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THE REVIVAL OF A COLLECTION. 

THE CENTENARY OF THE ILYA MECHNIKOV LEGACY 
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One of the most interesting and valuable collections at the Pauls Stradins Museum of 

the History of Medicine in Riga is a collection of Ilya Mechnikov (1845–1916), who 

established the theory related to phagocytises and studied immunology. The history of the 

collection is unusual in that it has been possessed by several institutions. After Mechnikov’s 

death in 1916, his second wife, Olga Mechnikova, tried to preserve her husband’s scientific 

heritage and ensure that it would be available to scholars and other interested parties. The Pauls 

Stradins Museum has held the collection since 1975, and it was first displayed to the public in 

1982. 

Mechnikov’s widow carefully arranged his articles, lectures, research protocols, and 

extensive correspondence with distinguished scholars and other individuals. This far-sighted 

work preserved evidence about the famous scientist, also, to a certain extent, reflecting the 

development of the natural sciences in the late 19th and early 20th century. 

Olga first offered the materials to the Pasteur Institute in Paris, where her late husband 

spent the last 29 years of his life and where he was buried. The historical building of the 

institute, alas, was not appropriate for the composition, and the director, Emile Roux, suggested 

that it would be housed in a new building which was not finished at that time. It appears for this 

very reason Olga Mechnikova contacted one of her late husband’s students and good friends, 

Lev Tarasevich (1868–1929), who suggested to transport the collection to his Institute of 

Experimental Therapy and Control of Serums and Vaccines in Moscow, where a museum could 

be established for that purpose. 

Part of the collection was transported from Paris to Moscow in August 1926, but the 

rest of it remained with Olga until 1935, when some more items were contributed to the 

museum in Moscow. She herself was а curator of the first exhibition. On September 22, 1926, 

the scientific council of the State Institute for the People’s Welfare heard the unusual 

dedication statement of Mrs Mechnikova, in which she wrote: “I think that the collected 

materials can serve the cultural sector of the history of biology and medicine for half a century 

to study the working processes of Ilya Mechnikov and remembering him as a man who devoted 

his entire life to science.” She also expressed the desire that her late husband’s materials be 

kept together, that his correspondence not be published for the time being, and that work begin 

on a compendium of Mechnikov’s papers. The museum was opened the next day, and Health 

Commissar Nikolai Semashko (1874–1949) invited Olga Mechnikova to become the honorary 

patroness of the institution. Her partnership with the museum was interrupted by the World 

War II. Olga died in 1944. 

Initially the collection consisted of four large groups of materials. The first included 

print materials which Mechnikov released in various languages, as well as books about him, 

works of other scientists, fiction and notes. The second group included handwritten manuscripts 

and documents, including Mechnikov’s notebooks from 1861 on, research protocols beginning 

in 1884, manuscripts, lectures, delivered papers, records of expedition to the steppes of 

Kalmykia, observations about his own illnesses, correspondence, diplomas, greetings, etc. The 

third group was iconographic that included paintings, portraits, photographs and illustrations 

for publications. The fourth and the last group  contained objects which Mechnikov owned – 

silver dishes, inkwell, a pen, work instruments, a seal, 26 Petri dishes with samples of the 

scientist’s hair, as well as orders and medals which he received during his life. 

The museum was split into two parts in 1950. The manuscripts and documents were 

transferred to the archive of the Soviet Academy of Medical Science, while his personal effects, 

publications, paintings and photographs became the foundation for a new memorial museum at 

the Mechnikov Institute for the Scientific Study of Serums and Vaccines near Moscow. The 
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valuable collection remained there until 1965, when it was transferred to the History 

Department of the Gamaleya Institute of Microbiology and Epidemiology of the Soviet 

Academy of Medical Science. Annual reports from the department show that the collection was 

endangered in that there was no room for it, and it did not have a curator. In 1975 the presidium 

of the academy voted to transfer the collection, except for manuscripts and documents, to the 

Pauls Stradins Museum of the History of Medicine in Riga so as to preserve the collection and 

ensure its accessibility. 

The received collection included books, published by Mechnikov, and many of them 

published with the author’s notes, as well as five volumes of scholarly papers, published 

between 1865 and 1916 and, in many cases, dedicated by the author to his wife. Some of the 

volumes are in ornate covers with the initials of Olga Nikolayevna or Ilya Mechnikov. There 

are also books of fiction, popular magazines from the era, notes, and books about the history of 

art. 

The iconographic section of the collection includes valuable paintings by Olga 

Mechnikova, who was an artist – portraits of her husband, a self-portrait, and landscapes (12 

canvases in all). The museum also has an outstanding portrait of Ilya Menchikov that was 

painted by his wife’s teacher, Eugene Carriere (1849–1906), as well as two water colour 

miniature portraits of the scientist’s parents by artist M.Vishnevecki (1801–1871). 

Of particular value are Mechnikov’s orders and medals, including the Nobel Prize 

which he and Paul Ehrlich received in 1908 for their study of immunology. There is also the 

Godfrey Copley (1653–1709) Medal from the Royal Society of Britain, several orders from the 

French Legion of Order (the class of Knight, Officer and Commander), the 4th class Order of 

St. Vladimir IV from Russia, the Japanese Order of the Rising Sun, etc. The Pauls Stradins 

Museum of the History of Medicine processed and restored all of the exhibits, and they are part 

of the national collection. Initially they were displayed only at exhibitions of new exhibits, but 

since 1982 the museum has had a separate memorial hall for Mechnikov and in 2013 it was 

extended to the Nobel Prize winners in physiology and medicine. 

The memorial collection of I. Mechnikov in Riga is the most significant and it is 

introduced into the scientific circulation. The same can be said about the archive of I. 

Mechnikov, which is stored in the Archives of the Russian Academy of Sciences in Moscow 

and St. Petersburg and has been studied in detail. In addition, the material heritage of I. 

Mechnikov is stored in fragmented form in various institutions of Europe: the Pasteur Institute 

in Paris, individual governmental agencies of Ukraine. Cooperation of all parties that preserve 

the legacy of I. Mechnikov will help to generalize the collection and create a travelling 

international exhibition. This conference will serve this purpose. 

http://context.reverso.net/%D0%BF%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B2%D0%BE%D0%B4/%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%B3%D0%BB%D0%B8%D0%B9%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B8%D0%B9-%D1%80%D1%83%D1%81%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B8%D0%B9/departmental+agencies

