty allowed him to visit any place, irrespective of secrecy. The second one was a ministerial decree according to which all the government and municipal officials had to help Prokudin-Gorsky “at any place and any time” in his project, which Emperor considered to be very important.

A special pulman coach was provided for the photographer’s journey. There was a well-equipped laboratory including a dark room to develop films on the way. His assistants helped him.

The first pictures were the pictures of the Mariinsky canal system in July of 1909. Then Prokudin-Gorsky travelled in the Urals, Siberia, Turkmenistan, the Volga towns including Rzhev, Zubtsov, Staritsa and other towns of Tver region. In 1911 slides of Borodino and neighbourhood places were made. They were devoted to the Victory of Russian people in the Patriotic war of 1812.

In 1911 Prokudin-Gorsky began to work actively on problems connecting to the colour cinematography. He kept in touch with many scientific societies in his country  and abroad and gave a lot of talks in Berlin, London and Rome, but he never forgot about the Russian public. In 1913 he organized a large demonstration of his slides in the largest cinema in Paris. The success was great and he got job offers from the biggest foreign firms. 

But he couldn’t leave Russia, because there were too many things that connected him with his native land.

At the beginning of World War I his travels were reduced to minimum and soon Prokudin-Gorsky handed his comfortable pulman coach down to the army.

After the Bolsheviks revolution of 1917, the achievements Prokudin-Gorsky had taken pride in, turned into a grave charge against the master particularly because his activity had been supported by the tsar. The happiness of the scientific research changed for fear for his life and lives’ of his  relatives. In 1918 Prokudin-Gorsky with his family emigrated from Russia. He took his collection of films with him, but his projector and equipment were left in Russia. Bolsheviks confiscated a part of his films. The films about the tsar family stayed somewhere in Russia. And they haven’t been found so far.
Prokudin-Gorsky and his family spent two years in Norway and afterwards they moved to England. In London Sergey Mikhailovich gave lectures in the royal society of photography to be very important of the society. In England he patented his new system of optics he had invented for motion-picture cameras. In order to test the new system he moved to Nice in 1922, where he opened a photo laboratory in cooperation with brothers Lumer. His sons worked there too. Among the works at that time one could see an album of national pavilion of the world exhibition, which took place in Paris in 1937. During the World War II Prokudin-Gorsky and his family lived in France, where they met hardship of the wartime. After the war he continued living in Paris till his death in 1944. He was buried in the St. Jenevieva du Bois cemetery.
In his works Prokudin-Gorsky created a living portrait of the world that has gone. It was the world of the Russian Empire before the World War I and the revolution of 1917. Sponsored by Nikolay II the great master of photography Prokudin-Gorsky travelled six years throughout Russia and took more than 10000 coloured pictures of churches and cloisters, railway and factories, town landscapes, and everyday life of peoples of the tsar Russia.
Technique of getting such photographs was not very simple: it was necessary to photograph  three times and to receive three absolutely equal photo plates of red, green and blue colours. But the colour pictures could only be seen with the help of special projector, where light passing through the three plates, allowed to see a full-colour image.

The works of Sergey Mikhaylovich Prokudin-Gorsky were unique not only thanks to his method – colour photography of the beginning of the twentieth century, but also because of the great coverage: tsar Nickolay II charged Sergey Mickaylovich with an important mission to photograph all aspects of people’s life in different areas all over the Russian Empire.
This mission for Prokudin-Gorsky was also a way to express himself as an artist, and his main goal was to contribute to enlightenment. Prokudin-Gorsky didn’t gather documents against tsarism, he didn’t intend to reveal the evil of the society, but didn’t embellish the life either.
In 1948 the charitable fund of Rockfeller purchased the part of photographic plates (about 1600) from Prokudin-Gorsky’s children and now these plates are kept in the USA Library of Congress. All shots have been digitized and they are available over the Internet at the following site: http://lcweb2.loc.gov/pp/prokquery.html.

