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FIELD NOTES

Russie-sur-Seine

Inga Leonova and Gregory Tucker

The Russian Spiritual and Cultur-
al Center in Paris has been mired in 
controversy and scandal from the 
beginning. The genesis of the project, 
according to the official story, was the 
request by the late Patriarch Alexey II 
to the presidents of Russia and France 
for a new cathedral in Paris for the 
use of the rapidly growing Russian 
diaspora. The idea was immediate-
ly decried by the faithful of the Ex-
archate for Orthodox Parishes of the 
Russian Tradition in Western Europe 
(under the Ecumenical Patriarchate) 
as an attempt by the Russian Ortho-
dox Church to establish its dominion 
in the heart of the Exarchate. Not sur-
prisingly, Russian state interests and 
money easily prevailed over the pro-
tests of the naysayers. In 2010, Russia 
won the bid for a prime site on Quai 
Branly, right at Pont de l’Alma, nearly 
at the base of the Eiffel Tower, and im-
mediately announced an international 
architectural competition. 

The first round of the competition 
attracted 109 projects—a staggering 
number demonstrating the excitement 
generated by such a high-profile and 
lucrative project. The international 
jury included the Ministers of Culture 
of France and Russia, representatives 
of the Russian Orthodox Church, gov-
ernment functionaries of both coun-
tries, and a single named architect. 
The wildly different and eclectic proj-
ects shared one architectural feature: 
they all sported onion domes more or 

less successfully crowning a variety 
of geometric forms. Ten projects were 
selected for the second round and the 
winner was a design by a collaborative 
Russian-French group, SADE, headed 
by the famous Spanish postmodernist 
architect, Manuel Núñez Yanowski. 

As soon as the winner was an-
nounced, the Mayor of Paris, Bertrand 
Delanoë, lashed out with a passionate 
protest against the “mediocre” and 
“half-baked” project. It was rumored 
that the mayor favored a project by 
Frédéric Borel. Within only a few 
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weeks, the scandal exceeded the abili-
ty of both the Russian and the French 
sides to contain it. At the beginning of 
2012, after the prefecture had refused 
flat out to approve the project in spite 
of numerous revisions, Russia can-
celed its contract with Núñez Yanows-
ki and moved to award the design to 
the runner-up, Jean-Michel Wilmotte. 
Núñez sued Delanoë, requesting that 
Wilmotte’s project be stopped. How-
ever, Delanoë lost the 2014 mayoral 
election to a candidate more sympa-
thetic to the entire Russian enterprise, 
and the completely reworked design 
by Wilmotte was approved for con-
struction. The new complex—com-
prising, in addition to the Cathedral 
of the Holy Trinity, a Russian-French 
school, a cultural center, a host of ad-
ministrative offices, and a gift shop—
was opened to much fanfare at the 
end of 2016.

IL: Before I visited, I was determined 
to approach the new center with a 
completely open mind. In spite of op-
posing the project both politically and 
ecclesiastically, I believe that a build-
ing, once constructed, takes on a life 
and a personality that deserve to be 
judged on their own. Moreover, an 
unapologetically contemporary Or-
thodox church is a rare, and—in prin-
ciple—welcome occurrence.

GT: I didn’t know much about the 
history of the project before we 
visited, although I had seen the 

Núñez-Yanowski designs online 
when they were announced as the 
winner of the competition, and I was 
disappointed when I learned that they 
wouldn’t be executed. There is some 
really creative and inspiring modern 
Orthodox architecture happening at 
the moment—I’m thinking of projects 
like the Church of the Three Saints 
John at Alba Iulia in Romania—and 
Paris obviously presented a prime 
opportunity for something ambitious 
and imaginative, so I was optimistic.
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IL: I found approaching the Center 
from Pont de l’Alma a somewhat 
confusing and slightly disconcerting 
experience. The first building of the 
complex, a solid “matchbox” along 
the quay, presents a fairly impenetra-
ble façade behind which one can see 
the huge golden domes of the cathe-
dral. In spite of the interesting treat-
ment of the building mass, the lack of 
variegation of the scale of the façades 
makes the complex appear out of scale 
with the surrounding buildings, and 
visibly dwarfs the Eiffel Tower in the 
background. 

The Avenue Rapp façade of the cathe-
dral seems less like a church and more 
like a fortress with arrow slits. Adding 
to the impression is the fact that the 
street entrance to the church is locked 
and the visitors are directed to enter 
through the building on Quai Bran-

ly. Retracing their steps, visitors walk 
through a nondescript commercial 
storefront, and are immediately con-
fronted by metal detectors manned by 
habitually intimidating Russian secu-
rity guards. Adding to the confused 
impression is the gift shop to the left 
of the entrance. On the other side of 
the lobby is a narrow courtyard and 
what turns out to be the main entrance 
to the cathedral. 

GT: The cluster of buildings at the cor-
ner of Quai Branly and Avenue Rapp 
is certainly massive and perhaps a lit-
tle too “heavy” for the relatively small 
site, but I don’t really have a problem 
with imposing ecclesiastical architec-
ture, and I didn’t find the proportions 
relative to the Eiffel Tower to be a 
problem from across the Seine. 

I am a fan of the external treatment of 
the building as a whole—this is per-
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haps its most interesting design fea-
ture. The ridged stonework of the four 
corner towers of the church, which is 
repeated with interspersed strata of 
glass on the Quai Branly building, is 
engrossing for the eye and plays nice-
ly with the light. 

I accept that the “arrow slit” windows 
might evoke a fortress for some—or 
even a prison, an impression which 
is perhaps reinforced when one jos-
tles against the somewhat utilitari-
an black railings which separate the 
street from the courtyard. But for me, 
they actually echo some Palaiologan 
churches which appear very solid and 
impenetrable outside but are bathed 
with light inside, as indeed is this 
church. In fact, I think there are sev-
eral aspects of the design which are 
more directly inspired by Byzantine 
architecture than Russian. 

The obligatory onion domes have, at 
least, been somewhat updated with 
muted gilding and a smooth profile. 

But I do regret that it was felt neces-
sary to rely on this cultural cliché. The 
endless reproduction of little Hagia 
Sophias (see the Saint Nicholas Greek 
Orthodox National Shrine under con-
struction in New York, designed by 
Santiago Calatrava) and onion-domed 
Russian churches is evidence that the 
myth of “canonical style” regrettably 
has been embraced not only by ico-
nographers and musicians but archi-
tects too.  

I don’t at all mind entering the church 
via the building on Quai Branly and 
the small courtyard. This again re-
minds me of those early churches in 
Byzantium (and elsewhere) that one 
enters through a courtyard, which acts 
both as a liminal space mediating be-
tween the church and the world, and 
an arena for outside liturgical activi-
ty. Of course, the security guards and 
metal detectors are regrettable; the 
shop at least stocked some Orthodox 
materials in French, giving a some-
what less adversarial impression. 

Russian Spiritual 
and Cultural Center, 
Paris, 2016, view 
from Pont de l’Alma.

© 2018 The Wheel. 
May be distributed for 
noncommercial use. 
www.wheeljournal.com



78

IL: Walking into the cathedral is an up-
lifting experience as visitors are greet-
ed by a tall volume filled with light. 
Presumably the full iconography pro-
gram in the tradition of the Russian 
church is eventually going to fill every 
surface of the space with icons, but at 
present it is welcomingly white and 
clean. The marble iconostasis, while 
presenting an impenetrable screen, is 
low, and the temporary printed icons 
depicting both Russian and French 
saints are tasteful and light.

The structure of the roof is supported 
by slender columns, two of which are 
unfortunately placed right in front of 
the iconostasis, crowding the solea, 
and obstructing the view. The square 
volumes that make up the four cor-
ners of the cathedral are expressed on 

the inside in reverse, creating projec-
tions from the main volume, which 
in the back corners contain the choir 
balconies with stairs, and in the front 
result in awkward extensions of the 
iconostasis, both solutions appearing 
less than successful. 

The current collection of wall icons 
is surprisingly sparse and artistical-
ly uninteresting, mostly consisting 
of mass-produced eclectic copies, 
including an uncanonical depiction 
of St. Matrona of Moscow as a blind 
woman.

GT: I agree that the most striking 
feature of the cathedral’s interior is 
its overwhelming brightness. I really 
hope this can be retained when the 
iconographic program is completed, 

Below Left: Cathe-
dral of the Holy 
Trinity, interior.

Below Right: Ca-
thedral of the Holy 
Trinity, detail of 
iconostasis showing 
icon of Saint Gene-
vieve of Paris.
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because it makes a theologically and 
liturgically productive contrast with 
the solidity of the building from the 
outside. I also hope that the inclu-
sion of local saints on the temporary 
iconostasis is a first gesture towards 
an iconographic program which isn’t 
overwhelmed by Russian saints but 
celebrates the work of God in the 
place where the cathedral stands.

In the same vein, I hope that the 
blingy, mass-produced furniture will 
be replaced in time by custom-made 
objects more in keeping with the con-
temporary feel of the building on the 
outside. It is always a disappoint-
ment—and a lost opportunity, in my 
opinion—when a carefully-designed 
new church is filled with cookie-cut-
ter imitations of fixtures and fittings 
from an entirely different era and ico-
nography which exactly reproduces 
popular “classical” models, but with 
little attempt to replicate the sophis-
tication of the relationship between 
space and program in the original 
church.

Unfortunately, I have to agree with 
you that the arrangements on and 
around the solea are far from satisfac-
tory. In fact, the iconostasis is so inap-
propriate for the space that it feels like 
an afterthought—something designed 
for another space that was awkwardly 
squeezed into this one late in the day. 
The exceedingly large (temporary) 
icons and the iconostasis that frames 
them overwhelm the space, and not 
with the enticing intensity of dark, 
multi-tier Russian iconostases can. 
The awkward extension of the iconos-
tasis into the front side bays means 
that more extremely large icons stand 
opposite a solid wall not more than a 
few meters away, so they cannot real-
ly be seen well form anywhere in the 
building. The front columns also ob-
scure the icons from the center of the 
nave in a way that could easily have 
been avoided and the “deacons doors” 
do not appear to be aligned with any-
thing else in the church. In my view, 
much more thought was needed here 
to create an integrated and cohesive 
interior space. 

Cathedral of the 
Holy Trinity, inte-
rior.
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On the whole, I would say that I like 
the project, despite its failures. The 
external appearance and arrange-
ment of complementary buildings 
and spaces is really quite satisfying. 
The interior is less successful, but 
since the iconographic program has 
yet to be executed and most of the 
furniture is movable, much could 
yet be done to improve the situation.  

IL: From my point of view, overall, 
the cathedral presents an instructive 
example of the multiple challenges of 
contemporary Orthodox church ar-
chitecture. The prescribed adherence 
to cultural stereotypes such as golden 
onion domes stifles the creativity and 
development of modern architectural 

language, and forces solutions that 
compromise the proper function of 
the liturgical space. Similarly, the re-
quirement for a solid iconostasis cir-
cumvents the holistic perception of 
the space, and creates a visual conflict 
with its structure. 

Given these limitations, it must be 
said that the architects have pro-
duced a fairly elegant and tectoni-
cally convincing edifice. However, 
the overall effect of the domineering 
isolationism that emanates from the 
complex, while reflective of the po-
litical will behind it, is an unfortu-
nate symbol of the role that the Rus-
sian Church and state project to the 
West. 
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