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the article describes the main events in the biography of Vladimir leontyevich Komarov, scientist, 
explorer, organizer of science, and President of the uSSr academy of Sciences from 1936 to 1945. 
his main scientific contributions are also briefly characterized. It is concluded that Komarov’s 
activities should be studied further in the context of the development of russian science and society in 
the late 19th — first half of the 20th century.
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Vladimir leontyevich Komarov was an outstanding russian botanist, explorer, science 
manager and, in some way, could be regarded as an iconic figure for russian botany, 
particularly during its Soviet period. the leading botanical research institution in russia 
with its 300 year-long history, the Komarov botanical Institute of the russian academy 
of Sciences, was named after Komarov. from 1936 to 1945, he served as President of the 
uSSr academy of Sciences.

there are a lot of publications about Komarov in russian (e.g. Vavilov, 1939; 
meshchaninov, chernov, 1945; tolmachev, fedorov, 1969; lipschitz, 1972; Kamelin, 
2017, etc.). many of these are devoted to Komarov’s anniversaries and are laudatory but still 
they often contain important biographical information. at the same time, there has not been 
a truly scientific account of Komarov’s biography with mandatory references to the relevant 
published and archival sources. his biography, published as part of the so-called academic 
series (Pavlov, 1951), reflects the main stages of his scientific and science-organizing 
activities but, unfortunately, does not contain a full list of references and individual links 
are scattered throughout the text. besides, this book bears the stamp of ideological concepts 
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of the time. It is only recently that several attempts at critical analysis of Komarov’s work as 
President of the uSSr academy of Sciences have appeared (e. g. Savina, 2005; Vorontsova, 
rybkina, 2016; bogatov, urmina, 2020). 

this review presents (presumably, to english-speaking audience) an outline of 
Komarov’s biography as well as his scientific legacy, and is based on the available literature 
and materials from the archives: the archive of the russian academy of Sciences (moscow) 
(araS), St. Petersburg branch of the archive of the russian academy of Sciences (SPbb 
araS), and central State archive of historical and Political documents of St. Petersburg 
(cSahPd SPb). It is noteworthy that Komarov`s archive collection in araS is available 
online (http://www.ras.ru/lvkomarovarchive/about.aspx). 

Origins and childhood

Vladimir Komarov was born on october 13 (october 1 in o.S.  — Julian calendar), 
1869. his farther, leontii Vissarionovich Komarov (1841–1871), was a professional 
military officer. he took part in the russian military operations in middle asia where he was 
wounded. he died when Vladimir was less than two years old. In 1873, his mother, elizaveta 
mikhailovna Komarova (née — lindenbaum) married Pavel Vikentievich Kukharsky who 
worked at the ministry of railways. She died in 1885 when Vladimir was 15. he was brought 
up in a family of his uncle, Vissarion Vissarionovich Komarov, since 1883, even before his 
mother’s death, presumably because of his conflicts with his stepfather (bubyreva, byalt, 
2020). Vladimir attended the 6th State gymnasium of St. Petersburg, where natural history 
was scarcely taught; however, he recalled that, from the age of 14 (Pavlov, 1951: 6) he 
became increasingly more interested in the books on natural history .

Vladimir usually spent his summer vacations at the rovnoye-mikhailovskoye estate 
(borovichi uyezd of the novgorod governorate), owned by his grandfather, mikhail 
Karlovich lindenbaum. this estate was located in the area where the river msta passes the 
carboniferous limestone strata to form a scenic landscape known as “mountainous msta” 
(fig. 1). after Komarov became interested in natural history, he made his first botanical 
excursions, collecting herbarium and fossil specimens (fig. 2).

fig. 1. Valley of the msta river near rovnoe, a place of Komarov’s first natural history excursions. 
modern photo, from www.mpv-video.ru 

рис. 1. долина р. мсты около пос. ровное — место юношеских природоведческих экскурсий 
в.л. комарова. современный фотоснимок, с сайта www.mpv-video.ru
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fig. 2. Komarov on excursion in rovnoe (araS. f. 277. op. 6. d. 3. l. 1) 
рис. 2. в.л. комаров на экскурсии в ровном (аран. Ф. 277. оп. 6. д. 3. л. 1)

Student at St. Petersburg University. First expeditions  
(1891–1894, 1898–1899)

In 1890, Komarov graduated from the gymnasium with very mediocre grades. he 
applied for the natural Sciences division of the Physico-mathematical faculty at St. 
Petersburg university; as he later recalled, this decision had not been approved by his 
relatives.

at the time, St. Petersburg university had an outstanding faculty of professors. the 
botany department was chaired by a.n. beketov1 who enthralled students with his 

1 andrei nikolayevich beketov (1825–1902) was a botanist (morphology, floristics, taxonomy, 
botanical geography), popularizer of science, and public figure. from 1861, he worked at Imperial 
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interesting lectures, especially on plant geography. he was a leader and patron of an informal 
society (circle) known as “little botanists”. Komarov was deeply involved in its activities. 
In 1938, he recalled (cited from richter et al. (2018: 4)):

We gathered alternately with the more affluent members of the circle, read essays, 
discussed controversial issues, and after the business part we proceeded to tea drinking and a 
fun conversation.

In the first year of his studies at the university, Komarov became fellow of the Imperial 
russian geographical Society (IrgS) and St. Petersburg Society of naturalists. the 
support from these societies enabled him to go on expeditions. In the summer of 1891, 
he continued his studies on the flora of the novgorod governorate and, in 1892/1893, he 
traveled to middle asia to explore the highland areas of the river Zeravshan basin (modern 
tajikistan and uzbekistan). he collected the specimens of about 900 species (vascular 
plants and fungi) and carried out barometric leveling, described the glaciers, and gathered 
the specimens of some minerals. he prepared a brief description of the vegetation of the 
mountainous Zeravshan (Komarov, 1893) and made a list of parasitic fungi from that area 
(Komarov, 1895).

In the papers published in the Soviet time (e.g. Pavlov, 1951: 29), both Komarov himself2 
and his biographers mentioned that, when a student at the university, he was involved in 
the students’ illegal marxist circles and was placed under secret police surveillance (which 
could have resulted in the restrictions on choosing a place of residence) and even under 
investigation of the St. Petersburg Judicial chamber. this information, however, has not 
been confirmed by any documents. moreover, bubyreva & byalt (2020) discovered in the 
archive a so-called “certificate of loyalty” that was issued to Komarov upon his request in 
1894.

on march 18, 1898, after his far east expeditions (see below), Komarov was “left [at 
St. Petersburg university] to prepare for a professorship” (without a stipend). on may 17, 
1899, he got another position at the university, also unpaid – that of a “supernumerary 
keeper of the botanical cabinet” (effectively, a collection manager)3. In 1902, he received 
his master’s degree from St. Petersburg university.

Far East expeditions (1895–1897)

In 1894, Komarov graduated from St. Petersburg university and received a proposal 
from the government department responsible for exploring the planned route for the amur 
railway (russian far east). his duties involved exploring the territories adjacent to the 
future railway route.

Several Komarov’s biographers wrote that his decision was forced because he failed to 
get a position in St. Petersburg due to his political disloyalty (see above). however, it is clear 

St. Petersburg university whose rector he was in 1876–1883. the teacher of many famous russian 
botanists and translator of the important botanical textbooks into russian.

2 araS. f. 277. op. 2. d. 33. l. 15.
3 araS. f. 277. op. 2. d. 34. ll. 2–4.
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now that this decision was deliberate and well-motivated. Komarov certainly wanted to start 
his carrier with exploring poorly known areas and was quite satisfied with this proposal.

In 1895, Komarov left St. Petersburg for his new place of duty. he travelled by sea from 
odessa via the mediterranean, the Suez canal and across the Indian and Pacific oceans. In 
may 1895, he arrived in Khabarovsk and set to work. there were two soldiers on his team. 
Part of the travel had to be done by boats specially hollowed out of large trunks of Siberian 
pine (Komarov, 1901: 27). he investigated the amur river and some of its tributaries from 
Khabarovsk to blagoveshchensk where he stayed over the winter, preparing his reports that 
were rather concerned with agricultural economics than with pure botany.

In early 1896, it became clear that the amur railway project was abandoned and the 
explorations stopped. Komarov applied to the IrgS for support to explore manchuria and 
Korea. the IrgS granted his request and he also obtained all necessary permissions and 
letters of support. In June 1896, Komarov started his expedition that continued into the 
next year. he described the course of his 1896 trip in a special paper (Komarov, 1898) that 
provided information about not only the terrain, flora and vegetation but also about the 
indigenous people’s life and occupations. he collected a total of 1,270 species and returned 
to St. Petersburg with these abundant materials late in 1897 (fig. 3). he immediately started 
processing the collected specimens and working on his “flora of manchuria”.

fig. 3. V.l. Komarov in Vladivostok in 1897 (Photoarchive of the Komarov botanical Institute) 
рис. 3. в.л. комаров в 1897 г., владивосток (Фотоархив бин ран)
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Imperial St. Petersburg Botanical Garden (1899–1917)

on november 1, 1899, Komarov began to work as assistant curator for the Imperial St. 
Petersburg botanical garden (ISPbbg), the oldest russian botanical institution known 
now as the Komarov botanical Institute of the russian academy of Sciences. 

at the time, ISPbbg included the following departments: horticulture (living 
collections), herbarium, museum, Seed testing Station, central Phytopathological 
Station, etc. formally, the curators were not strictly assigned to a particular department 
but, in reality, they gave more attention to the herbarium. the curators were expected to 
work with both the living and herbarium collections (“scientific ordering”). according to 
the 1900 report (Izvlechenie…, 1901), Komarov identified 528 “numbers” of living plants 
and “put in order” the cyperaceae from the “russian herbarium” and filed the specimens 
of various families. In 1902, he was appointed senior curator.

Komarov maintained a penchant for working with herbarium collections throughout 
his entire life. even when holding high administrative positions, he found time to work 
with the herbarium, which was a kind of recreation and relaxation for him (Ilyinsky, 1944). 
the herbarium of the Komarov botanical Institute has many specimens whose labels are 
written in his easily-recognizable handwriting (fig. 4).

fig. 4. herbarium labels written by V.l. Komarov (from the herbarium of the Komarov botanical 
Institute) 

рис. 4. гербарные этикетки, написанные рукой в.л. комарова (гербарий бин ран)
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almost from the beginning of his plant collecting and research work, Komarov mainly 
focused on plants from the east and central asia4 (china, mongolia, Korea and Japan), 
which comprise the “Japanese-chinese herbarium”. the determination and processing 
of the specimens proceeded in parallel with the preparation of the monumental “flora 
of manchuria” (Komarov, 1901, 1904, 1907). Komarov also gave much attention to the 
materials from the famous russian expeditions to central asia (led by n.m Przewalsky, 
g.n. Potanin, V.I. roborowsky, and others) and later published the itinerary of Przewalsky’s 
and Potanin’s expeditions (Komarov, 1920, 1928).

later on, Komarov became interested in the flora of Siberia and the russian far 
east. In 1902, he conducted a field study in the Sayan mountains (South Siberia) and, in 
1908/1909, led the botanical part of a complex expedition to the Kamchatka Peninsula 
(fig. 5), sponsored by f.P. ryabushinsky via IrgS5. this expedition’s extensive gatherings 
formed the basis for the “flora of the Kamchatka Peninsula” (Komarov, 1927, 1929, 1930). 
In 1913, Komarov investigated the Primorye (southern part of the russian far east) with 
the support from the resettlement administration6; Komarov and his team collected up to 
10,000 specimens of about 1,000 species.

fig. 5. Komarov during the Kamchatka expedition (araS. f. 277. op. 6. d. 7. l. 1) 
рис. 5. в.л. комаров в экспедиции на камчатке (аран. Ф. 277. оп. 6. д. 7. л. 1)

Komarov played an instrumental role in moving herbarium specimens to the new 
building in June—august, 1914, although the preparations started in 1912, also with his 
active participation. as a result, about 2,500,000 specimens had been moved; however, in 
addition to moving the materials, this work involved significant re-ordering: specimens were 
arranged according to the new engler system (by numbers as per dalla torre and harms 
system) instead of the endlicher system; 6,800 bundles of specimens were disaggregated 

4 according to russian geographical tradition, middle asia (modern Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
tajikistan, turkmenistan, and uzbekistan), also known as turkestan, was distinguished from central 
asia (the desert areas of china and mongolia).

5 for the description of this expedition and its botanical part, see Komarov (1912).
6 resettlement administration was established by the russian government in 1908 as part of 

agrarian reform to stimulate the movement of peasants from european russia to poorly populated 
areas of Siberia and the far east. to select the areas suitable for the colonists, special pedological and 
botanical expeditions were organized. botanical materials from these expeditions were to be sent to 
the ISPbbg herbarium. 
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into almost 20,000 new bundles (otchet, 1915). Several innovations in geographical 
arrangement had also been introduced. 

these events were vividly described by a.P. Ilyinsky (1944, 19):

having come to the herbarium at the end of June 1914 to see Vl. l. [Komarov], i was 
amazed at the rapid pace, amazing order and enormous amount of physical labor expended by 
Vl. l. in this job. i found Vl. l. on the 4th floor of the herbarium. Moving quickly, he carried 
several bundles of herbarium specimens, quickly rose with them on the stepladder, quickly laid 
out the bundles on the shelves, and hurried off again to pick another load. When i asked him 
some scientific question, Vl. l. jokingly replied that he was no longer a scientist, but a coolie.

a.P. Ilyinsky (1944) had correctly noted that, had there been a slightest delay in moving 
the herbarium, the new building would have been occupied by a hospital because of the 
recently started World War I, and, most probably, would have been lost for the botanists 
forever.

Komarov had obvious managerial skills and a.a. fischer von Waldheim7, director of 
the ISPbbg, placed him on several ad hoc commissions despite his not being the head of any 
department. thus, in 1913, he was a member of a special jubilee commission for the 200th  
anniversary of ISPbbg. In 1914, he took part in a meeting organized by the department of 
agriculture to discuss the ambitious program for ISPbbg development (that had not been 
realized because of the War). Komarov was decorated with the order of Saint Stanislaus of 
the 3rd (1903) and the 2nd class (1910), the order of Saint anna of the 3rd (1906) and the 2nd 
(1913) class, and the order of Saint Vladimir of the 4th class (1916), which was traditional 
for civil servants of the russian empire. 

With the beginning of World War I, Komarov began to give much attention to the studies 
on medicinal plants, which became crucially important, as russia traditionally purchased 
significant amounts of drugs from germany. In 1915, ISPbbg recommended Komarov 
to the academy of Sciences’ commission for the Study of the natural Productive forces, 
which later had an important role in the development of russian science.

Principal Botanical Garden of the RSFSR/USSR (1917–1931)

after the 1917 february revolution, ISPbbg lost the word Imperial from its official 
name. In october 1918, it was designated Principal botanical garden of the rSfSr8 
(Pbg). 

Just after the tsar’s abdication, the director of Pbg fischer von Waldheim 
left for holidays and subsequently resigned. the Provisional government appointed 

7 aleksander alexandrovich fischer von Waldheim (1839–1920) was a botanist, phytopatholo-
gist, science manager. director of the Warsaw university botanical garden (1869–1896), director 
of ISPbbg (1896–1917).

8 glavnyi botanicheskii Sad rSfSr (главный ботанический сад рсФср), also translated as 
main botanical garden of the rSfSr. In 1927, it was given the status of all-union Importance and 
named Principal/main botanical garden of the uSSr. Initially in the jurisdiction of the People’s 
commissariat of agriculture, it was moved under the jurisdiction of the uSSr academy of Sciences 
in 1930.
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b.l. Isachenko9 as the new director although the Pbg gardeners held rallies demanding 
to establish a “workers’ administration” (geltman, andreev, 2014). Komarov was elected 
as deputy director (later this position was sometimes called “assistant director”) in June 
1917 and held this position till october 1931. Since mid-1917, he also de facto headed the 
department of living Plants (horticulture) and, in april 1918, was officially appointed to 
this position. he published the first Soviet guide to Pbg (Komarov, 1919), established the 
division of experimental morphology in this department, and organized a greenhouse for 
his own experiments and observations (Pavlov, 1951; geltman, 2020).

during the years of the revolutions and civil war, Pbg suffered heavy losses but managed 
to preserve a significant part of its collection of living plants. however, during certain periods 
from 1918 to 1921, the situation in Pbg and, on the whole, in Petrograd was comparable 
to that during the Siege of leningrad (see n.V. Shipchinsky’s memoires published by 
geltman, andreev, 2014). Komarov had to devote a lot of time to organizational issues, 
including some very prosaic ones such as the search for financial resources, fuel, etc. he 
must have been popular among the gardeners because they elected him honorary member 
of the gardeners trade union, which was a very influential organization10.

We do not know enough about Komarov’s political views during that period. as a repre sen-
tative from the russian geographical Society, he took part in the State conference in mos cow 
(august, 12(25)–15(28), 1917)11,12. this meeting was negatively commented on in the Soviet 
historiography and Komarov’s participation in it has never been mentioned in his biographies.

In march 1920, Komarov decided to run for the director of Pbg position (to be 
elected by its council) but failed to receive the majority of votes, and Isachenko remained 
its director till 1930. however, at the next council meeting Komarov was elected deputy 
director by an overwhelming majority (geltman, 2020).

Botanical Museum of the Academy of Sciences (1920–1931)

In 1824–1931, the botanical museum of the academy of Sciences was the second 
most important botanical institution in St. Petersburg/Petrograd/leningrad. It was initially 
based on the botanical collections of the Kunstkammer, the first museum in the russian 
empire. In the 19th century, its staff was very limited and usually consisted of an academy’s 
full member (academician) who was a botanist, and a few of his assistants. It was only in 
the early 20th century that the number of the museum staff was increased, mainly due to 
the efforts of its director, I.P. borodin13: thus, in 1924, its staff comprised 15 positions, 

9 boris lavrentievich Isachenko (1871–1948) was a botanist, microbiologist, and seed biologist. 
In St.Petersburg: assistant curator, head of the ISbbg Seed testing Station (1902–1917), director 
of Pbg (1917-1930); later in moscow: director of the Institute of microbiology of the uSSr 
academy of Sciences (1939–1948), full member of the uSSr academy of Sciences.

10 araS. f. 277. op. 2. d. 7. l. 2.
11 a political forum convened by the Provisional government to inform russian citizens about 

the political situation in the country and to consolidate the society.
12 araS. f. 277. op. 2. d. 16. l. 1.
13 Ivan Parfenievich borodin (1847–1930) was a botanist (specializing in physiology, anatomy, 

and taxonomy), public figure, and pioneer in nature conservation in russia. director of the botanical 
museum of the academy of Sciences (1902–1930).
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including 9 scientific positions (geltman, 2014, 2020). the museum’s herbarium totaled 
about 1.5 million specimens but there was no exhibition open to the public. the work of 
ISPbbg (Pbg) was similar to that of the museum and their relationship had the elements 
of both collaboration and competition. Some scientists worked for both institutions; in the 
20th century, Pbg and the museum launched their respective projects, “flora of asiatic 
russia” and “flora of Siberia and far east”. both projects had never been completed.

In 1920, Komarov was elected full member of the russian academy of Sciences (since 
1925, the uSSr academy of Sciences), which led to his rapprochement with the work 
of the botanical museum. In 1925, the museum council decided to invite Komarov to 
its meetings and, the same year, he served for several months as acting director of the 
museum although, formally, he was not on its staff.  In may 1930, after borodin’s death, 
Komarov was appointed  director of the botanical museum.

Botanical Institute of the USSR Academy of Sciences (1931–1945)

Since parallelism in the work of the botanical garden and botanical museum was 
obvious, the discussion about coordinating their activities and even possibly merging (at 
least merging their collections) began shortly after the end of the civil War, when the new 
government set out to prepare an inventory of scientific institutions it had inherited. there 
had been several such attempts but the academy of Sciences always found reasons for 
impeding such a merger or at least referred to bad timing and unpreparedness (for details, 
see geltman (2014)). Komarov (who worked for both institutions) employed the same 
approach although he might have agreed to the merger had he been offered the position 
of director of the joint institution. he proposed a “botanical Institute” as a new kind of 
consortium of several organizations (including Pbg and the museum) while maintaining 
their organizational and budgetary independence. the proponents of the complete merger 
were academician b.a. Keller, director of Pbg14 (appointed in early 1930), and V.P. 
Savich, Pbg’s academic Secretary15 (geltman, 2014).

after the events that occurred in april 1931, the unification could no longer be postponed 
and, when it happened, it followed the worst-case scenario (ending in a single institution 
with the completely merged collections). the academy of Sciences’ general meeting on 
april 27, without any discussion, resolved to merge the botanical garden and the botanical 
museum into the botanical Institute. apparently, even after this decision, there were some 
attempts to prevent the complete merger of the two institutions. Keller wrote later:

14 boris aleksandrovich Keller (1874–1945)  was a geobotanist, ecologist, and pedologist. 
Professor at Voronezh university (1913–1930), director of Pgb (1930–1931), director of the 
botanical Institute of the uSSr academy of Sciences (1931–1937), founder of the main botanical 
garden in moscow (1936–1945). one of the first communist Party members to be elected to the 
uSSr academy of Sciences (1929).

15 Vsevolod Pavlovich Savich (also known as Savicz) (1885–1972) was a specialist in cryptogamic 
plants, mainly a lichenologist. ISPbbg / curator (1913–1920), assistant director (1922–1925), 
academic Secretary (1925–1931) of Pbg, deputy director (1932–1937) and department head 
(1932–1963) at the [Komarov] botanical Institute.
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At the end of 1931, despite fierce resistance of the Corresponding Member of the Academy of 
Sciences n. A. Busch16 and, especially, his wife, and with the obvious reluctance of Academician 
V.l. Komarov, we managed to implement the merger of the Botanical garden and the Botanical 
Museum into a single Botanical institute17.

the actual merging of the botanical garden and the botanical museum began in 
october  1931. Komarov lost his position as head of the living collections department but 
was appointed head of the department of Plant taxonomy and geography (herbarium). 
officially, he held this position till his death in 1945 but, since 1935 when he moved to 
moscow (see below), he was unable to give enough attention to this department and r.yu. 
rozhevits18 was de facto managing its day-to-day work. 

Komarov scientific work at the botanical Institute at the time was focused on the 
preparation of the monumental “flora of the uSSr”, which began in 1931. he wrote the 
preface in which he substantiated the adopted species concept (Komarov, 1934), was the 
editor of vols. 1–9 (1934–1939) and did the treatments of several taxa for vols. 1, 2, 4, 5 
and 7.

In october 1937, Keller left his position as director of the botanical Institute. Komarov 
was involved in the events concerning the appointment of a new director (for details see 
geltman (2020)). In 1940, on the occasion of the celebration of Komarov’s 70th anniversary, 
the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the uSSr gave Komarov’s name to the botanical 
Institute19. however, during the meeting of the Institute’s Scientific board in april 1941 to 
celebrate Komarov’s being awarded the Stalin Prize, he said20:

<…> i do not deserve at all the naming of the institute after me. this is too much honor 
for me and too little for the institute. i have worked a lot for a long time at the institute 
because the job duties were exciting, and so they got me stuck to this place. i would like to 
continue to work and work without end but my strength is now running out and there is not 
much time left for working. your support is valuable for me because you are the true creators 
of the Botanical institute.

during the Siege of leningrad, Komarov maintained the contacts with the Institute, 
sometimes trying to prevent some staff members’ dismissal due to financial shortages. 
during the harshest time of the Siege (late december 1941), his telegram of support was 
read at the meeting of the Institute’s Scientific board. In october 1944, after the Siege was 
completely lifted, Komarov paid a short visit to the Institute to take part in the meeting 
devoted to the celebration of his 75th anniversary.

16 nikolai adolfovich busch (1869–1941) was a taxonomist specializing in floristics and 
researcher of the flora of the caucasus. curator of ISPbbg (1902–1912), senior botanist at the 
botanical museum (1912–1931) — since 1931, at the botanical Institute.

17 cSahPd SPb. f. 563. op. 1. d. 1477. l. 96.
18 roman yulievich rozhevits (roshevitz) (1882–1949) was a taxonomist specializing in the 

grass family. on the staff of ISPbg/Pgb/botanical Institute since 1911.
19 Such practice of naming institutions after living political and public figures was common in the 

Soviet union at the time.
20 SPbb araS. f. 273. op. 1 (1941). d. 21. ll. 68–72.
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Teaching

In addition to his main job at ISPbbg, Komarov was lecturing at St. Petersburg 
university and other educational institutions. In 1903, he got a position with St. Petersburg 
university and lectured in several subjects. his lectures were also very popular among the 
students other disciplines than botany21. this popularity provoked his conflict with Khristofor 
gobi22, Professor and chair of the department of botany. It could have been because of this 
conflict that Komarov chose to obtain his doctorate from moscow university. 

In 1920, Komarov became Professor and chair of the department of botany at 
Petrograd (later — leningrad) university, formally retaining this position till his death in 
1945, although since 1935 he led the department mostly by correspondence and during his 
short visits from moscow. he prepared several university textbooks in botany that have gone 
into many editions.

Komarov certainly enjoyed teaching and not only at St. Petersburg university. from 
1899 to 1918 he also taught botany at several women’s courses23. their programs were very 
close to the university level, enabling Komarov to try himself as an author of botanical 

21 for Komarov‘s activities at St. Petersburg/Petrograd/leningrad university, see bubyreva, 
geltman (2020) in this issue of the journal.

22 Khristofor yakovlevich gobi (1847–1919) was a botanist, mycologist, and algaeologist. 
Professor (1888), head of the department of botany at St. Petersburg/Petrograd university (1897–
1919). founder of St. Petersburg scientific school of the studies on lower plants and fungi.

23 In the russian empire, it was prohibited for women to obtain higher education at the 
universities.

fig. 6. Komarov with his former students of women’s courses in the botanical garden, 1924–1925 
(araS. f. 277. op. 6. d. 3. l. 12) 

рис. 6. в.л. комаров со своими ученицами — бывшими слушательницами женских 
образовательных курсов (аран. f. 277. op. 6. d. 3. l. 12)
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courses; several of his former students became professional botanists (fig. 6). from 1918 
to 1924, he led the department of botany at the newly organized Pedagogical [teachers] 
Institute (yandovka et al., 2019). In 1919, Komarov played an important role in the 
organization and work of the chemical-Pharmaceutical Institute as assistant director and 
head of the department of botany. he continued to work for this Institute till 1922. even 
the location of this Institute in the recently-built but still vacant commercial apartment 
houses next to the botanical garden’s territory could have been suggested by Komarov for 
his convenience so that he could combine his jobs.

Leading the USSR Academy of Sciences (1929–1945)

after his election to the academy of Sciences, Komarov became increasingly more 
involved in its activities. although in the beginning, he had no apparent intention of 
pursuing a great career at the academy (Savina, 2005), the process of its “sovietization” led 
to the circumstances in which Komarov’s obvious management skills were needed.

the “great breakthrough” (velikii perelom) in the late 1920s that affected many aspects 
of life in the uSSr, also affected the uSSr academy of Sciences. the communist Party 
leaders were not satisfied with the work of the President of the academy a.P. Karpinsky24 
and, particularly, of its Permanent Secretary S.f. oldenburg25. Several members of the 
academy were arrested as part of the so-called “academic case”. the Party leaders had 
significantly stepped up their pressure on the academy in order to introduce the communist 
Party members into the academy during the next elections.

Komarov was elected as academician-Secretary (head) of the academy’s Physico-
mathematical division on march 6, 1929. on  october 30, 1929, after oldenburg was 
dismissed from the position of Permanent Secretary at the behest of a Special government 
commission, the academy’s general meeting asked Komarov to temporarily perform 
oldenburg’s duties26. Subsequently, on march 3, 1931, he was elected Vice-President of the 
academy; this “election,” however, was nothing but a formal endorsement of the decision 
of the Politburo of the central committee of the communist Party (Sаvina, 2005).

It is still unclear why exactly Komarov achieved such rapid promotion at the academy. 
his appointment as acting Permanent Secretary was supported by m.n. Pokrovsky27, one 
of the active proponents of “sovietization” of the academy; he said that “Komarov has 
completely come over to our side” but mentioned that the leningrad Party leaders had no 
particular opinion about Komarov (esakov, 2000: 76).

It is quite probable that Komarov was perceived as a go-between personality both by 
the academy and by the authorities. he had accumulated a vast management experience 

24 alexander Petrovich Karpinsky (1847–1936) was a geologist, and mining engineer. the first 
elected President of the russian academy of Sciences / uSSr academy of Sciences (1917–1936).

25 Sergei fedorovich oldenburg (1863–1934) was an orientalist, Permanent Secretary of the 
academy of Sciences (1904–1929), one of the leaders of the constitutional democratic Party before 
1917, and minister of Public education in the Provisional government (1917).

26 araS. f. 277. op. 2. d. 7. l. 17.
27 mikhail nikolayevich Pokrovsky (1868–1932), was a historian, head of the marxist school in 

the Soviet historical science in the 1920s. one of the first communist Party members elected to the 
uSSr academy of Sciences (1929).
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as deputy director of Pgb and most probably had established both formal and informal 
connections in the Party and leningrad authorities28. as for the academy members, he 
was definitely one of their own, especially when compared to the newly-elected (in fact, 
imposed) members of the communist party. Kamelin (2017) has justly noted that Komarov, 
like no one else, knew that it was necessary to save the academy and, to do this, one had to 
make compromises, often quite significant.

Komarov’s duties as Vice-President of the academy included tackling administrative 
and financial issues, most hated by true scientists. he chaired a number of the academy’s 
commissions and Working groups. Komarov was effectively in charge of many of the 
academy’s daily matters. With the academy of Sciences relocation from leningrad to 
moscow29, which was announced in 1934 but was actually carried out in 1935, there was 
more work to do. 

the most important of Komarov’s achievements during that period was the organization 
of regional institutions of the academy of Sciences. he understood very well that the 
combined efforts of a few institutes in moscow and leningrad could not provide effective 
development of science in a vast country like russia. the transcaucasian branch (initially 
in tbilisi and baku), the far east branch in Vladivostok (of which Komarov was the head), 
and the ural branch in Sverdlovsk (ekaterinburg) of the uSSr academy of Sciences  as 
well as the academy’s Kazakhstan base in alma-ata and tajikistan base in Stalinabad 
(dushanbe) were created as early as in 1932. the academy’s base on the Kola peninsula 
(with the most northern botanical garden) and the northern base were established in 1934 
and 1936, respectively. In 1935, Komarov was elected chairman of the Special commission 
on the management of branches and bases of the uSSr academy of Sciences and held 
this position till his death in 1945. Subsequently, the uzbek, turkmen, Kyrgyz, and West 
Siberian branches of the uSSr academy of Sciences were established (the last two, during 
World War II) with his active participation (Pavlov, 1951; Savina, 2005).

after Karpinsky’s death, Komarov was elected President of the academy during its 
general meeting on december 28/29, 1936. of course, his nomination had been approved 
in advance by the Politburo, and the academicians’ vote (68 ayes and 2 nays) was nothing 
more than a formality. according to a secret memorandum submitted by the People 
commissariat for Interior affairs to Stalin, several academy members were outraged at this 
almost uncontested vote and Komarov’s nomination, but in the end they chose not to vote 
against him even though the vote was by secret ballot (Savina, 2005). In reality, Komarov 
remained an acceptable figure both for the powers-that-be and for the scientific community.

the job of the President of the uSSr academy of Sciences has not been a sinecure, 
especially for a true scientist. Komarov was obliged to approve the repressed scientists’ 
expulsion from the academy and was unable to object to the promotion of notorious figures 
such as t.d. lysenko30 who was supported by Stalin. beginning in 1938, the authorities 
stepped up their pressure on the academy, refusing to approve its plans and reports on the 

28 In a memorandum forwarded to the Politburo by then-powerful n.I. bukharin and 
a.V. lunacharsky  on february 23, 1930, Komarov was proposed for the President of the academy 
(see esakov, 2000: 92; Savina, 2005); the Politburo, however, decided to leave Karpinsky as President.

29 Several institutes of the academy, including botanical Institute, were left in leningrad.
30 trofim denisovich lysenko (1898–1976) was an agronomist, biologist, the leader of so called 

“michurin biology” and “Soviet creative darwinism,” and a strong opponent of classical genetics. 
about lysenko and lysenkoism, see medvedev (1969), Soyfer (1994), etc.
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pretext of scientific results being remote from the needs of socialist reconstruction (Savina, 
2005). In September 1938, the general meeting of the academy identified 33 main 
problems towards which the scientists’ efforts were supposed to be directed. In practice, 
however, it turned out that the most important scientific work whose significance evaded 
the Party leaders and government authorities could be pursued within the framework of 
tackling these “problems”. thus, the preparation of “flora of the uSSr” was formally 
linked to the “problem of plant raw materials”31.

as was the practice of the time, Komarov as the “face of Soviet science” was obliged 
to devote much of his time to sitting in numerous jubilee meetings and to press and radio 
appearances on various occasions (about 150 newspaper publications in 1932–1940 alone). 
It appears that he wrote most of these pieces by himself; these publications were well received 
by very different audiences. many of those articles and speeches, naturally, contained 
praises of the communist Party and Stalin personally, which was absolutely necessary 
at the time. on november 24, 1937, he delivered a report titled “the Science of Stalin’s 
epoch” at the academy of Sciences’ general meeting devoted to the 20th anniversary of the 
october revolution. unfortunately, he was also forced to sign appeals “on behalf of Soviet 
scientists”, demanding death penalty for the defendants in the notorious moscow trials of 
1936/1937.

Komarov was elected as a delegate to the extraordinary 8th all-union congress of 
Soviets of the Soviet union (which adopted the new Stalin’s constitution of the uSSr) 
and spoke at this congress. In 1937, he was elected as a deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the 
uSSr. he was depicted (together with lysenko!) on a monumental panel, “distinguished 
People of the land of Soviets,” prepared for the uSSr Pavilion at the 1939 World exhibition 
in new york.

Since the early 1930s, Komarov developed serious health problems. he suffered from 
psoriasis almost throughout his entire life and, when the attacks got worse, he was forced 
to seek treatment abroad. each of these trips (to france in 1934 and 1936) were allowed by 
special decisions of the Politburo (esakov, 2000: 139, 230) and financed from government 
funds. In the summer of 1939, while on vacation in the caucasus, he suffered a stroke. Since 
then his work was occasionally interrupted by increasingly longer periods of illness.

In october 1939, Komarov turned 70. he was awarded the order of lenin and 
his anniversary was, in line with Soviet tradition, marked by numerous meetings and 
appearances in the media (fig. 7). the academy of Sciences published a collection of papers 
in various fields of botany, written by famous scientists (Prezidentu…, 1939); this book was 
devoted to Komarov.

after the jubilee events were over, Komarov’s health had not improved. apparently, 
his possible resignation as President of the academy was seriously considered, which was 
reflected in the entries of academician V.I. Vernadsky’s diary 32 (Savina, 2005). Komarov, 
however, retained his position. Savina (2005: 188) justly notes that he suited the authorities 
exactly the way he was: “elderly, with his health deteriorating, cautious, understanding and 
pliant; at the same time, excellently educated, tactful with others, able to understand the 
specifics of scientific work and ready to respond to the current agenda”.

31 SPbb araS. f. 273. op. 1(1938). d. 26. ll. 174–176.
32 Vladimir Ivanovich Vernadsky (1863–1945) was a scientist of broad interests (primarily, 

geology), founder of biogeochemistry, thinker and public figure. founder and first President of the 
ukrainian academy of Sciences.



StudieS in the hiStory of Biology.	2020.	Volume	12.	No.	4	 27

fig. 7. a page from the Pravda newspaper, devoted to Komarov’s 70th anniversary (araS. f. 277. 
op. 2. d. 100. l. 20) 

рис. 7. страница газеты «Правда», посвящённая 70-летнему юбилею в.л. комарова (аран. 
Ф. 277. оп. 2. д. 100. л. 20)
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the german attack on the uSSr on June 22, 1941, found Komarov on vacation in 
abkhazia. most of the academy of Sciences’ institutions as well as its Presidium were 
evacuated to Kazan by the government’s decision. a group of elderly academicians, 
including Komarov, were supposed to go to the borovoye resort in Kazakhstan. however, 
having visited Sverdlovsk (where the ural branch of the academy was located) on the 
way to borovoye, he decided to stay in Sverdlovsk and organize the work to mobilize the 
resources of the urals for defense needs.  on august 29, 1941, Komarov chaired the first 
meeting of the uSSr academy of Sciences’ commission for mobilizing the resources of 
the urals. Subsequently, Kazakhstan and Western Siberia were also included in the scope 
of this commission’s activities (Pavlov, 1951). 

as regards actual leadership of the academy of Sciences, there were two governing 
centers, the official Presidium in Kazan and Komarov’s commission in Sverdlovsk, which 
inevitably led to inconsistencies and conflicts. thus, the academy’s work plan for 1942 was 
submitted to the government without Komarov’s consent, which incurred his displeasure. 
this conflict was reported to Stalin, who supported Komarov by sending him a special 
telegram (Savina, 2005; Safronov, 2009). In may 1942, the academy’s general meeting 
was held in Sverdlovsk and the Presidium was also moved there from Kazan. 

during the War, Komarov did not stay in Sverdlovsk all the time but also visited alma-
ata, frunze (bishkek), tbilisi, baku, and erevan. Since october 1943, he mainly stayed 
in moscow where the academy’s leaders and institutions gradually began to return. he 
continued to actively work with the media and, from 1941 to 1945, published about a 
hundred articles in newspapers and popular magazines.

however, Komarov’s deteriorating health took a toll on his activities. unfortunately, 
as is often the case, Komarov entrusted decision-making to a circle of his assistants from 
the academy of Sciences’ administrative staff, who, strictly speaking, had little to do with 
science proper and acted primarily in their own interests and for their own benefit (Savina, 
2005). the academy’s scientific community had nicknamed this group “camarilla” (or 
even Komarilla)33. despite some changes in this group’s composition, the general trend 
remained the same. unfortunately, this situation did not help in maintaining the President’s 
authority.

In october 1944, both Komarov’s 75th anniversary and 50 years of his scientific 
and public activities were celebrated with much fanfare. he was honored with the title 
of the hero of Socialist labor (fig. 8); ceremonial meetings were held in moscow and 
leningrad and jubilee editions were published. Komarov was showered with greetings and 
congratulations.

on november 13, 1944, Komarov was summoned for a talk with Joseph Stalin. this 
talk lasted one hour. Komarov (1945) briefly described their conversation; its record was 
discovered and published many years later (esakov, 2005) although it probably does not 
accurately reflect the content of this conversation (Kamelin, 2017). the most important 
result of this meeting was Stalin’s approval of Komarov’s initiatives to establish the Institute 
for the history of Science (“Institut istorii estestvoznaniya”) and to celebrate the 220th 
anniversary of the uSSr academy of Sciences and invite foreign scientists to the festive 
events. 

33 Kamelin (2017) suggested that these persons were assigned to watch the President of the 
academy.
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the academy of Sciences’ anniversary was celebrated extensively (as was expected of 
the events of such importance at the time) on June 15–30, 1945. everything was approved at 
the highest level of authority: for instance, the foreign guests were transported by the Soviet 
military transport aircraft. the Jubilee Sessions were held in moscow and leningrad; on 
June 24, the participants witnessed the Victory Parade and, on June 30, a pompous 4-hour 
government reception was held. Stalin and Politburo members attended this reception and 
Komarov proclaimed a toast to Stalin (Pavlov, 1951).

however, Komarov’s inability to run the academy has already become apparent and 
the country’s leadership decided to replace him. there was talk that the last straw was when 
Komarov, when sitting on a meeting’s panel, felt tired and dozed off. at the end of June 
1945, V.m. molotov, the first deputy Premier of the Soviet union, summoned a group of 
academicians (academy members) to inform them that the President had to be replaced. 
Komarov himself was informed that he had to resign by I.P. bardin, Vice President of the 
academy34, and academician-Secretary n.g. bruevich35. after this conversation, Komarov 
wrote his resignation letter. he was not present at the general meeting of the academy on 
July 17, 1945, that elected S.I. Vavilov36 as new President (Savina, 2005).

34 Ivan Pavlovich bardin (1883–1960) was a metallurgist, Vice-President of the uSSr academy 
of Sciences (1942–1960), and member of the Supreme Soviet of the uSSr (1937–1960).

35 nikolai grigorievich bruevich (1896–1987) was a specialist in the field of mechanical 
engineering and computer technology. lieutenant general of the technical Service. Secretary 
(academician-Secretary) of the uSSr academy of Sciences (1942–1949).

36 Sergei Ivanovich Vavilov (1891–1951) was a physicist, founder of the scientific school of 
physical optics in the uSSr, president of the uSSr academy of Sciences (1945–1951). the younger 
brother of biologist nikolai Ivanovich Vavilov.

fig. 8. m.I. Kalinin, chairman of the uSSr Supreme Soviet, presents the government award to 
Komarov (araS. f. 277. op. 6. d. 39. l. 3) 

рис. 8. Председатель Президиума верховного совета ссср м.и. калинин вручает 
правительственную награду в.л. комарову (аран. Ф. 277. оп. 6. д. 39. л. 3)
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after his resignation, Komarov retained some organizational responsibilities; in 
addition, he finally became able to devote more time to scientific work. however, he was 
not destined to enjoy this opportunity for long: he passed away on december 5, 1945.

Komarov devoted almost 15 years to working in leading positions at the academy of 
Sciences; his work as the academy’s Vice President (1931–1936) was probably no less 
productive than when he was its President, although not as conspicuous. during this period, 
the academy has grown significantly in the number of scientists; new institutions were 
opened, including regional organizations. on the other hand, it was during exactly the same 
period that the academy almost completely lost its independence in making decisions, 
sometimes even  on minor issues.

of course, Komarov was forced to make difficult compromises and, probably, to come 
to terms with his conscience. however, we must never forget that he led the academy at the 
time when a wrong move, or even a careless word, could cost him and his closest associates 
their freedom or even lives. among the Presidents of the academy in the Soviet period, 
perhaps only his successor, S.I. Vavilov, was in a similar situation.

Brief characterization of Komarov’s scientific legacy 

Komarov’s scientific legacy is extremely diverse and, surprisingly, has not been properly 
analyzed yet. only its most important aspects will be mentioned here.

Komarov’s “Flora of Manchuria” (Komarov, 1901, 1904, 1907) is his best known work 
that brought him wide acclaim. Komarov was very familiar with the subject from of his own 
expeditions and, in addition, all available collections and literature were at his disposal.

this work includes not only a list of plants growing in the region, but also a detailed 
description of environmental conditions, the history of research, and the analysis of 
relevant literature. It should be noted that all species characteristics are accompanied by 
very detailed and accurate comments not only on their distribution and habitats, but also 
on their taxonomic status, i.e. here Komarov acted not only as an expert on the flora, but 
also as an experienced taxonomist. In addition, substantiating the natural boundaries of the 
manchurian floristic region, he took the first steps as a phytogeographer.

as noted above, back in 1905, Komarov was tasked with processing huge collection 
materials from china and mongolia. by 1907, he had these materials put in order and 
most of them were identified. making a critical list of plants of these territories within a 
short time seemed an unrealistic task37, and therefore Komarov began with  preparing an 
“Introduction to the floras of china and mongolia” (Komarov, 1908) which was accepted 
as his doctoral thesis. the main part of this work is a thorough taxonomic treatment of five 
genera with different distribution patterns within the study area (Clematoclethra, Codonopsis, 
Epimedium, Nitraria, Caragana). the background part contains a detailed analysis of the 
literature, herbaria from china and mongolia, an outline of the geological structure, and 
the proposals for phytogeographic division. It should be noted that the background part is 
not only and not so much a solid review but contains a lot of original and fresh scientific 
ideas for the time.

37 taking into account Komarov’s ability to work, it can be assumed that this work could have 
been completed within a reasonable time frame, if his efforts had not been diverted to other tasks.
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“flora of the Kamchatka Peninsula” (Komarov, 1927, 1929, 1930) is another important 
and widely known Komarov’s work, prepared by him personally based on his own field 
studies. like “flora of manchuria”, this work contains an important introductory part. It 
is important that, in addition to meticulous characterization of plants, this book contains 
determination keys.

Komarov’s scientific interests also embraced the territories of Siberia and the russian 
far east. here he conducted his field studies, although these were certainly not enough 
to form a comprehensive idea of this vast region. he published a number of works, first 
and foremost, “a brief introduction to the study of the vegetation of Siberia” (Komarov, 
1922), in which he provided a detailed description of vegetation cover of Siberia (including 
a significant part of the far east) and identified 17 “vegetation regions” in it. he also 
characterized the vegetation of the lake baikal area.

“an introduction to the study of the vegetation of yakutia” (Komarov, 1926a) is a very 
valuable work initiated after Komarov was appointed chair of the academy of Sciences’ 
commission on the Study of the yakut autonomous Soviet Socialist republic, a region 
of Siberia comparable in size to India. although Komarov had never visited yakutia, he 
summarized the available botanical data for this region; a preliminary list of flora for this 
book was prepared by his students e.n. Klobukova-alisova and a.a. bulavkina.

Komarov made several trips to the south of the russian far east. based on his early 
expeditions (mostly the 1913 expedition and some occasional observations from 1895–1897 
and 1908), a book titled “the types of vegetation of the South ussuri region” (Komarov, 
1917) was prepared. Komarov gave special attention to vegetation dynamics affected by 
the increasing economic use of the area (especially, by regular fires). Subsequently he 
published an enumeration of vascular plants of this area (Komarov, 1923) and, later on, 
“a brief guide for the identification of plants of the far east” together with Klobukova-
alisova  (Komarov, Klobukova-alisova, 1925) and two richly illustrated volumes of “a key 
to the plants of the far east”38 (Komarov, Klobukova-alisova, 1931, 1932). according to 
Pavlov (1951), Komarov conceived a multivolume “flora of the far east” but this project 
had never been implemented because of his preoccupation with his work at the academy of 
Sciences and his work on “flora of the uSSr”.

Komarov’s views on the concept of species deserve separate consideration. this issue has 
been analyzed in detail by Skvortsov (1972). here, we will only mention the most important 
points. unfortunately,  Komarov’s views are often regarded internationally as nothing but 
mere “splitting”39, although his ideas were much deeper than that.

Komarov turned to the analysis of views on the scope and nature of plant species early 
in his scientific career. In the introduction to ”flora of manchuria,” he contrasts the 
formal (from his standpoint) concepts of species as a morphological type with the concept 
of geographical race (Komarov, 1901: 76):

While we mainly associate the word “species” with the idea of outward appearance, shape 
of a plant, i.e. render it almost exclusively morphological meaning…. we mainly associate the 

38 far eastern territory existed in 1926–1938 and included all the uSSr territories in the far 
east. 

39 among taxonomists, it is customary to distinguish informally «lumpers» who accept a wide 
concept of species and «splitters» who insist on a narrower understanding of it.

Администратор
Выделение
1901, p. 76
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word “race” with the concept of a genetic link between the indivisibles of a given group of 
plant individuals and their ability to firmly and invariably transmit hereditary traits.

according Komarov (1901: 77):

<…> a race differs from a species in a lesser degree of morphological separateness of its 
constituent individuals and in a closed area of its distribution, although it possesses almost the 
same constancy in the transmission of hereditary characters as a species.

Komarov (1901: 79) concluded:

that, in floristic research, the main unit of research should be considered to be not an 
abstract  concept of “species” but, rather, a real genetic group — a “race,” or a subspecies, or 
a second-order species.

Komarov had repeatedly emphasized the property of a race such as “tribal life” as well 
as a unity of origin of all its constituents. Skvortsov (1972) has justly noted that this was one 
of the first steps in the transition from the typological concept to the concept of population 
species. this, unfortunately, failed to be acknowledged by numerous authors discussing this 
“eternal” problem of biology.

one would expect that, in the “flora of manchuria,” Komarov would have adopted the 
narrowest possible concept of species and ended up being a splitter. In practice, however, he 
often adhered to a fairly broad understanding of species limits (Skvortsov, 1972).

In the “flora of the Kamchatka Peninsula,” Komarov (1927: 39) emphasizes the 
importance of the geographical characteristics of species:

<...> i regard as a species each complex of organisms whose morphology allows judging 
about their geographical distribution. A species is a morphological system multiplied by 
geographic definiteness.

the last quote became known in russian science as “Kamchatka aphorism” and has 
been often regarded as the quintessence of Komarov’s views on the problem of species, 
which, however, does not seem to be true.

as the work on the “flora of the uSSr” began, the concept of species for this new 
project had to be defined. In the preface to the first volume, Komarov (1934: 7–8) discussed 
the two lines of research in plant taxonomy. the first line, from his standpoint:

saw its merit in identifying kinship between organisms. the way to do it was believed to be 
assigning newly described forms, if possible, to already known species, subordinating them into 
a system of subspecies and varieties <...>

the second line of research:

tends to recognize as independent species all plants, even if very close, but possessing 
some hereditarily transmitted character by which they may be distinguished. At the same time, 
in this very designation of a plant, an indication of its kinship with other related plants is lost. 
if in this case, too, we want to maintain the evolutionary standpoint, we need to associate our 
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species, uniting them into complex species, species cycles or series of species. A genus or a 
subgenus is first subdivided into series and then each series [is subdivided] into species. A 
series kind of replaces a linnean species, which, in the process of evolution, breaks downs into 
modern geographically-localized species.

finally, the choice was made in favor of the second line of research:

as better suited to economic requirements when introducing wild plants into cultivation. 
At the same time, acknowledging a fluid evolutionary process makes the recognition of  narrow 
species and species series more acceptable from the standpoint of the dialectical understanding 
of nature.

thus, the most important elements in Komarov’s species concept employed in the 
“flora of the uSSr” were both a narrow understanding of species (=geographical race) 
and uniting these races into series, which was given not so much a formal taxonomic but 
rather an evolutionary meaning. It should be noted that he had employed the concept of 
series in his earlier taxonomic accounts (Komarov, 1908).

In the preface to the “flora of the uSSr” Komarov no longer mentions “tribal life” 
and historical aspects of the emergence of species. unfortunately, the definition of species 
given in “flora…” actually gave carte blanche to an unjustified taxonomic spitting in several 
taxonomic treatments (Skrortsov, 1972).

at the end of his scientific career, overburdened with administrative work, Komarov 
prepared and published “the theory of species in plants” (Komarov, 1940), subtitled “a 
page from the history of biology”. this first part of this book (“historical background”) 
contains a very detailed historical analysis of different views on the nature of the species. 
the second part (“facts and generalizations”) is concerned with several aspects of the 
problem, with separate chapters devoted to these aspects (species and the environment; 
infraspecific categories; species and hybrids; species and biochemistry; etc.).

a detailed analysis of this book is beyond the scope of this paper. It contains a 
great number of references, which makes it interesting even for a modern reader. 
Some of the ideas expressed by Komarov were innovative for his time. thus, he clearly 
distinguished hybrid cycles and their derivatives as well as apomictic and agamic races 
from species (including hybridogenic species) and emphasized that the mechanisms of 
their evolution are different from those of species (Skvortsov, 1972; Kamelin, 2009, 
2017). unfortunately, his views were overlooked by the historians of the evolutionary 
doctrine.

at the same time, on some points, Komarov takes a step back, compared to his early 
works; his criticism (in the chapter “Species and formalism”) of the then newly adopted 
method of nomenclature types (and nomenclature rules in general) also looks rather strange 
(Skvortsov, 1972). 

It is necessary to mention Komarov’s role as a historian and popularizer of science. 
he had published the most complete (at the time) biographies of linnaeus (Komarov, 
1923b) and lamarck (Komarov, 1925) in russian, and popular (but, at the same time, 
quite fundamental!) books on the history of biology (Komarov, 1926b) and on the origin 
of plants (Komarov, 1933) and cultivated plants (Komarov, 1931). unfortunately, he 
left no memoirs although, according to lipschitz (1972), he had an intention to prepare 
them.
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Personal life

Komarov remained single for a long time. his first wife whom he married in 1913(?) 
was maria romanovna Pozdnyakova, neé geits (1862-1929), the widow of nikolai 
Ivanovich Pozdnyakov (1856–1910), a writer and famous bibliophile. after her death in 
1929, Komarov married nadezhda Viktorovna Stark (1886–1962), his former student at 
lokhvitskaya-Skalon’s Women’s courses, who later worked as assistant at the department 
of botany at leningrad university. both marriages were childless.

Conclusion

Komarov’s personality, biography, and scientific legacy certainly deserve much greater 
attention from the historians of science than is the case now. he had the good fortune of 
being able to explore some practically unknown areas of russia and neighboring countries. 
the heyday of his scientific work fell on the period of russia’s rapid economic growth and 
rapid development of russian science. at the time of turning points for his country, he had 
not been just an armchair scientist but had to interact with the authorities. at the same time, 
he always remained a botanist, and the greatest satisfaction and comfort to him was putting 
herbarium collections in order.

The work was performed as part of an institutional research project of the Komarov Botanical 
Institute (АААА-А18-118022090078-2). The author is very grateful to John Edmondson and 
Maria Klavdieva for the linguistic revision of the manuscript and important comments
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в обзоре, рассчитанном преимущественно на англоязычную аудиторию, затронуты важней-
шие события биографии владимира леонтьевича комарова — учёного, путешественника, 
организатора науки, президента академии наук ссср в 1936–1945 гг. кратко охарактери-
зованы его важнейшие научные достижения. отмечена необходимость продолжения иссле-
дования деятельности в.л. комарова с учётом тенденций развития российского общества и 
науки в конце XIX — первой половине XX в.
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