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The Vladimir Potanin Charity Fund, Russia, is pleased to support RUSSIA!, an exhibition 

of unparalleled scope and significance showcasing masterpieces of Russian art from the 

thirteemh century to today, as well as works drawn from the magnificem collections of 

Russian tsars and merc hants. 

We are proud to supp ort this project, which reveals the character of our Russian nation 

through its artis tic accomplishmen ts. We are hopeful that this cultural exchange will help 

to strengt hen ties between Russia and the United States and to enhance the mutual under ­

standi n g of our two cow1tries among our peop le, as well as our leaders. 

The openin g of RUSSIA! has been scheduled to coin cide with the sixtie th -anniversary 

celebration of the Unit ed Nations. This coinci.dence is more than symbo lic, as the humanities 

and cultures of nations have been, and always will be, envoys of peace, much like the UN 

with its mi ssion to safeguard the world. We hop e that thi s exhibition allows a broad publi c 

to discover a new Russia and through our cultura l heritag e see and appreciate our countr y 

in a new light. 

We wish to express our sincerest grati tud e to the many staff m ember s of the participating 

mu seum s in Russia, as we ll as to the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, who dedicat ed their 

time, expert ise, and resourc es to crea te this extraordinary exhibiti on . We are proud to be 

associated with thi s historic endeavor . 

Vladimir Potanin 

Founder, The Vladimir Potanin Charity Fund, Russia 



RUSSIA! is an ambitious undertaking. This exhibition began wilh a conversation I had with 

Thomas Krens, Director of the Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, over Lhree years 

ago on the balcony of the Peggy Gu ggenheim Collection in Venice. We envisioned a compre­

hen sive and spec tacular presentation of Russian an. The goal of RUSSIA! is nothing less than 

to reveal the creativity and worldview of a nation through eight hundr ed years of Russian 

mast erpieces and mor e than two hundr ed years of art collecting. Thi s exhibiti on paim s a 

compe llin g visual portrait of a nation confronting the travails and triumph s of its history . 

The multipli city and spirituality of Russian culture is repr esent ed through the greatest 

masterworks of Russian painting and sculptur e, many of which have never before been 

exhibit ed together. The artworks in the show-produc ed over a period spannin g the thir ­

teenth century to the present-a re the greatest treasures from our mo st illu strious mu seum s, 

including the State Hermi tage Museum, the State Russian Museum, the StateTretyak ov 

Gallery, and the Moscow Kremlin State Museum -Preserve of History and Culture, as we!l as 

regional museums and private collections in the Russian Federat ion. This exhibition under ­

scores the persp icacity of Russians as art collectors and as caretakers of some of the 

mos t remarkable expressions of wor ld culture throug h per iods of war and peace. Select 

works from mu seums and pr ivate collections ou tside of Russia testify to the inte rn ationa l 

significance and app eal of our nation's greatest artistic achievement s. 

The Federal Agency for Cultur e and Cinem atography is deligh ted to partner with 

the Solom on R. Gu ggenh eim Museum in the developm ent and execu tion of RUSSIA1 This 

landm ark exhibi tion fulfills the agency's mission to nurtur e and study Russian art and to 

foster int ernati onal awareness of our excepti onal cultur e. For almost the entir e twenti eth 

centur y, the wor k of man y of Russia's m ost talent ed arti sts was sealed off from the rest of 

the wo rld . RUSSIA1 offers fresh perspectives and new insig ht on our cultur e. What w as only 

seen in fragment s wi ll n ow be present ed in sweepin g totality. From thi s uniqu e int ernati onal 

collabor ation, we will all experi ence a profo und und erstandin g about the Russian na tion , 

the Russian peo ple, and the Russian soul. 

Mikh ail Shwy dkoi 

Head of the Federal Agency for Culture and Cinematography of the Russian Federation 
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SINTEZ 

SINTEZNEFTEGAZ Co. is delighted to participate in the Guggenheim Museum's 

unprecedemed exhibition RUSSIA' This is t.he first Lime that. West.ern audiences are able 

to see a comprehensive show of Russia's rich heritage of painLing and sculpture. Russian 

culture, and Russian painting in particular, with the exception of icons and the avant-garde, 

is little known in the West. Yet art is the universal language that transcends all barriers . 

Through music, literature, tl1eater, and the fine arts, people come to understand and 

appreciate other cultur es and mentalities. 

While Russian painters and sculptors created most of the works shown in the 

Guggenheim exhibition , there are also a number ofWestern masterpieces on display, whi ch 

the Russian imperial family acquired in the eight eenth and early nin eteent h centuri es. 

Additionally, the show highlight s two of the mo st avid and discerning collectors of 

French Impr essionist and Post-Impr essioni st art: two Russian merchants, Sergei Shchukin 

and Ivan Moro zov, who reflected the new evolvin g breed of the Russian art patron in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These tru e connoisseurs of the contemporary 

art of their time purchased and comm issioned works in Paris and built up their collec tions, 

which today form the basis of the Impressionist galleries at the Pushkin Museum of Fine 

Arts in Moscow and the State Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg. Even before Shchukin and 

Morozov, though, another such merchant, Pavel Tretyakov, began to assemble a collection 

of Russian art that forms the basis of the remarkable holdings of the State Tretyakov Gallery, 

which is celebrating its 150th anniversary in May 2006. Fortunate ly, nowadays, these long ­

standing traditions are being revived as mor e and more Russian corporations and enlightened 

businessmen begin to appreciate the personal satisfaction and noteworthy nat ional enrich­

ment that comes from their support of the arts . 

The Guggenheim, the on ly major global mus eum, is the most appropria te venue to 

provide this unpreced ent ed international exposure for Russian culture. RUSSIA' comes 

to New York as the ambassador of Russian art in time for the sixtieth anniversary of the 

UN Genera l Assembly. We believ e that this exhibition will do more to promote an und er­

standing of Russia internationally than most diplomatic efforts . 

Leonid L. Lebedev 

Fournier of the SINTEZNEFTEGAZ Co. 

Senator, Federal Assembly of the Russian Fedcrntion 
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ALCOA 

FOUNDATION 

Alcoa Foundation and Alcoa are proud to sponsor RUSSIA', the most comprehensive and 

spectacular exhibition of Russian art ever presented in the United Stales. For most of the 

twentieth century , the talemed work of Russian artists was little known Lo the outside 

wo rld , and this gateway to understanding Russian society was largely closed off. A presence 

in both Russia and New York, we are pleased to sponsor this exhibition and Lo help offer 

visitor s to the world-renowned Guggenhein.1 Museum in New York City insights about 

Russian heritage and society that have never before been available without traveling abroad. 

As major sponsors of this impressive exhibition spanning eight hundr ed years of 

Russian culture, we hope RUSSIA! will foster a dialogue. The arts cha llenge all of us to 

explore new and diverse perspec tives-a value that Alcoa promotes as 131 ,ooo individual s 

across the globe and collectively as Alcoa. When we view the history of Russia through 

the lens of its great arti sts, may their spirit of innovatio n and quest for excellence be an 

inspir ation to us all. 

In sharin g these guidin g prin ciples, Alcoa Foundation and Alcoa are h onored to partner 

with the Solom on R. Gu ggenh eim Founda tion to present RUSSIA ', thus telling th e remarkable 

and int erconn ected history of Russia through its art. 

Alain J. P Belda 

Chairman and CEO, Alcoa 
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FOREWORD 

RUSSJA!-th e mo st compr ehensiv e exhi.bition of Russian an since the end of the Cold War­

was ini tially conce ived three years ago dur ing a conversation in Venice with my long time 

frie nd Mikh ail Shwydkoi, then the Minister of Cultur e, now the Head of the Federal Agency 

for Cultur e and Cinematogra phy of the Russian Federati on. The exhibiti on is tim ed LO open 

durin g the sixtieth ann iversary of the United Nations, and we are deep ly honore d that 

Russian Federation President Vladimir Putin has agreed to be its official patron. 

During my discussion w ith Mr. Shwydkoi, we talked abo m the Guggenh eim 's long 

history of organizin g major exhibi tions of the Russian avant -gard e. In 1981, the Guggenh eim 

m ount ed the first present ation of Geo rge Costakis's extraordinar y collection of avant -gard e 

art, which at that tim e had been seen outside the Soviet Uni on only on ce. This show helped to 

introdu ce audi ences to the r ich achi evement s of the generation of artists whose experimental 

art of the first decades of the twent ieth century looks fresh to this day. In 1992 , we opened the 

expans ive surv ey The Grec1t Utopio:The Russian and Soviet Avant-Garde, 1915- 1932, whic h explored 

multipl e facets of the avant-gar de's art prod uction, includin g not only painting and sculptur e, 

bu t also architecture, design , decorativ e arts, textiles, ph otog raphy, and film.At thi s same 

tim e, we pres ent ed an exllibiti on at the Guggenh eim Musew11 SoHo of Marc Chagall's renow ­

ned mur als of 1920 for the Jewish Chamb er Theater in Moscow , which had been ro lled up in 

storage since 1950 in the State Tretyakov Gallery. In 2000, we revisited the Russian avant -garde 

with Amazons of the Avont-Gorde, a show that hi ghlight ed the remarkabl e achi evem ent s of a 

group of women arti sts. In 200 3, we turn ed our altenti on to Kc1zimir Malevich: Supremotism, the 

first exhibiti on to focus exclusively on thi s defining mom ent in Malevich' s career. 

Durin g our conversation , Mr. Sh wydkoi and I discussed the origin s of the avant -gard e, 

as we ll as the fact that the art produ ced betwee n the age of the icon and the early twe nti eth 

centur y- in other word s the art of the eighteenth and nin eteenth centuri es- rem ain ed vir­

tually unkn own outside Russia. We also noted that the compl ex hi story of Soviet art, w hich 

spans nearly fifty years, had not been adequat ely present ed to the pu blic. It becam e clear to 

us that the best way to redress this situ ation would be to organize an exhibiti on that includ ed 

the grea test Russian m asterwo rks from the thi rtee nth centur y to the present, which encom ­

pass five centu ri es of icons; portr aitur e in both paint in g and sculp ture from the eigh teenth 

thro ugh the twent ieth centur ies; critical realism in the nine teenth cent ur y as we ll as Socialist 

Realism of the Comm uni st era; land scapes thro ugh th e centuri es ; pi oneerin g abstraction; 

and experim ental cont emp orary art. We also tho ught thi s show should account for another 

very imp ort ant aspect o f Russian cultur e, the great imp eri al and merchant collections of 

Western art , w hich testify sim ultan eo usly to the discrimin ating taste and daring of Russian 

an collectors , the discerni.ble influ ence of these outstandin g collections on the developm ent 

o f Russian an , and tl1e special re lationship be twee n Russia and the Wesl. Thus the conce pt for 

RUSSIA' was born . 

Hard work lay ahead of us, but it becam e mu ch easier once we assemb led a rem arkable 

team of Russian and American cur ators. At the Guggenh eim , we turn ed to Robert Rosenblum, 
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the Stephen and Nan Swid Curator of Twentieth-Century Art, and Valerie Billings, Curatorial 

Assistant. In Russia, we enli sted our longstanding friends Evgenia Petrova, Deputy Director 

and Chi ef Curat or of the State Russian Museum ; Pavel Kh oros hilov, Deput y Head, 

Depanm en t of Mass Communi cation , Cultur e, and Education of the Govern ment of the 

Russian Federation; and Zelfira Tregulova, Deputy Director for Exhibition s and Internationa l 

Exchang e, Moscow Kremlin State Museum-Pres erve of History and Cultur e. We also engag ed 

Lidia Iovleva, First Deput y Direc tor for Scient ific Work at the State Tre tyakov Gallery; Anna 

Kolupa eva, Head of the Admi nistra tion for Cul tur al Her itage, Art Education and Science, 

Federal Agency for Culture and Cinematog raph y of the Russian Federa tion; and Georg ii 

Vilinbakh ov, Depu ty Director, the State Her mi tage Museum . Toge ther, this group develope d 

an unpr ecedent ed selection of the greatest masterworks in Russian art hi story. 

The curatorial team has secur ed loans from Russia 's greatest mu seum s- the State 

Russian Museum, the State Tretyakov Gallery, the State Hermita ge Musemn , and the Moscow 

Kremlin State Museum -Preserve of History and Cultur e- as well as regional mu seum s, 

privat e collection s, and a select numb er of mu seum s and pri vate collections outside of 

Russia. We are especially grat eful to our friend s Vladimir Gusev, General Director, State 

Russian Museum; Valentin Rodionov, General Director, The State Tretyakov Gallery; Mikhail 

Piotrovsky, Director, State Hermitage Museun1; and Elena Gagarina , General Director, Moscow 

Kremlin State Museum-Preserv e of History and Cultur e, for their major collaboration to 

this project. We would also like to acknow ledge ROSIZO State Museum Exhibition Center, 

and in particular Evgenii Ziablov, General Director; Alexander Sysoyenko, First Deputy General 

Director; Victoria Zubravskaya, Head of the Exhibition Department; and Olga Nestertseva, 

Chief Curator, for their help with the regional loans and logistical support for the show. 

A significan t number of remarkable artworks have either rarely or never traveled abroad, 

notably: icons by the fifteenth -century painter Andrei Rublev and the sixteenth-century 

painter Dionysii; icons from the DeesisTier of the Kirillo-Belozersk Monastery; Ivan 

Aivazovsky's epic seascape The Ninth Wove ( 1850); Vasily Perov's introspective portrait of Fedor 

Dostoevsky ( 1872); Ilya Repin's iconic Barge Haulers on the Volga ( 1870-73); Mikhail Vrubel's 

haunting Symbolist masterpiece Lilacs ( 1900); Valent in Serov's painting of the myth of the 

Rape of Europa ( 1911); and Kazimir Malevich's Black Square ( ca. 1930) from the Hermitage. 

The unique architecture of the Guggenheim's Frank Lloyd Wright building has played 

a key role in the conc eption of the show, which consists of a series of chapter s that unfold 

chronologically from the bottom to the top of the museum: medieval Russia (the age of the 

icon , thirt eenth -se vent eenth centuri es), the eight eenth century ( th e age of Peter the Great 

and Catherin e the Great, includin g both Russian art and imp erial collections of Western art), 

th e nin eteenth centur y ( academi c art and Rom anti cism in the first half of the centur y and 

criti cal realism in the second half), th e early twentieth cent ur y ( the collections of Sergei 

Shchu kin and Ivan Morozov and the histor ic avant-garde), the 1930s through 1960s (Soviet), 

and art from 1970 to the present (pos t-Soviet). One addi tiona l chapter is being pre sented 

concurr entl y at the Guggen heim Herm itage Museum in Las Vegas, The Majesty of the Tsars: 

Treasures from the Kremlin Museum, whic h brings the spectac ular wor ld of the tsars ofpr e­

Petrine Russia to life through masterfu l objects of th e sixteen th and seventeent h centuri es. 
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The designer for the New York exhibi tion, the renowned interior decorator Jacques 

Grange, selected a palette reflective of Russian palaces and museums : taupe, green, blue, gray, 

and white, whi ch m ove in tand em w ith the chronolog ical chapt ers of the exhibiti on . He has 

created two parti cularly evocative spaces. In the High Gallery, he invokes the reverence of 

Russian Orthodo x chur ches through two ancient Russian chande liers from the State Russian 

Museum, and a display wa ll sugge stive of an icono stasis, wh ich separat es the congr egation 

from the ho ly space behind it. With the imp erial collections, h e transpor ts the viewer inLo 

ano ther tim e and place-na m ely the Herm itage- thro u gh color and fabric. 

The comp lexity of this exhibiti on present ed un usual challenges, and its realization is 

the result of the work of all the departm ent s of the Gu ggenh eim Museum. We wo uld like 

to acknowledge in particu lar Jessica Ludwig, Director of Plannin g and Impl em ent ation , 

New York, and Valeri e Hillings , who toge ther have coor din ated all aspects of thi s proj ect. 

Special thank s must go to Nicolas Iljin e, Director of Corporate Developm ent Europe and 

Middle East , w hose tireless and passionat e work played a major ro le in the successful realiza­

tion of this pro ject. 

An exhibi tion of thi s magn itud e wo uld not be possible witho ut the gen erou s support of 

our sponsors. Chi ef am ong th em is the Vladimi r Potan in Charity Fund , Russia. Over the last 

three years , I h ave had the pri vilege of getting to know Vladimir Potanin as a me mb er of our 

board of tru stees and the chairm an of the Hermita ge 's board of tru stees. He has repea tedly 

dem onstrated hi s dedication to cultur e and, in parti cular, to the pr eserva tion and celebr ation 

of Russian art, as evidenced by his 2 0 02 gift to the State Hermita ge Museum ofMal evich' s 

Black Square, whi ch is included in thi s exhibiti on . We are deeply ind ebted to the Vladimir 

Potanin Charity Fund for en couragin g our effor ts and supp ortin g thi s end eavor from its ear­

liest stages. In addition to Mr. Potanin, we wo uld like to acknowledge Lari sa Zelkova, General 

Director ; Natalia Samoilenko, Acting Director ; and Liu dmila Burashova, Head of the Press 

Departm ent; as well as Lev Belousov, Director of the Departm ent of Int ern ation al Prog ram s 

of the Int erros Holdin g Comp any. 

Our major corp ora te sponsors, Alcoa and SINTEZNEFTEGAZ have expressed their 

deep commitm ent to prom otin g an und erstandin g of Russian h erit age and cultur e thxou gh 

their generou s supp ort of thi s exhib ition. In particular , I wo uld like to thank Alain J. P 

Belda, Chairman and CEO of Alcoa , for his steadfast enthu siasm for thi s pro ject . In 

addition, both Barb ara Jeremi ah , Execut ive Vice President , Corpora te Developme nt, and Jake 

Siewert , Vice President, Global Commun icatio ns an d Publi c Strategy, at Alcoa, as well 

as Kathleen Buechel , Director of the Alcoa Foundation , have been instrum enta l in creatin g 

a successful partn ership betwee n Alcoa and the Guggenh eim. The assistance provided by 

SINTEZNEFTEGAZ has pro ved invaluable to our abilit y to share thi s rem arkable cultur e 

wi th our New York audi ence. We are furth er indebte d to Senator Leon id L. Lebedev, Federal 

Assembl y of the Russian Federa tion, for hi s insp ired comrn.itmen t to this exhibition . 

Th e Federal Agency for Cultur e an d Cin em atography - especially Mikhail Shwydkoi, its 

Head, and Ann a Kolup aeva, Head of the Administration for Cultural Heritage, Art Edu cation 

and Science-dese rves spec ial recog niti on for its ro le in making this exhibition possi ble. The 

agen cy was vitally im po rtant in facilitatin g the Guggen heim 's relationship s with th e Russian 
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mu seum s invo lved in thi s pro ject, and served as our key advocate in Russia in helping to 

coord ina te many of the logi stical, on -the-ground arrang ements. Our appr eciat ion goes as 

well to Aeroflot for mu ch n eeded tran sport ation assistance, with special thank s to Valery M. 

Okulov, Direc tor General, and Lev S. Koshlyakov, Deputy Direc tor and Head of the 

Communicat ions Depar tm ent , and to Stella Kay, Head of the New Art Founda tion , for her 

logistical supp or t. We would also like to thank the indi vidual s of the RUSSIA' Leadership 

Committ ee, as well as par ticipatin g sponsors Lazare Kaplan Intern ational , Thaw Charit able 

Trust, and the Tru st for Mutu al Und erstandin g for providin g addi tional supp ort critical to 

makin g this exhibiti on possible. Finally, we are grateful to our media partn er, Thirteen/WN ET, 

for its help in prom otin g the exhibiti on to a broad audi en ce. 

We would additiona lly like to ackno wledge the supp ort of various repr esent atives of the 

governm ent of the Russian Federation , in parti cular Amba ssador Andr ei Denisov, Perman ent 

Represen tative of the Russian Federa tion to the Un ited Nation s; Consul General Sergei 

Garm onin, Consulate General of the Russian Federation in New York; Ambassador Yuri 

Ushakov, Emb assy of th e Russian Fede ration, Washin gton , D.C.; and Dmitry M. Amunt s, 

Deput y Mini ster of Cultur e and Mass Commun ications of the Russian Federation . We would 

also like to thank our lon gtim e friend, Leonid Bazhanov, Head of the State Cont emp orary 

Art Cent er, Moscow. We wo uld also like to recog ni ze Alexand er Musienko, Coun selor, 

Perman ent Russian Mission to the United Nation s; Mikhail Pronin, Vice-Consul, Consulat e 

General of the Russi.an Federation; Boris Marchuk, Senior Coun selor, Embassy of the Russian 

Federati on; and Irina Popova, Cultural Attach e, Emba ssy of the Russian Federation . In the 

Unit ed States Governm ent, we thank Lauren ce D. Wohl ers, Mini ster Coun selor for Publi c 

Affairs, and James J. Kern1ey, Cultural Attache, Unit ed States Embassy, Moscow ; Ambassador 

John Tefft and Jennif er Sheap, Unit ed States Departm ent of State; and Rosemar y DiCarlo and 

Richard Phillip s, National Securit y Coun cil. 

Due to the tireless effort s and genero sity of so man y indi vidu als and organiz ations, 

the Gugg enh eim is pleased to pr esent thi s histori c exhibiti on , whi ch reveals the vast and 

compl ex histori cal ph enom enon emb odied by the simpl e word RUSSIA! The spectacular art 

in thi s show demon strates not only the ri chn ess of Russian art and collections, but also 

the endurin g and signifi cant place it h as within the histor y of world art . And it repr esents the 

culminati on of the Gu ggenh eim 's n early twent y-five-year commitm en t to celebratin g the 

artistic achi evement s of thi s great nation . 

Thoma s Krens 

Director, Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation 
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CURATORIAL ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

While the nine members of our curatorial team represent different nationalities, genders, 

generations, fields of expertise, institutions, and experiences, we are firmly united in our 

conviction that RUSSJA1 is an exhibition of the greatest historica l significance. In the after­

math of the Cold War, many important Russian-American cul tural pro jects have been real­

ized-an d many of us have participa ted in them-b u t no ne has been as ambi tious in scope 

and quality as this show, whic h definitive ly demons trates that Russia's contrib u tions to art 

history in clud e but also extend far beyon d icons and the historic avant-garde. The official 

patronage ofVladimi r Putin , Presiden t of the Russian Federa tion, underscores the impor­

tance of thi s exhibiti on. 

Each of us added som ethin g uniqu e to the developm ent of the checklist and the realiza­

tion of RUSSIA! Our colleagues Lidia Iovleva and Evgenia Petrova deserve special recogn ition, 

as they formed the core leadership of the team. Drs . Iovleva and Petrova generously shared 

their vast knowl edge of the amazingly rich collection s of their respective mu seum s, the State 

Tretyakov Gallery and the State Russian Museum, whi ch are the leading mu seum s of Russian 

art in the world . They offered the presentation con cept of Russian art from the eighteenth 

century to the early twenti eth century for this exhibition and contributed to the acqui sition of 

artworks from both mus eums. 

RUSS1A1 invites visitor s to embark on an exciting journey that span s hundreds years of 

art and of art collecting. Thus the show testifies to the determined and accomp lished creative 

spirit of the Russian people throughout the nation's tumultuous history: And it highlights 

both their passionate, foreword-looking art collecting and commitment to preserving the 

greatest artistic treasures, even in the face of the Great Patriotic War ( as World War II is 

known in Russia). 

Th.is show is above all the result of collaboration between the Solomon R. Guggenheim 

Museum and the three most important museums in the Russian Federation, the State 

Hermitage Museum and the State Russian Museum in St. Petersburg and the StateTretyakov 

Gallery in Moscow. We wou ld like to acknow ledge the directors of these distingui shed in sti­

tutions, Mikhail Piotrovsky, Vladimir Gusev, and Valentin Rodionov, respectively, who, along 

with our fellow curator and Guggenh eim Director Thoma s Krens, have provid ed lead ership 

for thi s compl ex proj ect. 

As evidenced by the Pro ject Team list that follows , th ere are m any indi vidu als who con ­

tribut ed to the ·success of RUSS1A1 We wo uld like to give special recogn ition to those whose 

constan t supp ort allowed us to accom pli sh the challeng in g tasks at hand . At the State 

Herm i tage Museum , we thank Vladimir Matveyev, Deput y Director for Exhibi tions and 

Developme nt , and Olga Ilmenkova, Head of the Exhibition Department, and we are grateful 

for the tireless efforts of Anna Konivets, Coord inator of the Hermitage-Guggenheim 

Program, and Anastasia Mikliaeva, Head of the Section for Rights and Reproductions Office. 

At the State Russian Museum, we wou ld like to acknow ledge Ivan Karlov, Deputy Director 

for Invent or ization, Storage, and Restora tion, and Evgeny Soldatenko, Chief Restorer, for 

xxii 



their support of this project and organization or restoration; as well as Pavel Rosso, Head of 

the Exhibitions Department; Elena Tyun, Specialist of the Depanmern of Exhibiuons Projects; 

Anna Laks, Head of the Publi shing Department; Joseph Kiblitsky, Art Director, Palace 

Editions; Tatyana Melnik, Specia list of the Publi shin g Department; and espec ially Mar ina 

Panteleymon, Head of the Department of External Relations. At the State Tretyakov Gallery, 

we wish to express our gratitude to Ekaterina Selezneva , Deputy Director and Chief Curat or; 

Tatiana Gubanova, Head of the Int ernationa l Department; and Liudmila Izyumova, Head of 

the Photo Library. 

Other m useums, priva te co llections, and galleries in Russia, Europe, and the Uni ted States 

generous ly contributed to the realization of this exhibition, and we greatly apprecia te 

their participation in this proj ect. For their assistance with the shipping and crating for the 

show, we acknow ledge Pavel Rosso of Hasenkamp-SRM , Igor Filatov ofJohn Nurm inen CiS, 

Alexan der Ursin of Joint Stock Compa ny VkhPO, and Vladimir Ejakov of "VKHUTEMAS 

XXI CENTURY" Ltd. We wou ld like to recog nize ROSIZO State Museum Exhibition Center, 

and in particu lar Olga Nes terrseva, Chief Curator, for their major ro le in coordinating all of 

th e loans from reg.ional mu seu ms in Russia and provid in g on behalf of the Federa l Agency 

for Cultur e and Cinematograph y gen eral organizational supp ort of the project. 

We also want to than k the sup erlative auth ors who contribu ted essays to this catalogue. 

Librarian of Congress Jam es Billington has lon g been one of the m ost imp ort ant auth or ities 

on Russian cultur al histor y, makin g him the ideal auth or for the int rodu ction. Mikh ail 

Shwydkoi generously shar ed his reflection s on Russian cultur e, a subj ect he is intimat ely 

familiar with, having received a Ph.Din art history, and havin g served pr eviou sly as the 

Minister of Cultur e of the Russian Federati on and presently as Head of the Federal Agency 

for Cultur e and Cinemat ograph y o f the Russian Federati on . In additi on to four memb ers of 

o ur curatorial team wh o contribut ed essays in their areas of experti se- Valeri e Hillin gs, 

Lidia Iovleva, Evgenia Petrova, and Rob ert Rosenblum - we are honor ed to pr esent texts by 

Gerold Vzdorn ov, Mikhail Allenov, Sergei Androsov , Albert Kostenevich , Dmitr y Sarabianov, 

Bori s Groys, Ekaterina Degot, and Alexand er Borovs ky. 

Many indi vidu als at the Guggenh eim cont ribut ed to the success of thi s exhibiti on . Meryl 

Coh en, Director of Registrati on and Art Services, headed the out standing staff of the 

Registrar Departm ent, who sheph erded us thro ugh Ind emnit y, Immunit y from Seizur e, and 

the extrem ely compl ex shippin g arr an gem ents for thi s show. We wo uld like to recogni ze Jeri 

Moxley, who repeatedly helped us to find database soluti ons to facilitate our work. We wou ld 

also like to extend parti cular recog niti on to Ana Luisa Leite, Manager of Exhibit ion Design, 

and Carolynn Karp, Exl1ibition Design Coordinator, who collaborated with us and designer 

Jacques Grang e on all aspects of the design and installation. All of our efforts would have 

been for naught without the resourc es mad e available through the hard wor k of the 

Guggenheim' s Development Departm ent. We wou ld like to echo Thoma s Krens's thank s to 

Nie Iljin e, Director of Corporate Developm ent, Europe and Lhe Middle East, who is a long­

Lime friend of the memb ers of thi s team and a Lru!y dedicated support er of Russian art. 

In additi on, we would like first and foremost to acknowledge Masha Ch!enova, Project 

Research.Assistant, New York, and Maria Khitryakova, Project Research and Administrative 
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Assistant, Moscow. They worked endlessly to assist us on so many aspects of the projec t and 

always did so with a positive attitude, sense ofhw11or, and remarkable intelligence. 

Guggenheim cura tor s Lisa Dem1ison, Nancy Spector, Susan Davidson, and Tracey Bashkoff 

gave invaluab le input. Outside th e Guggenheim, a numb er of curators also offered important 

counse l , chief among them Alexander Borovsky, Head of the Department of Contemporary 

Art at the State Ru ssian Mu seum, and Alla Rosenfe ld, Senior Cur ator of Russian and Soviet 

Nonconformis t Art, Jane Voor hees Zimmerli Art Museum. Teresa Mavica, Art Director, Stella 

Kay Gallery, Moscow, also provi ded assis tance. Fina lly, we are gratefu l for th e dedicate d wo rk 

of three int erns , Meg h a Gup ta, Maeve O'Donne ll -Mora les, an d Scott Niich el, an d for th e 

ongo in g supp ort of me mb ers of th e Director's Office : Mary Loui se Napi er, Dep ut y Chi ef of 

Staff; Kater in a Bern stam, Assistant to th e Director; and Sarah Coo p er, Admi n istra tive Assistant. 

Am on g th e m os t chall en gin g asp ec ts of th is pro ject we re thi s vas t, beautifull y pro du ced , 

and sch olarly pu bli cati on, and a seco nd boo k, RUSSIA! Catalogue of the Exhibition at the Solomon R. 

Guggenheim Museum, New York, and the Guggenheim Hermitage Museum, Las Vegas, w hi ch cont ain s illu s­

trat ed entri es for every objec t in bo th exhibiti on s. Elizabeth Levy, Direc tor of Pub lica tion s, 

led a remarka ble , dedi cated staff tha t incl u ded Elizabeth Fran zen, Manag ing Edi tor; Edw ard 

Weisberger, Edi tor; David Gro sz , Associa te Edi tor ; Steph en Ho ban , Assistant Man aging Edit or; 

Melissa Secon din o , Prod u ction Manag er; an d Cynthi a Willi am son, Assoc iate Prod u ction 

Manage r; to th em we say a sincer e th ank yo u . Additi on ally, pro ject edit ors Cath erine 

Bin dm an an d Jean Dykstra an d tr an slators Antonin a Boui s, David Riff, an d Juli a Tru bikhin a 

h ave our gratitu de for wor kin g to m ee t tight deadli nes . In Ru ssia , we wo uld like to acknow l­

edge Serge i Ob ikh, Izdatelstvo Severnii Palomnik, w h o ph otogra ph ed th e icon os tasis of th e 

Kirill o -Beloze rsk Mon astery, as we ll as Alexand er Lavrent yev, w h o prov id ed valu abl e ph oto ­

graphic ma teri al for th e ca talog u e. 

As th ese len gthy ackn ow ledg m en ts dem on strate, RUSSIA' could n ever ha ve h app en ed 

wi th out th e contributi on s of a pl eth ora of p eopl e. No n eth eless, we m ay in adverte n tly h ave 

forgotte n to na m e som e of th ose w h o h elp ed w ith thi s hi stor ic pro jec t; to th em we ex tend 

both our ap olog ies and h eartf elt th ank s. 

Thom as Kren s, Director, Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation 

Robert Ro senblum , Stephen and Nan Swid Curator of Twentieth-Century Art, Solomon R. 

Guggenheim Museum 

Evgenia Petrova , Deputy Director and Chief Curator, State Russian Museum 

Lidia Iovleva, First Deputy Director for Scientific Work, The State Tretyakov Gallery 

Pavel Khoros hil ov, Deputy Head, Department of Mass Communication, Culture, and Education of the 

Government of the Russian Federation 

Anna Kolup aeva, Head of the A.dministration for Cultural Heritage, Art Education and Science, 

Federal Agency for Culture and Cinematography of the Russian Federation 

Zelfira Tregul ova, Deputy Director for Exhibitions and International Exchange, Moscow Kremlin 

State Museum-Preserve of History and Culture 

Georgii Vilin bak h ov, Deputy Director, State Hermitage Museum 

Valer ie Hillin gs, Curatorial Assistant, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum 
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RUSSIA: FATE AND PROPHECY 
MIKHAIL SHWYDKOI 

The German writer Thoma s Mann described English, French, Italian, and German litera­

ture as great-and Russian literature as holy. This notion of holines s could equa lly be 

applied to Russian culture as a w hole, as is evident from Lhe extraordina ry examp les of the 

art of the great Eurasian state present ed in RUSSIA!, on view at the Gugge nl1eim Museum 

in New York. 

Over the centuries, Russian cultur e has been formed both in opposition to social and 

mat erial reality- and as an inali enable, essentia l part of that reality. Artists, writers, and mu si­

cians, among other s, have transform ed the tragedy of existence into metaphysical beauty, 

int o proph etic revelation , temp ted not simp ly by the magic of the real wor ld but also by a 

sense of the need to make the miracu lous an essential component of everyday life. Unti l 

the end of the twent ieth century and Russia's adoption of democracy , culture undeniab ly pr e­

vailed in the con flict between culture and civilization, between spiritual wea lth and physi-

cal comfort and posi tive well-being. Readin g was gene rally considered a no bler and more 

interes ting activity than living . For many peop le, the word and the artist ic image represented 

life itself. The notion of spiritu ality as a m eans of overcom ing the obscen ity of real life was 

tied to an und erstandin g of its holiness and rituality. 

Durin g the Middl e Ages, the isolation of monas tic life would no t have been possible 

with out service in the secular world. In the realm of secular heroism, too, spiritual service 

was valued over indi vidu al status and power. In Fedor Dostoevsky's novel The Brothers 

Karamazov (1880) , the monk Zosim a, revered by many as a saint, send s the youn gest broth er, 

Alyosha, out in to the world- not so mu ch because Alyosha is un sui ted to m onastic life, 

but because Zosima believes that Russian life mu st be sanctified by certain spiritu al peo ple 

living in the very thick of its beautiful and sinful reality. 

The desire for otherwo rldly perfection and the joyful burde n of im mersion in secular 

life was shared by all of Russia's great paint ers from Andrei Rublev and Daniil Cherniy to 

Kazimir Malevich and Pavel Filonov, from Dionysii to Pavel Karin, from the un known painters 

of the village icon of St. Nikolai of Zaraisk in the fourteen th centur y to the anony mous 

creators of woode n sculpt ures of Christ in the ninetee nth and twentiet h cen turies. The mys­

tery of Creation was discovered in Russia not thro ugh experime nt ation but revelation, 

not through practice but through miracle, not through experience but by great effort. Before 

starting work on painting monastery walls or creating an iconosta sis, the team of painter s 

was blessed by the pri est, attended a church servic e, and fasted as if before a chur ch feast, 

until the proj ect was comp leted . Secular human passions were forged in an act of creation 

dir ected at heaven. The ou tstandin g filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky represent ed Lhe mysterious 

naLUre of Russian creativiLy in an asLOnishingly visual manne r in his 1966 film Andrei Rublev. 

In the mystery of existence, in the conflic t and intertwining between the highesL and lowest 

point s of human experi ence is born art, which requires self-denial and spir itualit y-and the 

blessedness of human existence. 
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This messiani c altitud e toward creativity (and hum an life) has always existed in Russia; 

it was ther e when Andrei Rublev was creating icons in the fifteenth century and during the 

early twentieth century when the artist s of the Russian avant-garde like Marc Chagall, Vasily 

Kandinsky, and Kazimir Malevich changed the very concep t of the relationship between the 

visible and invisible world s. The artist is always a missionary who must look beyond the 

objective wo rld into the mysteries of existence . 

In Russia, art is a significant part of the national sense of destiny; thus, Russians empha­

size the signifi cance of their nati onal history not only within the context of wor ld history 

but also within that of the spiritual realm. Perhap s no other countr y has seen such fierce 

arguments over the meaning of nati onal existence, about the essence and significance of the 

nation in the very plan of creation, and its p lace in wor ld civilization. 

Dur ing the early and high Middl e Ages, Eastern Slavs were un usually close to the 

Scandinavian s, Germans, and Franks in Kiev, Moscow, Novgorod, Pskov, Suzdal , and 

Vladimir; they were happy to be part of Europe. Divided by the Christian church schism 

in the ninth centu ry ( the legacy of the Western and Eastern Roman Empire), Rom e 

and Byzantium con tinu ed to be mutually comp lementary. The Latin (accepted in Western 

Eur ope) and Cyrillic-Methodian ort hograp hy (accep ted in Eastern and Southern Europe) 

em bodied the sing le experience of ancient Europea n civilizations: Cyrillic harked back to 

Ancient Greece , and Latin to pre-Chri stian Rome. By contr ast Russia, first Kievan and 

then Muscovite, was open to the Asian East, to the cultur e of the stepp es, that stoo d in 

opp osition to that of the Slavic Russian forests and at the sam e tim e was closely link ed 

to it in man y ways. The influ enti al Russian princes of the twelfth and thirt eenth centuri es 

and later, foun d w ives first in the Polovetsian stepp es and then among the memb ers 

of the Turkic Golden Hord e (the Mongo l descen dents of Genghis Khan who ru led Russia 

be tween 1237 and 1480) ; the many representa tives of noble Tatar famil ies served in the 

court of the Moscow tsar durin g the fifteent h through seventeent h centuries , thu s found ­

in g fam ous aristocra tic famili es. The conflict be tween "forest" and "stepp e" remained 

out side Russian Slavic life until the twelfth and thirt eenth centuri es , when Muscovite 

Russia int ern alized it after freein g itself from the yoke of the Tatar-Mongols imp osed by 

Genghi s Khan and his descendant s. In 1380, uni ted Russian forces headed by Dmitry 

Donsko i shattered the army of the Tatar-Mongol Golden Hor de on Kulikovo Field (not far 

from today's regio nal city ofTu la) just 150 kilometers from Moscow. A hundred years 

later, Russia was nor only free of its almost thr ee-hundred-year dominat ion but had begun 

expan sion to the east, south , and north in the enormou s Eurasian con tinent. 

As in the fifth through ninth centuries, the Turkic, Ugro-Finni sh , and pre-Mongol trib es 

had moved through Russia int o Western and Central Europe to settle there; in the middle 

o f the second millennium, the Slavs thus headed east, taking on a new sense of space and 

time, a new wor ld view. The appar ent physical boundlessness, the infinit e expanses of their 

newly discovered world demanded a new kind of person: ent erprising, adventurous, and 

energe tic. But at the same time, the sense of the immeasurability of the territory cou ld swal­

low up and dissolve all initiati ve, prompting contemp lation, an almost Buddl1ist acceptance 
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of all chan ge. The pion eers, heroes , and fight ers of thi s period brou ght incred ible energy 

int o thi s new territ ory, but it was too hu ge; in tryin g to vanqui sh it , they were necessar ily 

remind ed of the finit e natur e of human existence in the face of eternit y. The new sense 

of space also determin ed a new approach to religiou s painLing and to religiou s cultur e as 

a whole, whic h , un til the second half of the sevent eenth centur y, had been a pow erfu l 

expr ession of the emerg in g nation 's spiritu al experience. The sense of the infinite natur e 

of God 's wo rld was reinforced by the app arent infinit eness of the visible world . 

Icon paintin g and religious art of the fourt eenth thro u gh sevent eenth centuri es was 

an expr ession of the Russian Renaissance, the Ii bera tion from the Horde, and the formati on 

of the new Russian Muscovite state. Russia had rath er broad relation s with Renai ssance 

Europe. Thi s is exemplifi ed by the work of Italian archit ects in the Moscow Kremlin as well 

as by Ivan the Terrib le 's prop osal of marriag e to Queen Elizabeth I of England (or, in another 

version of the story, to her niece), wh o gave Russia on e of the best co llection s of English 

Renai ssance silver, now at the Museum of the Moscow Kremlin. But in Russia the artistic and 

philo sophica l experi ence of the Renai ssance was transform ed in to the richest religious 

art, includin g the painting s ofR ublev in the early fifteenth century or the fresco es ofDiony sii 

in the early sixteenth . Most people believe that the Renaissance bypassed Russia; it cou ld be 

argued , however, that Russia exper ienced this transfo rm ation in its own manner, in a way that 

was sensitive to the secular aspects of events wh ile remainin g reverential before the spiritual. 

Moscow was the heir to Byzantium , proclaimin g itself the Third Rome-"and there will 

be no fourth" '- and the idea of the maj esty of the new kingdom was in keeping wi th the 

majesty of the wo rld that opened before the subjects of the Russian state in the early sixteent h 

cent ur y. The almost three hundr ed years of dependence on the Golden Hord e had not so 

much slow ed Russia's developm ent as chang ed its path, establishin g the discour se that con­

tinu es to thi s day about Russia's special process of developm ent , its 1)1ysterious soul , and 

the need to formulate a national idea that will establi sh what distinguishes thi s cou ntry from 

other parts of the world. Russian advocates of the Western European path of development 

find themselves in endless debate wi th the proponent s of Russian uniqueness . Some tim es it 

seems that a compromi se has been fow1d; phil osoph ers like Nikolai Berdyaev ( 1874- 1948) 

or Lev Gumil ev ( 19 12-199 2) mana ge to dissipate the or iginal disput e and try to persuade 

everyon e that Russia is both a great European and a grea t Asian state. But such moments of 

accor d are far and few between . 

Even before Peter the Great there were several efforts to graf t the European experie nce 

onto Russian soil. Such attempt s were very evident in the reign of Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich 

Romanov, Peter' s father. It was und er Alexei Mikhail ovich that the secular portrait (pc1rsuna) 

and secular literar y work s became popu lar, and in 1693 a German troup e with guest per­

form ers from am on g the courti ers of the Moscow tsar put on a perfor man ce of the fam ous 

Artakscrksovo dcistvo (Th e Act of Artaxerxes) , a play based on the bibli cal subj ect. That per­

forman ce laid the found ation for pro fessional theater in Russia. Alexei Mikhailovich and his 

closes t boyars were also interested in en gineering, science, and the economy, and the wise 

tsar w as known as "th e Quiet." However, Peter the Great's wild en ergy and unb ridled politi ­

cal will we re needed to effectively tran sform Russia along the Western European mo del. 
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There is end less argumenL about what Peter's reforms brough t to Russia and how many lives 

it cost for the Russian people to become familiar wilh Western-European civilization and 

experience, as we ll as about the pri ce Peter paid for the grand eur of the Russian crown. In 

any case, St. Petersburg becam e the symb ol of the new Russia of the eight een th cernury, 

a Russia turned toward the West, discover in g Western values from enli ght ened leaders like 

Cathe rine the Great and Paul I, a Knight of Malta. And parado xically, Russians learn ed of the 

ideas of the French Revoluti on from the officers of the regi m ent s who conq uered Napo leon 

and took Paris. 

Peter I led youn g ari stocrats from Moscow , which symbolized ties with the East and 

its rituali zed somn olence, and dragged them to the West, forcing them to test with their own 

blood the living n erve of European hi story and to add to it their own exciting pages. In 

the Russian art of the eight eenth and nin eteenth centuri es, real human subj ects that reflected 

new ways of life in Europ e crow ded out the religious sym bolisrn and the pagan, pr e­

Chri stian symboli sm that had always lived in Russian folk art. Russian arti sts of thi s period 

greedily sought to close the gap between world hi story and nati onal life, explorin g "mi ssed " 

styles and periods of art history with incredibl e energy, but they tested everything against 

the realitie s of Russian life. 

Beginning in the second half of the eight eenth cent ur y, Russian art developed in parall el 

wi th Western European art, passing through the same stages of artistic explorat ion: from 

classicism to realism and from realism to naturalism and sym boli sm and so on. But because 

of the speed with whi ch Russia went through the "m issed" styles of the Renaissance, they 

unexpected ly reappear in Russian art of the eight eenth and nin eteenth centuri es in a clearer 

way than in the art of Western Europ ean painters. The opp osition of East and West, once so 

important , took on yet another dimension during the eight eenth and nin eteenth centuri es as 

it manifested itself in Russian society. It was seen in the contra st between the m embers of 

the edu cated elite who had certa in freedoms-the aristocracy and, by the secon d half of the 

nin eteent h cen tur y, also the bourgeoisie-and the people, oppressed by serfdom , who 

seemed ahnost to live in a different, pr e-Petrine time. The adherents of the idea of Russian 

uniqu eness, known in the nineteenth centur y as Slavophi les, cultivated this juxtaposition, 

stressin g the confli ct betwee n the "natural" and true national cultur e with its religious and 

ethical conce pts, and European cultur e, whi ch was alien to Russia. 

The geni us of the grea t poet Alexander Pushkin, the creator of the new Russian litera­

ture and the Russian language, a great European who had never cro ssed the bord ers 

of the Russian Empire, was that he did not even susp ect that these contradictions existed. 

Nonetheless, the idea of a Third Way, of Russia's special, non-European destiny, is still 

attra ctive to man y Russians who repeat the wor ds of Fedor Tyutchev (a Russian poe t with 

German roots) from hi s untitl ed poem of 1866 : 

Russia is not accessible to reason 

and cannot be measured with a yardstick; 

Russia is a special country 

that can only be taken on foith 
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In the nineteenth century, Russia absorbed numerous people of different Western and 

Eastern nationalities, and with them their culLures and faiths; noneth eless, traditional folk art 

and the lives of ord inar y Russians provided the primary sources of inspiration for Russian 

literatur e, music, and paintin g during thi s period. The life of the simpl e Russian peop le 

becam e the ob ject of stud y and veneration for nin eteenth- century Russian paint ers. The o rdi ­

nary man, whether peasant or impov erished nobleman, received not on ly attent ion and 

compassio n at thi s time, but also came to be seen as a kind of bearer of the high moral values 

of a society in which eras and socioeco nomi c system s had become confuse d. Russia in the 

second half of the nin eteent h cent ury lived simultaneously wi th feudali sm and capitali sm; the 

patriarchal lifestyle and m entality coexis ted with aggressive and har sh acquisitiveness, and 

European bourg eois individuali stic values coexis ted with Eastern acceptan ce of fate and indiff ­

erence to the mat eria.l world. Everyth in g seemed pr ecariou s. Russian arti sts and writers of the 

period thu s tried desperately to find a pillar of support in the moral world of the "little man. " 

Russian realism was always mor e than a mere representation of reality. In the reali stic 

portrait it is still po ssible to make out an iconic face and in such genre painting s as Ilya 

Repin's Barge Haulers on the Volga ( 1870-73, cat. no. 104), to discern tl1e element s of a biblical 

parabl e. Even in the middle of the nineteenth century, when numerous influential Russian 

art critics asserted that reali stic representation was the primary criterion of quality in art, 

artists were apparent ly moved not on ly by fidelity to nature but also by a relent less driv e to 

access the mystery of the universe. The great realistic novels of the nin eteenth century, by 

Fedor Dostoevsky, Nikolai Gogol, Ivan Goncharov, Lev Tolstoy, and Ivan Turgenev.in expressing 

the uniqu eness of Russian national life and at the same time its univ ersality, determin ed a 

mo st important artistic gene in Russian cultur e; it was not on ly realistic but also based on a 

profound archetypical symbo lism drawn from the depth s of the collective and the indi vidual 

unconsciou s. Reverence for the author as teacher reached me ssianic proportions at thi s time. 

Regardless of their religious and ethica l principle s and how much they strove to limit them­

selves, the grea t Russian literary mast ers were never mere imitators of nature and other 

people' s wisdom . Their boldne ss determined the special energy of an entire artistic milieu, 

one that included composers , dramatists, paint ers, and sculptor s. 

Russian paint ers were at the very center of the theatrical revolut ion initiated by Konstantin 

Stanislavsky and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko. While they rejected the stylized forms 

of the traditional Russian theater of the nineteenth century in favor of greater realism, these 

m en, who founded the Moscow Art Theater in 1897, were not intere sted in a straightforward 

imitation of reality; rather, they were tempt ed by hi gher meaning s hidd en behind the shell 

of objects and ph enomena and behind the faces of peop le. Similarl y, the Russian novel was 

least of all a descr ipti on of life and manners - it sought other, more profound revelations. 

The style known as "fantastic realism" was in fact inu·odu ced Lo literatur e by nin eLeentl1-cen tury 

Russian wr iters rath er than Latin Ameri can w riters of the twenti eth centur y, as might be 

assum ed . The prose of Dostoevsky, Gogol, and Tolstoy; the painLing of Mikhail Vrubel; and the 

mu sic of Alexand er Glazw1ov and Alexand er Scriabin are unthinkabl e outs ide a dialogu e with 

the spiritual realm that mak es all human experiences eph emeral. For artists of thi s period, 

the mastery of the visible world was mere ly a step toward comprehension of the invisible one. 
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In striving Lo represent reality, Russian artists of the late nineteenth century, like their 

European colleagues, succeeded in escaping beyond it. For the material world had turned out 

to be dangerously unpr edicLable. Its pr ecariousness and eph emera l natur e sLunned noL 

only an ists but also scientists, who discovered thaL phy sics, like Euclidian geome try, was only 

a chap Ler in the endless book of knowledge. It was not until World War I, however, and 

the catastrophi c emerge nce of an entir ely unfamiliar new era, LhaL politicians were finally 

disabused of their faith in the solid pow er of neopositivist progr ess. 

At the turn of the twentieth century, the crisis of Renaissance traditi on and humani sm 

result ed in a turn toward pre -Renaissan ce and even pre-Chr istian forms in Russian an. 

The sources of Kandinsky' s abstract art or of Malevich' s Suprematism are prop erly sough t in 

icon painting, folk lubok drawing s, and sign painting (which is related to the lubok). As if iL 

were the philosop her's stone, these artist s returned to the material prototyp es that might help 

to restore existence as they had once known it. The Russian avant-garde arti sts of the firsL 

two decades of the twent ieth centur y did not simp ly take over the Renaissance painting tradi­

tion, however. They adapted it to their own ends, trying to make overt the secret m agic of 

numb ers and geome tric figures that had occupied Giotto and Leonardo, Rublev and Dionysi i. 

It was not until the eve of the great cataclysms brought about by World War I and the 

seri es of revoluti ons set off by it , that a new und erstandin g of the wo rld becam e necessary. 

The arti sts of the Russian avant -gard e art did not ru sh the coming catastroph e, did not captur e 

it in tim e, but they did try to overcom e it creatively. For the first tim e, in the years that pre­

ceded the war, durin g the bloo dy slaught er of the period of war and revolution from 19 14 to 

192 2 , and in the post-revoluti onar y period, arti sts tried not only to express the mu sic of 

revoluti on but also to produ ce work that was revolutionary in itself. Russian literatur e, theater, 

mu sic, painting, and archit ectur e defined the thru st and tragedy, the life-affirming optimi sm 

and the howl of horro r before the irr eparable step into the abyss of Stalin 's GreatTerror. 

The revoluti onary energy that gave rise to the idea of a utopian land of justice for the 

sufferin g also produ ced great symb ols, metaphor s for heaven on earth that were m eant 

to overcome the real pain and bloo d of the process . Arti sts took on som e of the responsibil ­

ity for emerging socialism , creatin g it onstage and on canvas, in sound s and colors. The 

energy of that art infected all of Russia and the entir e world. Utopi an ideals and the sanctifi­

cation of creativity dur in g this period were designed to overcom e the tragic imp erfection 

of the real Russia, a torm ented , bankru pL countr y. What H. G. Wells referre d to as "Russia 

in the Shadows" ( the title of hi s 192 1 book) was illumin ated not by real electricity but the 

energy of the new revolut ionary prophets-in both life and art. Human existence in this 

enormous country was expected to adapt to political and arti stic theori es. If it did noL fiL, 

"living life" (as Dostoevsky described it in his Notes from the Underground of 1864) was 

sacrificed rather than the ideas. Dreams of world revolution engulfed the eternal East-West 

oppo sition. The Utopia dared to swallow reality. 

In Lhe twenties, many cultural figur es were enthrall ed by the sincere desire to turn 

fairy Lale into reality. But during the thirties and fonies, the fairy tale turn ed into Stalin' s 

bloody reality. It was only during World War II, which in Russia is thought of as the Great 

Patriotic War, that all the mythologie s fell away before the need to salvage the peopl e and 
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the country. The Great Utopia fed the work of Soviet artists even when the myth of 

freedom of creativity in revolutionary Russia shattered on the unyielding wall of Bolshevik 

dogma in the thirties, even when the Stalini st regime , which had created a strict system 

of the artist's sub ordina tion lo the state, tried to rule not on ly over men but over the secret 

realm s of art. 

Socialist Realism was the state Bolshevik doctrine that called for ennob ling "imper ialist 

banditr y" and demand ed faith in a non exis tent reali ty. The state aesthe tic requ ired unmiti ­

gated optimism and flawless heroes who were pr epared to sacrifice them selves to the com­

mon good, and an unflagging conviction that on ly the true teachings of Lenin and Stalin 

would lead the peoples of the Soviet Union to certain happin ess. And in spit e of the ironi c 

comme n tary of the last quart er century on imperia l Stalinist style, it is nonetheless tru e that 

the original Bolshevik Soviet fairy tale once incorporat ed the eterna l dream of a better life 

and of a perfect humani ty. 

In fact , i t is easier to talk abou t the ut opian charm of Socialist Realism today, when 

th ere is no Soviet Uni on , when the leading ro le of the Commun ist Party has been forgo t­

ten , and w hen Socialist Realism is no lon ger an ideological noose around the throat 

and h eart of anyon e who criticized Soviet life in any way. The oppo rtu nity to expand art is­

tic int egrit y in the mid -twenti eth centur y, durin g the "Khru shchev Thaw" after Stalin' s 

death in 1953 , and especially after Nikit a Khru shchev's secret speech at the Twenti eth Party 

Congress, when the tragedy caused by the Stalin regim e was spoken of for the first tim e, 

often led to hi gh art takin g a back seat to truth; the bitt er truth by its power became art. 

Utopian realism w as shunt ed aside by the grim reality. The lines of the famous nin eteenth ­

century poet Nikolai Nekrasov, "You don 't have to be a Poe t, but you mu st be a Citizen, " 

were echo ed by the famous late- twenti eth centur y poe tYevgenyYevtushenko : "A poe t in 

Russia is more than a po et." 

The ideals of m essiani c teachin g, civil disobedience, and arti stic dissidence corrod ed 

Soviet cultur e in the twenti eth centur y. One mi ght argue about the arti stic qualit y of 

Alexand er Solzhenit syn 's pro se, but no decent person could doubt hi s cour age in combatin g 

the Soviet regim e. Freedom of creativity in the second h alf of the twenti eth centur y in 

the Soviet Uni on becam e a kind of sacred tablet of faith: for those who pu shed the limit s of 

what w as permi ssible within the fram ework of official Soviet art and for those who went 

und erground at hom e or left for the West. People sacri ficed a great deal for the right to crea te 

freely- m oney, securit y, even physical freedom . As in all per iods of Russian history , the 

real artist paid an enormous price; such arti sts were not insp ired by persona l ambi tion, h ow­

ever, but by fear for the fate of the country. For in Russia the fate of the artist and the fate 

of the people are closely intertwined-even if the peopl e do not accept or under stand the 

artist. But the artist is always moti vated by pain and compassion for Russia's fate. 

In the last twenty years-during perestroika under Mikhail Gorbachev, and in the new 

Russia und er Boris Yeltsin, and now und er the presidency of Vladimir Putin-Rus sian arti stic 

life is emerging within the context of int ernational culture. Today you can find Russian 

painters and sculptor s in Berlin, New York, Paris, and Prague; nonetheless freedom has not 

been an una lloyed joy for all. Russian artists now suffer the tragedy of the condition of 
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freedom: in stead of dealing with poli tics, they must now address the hig her aims of arl. There 

are no more strugg les abo ut arti stic styles and trends. There is a place for everything and a 

m arket for everythin g. As the grea t nin eteenth -cemur y po et Alexand er Grib oedov put it , tal­

ent sets the standard s by whi ch it can be judg ed . ll is only through th e tragedy of isolati on 

that arti sts achieve true revelation . Russian arti sts only remain Russian as long as they sense 

Russia as their fate. It is only on thi s basis that they retain the right to be its prophet s. 

Malevich' s well-known series of four paintings titled Black Square (produced betw een 

1915 and the early thirtie s) became the mo st famous example s ofSuprematist art; indeed, his 

earliest experiments with Supr ematism were presented in the Futurist opera Victory Over the 

Sun, first seen in St. Petersburg in 1913, and for wh ich the artist designed costumes with 

bri ght geome tric shap es and a backdrop that incorporated a black square that anticip ated the 

later paintin g series. Russia was plun ged into the darkness brought by wars and revolutions. 

But Black Square is not monochromat ic in the least. In the black areas of the painting other 

colors can be discerned, particu larly red, th e sym bol of the sun and of life. Malevich 

believed that his Black Square was not m erely a canvas but an animat e crea tion, whose fate 

depended on the course of Russian history and Russian life. He believed that the tim e wou ld 

com e when the black wou ld disso lve and the sun would triumph. If only we knew when 

thi s would happ en. 

Translated from the Russian by Antonina W Bou is. 

1. Arter the fall of Byzan tium, Lhe second Rom e , Russia saw itse lf as the liiircl grea t ernpi re. In 15 10, Tsar Vasily Ill 
proclaimed: "Two Rom es have falle n. The third stands. And there w ill be no fourth ." 
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INTRODUCTION 
JAMES BILLINGTON 

The culture of Russia has effectively been shaped by thr ee pow erful forces: its vast territory, 

its Orthodox Christian faith, and its ambivalent relationship wi th the West. 

Russia is the northeastern frontier of Europe. It commands the largest landmass of any 

country in the world. But its history has been influenced by the fact that it has no natura l 

pro tection-from either the un imaginable cold to the north or the alien civilizations to the 

south. Between the permafrost and the steppe lies a wooded region that stre tches thro ugh 

eleven time zones from the Baltic to the Pacific. StiU large ly uncu ltivated and wit hout roads, 

the great Russian forest remains today the last lung of our plane t. And it is here that Russians 

seem to breathe m ost freely and feel most secure ly at borne. 

Modern Russia acqui red a cultur al identit y distinct from that of the other Eastern Slavic 

countri es (modem Ukrain e and Belaru s) in the thirt eenth centur y when governme nt al 

power moved north from Kiev besid e the open stepp e to Vladimi r and Moscow in the shel­

tered forest. The Mongol invaders who sacked Kiev in 12 26 never reached Novgoro d, a 

town that coloni zed the wood ed north ern fronti er of Russia . The relatively n ew city of 

Moscow began to in crease its authority by acting as th e collection point for the tribut e that 

Russians paid to the Mongo ls, but it w as never sacked or occupi ed by them . The new 

capital was sufficiently prot ected by the surrounding forest to be prote cted from later attacks 

by Tamerlane in the fourteenth century and Tatars as late as the sevent eenth century. 

One of the popu lar tales to ld about the period of intern ecine conflict between the fall 

of Kiev and the emerg ence of Moscow as the site of political pow er describ es two warring 

north ern citie s that set out to fight on e anoth er. Both armie s went into the fore st, got 

lost, and simply settled down to clear enough land to found new comm1miti es of their own 

and live happily ever after in the safe confin es of the wooded frontier . 

Moscow took over contro l of the north ern fronti er from Novg orod in the fifteenth cen ­

tury, and Mu scovite Russia began its in exorab le expan sion eastward - ultimat ely to Alaska 

and even to Fort Ross near San Fran cisco. In the pro cess , Russians becam e fascinat ed with the 

enormity of the space that their civilization had grown to encompa ss. Inde ed, the Russian 

word s for space (prostor, prostranstvo) came to be wid ely used by philo soph ers-es pecially to 

characterize the natur e of a freedom tha t Russians never quit e possessed (Na prostore means "in 

full freedom," whil e svoboda = volia + prostranstvo translates as "freedom is will plu s space"). 

Niko lai Berdyaev, per haps the most influenti al of the Russian en1igres from the USSR, 

su ggeste d that creativity in Russia re flects "a sort of immens ity, vagueness, a pred ilection 

for the infinite, such as is suggested by the great plain of Russia."' Berdyaev argued that 

Russian art aspired to be theurgic (referring to the art of persuading a god or other super ­

natural power to do or to refrain from doing something) and that Russian artist s were 

basically "wanderers over the Russian land." They were-or shou ld aim to be-"pilgrim s," 

seeking to transcend materia l difficulties by becoming spiritual pathfinders. One of post­

Communis t Russia's leading thinkers has urged his countrymen not to repeat the tragic 



mistake of modern Western culture, whic h has replaced the ideal of the dedicated "pil ­

grim" with that of the dilettante "tourist ."' 

The Christian ideal oflife as a pilgrimage of faith through "unclean land s" toward salva­

tion somew here in the interior space of Russia supplant ed-but never fully replaced-

the early paganism of the Eastern Slavs. Their polyth eistic worship of the forces of natur e 

survive s in rura l areas to this day. A kind of popu lar animism sometimes mixes with 

Chr istianity, reflec ting the distinctive Russian phenomenon of dvocveric (" duality of be lief"). 

The adjectival form of the Russian word for art (iskusstvennyi) also means "imitative" 

and "false." Thus, the word "artistic" in Russian is identica l to-rather than mere ly related 

to-that for "artificial." And the adjectival form of the word for "poe try" (stikhiinyi)­

arguab ly the most popular art form in modern Russia-is also the word for "elem ental." 

Pictoria l art was the first form of expr ession that lifted the Eastern Slavs from primitive 

pagani sm into a distin ctive place in the main stream of wo rld cultur e. It was introdu ced 

to them as a result of the wholesale adoption of Byzantine Chri stianity by Kievan Rus in the 

late tenth and eleventh centuries, the first of many sudden cultural explosions to have 

shap ed Russian culture. The Scando-Slavic cities attach ed to Kiev contained no pr eexisting 

wall painting s, nor was any other pictorial art produc ed in Kievan Rus on the open Eastern 

steppe. Ancient Scythian art was not un covered until much later. The primitiv e pagan idols 

in Kiev were imm ediately cast into the river after the adoption of Christian ity. Their shape s 

lived on only rn.a.rginally in decorative wooden carvings, mainly in rural regions. 

The sheer artistic beauty of the interior s of Byzantine churches is thought to have inspired 

the Eastern Slavs to adopt Orthodoxy. The Russian Primary Chronicle, the earliest monastic history 

of Rus, tells us that, after examining and rejecting Western Christianity and Islam, "the Greeks 

led us to the edifices where they worship their God, and we knew not whether we were in 

heaven or on earth. For on earth there is no such beauty .... We know only that God dwells there 

among men, and their service is more beautiful than the ceremonies of other nations." ' 

The importation of Byzantine cultur e on a vast scale enabled the princes of Kiev to 

impose a unifying faith on a scauered patrimony, using a new and upli fting pictorial 

language to impart a sense of historical destiny to an overwhelming ly illiterate population. 

The first nativ e Slav to becom e head of the Church hierarchy in Kiev described the rapid 

transformation of hi s town into "a city glistening with the light of holy icon s, fragrant with 

incense, ringing with praise and holy, heavenly songs ."' 

After the center of power and frontier coloni zation moved north from Kiev to Moscow, 

howev er, Russian icon painting became less imitativ e. In fact, the late fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries produced a true golden age of religious paintin g in the Russian north . 

Artists introdu ced element s of abstraction and expressive ness to holy subj ects, depictin g 

them. wit h bolder lin es and deeper colors than ever before . Wooden icons were conso lid ated 

into many -layered icon screens, which replaced Byzantine- type mosaics as the main focus 

of conternp lation for worshipe rs in chur ch. And individual icons proliferated not only in 

centers of worsh ip, power, and com rnerce but also in houses, hut s, and fields. 

The greatest of all the icon painters during this golden age, from artists like Andrei 

Rublev to Dionysii, were not solitary geniu ses work in g on imaginary compos itions. They 
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Andrei Rublcl', Trinity, , 420s. 

Tcmpcrn on wood, 142 x 114 cm. 

The St"tc Trcty"kov G"llery, Moscow 

were monks who worked in teams, bringing new simplicity and serenity LO the traditional 

ways of depicting holy figures and events. 

Icon painters were guided by collective prayer and worked collaboratively according 

to an established division ofl abor-prepar ing the board, culling lines on the surface, mixing 

the colors, and layering them on in a pr e-desig nated sequ ence of steps. In the absence of an 

und erstanding of natural per spen ive, they used variations in the depth of colors and the flow 

of lines to draw the viewer into what has been called "meditation in colors." ' 

Russians tend ed to pray with their eyes open in front of these holy pictur es, which per­

formed a pedagogic as well as a devotional function. The icon screen illustrated the entire 

story of sacred history, from the Old Testament patriarchs on the top row to the local saints on 

the lowest level. On the opposite, western waJl of the church, the departing believer usually 

saw a gialll fresco of the Last Judgment, depicting the futme rewards and punishmems that 

gave urg ency to efforts to becom e "very Like" (prepodobnye) the ho ly figures represerned there. 

An icon was not a portra it, but an obraz, an ideal mo del or "form" intended to be emu­

lated. Even today the basic word for educa tion is obrazovanie, one that sugges ts the transfor­

m ation of the individual into an ideal image. 

The figures depic ted in icons were to be venera ted , but not worshiped . They had risen 

to heaven, shed their mat eria l bodies, and been brough t back to earth in transfigured form . 

They provided believers with a recogni .zably human wind ow int o the heavenly life. Orthodox 

Chri stians believed that they, too, could aspire to this conditi on, because God him self had 

taken hum an form in Jesus. He, in turn, had opened the gates to heaven by risin g throu gh suf­

fering and death to eternal life and un ending atonement for all the failings of humanity. 

Even the mo st terribl e of all hum an events, the crucifixion of Christ, was represent ed in 

a harm onious-eve n lyrical - tableau in Dionysii 's famous icon of 1500 included in the 

Guggenheim exhibition. White robes lined with gold were used to depict the direct intru ­

sion of divinit y int o humanit y from the scene of Chri st's first appearance to hi s disciples as 

the Messiah (the Transfigurati on) to that of hi s final ascension into heaven. 

Orthodoxy taught that the essential doctrinal questions had been settled in verbal form 

by the first seven ecum enical coun cils. As late converts in the exub erant period after the 

rejection of iconocla sm, Orthodo x Russians sought to celebrate and beautify -ra ther than to 

talk and wri te about-th e mysteri es of their faith. 

One of the most inscrut able parts of all Chris tian doctrine, that of the Holy Trinity, was 

celebrated each Jun e wi th the popular proclamation: "It is Trinity, and all the forest is burst­

in g out" (Troitsa1Ves Jes raskroitsia). Perhaps the mo st beautiful of all icon s is Rublev's early­

fifteenth -century depiction of the Trinity for the new Monastery of St. Sergi us and the Ho ly 

Trinity. This frontier monastic comp lex in the forest east of Moscow replaced the Monastery 

of the Caves in Kiev as the most important spiritual center of the Eastern Slavs. IL became 

the starting place for missionary colonization Lo the north and east. Rublev's last and largest 

icon becam e an emblem of the advancing faith. 

In this work Rublev did nol allempl LO repr esent either direcliy or ailegorically the 

mystery of God in three elements. He followed the Orthodox tradition of depicting the his­

torica l amicipation of the Trinity in the appearance of three angel s Lo Sarah and Abraham 
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as described in the Old Testament. BuL he stripp ed the composition of distracting incidentals 

and wove the three figures imo the classical mystical vision of three lumin ous and inter­

secting circles that Dante also invoked in the final canto of his Pc1radiso. And he used inverse 

perspec tive to focus the worsh ipfu l viewer on the on ly point of access he or she cou ld 

gain to the triune God: the elements of holy communion. The central figure is colored by 

Lhe red of martyr dom and the blue of heaven-and is point ing to Christ's presence in 

the dark chalice that appears to be extended to the viewer from the white backgro und. The 

fram ed lin es of the other two figur es also make the chalice seem to extend towar d the 

wo rship ers rath er than int o the pi ctur e as in natur al perspective. 

Muscovite Russia was a patriarchal socie ty domin ated by mo nks and warri ors w ho 

were popu larly acclaimed as podvizhniki (heroic movers) on their expandin g fronti er. The 

emp ire was ru led from Moscow by an au thorit ari an father figur e, the Tsar-baLiushko, 

who was sur roun ded by long -ro bed male couni ers (boyars). But if this world was contro lled 

by men, the world to com e was rul ed by a woman: the m other of Chri st and "the Qu een 

o f Heaven ." She was revered more as the Mother of God than as the Virgin Mary and invari ­

ably domina ted the om nipresent icons of the holy mother and child . The m ain place of 

wor ship inside the Moscow Kremlin , the Cathedral of the Assumpti on (Uspenskii sobor) where 

tsars were crown ed and marri ages were sanctified , was dedicated to Mary 's ent ry into 

heaven . The m ost famous of all Muscovite chur ches, St. Basil's, jus t outside the Kremlin on 

Red Squ are, was dedicated to the pro tection (pokrov) of the Holy Mother, and the Pro tection 

of the Virgin becam e the subj ect of an icon unkn own in Byzantium. 

The Orth odox service of wors llip was experienced on several levels. The often unint elli­

gible Chur ch Slavonic text of the litur gy was sun g entir ely wi thout accomp anim ent in an 

aromatic atm osph ere of ritual proc essions, gestures , and pro strations. But it was the beaut y 

of holy pi ctur es that basically shaped the identit y of what came to be called Holy Rus. For 

two- third s of the second Chri stian Millennium, religious paintin g was the chi ef form of cul­

tur al expr ession in Russia. 

The domin ance of ethereal, two-di m ensional religious paintin g end ed in the 1660s 

and early 1670s, however, when Western -style portr aitur e was int ro du ced int o Russia 

durin g the reign of Peter the Great's father, Tsar Alexei Mikhai lovich Rom anov. A Dutch 

art ist paint ed a portr ait from life of Patriarch Nikon, the leader of the Russian Orth odo x 

Churc h , and a new schoo l o f more naturalistic icon paint in g was set up in the armory 

of the Kremlin . The form was traditio nal; but the spir it of these painti ngs, like the place of 

their pro du ction , was secular. 

Alexei pr esided over a veritable cultural revoluti on . Music was transform ed from un ac­

compani ed m onodic chantin g to instnun ental polyphony; literatur e evolved from simpl e 

oral narr ative lo written syllabic poe try, allegory, and phil osophi cal argume nt ation. And the 

tsar 's publi c spectacles develope d-fo r the firsL tim e in Russian history-from orndoor 

re ligious processions to secular theaLricaJ prod uctions held inside and includ ing dancing. 

Ho rri fied Old Believers fled deep inLo the fores ts to keep alive the old ri tuals and 

tradi tional Muscovite cultur e; many cornmi ued collective suicide in woode n churc hes Lha L 

they set on fire, convinced that the world was comin g to an end. These changes signaled 
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the emergence of the altoge ther different kind of cultu re that wo uld r ise up 111 the new capi­

tal of St. Petersburg at the beginning of the eight eenth centur y. 

But even after the iconographic tradition was eclipsed by secular paint ing in the modern 

period, Russian art ists rema ined haunt ed by the memory of a time when pictur es were 

signpos ts of beaut y on a roc ky roa d to salvati.on rather than delectations int ended for palatial 

pleasure dom es. Creative Russian s wo uld look to ocher an for m s-o nce again return LO 

paintin g in the early twenti eth centu ry- in pu rsuit of their continuin g hope that (in the 

wor ds of Fedor Dostoevsky) "b eaut y will save the world ." 

"Ru ssian cultur e has been one of recurr ent explosions," accordin g to the last book of 

the great cultural hi storian Yuri Lotman. 6 Every new cultural creation seemed to arri ve sud ­

den ly and to demoli sh its predecessor in ord er to mak e possible an entir ely new beginning. 

Such had been the case in 988 wh en Vladimir of Kiev accept ed Chri stianit y and systemati ­

cally destroyed all pagan idols . It also chara cterized the period during the early eight eenth 

century when the new city of St. Peter sburg (which wa s found ed on May 16 , 1703) was 

suddenly raised up from a swamp and develop ed as the very antith esis of- and replacem.ent 

capita l for-Moscow. 

The building of this celebrated "window to Europe" was Russia' s first great governmen­

tal architectural project based on forced labor; people were lit erally worked to deat h . 

Unlik e other great cities largely reclaimed from the sea , such as Venice and Amsterdam, Sc. 

Petersbur g never becam e the startin g point for a far-flung overseas empi re. On the cont rary, 

it was created by an already exis ting land empir e. And unlike almost all capital citi es, St. 

Petersburg was loca ted near an exposed bord er rather than somewhere in the int erior. Yet, 

alm ost alone among all great European capital s, it ha s never fallen to a foreign foe . 

In contra st to mo st great cities of Eura sia, St. Petersbur g did not evolve grad ually from a 

favorable natural location on top of w hich a seri es of hi stori cal layers had already been 

sup erimp osed . It was built sudd enly and artificially in an extremely inhospitable climat e and 

loca tion at the latitude of Labrad or and over the bones of thousands of fo rced laborers . 

St. Petersburg was a seaport with canals, broad boulevard s, rectilinear patterns, and 

ornat e palaces with multiwindow ed facades, and int erior courtyards. It was a plann ed city 

with open vistas that stood in stark contr ast to Moscow: a cramped inl and com plex of 

narr ow, cur ving streets, innum erable chur ches, and a profu sion of sub comrnuniti es, which 

had ballooned ou t chaotically as the city expanded in concentr ic circles from a centra l, 

closed Kremlin. Whil e the inh abitants of Moscow, a city built mainly of wood, lived in per­

petual fear of fires, an in creasing ly ston e-and -brick Sc. Petersburg wa s haunt ed by periodi c 

and unpr edictable floods . 

Peter the Great built the foundati ons of the new city on the Baltic after beco min g the 

first rul er of Russia to visit the West. But the city was n ot nam ed for him, and none 

of the distin ctive stru ctur es that we admir e today were consn·ucted unde r hi s reign . The city 

was named for St. Peter, and w as envisaged as a new Rome that wo uld link the Russian 

empir e more closely to Europ e. The palatial , secular cultur e of imp eri al St. Petersbur g was 

created by the rem arkable series of Westerni zing empr esses w ho su cceeded Peter and 

rul ed Russia for mo st of the rest of the eight eenth centur y. 
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The utilitarian Peter had taken his Western models from the Protestant Nonh of Europe, 

imit ating Swedish governmental inslitlllions, Dutch naval architecture, British shipbui ldin g, 

and a German Academy of Sciences. But the women who reigned after him took their 

mode ls instead from Catholic Europe, creating an aristocratic culture that was linguisti cally 

French and audiovis uaJly Italian . The Eastern culture established by men in Muscovy was 

challenged by a new Western culture created by women in St. Petersburg. 

The dom inant an forms were monumema l architec ture and the suppon ing decorative ans 

of the great new palaces and archit ectura l ensembles built in and around the city. A succession 

of main ly Italian architects was brought in by the three empresses who ru led Russia between 

1731 and 1796: Anna, Elizabeth , and Catherine the Great. The greatest of these impo rted archi ­

tects was Francesco Bartolomeo Rastrelli , who, dur ing Elizabeth 's reign ( 1741-6 1) , designed the 

thr ee m ost imp osing imperial residences in Russian history : the first stone Winter Palace, 

Peterh of, and Tsarskoe Sela . These stru ctur es provided the focal point s for theatrical entri es to 

and exits from a city that was in som e ways like an open-air theater in itself 

One ent ered St. Petersburg by ship - passin g, as if in review, by Peterh of , its cascade 

of fountain s sugg esting imp erial domini on over the sea below. The visitor arrive d by boat at 

the Wint er Palace on the Neva River and reached cent er stage by ascending the magnificent 

Parade Staircase that led to the throne room of the empr ess. Exits from the imp erial stage 

were by carriage into the landlocked empir e-again passing in review before the 978-foot 

facade of the "imp erial village" (Tsarskoe Sela) , then parading all the way back on foot to 

bid farewell in the most famou s of all Rastrelli's glitt ering amber thron e room s. 

There were theat ers in all the palaces; and Catherine the Great, herself a playwright, 

filled them all with op eras, farces, ballets, and masquerad es. Under Catherin e 's reign, 

the official culture was no long er centered on a sobor (m eaning both "cathedra l" and the 

"gathering" within it), but on a sobranie, the gathering in a palace for an evenin g of theat er 

and dance in which aristocrats enjoyed "th e freedom s of the ball" (bal'nyc l'ol'nosti). ' 

Portrait s drawn from life became statu s symbo ls for m ember s of the aristo cracy, and 

they proliferat ed in and beyond the new capital. Such portraits repr esented a profane inn ova­

tion and an explosive rejection of the preexi sting religi ous traditi on. Everything about 

the new painting was different. Portraits did not repr esent the id eal form ( obraz) of a two ­

dim ensional, heavenly figur e, but the natural app earanc e (parsuna) of a three-dim ensional , 

earthly authority. Oil on canvas replaced egg- based temp era on wood. Portrait paint ers began 

with the face and then fiJled in the clothing and the backgrow1d . Icon paint ers followed 

pr ecisely the oppo site sequ ence. Believing they were following "th e steps of divine creation " 

describ ed in the Boo k o f Genesis, they began wi.Lh ligh t (a gold backgro un d), followed by 

all the "pr e-facial" (dolichnoe) objects in the natur al world, then the garm ent s, and finally the 

human face (lichnoc), the high po im of creatio n according to the Book of Genesis." 

The new po rtraiture was character ized by natura l perspect ive and was introduced to 

Russia at the same time as three-dimensiona l sculp ture. Portraits were hung inside and 

sculp ture placed on the roof of the new imper ial residence, the Wimer Palace. Figures from 

classical mythology rep laced those from sacred history, and both sculpture and painting 

represente d Russian imper ial figures. Peter the Great was all but deified by a series of heroic 
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statu es, beginnin g with a portr ait bust and an eques trian statue cast by Rastrelli's father 

during Peter's lifetim e. Etienn e Falconet's labori ously p roduced bro nze statue of Peter on a 

rearing hor se surmounting a giant bould er was erected in 1782 and was, in man y respects, 

to becom e the symb ol of the city. 

By the 1720s, portraits were no t on ly being painted by foreigners but also by Russians . 

Royal pa tronage was extended in 1727, wh en Peter' s widow, Catherine I, established a 

depart ment of art wi thin the Academy of Sciences. And in 1767, Cather ine II established the 

Academy of Fine Ans, in whi.ch a classicist artistic program was instituted. The portraits 

made at and out side the imperial court during the eightee nth century were intended to rep­

resent the medal s and uniform s as mu ch as the physica l features of the person depicted. As 

a result, man y of the portrait s that best indi cate the individuality of their subjects are those 

of peop le not invo lved in the aristocra tic hi erarch y, like Ivan Nik itin' s early portrait of a 

Ukrainian cossack leader and his later distinctive portrait s of peasant s and provincial figures. 

Many of the most app ealing Russian portrait s of the eight eent h and nin eteent h cent uri es 

were of women, perhap s because these subj ects were wi thout the ma sculin e compul sion to 

display the uniform s and decoratio ns that established their rank. And many of the best 

painter s came from the more Westerni zed Ukrain e, an area that was being reintegrated into 

the Russian empire in the late sevente enth and eighte enth centurie s. The two greatest Russian 

portraiti sts of the late eight eent h century, Vladimir Borovikovsky and Dmitr y Levitsky, were 

both Ukrainians who created particularly m emorab le image s of women. 

Portraits of the two empresses largely responsib le for the establishment of the new 

court culture illu strate how the new secular art of St. Petersburg could incorporate realism 

and allegory in to a single canvas. The painting of Elizabeth II by Liudovik Karavak that 

hung in the palace at Tsarskoe Selo until Soviet tim es portrayed a dignified likeness of the 

empress's face sup er impo sed on a nud e body, a stylized representation of Venus.' Thi s 

device might seem incongruou s to a mod ern viewer but reflect s an accepted artistic conven­

tion of the tim e. In his famou s 1783 portrait of Catherine the Great, Levitsky depict ed both 

a realistic face and an eagle at the empress's feet, symboli zing power. 

Classical imagery was repeatedly used to glorify Alexand er Suvorov, the greatest Russian 

military hero of the late eighteent h century. His likene ss appeared on ordinary ob jects 

of everyday aristocratic life. As Gabriel Derzhavin, the leading po et of the era, put it:"H e who 

blazingly leads the troops/en ds up on jade and crackers." IO 

The Russian victory over Napo leon in 1812 created a surge of nation al pride and a 

growing desire for heroic historical tableau x. Russian artists sought to depict episodes of 

history that were thought to be important in establishing a uniqu e identit y for Russia. 

The result was the serie s of increasing ly large and labored canvases that emerge d both in 

the classical aristocratic painting of the academy at the begi1ming of the nineteenth cen­

tury and in the more plebeian realism that predominated in the second half of the century . 

The academy prescr ibed a formal classicism in both style and sub ject mauer. This kind 

of training impelled the two greates t Russian painters of the first half of the nineteenth cen­

tury, Karl Briullov and Alexander Ivanov, to spend Jong periods of residence in Rome. Once 

there, each became absorbed wi th painting a sin gle, monumental historical canvas. They 
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captivated the Russian imagination with their respective schemes for these painti ngs, and with 

them established the new arti stic genre of history paintin g with a contemp orary message. 

Briullov 's enormo us Last Day of Pompeii ( 1833, page 93) showed a m elodramatic scene of 

peo ple reco ilin g fro m the eru pt ion of Moum Vesuvius. Painted in Rome between 1830 and 

1833, it was inspired by a novel by the English wr iter Edward Bulwer-Lytton and an Italian 

opera , both of which bore the same title. Wh en exhibit ed in Russia, Last Day of Pompeii was 

seen as an icon of the inevitable decline of the West and an indi cation that the futur e of civi­

lization lay in Russia. Briullov was invited back to Russia to redecorate the tsar's Wint er 

Palace ( now the Hermitag e Museum ); mo st of his frescoes there have since been destroye d. 

Ivanov labor ed for twenty -five years and produced mor e than six hundr ed preparator y 

sketches in Rome for hi s The Appearance of Christ lo the People. He work ed on it from 1833 to 

1857 . In 1845, wh en he was at the heig ht of hi s power, Tsar Nicho las I visited Rom e to see it, 

and Ivanov came to believe that hi s painting would transform and re-Christian ize the 

Russian peop le. The great Russian wri ter Nikolai Gogol was close to Ivanov in Rom e. Whe n 

Gogol realized that he would not comp lete Dead Souls, his attempt to write a Russian Divine 

Comedy, he attached almo st m essianic hop e to Ivanov's proj ect. But Ivanov's style had 

become more naturalistic , hi s faith had weakene d, and the final painting was widely dispar­

aged as "th e disappearance of Chri st amo ng the people." The dominant figure in the comp o­

sition is John the Baptist, but the person nearest to the distant figure of Chri st is Ivanov's rep­

resentati on of Gogol. (In the small variant of this paintin g shown in the State Russian 

Museum [ see page 93], Gogo l is seen turning his head away from Christ; in the larger and 

nearly identi cal version in the State Tretyakov Gallery [see page 105], Gogol faces Chris t.) 

In the mid-ninet eenth century, Russian cultur e took a sharp turn away from aristocratic 

classicism and romantic idealism towards a mor e plebei.an realism . Defeat in the Crim ean 

War ( 1853-56) was foJlowed by the freein g of the serfs in 1862 and a series oflib eraliz ing 

refo rm s und er the reign of Tsar Alexand er II ( 1855-81). The new generation depicted in Ivan 

Turgenev's novel Fathers and Children (1862) adop ted mat eriali sm and the natura l sciences as 

vehicles for qu estioning all existing institutions and beliefs. Prose, often charg ed with bleak 

pictures of society, replaced romantic poetry as the dominant form of literature. 

A distinctiv ely Russian school of composers based musi c on the sound s of Russian 

speech . Many left the St. Petersbur g Conserva tory amidst the tumultu ous stud ent demonstra­

tions of 1862-63, determin ed to find amon g the peop le a Russian alternativ e to the mu sic 

of Verdi and Wagner, both of whom had visited St. Petersburg that season. At the sam e tim e, 

many painters left the academy to set up their own school of "Wand erer s." They wer e 

seeking new subj ect matter from ordina ry Russian life and refused to accept the academy's 

prescribed foreign them e for that year: The Entrance of Wotan int o Valhalla. 

The Wanderers used portraitur e for the naturali sti.c depiction of peasants as well as for 

um itled prof essional people. Aristocrats were often por trayed in psychologicalJy pe netrating 

images as indi vidual personalities rather than as stylized auth ori ty figur es. And a distinct 

traditi on emerged durin g this period of what might be describ ed as "m oo d land scape paint ­

in g." From Ivan Shi shkin to Arkhip Kuind zhi, Russian arti sts used a variety of styles to 

convey their often melancho ly feelings about the fores ts, the stepp e, and the rivers of Russia. 
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Buildings and anima ls were rarely included in such pictures. Isaak Levitan, the greatest of all 

Russian landscap e paint ers, occasionally includ ed a small chur ch or hm in hi s canvases, 

but such archit ectural details always seemed overwhelmed in his work by the vast spaces of 

the Russian interior . Levitan and others genera lly sought to focus their landscapes on a smaU 

cluster of trees, which seemed to make Russia's vast expanses more manageable . 

The most origina l and influent ial of all the new realistic paint ings were those in which 

the artist sou ght to use th e n ew, natura listic style to send an up lifting message to a nation 

just ent erin g the modern wo rld . Paintings were viewed by a much wider audien ce duri ng 

the m ore open and liberal reign of Tsar Alexander II. Artists now felt that if they could focus 

all their effort s on a sin gle pro ject, or on a large enough sin gle canvas, they could prov ide 

the Russian people w ith a tran sformin g, if not tran scendent , arti stic experi ence. 

Durin g the late nin eteenth centur y, Russian arti sts began using a new kin d of paintin g 

to renew an old qu est: to establish paintin gs as signp osts on a ro ad to salvation . Arti sts 

sought in various ways to realize the manic dream of Ivanov. In his late years he had turn ed 

from hi s labor s on The Appearance of Christ to the People to an even mor e megalomania c 

scheme: the inventi on of paint ing s for a temp le to be built on Red Square in Moscow and 

dedicated to "the golden age of all human ity." During th e last decad e of his life, he produ ced 

some 250 or igin al sketches for thi s im aginary pro ject ; but he never left a clear design for 

the giant fresco that was to domin ate the templ e. One hal f of it was to depict the Holy Land at 

the tim e of Chr ist ; th e other half, the Holy Land at the tim e of the Second Coming , wi th 

Nicholas I in the cent er repr esentin g the ultimat e guise of the Messiah . 

Vasily Polenov spent mu ch of hi s life paintin g a series of canvases on the life of Chr ist. 

It was an evangelical pro ject int end ed to renew the faith that Ivanov had largely lost in 

the cour se of a similar proj ect. Many Russians saw the revoluti ons o f 1848 in the West and 

the revolt of the Pari s Co1ru1mne in 1871 as signs of appro achin g apocalypse. In 1850, 

Ivan Aivazovsky, the great paint er of seascapes , produ ced a monum ent al canvas, The Ninth 

Wave (plat e I oo) , illu stratin g the last flood pr edicted by the Book of Revelation. 

In the 1860s an d 1870s, the earlier id ealism of bo th Westerni zers and Slavoph iles gave 

way to the m ore milit ant teachin gs of revoluti onary populi sts and imp eri al pan -Slavs. 

Centr al to the belief of the new genera tion of radical social theorists was the idea that they 

were speaking truth to power. Pictur es of Christ befor e Pilate becam e the subject of Ivan 

Kramskoy's large canvas, Khokhot, " and of a famou s pain ting by Nikolai Ge, What Is Truth? 

( 1890). Lev Tolstoy mu ch admir ed both of these works. 

In the mid- 1890s, the Siberian art ist Vasily Surik ov created hu ge, bold scenes of Russian 

milit ar y victori es such as General Suvorov Crossing the Alps and Yernrnk:The Conquest of Siberia " 

The mos t popular of all the pain tin gs in this genre was Ilya Repin's large and labor iously 

produce d Zaporozhians ( 1880-9 1). 13 The pain ting appea led to conserva tive nationa lists 

because it showe d warr iors loyal to th e tsar rebukin g the Ottoman oppressor of their Balkan 

bre thren. It also appealed to social revolu tionar ies because it represe n ted ordinary peop le 

spont aneo usly defy ing power from the Sich, the place in which the cossacks assem bled free 

from all auth ori ty. (In the early 1890s Lenin used thi s word to describe the cafeteria in 

which he organi zed his first revolu tionary gro up.) 
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Inspired by the simp le sight of a black crow on a snowy field, Surikov prod uced num er­

ous sketches that culmin ated in the largest of all the m onum ental Russian hi story paint ings: 

Boyarina Morozova. It depict s a famou s Old Believer bein g haul ed off on a sled to exile in 

Siberia. It was completed in 1887, jusL as the largest church in Russia, Lhe Chur ch of Chri st the 

Savior, was finished with vast int erior frescoes showing scene s from Russian history." 

Ilya Repin ( 1844-1930) was the longest -lived of the original Wanderer s. In his work 

he covered the entire range of subject matter of the Russian realist painter s. His Barge Haulers 

on the Volga ( 1870-73, plate 104) inspired many young revolutionaries to swear vows 

before it as medieval warriors had done before icons. Repin made wonderfu lly individual 

portraits of all kinds of artists, as well as a particularly haunting picture of Modest 

Mussorgsky that he painted just a few days before the composer's death in 1881. " Dmitry 

Shostakovich kept a reproduction of this portrait before him when writ ing h:is own music. 

Repin's great bloody portrait of Ivan the Terrible cradling the son he has just murdered 

( 1885) sugg ests that the tsar is insane and his son is a kind of Christ figure.' " Unlike many of 

the realist painters, Repin welcomed Russia's first attempt at a par liament after the Revolution 

of 1905; he painted the Duma as a whol e, as well as many ofi ts indi vidual n1embers. During 

his last years in exile, he painted a series of crucifixion scenes, including a particu larly 

grotesque one in which wolves are shown licking up blood at the foot of the cross. 

During the nineteenth century, Russia experienced a rapid and overlapping series of 

cultura l revolutions: the emergence of its first great vernacu lar poetry (MikJ1ail Lermontov 

and Alexander Pushkin); its first nationa l school of music (Alexander Borodin, Mikhail 

Glinka, Mussorgsky); and a sudd en ru sh of novelists, among them Dostoevsky and Tolstoy. 

But by the end of the centur y, Russia's cont inuin g autocracy also produced a group of alien ­

ated int ellectuals who first adopted the word terrorism as a badge of pride-along with the 

technology of secret , hierarchical organi zation based on escalating, targeted violence 

design ed to overthro w a government. 17 

This Russian prototype for modern revolutionary movements was called-and believed 

it represented-"The People's Will" (NarodnaiaVolia). Its member s succeeded in murder -

ing a host of tsarist officials, climaxing in the spectacular 1881 assassination in St. Petersburg 

of Alexander II, the most liberal leader Russia has ever known. This shock produced the 

repres sive reign of Tsar Alexander III ( 1881-94) and a wave of nati onalistic reaction, symbol­

ized by the in sertion of an incongruous, neo-Muscovite church ( Our Savior on the Spilled 

Blood) into Westernized St. Petersbur g on the spot where a bomb had killed the tsar-liberator. 

A new group soon sought to conti nu e the terror by assassinatin g this tsar, but was 

rounded up and execu ted. " The improving secur ity forces thought they had ended 

the threat, but it was just begi.nning. One of the executed revolutionaries was the older 

brother of Vladimir Lenin, who began his Jong march to power as an acL of homage 

to his martyred sib ling. 

The year 1881 represented a cultur al as well as a politica l turning point in Russia. In that 

year, both Dostoevsky and Mussorgsky died, and Surikov produced the first of his large 

canvases portraying the victims rather than the heroes ofimperial militarism. His Morning of 

the Execution of the Streltsy ( 1881) depicted a crowd in Red Square fearfully awaiting the 
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collective massacre of t..he old Muscovite troops by Peter the Great's new regiment." The 

anguished figures in the painting, put on exhibit.ion in 1881 jusL before the assassination of 

Alexander II, seem ed to prefigure the fear of impending violence that. followed the killing of 

the tsar and moved his succ essor toward s repr ession. 

Between the birth of a popular nationa l cultur e in the tsari st. nin eteenth century and its 

destruction in the Soviet twentieth century , Russia produced one of the world's mo st. 

innovative explosions of artistic modernism . This extraordinari ly crea tive period between 

the late 1890s and the outbreak of World War I is somet im es called the Silver Age, but is 

also mor e accurate ly described as the Russian Renaissance . 

Like the earlier Renaissance in the West, this belated "rebirth" in Russia began w ith the 

redi scovery of a forgotten ancient cultur e. It was radically differ ent from eith er the pop ­

ulist realism that came before or the socialist realism that came later. Music look ed back to 

real or im agin ed pre-Christian an tiquit y for its leap into the pione ering, discordant mod ­

ernism of Igor Stravinsky's Rite of Spring ( 1912) and Sergei Prokofiev's Scythion Suite ( 1914- 15). 

Painters were dazzled into pur e abstraction by the restoration (new ly poss ible) of icons 

that now revealed their pur e lines and colors, lon g obscured from view by a dark overlay 

from candle smo ke. 

Seeking to restore the spir itu al and m edita tive dim ension of visual art, Vasily Kandinsky 

produ ced a serie s of swir lin g, brightly colored composition s, which established the evoca­

tive power of Abstrac t Expr essionism. His man y painting s of St. George slaying the dragon, 

for example, produced betwe en 1911 and 192 1, show how his work evolved from the recog ­

nizable iconic form to pur e abstraction. '° 

Kazimir Malevich' s work was equa lly groundbreaking. Malevich began his flight from 

realism by reprod ucing the simpl e black-and-w hit e crosses and other geometric forms 

painted on the garm ent s of saint s in icons. He also portray ed ordina ry peop le as composite s 

of basic geomet ric shapes, each with its own dominant color. 

The Russian Renaissan ce produced a profu sion of artistic styles that drew on almo st 

all the Western European Imp ressionist and Post-Impr essioni st schoo ls. Poetry now replac ed 

pro se as the dominant literary form and exploded into a bewildering variety of schools: 

Symbo lism, Acrneism, Imagi sm, and so on. The entir e cultur e was becomin g plurali stic, and 

society itself was ch angin g dramati cally. Russia realigned its diplomatic alliances from 

the emp erors of Germany and Austro -Hungary to the m ore dem ocratic and ope n states of 

France and Great Britain . Censorsh ip was aboli sh ed for the first tim e in Russian histor y in 

1907 and the economy continu ed to grow as never before. 

There were some threads that ran through all the artistic inno vations of thi s period and 

that made the red iscovery of pur e artist ic form som ethin g m ore than mere ly a return to art. for 

art's sake. Artists were reac hing for some kind of transcendence after what Kandinsky called 

" the nightmar e of materiali sm, whi ch turned life into an evil, senseless game ."" He argu ed 

tha t art must be generated by, and call forth in the viewer, "spiritual vibration s."" Malevich saw 

his new "Supr emati sm" as rising through "the fourth dimen sion" of time to produce truly 

new and "subj ectless" forms suitabl e for a spac e- beyond -space altoge ther disconnected from 

earth. 23 Velimir Khl ebni kov, one of the most inventive of the pleiad of new poe ts, sought to use 
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a "language beyond thought" (zaumnyi iazyk) that would lift listeners up to a higher realm. · 

Equally characteristic of the age was the central role played by music in the cons tant 

search by artis ts for some thing to bind the ans together into a high er synthesis. Music, the 

mo st immaterial of the ans, appealed to the new generation of artists in rebellion 

against mat erialism. Kandinsky thought painting should move from a "melodic" to a "sym­

phonic" stage. 25 Malevich put great skill and energy into designing costumes and sets 

for the composer Mikhail Matiushin's neo -pagan, mixed-m edia opera, Victory Over the Sun. 

This production for the "first in the world theater of futurist s"" also brought together 

the talents of Khlebnikov and a host of other artists. It opened in December 1913, playing 

in tandem wit h a tragedy, Vladimir Mayakovsky, written and directed by Mayakovsky him ­

self and wi th sets by Pavel Filonov. Mayakovsky was to become publicly lionized in the 

USSR. Filonov's haunting canvases were never signed or sold or put on publi c view from 

the late I920s till long after his death in 1941. 

The aged Niko lai Rimsky-Korsakov, no less than the young Kandinsky, believed that 

colors had musical equiva lents. And the explodin g mu sical stage increasingly synthesized 

inn ovative sets, costumes , dance, and gestur es with mu sic and poetry. The composer 

Alexander Scriabin scored color proj ections and odors into hi s late mu sic and left behind at 

his death in 1915 his unfini shed and unp erformabl e Mystery, whi ch requir ed two thousand 

perform ers to synth esize mystery play, ritual dance, and orato ry wi th mu sic. 

The new artis tic cent er created at Abramt sevo in the 1890s by the railroad baron Savva 

Mamontov added majoli ca to the mix, as well as other decorative arts deriv ed from 

the folk tradition. All the arts came togeth er in new opera produ ction s there. The great 

and uniqu e moderni st paint er Mikhail Vrubel, sometimes called "th e Russian Cezanne," 

designed sets and decor for these operas that often featured hi s wife, the great sopran o 

Nadezhda Zabela-Vrubel ( 1898, plate 139). His painting s of her, made between 1898 and 

1905, are among the most striking examp les of all Russian portrainu e. Just as paint ers of 

that period sought to illustrate part s of the Bible not covered in traditional iconogra phy, 

so Vrubel all but invent ed a rich lavend er pigm ent unkno wn to icon paint ers, whi ch domi­

nated many of hi s largest canvases and becam e the subject of often ecstatic critica l acclaim . 

Sometimes the artistic search for new subj ects and for a transcendental dimen sion led 

paint ers back to the Orthodox Church, which was gaining int ellectual respec tability durin g 

this period . Mikhail Nes terov used a softened realism to depic t his pi ctorial visions of a 

rediscovered Holy Russia that com bin ed earlier figure s like Gogo l and Dostoevsky with peo­

ple from the burg eoning religiou s revival, including perhaps the greates t po lymath of the 

age, the mona stic mathematician-aes thetician Pavel Floren sky. 

Before Stalin had him shot in a gulag, Florensky was working on one of the most ambi ­

tious synth etic project s of the Russian Renaissance : the creation 01 a universal encyclopedia 

of symbo ls involving all languag es and forms of human communication . His um ealized 

idea of creating such a "Symbo larium" has been taken up again in post-Soviet Russia by the 

renowned lingui st and semiotic ian , ViacheslavVsevolovovich Ivanov. 

Alexander Blok, the chief poet of the Silver Age, wro te that the revolution that brought 

Communism to power late in 1917 arose out of the "spirit of music." He introduced 
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the sound of the wind into his most famous poem, "The Twelve," that described a band of 

revolutionaries sweeping into St. Petersburg in a modern version of the twelve apostles 

following a mysterious figure idemified in the final line as Jesus Christ. Such vaguely posi­

tive images of the revolution encomaged many artists to cominue working in the new 

Communist state. Many, however, left permanently in the twentie s, and many more were 

killed or brutalized into silence in the thirties. 

When Stalin proclaimed Socialist Realism as the only approved style for his totalitarian 

regime, all surviving experimental artists went underground-and had difficulty resurfacing 

under later Soviet leaders . As a result, throughout most of the Soviet period Russian artistic 

creativity resided with three groups or organizations: the emigres, the public institutions of 

the Soviet Union, and the private wor ld of often dissident art within the USSR itself. 

The new freedoms of po st-Commun ist Russia have produced an "interrupted renewal" 

of the great cultural fennent of the pre -revoluti onary Silver Age." A variety of styles and 

points of view quietly grew wit hin the decaying Soviet system and have blossomed since its 

collapse. The current Guggenheim exhibiti on includes some florid exampl es of Stalinist art, 

but also more than the usual numb er of recent paintings from the late Soviet and post-Soviet 

per iods. If these works seem less charged with ideo logical messages than many earlier 

Russian paintings, it may simply be because more people are now involved in creatin g and 

viewing art and most are skepti cal of ideology as such . 

While the new painting s may not satisfy the Western criti cs' appetite for innovation, they 

seem on the whole to represent a maturing desire to draw on all thr ee of the hi stor ic 

wellsprings of Russian culture rather than relying disproportionately on one or the other. 

The legitima cy of the Soviet system was und ermin ed partly by a new political and 

cultural concern for the environm ent. The so-called "village writers" and provincial leaders 

deno un ced the pollution of lakes and plans to reverse the flow of rivers in the late Soviet 

era , and many visual artists are now fu1ding new ways to portray their beloved but 

still endan gered lands and waterways. They con tinu e the tradition that Arkady Plastov and 

Nikolai Romadin kept alive in the late Soviet period. 

The Orthodox Christian substratum of Russian cultur e is also playing a renewe d role after 

the collapse of the world's first effort to imp ose atheism on an entire popu lation. Religiou s 

themes and symbols play an important role in post-Communist Russian art and the Orthodox 

compone nt is being enri ched with themes from other denomination s and religions. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the influence of the West, in all its creative variety 

and post-modernist confusion, is having such an impact that contemporary Russian painting 

is now more part of the European and North American mainstream than it has ever been. 

Russia continues to produce distinctive variant s on Western art that reflect its still unresolved 

search for a satisfying national identity. But contemporary Russia is undergoing more than 

just a renewal of the cosmopo litan Silver Age, when both Picasso and Matisse felt obliged to 

visit and learn from Russian artists even as Russians were learning from the West. They 

are creating a new artistic pluralism and a more open culture that offers hope for the future 

if Russia can sustain its still precarious democracy and avoid a return to authoritarianism. 
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THE ICON IN THE LIFE ANO HISTORY OF THE RUSSIAN PEOPLE 
GEROLD VZDORNOV 

Less than a hundred years has passed since the first scient ific investigations of early 

Russian icons. The first significant attempts at cleaning early icon s were undertaken in 

1909 and 19 10 by S. P Ryabushin sky, a we ll-know n Old Believer, and the artist I. S. 

Ostroukhov . The newly revealed beauty of ancient Russian painting was a sensation to 

scho lars and to artistic life not only in Russia itself, but also in Western Europe. The early 

twenti eth century was marked by many out standin g art-historical discoveries. It was at 

that time that the overall achievement of Piero della Francesca in Italy, Matthias Grunewa ld 

in Germany, and the Van Eyck broth ers in the Netherlands cam e to be und erstoo d and 

appr eciated. Italian primitiv e art of the thirteenth and fourteenth centur ies was also being 

studied during thi s period. At the same time, the Russian icon was tri umphantly intro­

duced as a wortl1wh ile su bject of art-hi storical investiga tion within the contex t of world 

painting. It was en tlmsiastically gree ted by Alexander Benois, Roger Fry, Igor Grabar , Henr i 

Matisse , Pavel Mura tov, and other European artis ts and critics. From 1929 to 1930 Russian 

icons were shown at exhibiti ons in Germ any, Austria, and England, and from 1930 to 

1932 American viewe rs go t an oppor tunity to see them at exhibiti ons in NewYor k, Boston, 

and Chicago. 

The Russian icon has long since com e to symb olize Russian cultur e. It h as receive d 

m ore un iversal recognit ion than any other form of ar t that emerged from ancient 

Rus. Popular life in Russia as a whol e was 1rnthinkable with out the holy im ages that filled 

chur ches, chapels, peasant s' hut s, tsars' palaces, and the h ouses of tl1e aristocracy. 

Everyone was equal before the pri mary im ages of Chri st, the Virgin, and the saint s; these 

images served as unifying motifs that could brin g the people together at m om ent s 

of nationa l cri sis. There are several early icons on the su bject of the battle betwee n the 

Novgoro dian s and the Suzdalian s; or rather on the them e of the Virgin of the Sign, in 

whi ch the ma in "char acter" is the mi racle-wor king icon of the Virgin , whic h, when car­

r ied out ont o the ramp art s of Novgoro d in the twelfth centu ry, saved the city from the 

besiegin g army of Andrei , prin ce of Vladim ir. 

The orig in of Russian art , as we ll as of other Christian mon umen ts of ancient Rus, was 

Byzantium and Byzantine art . The spread of Greek art to Rus began in the mid dle of the 

tenth cent ur y : in 955 , according to the Primary Chronicle (also known as The Tale of Bygone 

Years, the first Russian anna ls beg un by monks in about 1040 and continuing through 

1118), Olga, a Kievan princ ess, visi ted Constantinople (Tsargrad), where sh e converted to 

Christianity and received bapti sm und er the nam e of Elena; in 988, in Cherson of Tauria , 

the Grand Prince Vladimir of Kievan Rus officiaJly converted to Chri stian ity, and this date 

came to signify the Chri stianization of the Russian land. The magnificent chu rches of St. 

Sofia in Kiev and Novgoro d (eleventl1 century) remain as visible evidence of the beginning 

of the expan sion of Byzantine artistic cultur e to anci ent Rus. The earliest Russian icons dat e 

from around the same time. 
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A uniq ue character istic of the earliest Russian-Byzantine an of the elevemh to twelf th 

centuri es is the remarkabl y large size of the icons. The Apostles Peter crnd Paul (Novgoro d 

Museum) is almo st two and a half m eters tall and on e and a half meters wid e. The 

Novgorodian icon of the standing St. George (State Tretyakov Gallery) , the Usti ug Ann uncia ti on 

(State Tretyakov Gallery) the Dormition from the Desiatina (tenth) Monastery (State Russian 

Museum), the Great Panagia from Yaroslavl (State Tretyakov Gallery), and other rare Russian 

icons of the pr e-Mongo l period are of similarly large size. The scale of these work s can be 

best unders tood within the contex t of the monumental archit ecture of the period. Though 

small er than Hagia Sophia in Constan tinop le, the cathedrals in Kiev and Novgorod are much 

bigger than oth er Byzantine chur ches known to us; naturally, they demanded icons of 

corr esponding size. The paintin g and architecture of the eleventh and twelfth cent uri es were 

therefore unit ed in vast and magnificent ensemb les. 

Ther e were other ancient icons, how ever, whose sizes were adapted to small chur ches 

or even dom estic wors hip . In 1973-77 in Novgoro d, archaeolog ists discovered a large city 

estate dating to the end of the twelfth and the begi nning of thirte en th century , where Olisei, 

an icon painte r, lived and had his works hop . In the workshop and subs idiary premis es 

they found fifteen panels prepared for icons tha t were very small in size, between eight 

and twent y cent im eters high . Such tiny sizes are evidence tha t som e of the paint ings made 

durin g thi s period were int ended to be transport able duri ng milit ary opera tions or as objects 

of wors hip in extrem ely sm all chapels of the kind that the many terems (boyars ' castles; the 

term also refers to the wom en 's qu arte rs in a boyar residence) had in abund ance on the 

Novgo rodia n and other Russian city estates. 

Russian mu seum s house a vast numb er of early and modern Russian icons. There are an 

estim ated one hund red thousand or mo re of them ; annual discoveri es and the tran sfer 

of n ew icons to mu seum s and pr ivate collections constant ly increase thi s signi ficant cul tural 

heritage. Inevitably no t all icons can be considered hi ghly imp orta nt works of art; on th e 

other hand , m any of these o bjects have lon g since been und erstoo d as valuable monume nt s 

to Eastern European art istic tradit ions. 

The Russian icon, as a chur ch ob ject of religious wors hip , deals wit h many of the 

sam e subj ects as Western European religious compos itions, such as Italian or Germ an altar 

paint ings of the Middl e Ages. Obviously, the re is a gene tic resem blance be tween Russian 

icons and works produced by Byzantine art ists, since both of these Christian civilizations 

have the same roo ts. However, unlik e Greek icon s, Russian painting developed such indi vid ­

ual characteristics over the centuries that it cannot be viewed m erely as an appendix to 

Byzantine art. It is a different arti stic ph enom enon altoge ther. Moreover, after the fall of the 

Byzantine Empire in 1453, Russian icons came to em body the Orthodox Christian art of 

all of Eastern Europe and spread to other co untri es and geographica l locations : to Greece 

and Mount Athos , to Bulgaria and Serbia, to Romania and Hungary. 

Classical Russian icons were created in the fourteenth and fifteenth centurie s, when 

Russia overthr ew its dependence on the Tatar-Mongols, comp leted the centralization 

of its state, and developed a unified system of chur ch and state government with Moscow 

at its head . The comp leted cen tralization of the Russian land s in th e second half of the 
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fifteenth century did not have the best influence on the unique style of the Rostov, 

Novgorod, and even Pskov icons, but for a long time they still managed to preserve the 

artistic ideas that had been established when ancient Russian cities had po litical inde­

pendence and autonomous chur ches. 

The artistic value of early Russian icons lies in their coloring, lines, and carefu l compo­

sition. Their aesthetic coh esiveness and beauty are enhanced by their metaphysical profundity. 

E. N. Trubetskoy, a well-known scho lar of the philosophy und erlyin g Russian icons, ha s 

descri bed the art of the icon as "philo sophy in colors." The colors were seldom mixed. Most 

often, icon paint ers pr eferre d pure, vivid pi gment s. As the work was fini sh ed, the basic 

colors cou ld be high lighted in white in order to empha size volum e, or the convex forms of 

the body , or spec ific arch itectural elem ent s. But volum etric, stereoscopic techniqu e, wh ich 

was already used in Giotto' s works, was absolu tely alien to Russian icon paint ers. They pre­

ferred the "flattening" of the figures and object s on a two -dimen sional plane, which, after the 

outli nes were filled in wi th colors, created an artis tic effect worthy of ancient Greek vase 

pain ting: maxim um art istic expression achieved by minima l artistic mean s. The many depic ­

tions of St. George on horseback or the comp ositions on the theme of the Miracle of the 

Archange l Michael and SS. Floru s an d Laur us are goo d exam ples of icons of this kind . In both 

cases, the icons feanir e black-an d-whit e horses, as we ll as bright ly colored cloaks on the 

saint s; these vivid patches of color define the joyous, major-key "soun d " of the icons. 

The favori te color of ancient Russian paint ers was cinn abar, a red pi gm ent prese nt in 

alm ost every old icon . Fiery patches of cinnabar stand o ut even in those icons in whi ch 

the art ist otherwise used m ore somb er colorin g. The icons datin g from the fifteenth and six­

teenth centuri es from the ancient city of Pskov are wond erfu l examp les of thi s; in them, 

the dark green, alm ost black color is literally pierced and illuminat ed by bri ght pat ches of 

cinnabar, whi ch create dram atic contra st. Whit e, also loved by ancient Russian paint ers, 

provides a stark contra st to the cinnabar as well. At the end of the fifteenth centur y, when the 

workshop of the great Dionysii was active in Moscow, whit e often dominat ed icons and 

mural s. Mixin g it with sm all amount s of cinnabar or och er, Dionysii and the arti sts of his 

circl e achi eved softly nuan ced tones in their works , the very existence and percepti on of 

whi ch can be liken ed to a form of lyrical poe try. 

The idea of a relationship betwee n a specific color and a sp ecific subj ect was evid entl y 

alien to Russian icon paint ers. Tragic depi ctions of the Cru cifixion and the Pieta, as well as 

scenes of the m art yrd om of the saint s, are often present ed in rem arkably light and even 

bri ght colors. The Crucifixion from the Paulo-Obnorskii Monastery (plate 18) , paint ed in 

1500 and attrib uted to Dionysii , is, beyond doub t, one of the most festive Russian icons: it 

seems as if the entire rich palette of the ancien t Russian icon painter were used in this work­

from pur e white to black-wh ile the color schem e of the painting, in which white, yellow, 

red, and rose ton es predominate, was nonetheless pr eserved. There is similar arti stry in the 

icons from Kargopol, which are now hou sed in three different museum s: the Kiev Museum of 

Russian An, the State Tretyakov Gallery, and the Sergiev Posad Museum-Preserve. The reso und ­

ing ly red color of the clothin g of Mary Magdalene, with her hand s dramati cally raised to 

heaven, is etched in the memory of anyone who has ever seen this extraordinar y icon. 
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Jconostrllsis of the Trinity Cathedral, 

1425-27 , in the Trinity-Sergius 

MonC1stcry, Sergiev Posad 

The soul of the Russian peop le is extremely recepti ve to arti stic. beaut y, especially when 

each co lor in a work is imbu ed with its ow n symb olic m eaning. While w hite signifies the 

purity and virginity of nature and man in the Garden of Eden, wh ere the souls of the dead 

stroll in whit e garments, the soft light -blue and lapis lazuli hu es symboli ze the firmam ent, 

whose dome encompasses the lands and the seas. Due to the intensity of on e color or 

another in their palette, later icons often received strange and unusual titles, such as the Blue 

Dormition, the Angel with Golden Hair, the Savior with Golden Hair, the Red-B1tckground Prophet 

Elijah, or the Red-Background St. George. Gold leaf and later gold assistc were widely used in the 

practice of icon painting. The commissioners would spare no expense on an icon for a 

chur ch or a house chapel. Even more generous were the churc h hierarchs, grand and local 

princ es, ariswcrat ic boyar s, and rich merchant s, who often acted both as the builders of 

church es and the commissioners of their int erior decoration s. Gold, silver, pearls, and pre­

ciou s ston es were customary, not on ly in the making of chur ch vessels and vestment s, but 

also in the production of icons. 

No icon could do wit h out go ld or, if gold could not be afforded, a sub stitut e-s ilver, 

or at least the color yellow. Gold is a privil ege d co lor, symb olizing Christ and heavenly 

beaut y, the in effable shining of Chri st , the Virgin, and the holy martyr s who suffered for the 

faith. One of the oldest and m ost beautiful Russian icons, St. George, in the Moscow Kremlin 's 

Cathedral of the Dormition, is paint ed on gold leaf, slightly dark ened with time, creating a 

shiny ground again st wh ich the silhou ette of the saint stands out. White or colored garments 

of the saints finished with gold assistc often removed any sense of the mat eri al existenc e of 

the figure s and trans lated the langua ge of p lastici ty into the realm of the ethereal. 

Before the fourteenth century, the icon s in a Russian chur ch were displayed according 

to the Greek tradition of the icono stasis. The boundary of the altar, mad e of ston e or woo d in 

the shap e of a small portico, was decorated with a half -figure or full -figure Decsis (the largest 

and mo st important row on an icono stasis) placed above the architra ve and the Royal Door s. 

Large local icon s of Christ , the Virgin , and the feast to which a particular chur ch was dedi ­

cated, were p laced in the space betw een the column s of the sanctuary partiti on. Icons of the 

saint s were displayed above the pillar s of the dome. A later tendency grad ually tran sformed 

the sanctuary partition into a high, solid wall of icons of differ ent format whose centra l part 

was occupied by the Dccsis. This tran sformat ion was completed betw een the fourt eenth and 

fifteenth centuri es , when the icon os tasis of the Cathedral of the Annunciation of Moscow 

Kremlin by Theophanes the Greek (in the 1390s) and th e icon ostasis of the Trinit y Cathedral 

in the Trinit y-Sergiu s Monastery, Sergiev Posad ( 1425-27), were created. 

Space does not perm it a detailed examina ti.on here of the reasons for the transformation 

of the sanctuar y partition of the Byzantin e style into the high, solid iconostasis that for 

many centur ies had been a purely Russian artistic creatio n. Suffice it to say that this change 

was related LO nu ances of litur gical practice and the new version of the canon . In any case, 

the orig inal thr ee-figur e Dees is expanded through the add ition of the icons of the Archangels 

Michael and Gabriel, of SS. Peter, Paul, John Chrysostom, and Basil the Great, and of the holy 

martyrs George and Demetrius of Thessaloniki. A new Lier of the register of the Great Feasts 

appeared above the Deesis; they illu strated the earth ly life and miracles of Chris t, his death on 
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the cross, his ent ombm ent and resurr ection . Later, yet another regis ter- that of the 

Proph ets-was added above the tier of the Feasts. It is represent ed by such wo nd erful ico ns 

as the proph ets from the icono stasis in the Cathedral of the Dormili on in the Kirill o­

Belozersk (St. Cyril of Belozersk) Monast ery ( 1497) and the Cathedral of the Birth of the 

Virgin in the Monastery of St. Ferapont ( 1502). During the sixteenth and seventeent h 

centur ies, another tier of Old Testament Patriarchs was added . These inn ovations, how ever, 

com plicated and obscure d the orig ina l and clearly defined concept of the iconos tasis. The 

still later iconostases are represented in numerous Russian icons of the eight eent h and nine­

teent h centuri es that depict the hi gh iconostasis in their compositio n. 

The icono stasis is such a widespread liturgi cal object in Russian Orthodoxy that an 

explanati on o f its signifi cance in the life of the chur ch and of its profound spir itual 

and mystical meanin g becomes not only a scholarly probl em but also an imp orta nt elemen t 

of the Russian Orthodo x religion. From the point of view ofliturgi cal practi ce, there are 

no meaningful differences between the function of the Byzantin e sanctuary partition and the 

high icono stasis. Both the partition and the iconosta sis separat e the space of the altar 

ni che, where the liturgical mystery takes place, from the naos, where the congr egation prays. 

The divi sion of the chur ch int o two unequa l parts was itself evidence of the sym bolic 

ro le of the sanctuary; it allowed the faithful to partake of heavenly grace in the course of the 

liturgy, since the communion of bread and wine connects man to the body and blood 

of Christ, who died as a martyr on the cross for the sake of the salvation of "Adam's flock." 

The sanctuary partition, which was low and rather long, did, how ever, allow the congre­

gation a view of the fresco or mosai c decoration s of the altar niche. Mo reover, the Russian 

Orthodox be liever participated in a manner analogous to the prie st's serv ice behind the sanc­

tuary partition through the painting of the altar niche of the chur ch, which was dominated 

by the depictions of Christ, the Virgin, the Services of the Holy Fathers, and the Eucharist. 

However , since every mystery requir es inward concentration, in the cour se of tim e the sanc­

tuary partition itself was grad ually transformed into a so lid wall, imp ene trable to the eyes of 

the laymen . The spaces between the column s were covered with large icons; the Royal Door s, 

orig inally very low, were veiled with finely embroidered fabrics, often with depiction s of 

Chris t, the Virgin, and the saints. An examp le of such a veil is the katapetusma (Veil of Heaven) 

from the Holy Monastery of Chelandari on Mount Athas that was sent by Ivan the Terri ble 

as a gift to the monastery in 1533. Its fabric is embro idered with depictions of Christ as the 

great archbi shop, of the monumental Deesis, and with numerous bu sts of the saint s, related in 

one way or anot h er to the family of the Russian tsar and to the destination of the gift. 

The next stage of the development of the sanctuary partition or, to be mor e precise, of 

its tran sformation int o the high iconostasis, is represented exclusively by the Russian icons. 

It is signifi cant that the creation of the high iconos tasis co incided w ith the terms of Cyprian , 

a Serb by birth and an Athenian monk by educa tion, and Photius, a Pelopponesian Greek, 

as the Metropolitans of Russian Orthodox Churc h ( 1390- 1406 and 14 10-3 1, respectively). 

They cam e to Rus from Cons tantin op le. The crea tion of the high iconostasis also coincided 

with the inl rod uctio n int o the Russian litur gical practice of the Jerusalem canon, which 

requir ed a greater isolation of the pri est at the time of the preparation of the holy gifts from 
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the congregation of the faithfu l, as well as a more significant role for the clergy during 

prayer and service. Significant ly, the high iconostasis first appeared in Moscow, the seat of 

the Russian Metropolitans, and on ly later arrived in Novgoro d and other Russian cities. 

The central nucleu s of the icono stasis is the half -figur e and later full-figur e Deesis, 

which was set above the architrave of the sanctuary partition and the lower tier of locally 

venerated icons . Excellent examples of half-figure Deem are represented by three icons 

of the Zveni gorod chin (m eaning, row), attribute d to Andre i Ru blev, and the icon of John 

th e Baptist from the Monastery of St. Nikolai of Pesnosha (Andrei Rublev Museum of 

Ancient Russian Art, Moscow). Simil ar icons were also preserved in the Russian provinces: 

for exam.pie, in the Chur ch of Ioann Lestvichn ik (sixteent h century) and in the Cathedral 

of the Dormiti on ( 1533) , bot h in the Kirillo-Belozersk Monas tery. The app earance of th e fu ll­

figur e Deesis and the addi tion of other saint s initi ated a real flouri shing of this form of 

iconostasis in Russia. 

The hi gh icono stasis, with Christ in Glory and a multitu de of angels and saint s at its cen ­

ter, em bodies the id ea of divin e int ercession for the comm unit y of m en as a w hole and 

each indi vidual believer in part icul ar. This sim ple an d at the same time programmati c idea of 

the iconostasis was enri ched by the very cour se of the service, when the Royal Doors 

opened, allowin g the con grega tion to cont empl ate the altar- the mystical site of Chri st's 

presence in the chu rch . 

Or iginally, the icons that m ade up part of the iconostasis, with the excepti on of the ti.er 

of local icons , had not been separated from one another by pill ars and form ed continu -

ous registers. The side mar gins of indi vidua l icons divided the icon ostasis int o i ts comp osite 

part s. The upp er and lower part s of the icons were set in the grooves in the hori zonta l 

beams; thu s the stability of the entir e constru ction w as insur ed. Thi s or iginal m ethod of 

securin g the icons in groo ves was later replaced by a new one, in which the icons were 

set in the special nests of a "fram e," richly decorated with gilded carvin g. 

The early Russian hi gh iconostasis, incorpora ting all the later tiers of the Proph ets and 

the Patriarchs, consisted of dozens and dozens of icons . Accordin g to an invent ory of 

16 17 , the icono stasis of the Cathedral of St. Sofia in Novgorod consisted of more than eighty 

icons of different form ats. Accord in g to an invent ory of 160 1 , the Cathedral of the 

Dormiti on in the Kirill o-Belozersk Monastery had more than 110 icons (includin g the local 

reg ister of smaller icons, the so-ca lled piadnitsy). These num bers corr espond approxim ately 

to the num ber of icons in the iconos tases depicted in the icon s of the eigh teenth and nin e­

teenth centuri es. Accord ing to the sam e inven tory, the overall numb er of icons (in the 

iconostasis, on the pillars and walls, in the altars and behin d the altars) in the Cathedral of 

the Dor miti on in the Kirillo-Belozersk Monastery alone was close to one th ousand. The 

cathedral therefore rep resent ed such a conce nt ration of holiness that it became in itself a 

colossal ob ject of worsh ip . 

In order to imagine the "life" of the icons in the Middle Ages, we must consider the 

archaeological evidence and correct ly interpret the works of art that have survived but 

were moved from their origina l location. The richly ornamenta l icons in luxurious frames 

carved of woo d or stone, whi ch were most venerated in a parti cular chur ch, were placed 

GERO L D VZDORNOV 23 



in Lhe solea (the space in which all the sacramerns and processions occur) in front of Lhe 

iconostasis or even in front of the sol ea. 

Hug e attention was paid LO certain icons famous for the miracle s they produ ced; they 

were set in a special place of honor near the congregation, where the believers cou Id pray LO 

them durin g periods of difficulty. Often two or three steps led up LO a miracle-working 

icon, w hich separated the holy imag e from every thin g earthly and base. There was a wide­

spr ead practic e of carrying the icon s out of the church during solemn pro cession s. The 

icon was carri ed at the front of the proc ession eith er in the hands of the believers or on a 

special po le attached LO the lower part of the icon. Thu s the icon of the Virgin of the Sign 

was brought out onto the rampart s of Novgorod and the miracl e-w orking icon of the Virgin 

of Vladimir, and later the Ivcrskaic1 Virgin, were carried ou t in Moscow. The icons "lived" their 

everyday lives unauached to a particular location, as later became customary in alm ost all 

Russian chur ches. Among the traditi ona l church processions, pre served from early tim es and 

still observed today, the most spectacular is the carry ing out of the colossal icon of the 

Sc1vior in Majesty from the Church of the Resurrection in the town of Romanov-Borisog lebsk. 

The icon is then brought to the other side of the river Volga, which splits thi s town in two 

parts: in the presence of enormous crowds of peop le the icon is transported to the Romanov 

side of the river on a spec ially equipp ed ferry. 

The early Russian icon seldom exis ted in its "pure" form, as we imagine it from 

musemn exhibiti ons and scholarly publications . Veneration and wors hip of holy image s, so 

typ ical of the Russian Middle Ages, encouraged the commi ssioners, klitors ( leaders of 

the chur ch), and contributor s to decora te the icons w ith precious oklads ( chased silver or 

gold encaseme nt s for the icon) and embroid ery. The earliest icon from the Church 

of St. Sofia of Novgoro d, Peter crnd Poul, still has its beautifully preserved chased si lver oklad 

from the eleventh centur y, whi ch gives som e idea of the luxury wi th whi ch the icons 

of the sanctuar y partition were decorated before its replacement with the high iconostasis 

in the fifteenth cent ur y. The main icon of the Cathedral of the Dormition of Moscow 

Kremlin-the Virgin of Vladimir-was even more lavishly ornam ent ed. It was encased in 

thr ee gold -filigree oklads, the work of Greek, Russian, and Greco-Russian master craftsme n. 

Even an icon as famous as the Old Testament Trinity by Rublev was set in a beautiful gold oklad 

with splendid semipr ecious ston es, created in the time of Ivan the Terribl e and Boris 

Godunov. Apparently, most of the early icons . indepe nd ent of their size and purpose, were 

set in oklc1ds. We know of the majestic icons from the Deesis tier of the Cathedra l of the 

Dormi tion in the Kirillo -Belozersk Monastery (ca. 1497, plates 10-14), set in silver oklads 

of 1540-42, as well as of numerou s small icons-gifts LO Lhe riznilsc1s (rooms for the 

church vessels and vesm1ents) of Lhe Trinity-Sergiu s Monastery and the Solovetskii Mona­

stery. A classic example o f the decoration of the early Russian icon is that of the Virgin 

Hodegctric1 of the sixteemh cemury from the Monastery of the Intercession in Suzdal. The 

icon has preserved not only a beautiful gold oklud, but also numerous decorative prikluds 

(ornam ental attachments to the oklud) with preciou s stones, enam els, and pearls, as well as 

the or iginal pclenc1 (a rectangu lar piece of textile attached to tl1e bottom part of the icon) 

with a reproduction of the same image of the Virgin, decorat ed with fine large pearl s. 

St. Serge i Radon ezhsky, 1420s, 

11n embroidered shroud in 1hc 

Museum of the Trinity-Sergius 

Monastery, Scrgicv Posad 



SS. Serge i and Nieon Rado nezhsky, 

1569-70, "" embroidered icon 

in the Museum of the Trinity-Sergius 

Monastery, Sergiev Posl!d 

Icons in ancient Rus were decorated not only with the oklads, Lrowns, tsatos (a half 

moon shaped ornament, aLtached to the neck of the icon's figure), and riosno (precious 

pendant ornaments attached to the sides of the figure's head and hanging down its 

temp les). Ornamema l text iles and embroidery were also already widespread in the earlies t 

period : the altar veils and pre-a ltar pelenas, pendant s to icons, vestmen t emb ro idery. Family 

life was the lot of the Russian wom an , and her specialties were tapestry, sewing, and 

emb roidery. The terems of prin ces and boyars were known for their special cham bers­

workshop s led by wives and dau ght ers of the family; they selected skilled needlewomen 

who mad e pr ecious ornam ental textiles and embroid ery, which were then donated to 

church es and monasteri es. Startin g from the fourt eenth centur y, there are specific nam es 

associated with such work shop s: Prin cess Maria Alexandro vna, wife of Moscow 's Grand 

Princ e Simeon the Proud ( 1389); Anastasia Ovinov a, a Novgorodian boyar 's w ife (fifteemh 

century); Princ ess Evfrosinia Staritskaya, aunt to Ivan the Terrible (sixteenth century); 

Tsarina Irina, wife of Tsar Fedor Ioanno vich (late sixteenth centur y); Marfa, moth er of 

Tsar Mikhail Fedorovich (sevente enth century); as well as the wives of the boyars from the 

fami lies of the Mstislavskys, Osoevskys, Volynskys , Godunovs, Trakhaniotovs, in addition 

to the merchant -indu striali st Stroga novs, and innumerable others. One of the venerable 

scholars of early Russian tapestry, N. M. Shchekotov, has justifiably called the techniqu e 

"pa intin g with a needle." This is an apt description, since the beauty of early Russian orna ­

mental textiles certai nly equals that of the Novgorod, Moscow, Pskov, Iver, and Rostov­

Yaroslavl icon s. The needlework techniqu e of these textiles is surpri sin gly sophi sticated. 

Another sp ecific chara cteri stic of the early Russian orna m enta l textiles was that dozens, if 

not hundr eds, of them were accompanied by the texts from the chron icles that indi cated 

the place of their manufa ctur e, their destination as gifts, and the names of the wo men 

who mad e them. In essence, the early Russian icon receives its com plete "orchestration" as 

a work of ar t only when it is presente d in its exq uisite "ornamentation," whi ch itself 

required mu ch talent and artistry. 

Hundreds of Russian chur ches from Novgorod to Moscow and Nizhn y Novgorod, 

and from Ryazan to the Solovetskii Monastery were filled with such treasures. The Antiochian 

Patriarch Makary, who visited Russia in the mid -seventee nth cen tur y, was stru ck by the 

cathedrals of the Moscow Kremlin . His son, the Archdeaco n Paul of Aleppo, described his 

impressions of the Chur ch of the Annunciation in his diary: "As to the icons there, no 

jeweler who knows his trade would be capable of correc tly appreciating the large precious 

stones, diamonds, rubies, and emeralds on the icon s and the crowns [ of the icon s] of the 

Lord and the Virgin. In the du sk they glow like red-bot coals, and the pur e gold of the icons 

and the exqui site multi colored enam els, mad e witb fine and sophi sticated arti stry, amaze 

the conn oisseur." 

The destru ction o f the deco rations on the early icons start ed long before the Revoluti on 

of 19 17 . The requi sition of the chur ch , carri ed out on a great scale in 1922 , compl eted the 

barbari c elimin ation of the jeweled objects that had form ed an arti stic whole with the icons. 

Today only the rare sur vivin g icons, m ostly from chur ch riznilsos, serve as illustrations of the 

past magnifi cence of the mira culous and locally venerated early Russian icons. 

GE R O L D VZ D ORNOV 25 



In an cient Rus, there were several im portant cent ers of icon paintin g that, over the cen ­

turi es, develop ed certain stylistic featur es. Wh en the cities and their gravitatin g suburb s were 

ind epend ent states, conditi on s were favorable for the developm ent of different regional 

schools of icon paint ing. It is perhaps significant in this respect tha t the city- states wer e often 

covert ly or even overtly hostile to one another and jealously preserved their own custom s 

and tradi tions. 

Dur ing the existence of the un ified ancient Russian state, in the tenth and eleventh 

centuri es, Kiev was naturall y the main artistic cent er; it m aint ain ed ties to Constantin ople 

and claim ed the glam our of the unifi ed Russian capital. As feudal strife began and peaked 

in the twelfth century , the ties between the cities becam e weaker. Novg orod, Pskov, 

I ver, Vladimir, Rostov, and Suzdal, which were geographi cally distant from Kiev, created 

their own, very different cultur e, one that was increasingly removed from their Byzantin e 

origin s. Though they lost glamour and grandeur, these citie s gain ed mu ch in term s 

of auth ent ic, local material cultur e, lit eratur e, and art. The capture of Constantinople by the 

Crusaders in 1204 and the destru ction of Kiev and othe r sou thern Russian cities by 

the Tatars in 1239-40 mad e the city-states of northwe stern and nort heastern Russia even 

m ore isolated from the south of the countr y, and in the thirteenth centur y their spiri tual 

cultur e was already distin ctive. 

The sur viving icons from the thirt eent h throu gh the sixtee nth centuri es (and there 

are a signifi cant numb er of them) allow five leading artistic cent ers to be distingui shed : 

Novgorod, with its vast territ ori es in the North, and Pskov, Iv er, Rostov, and Moscow. 

Vladimir and Suzdal, which endured the hard ship s caused by the Tatar-Mongol invasi.on in 

1238 , failed to restore their former pow er and high culture and, like Kiev, ended up in the 

backwat ers of the new hi story of the Russian state. 

Not all of the aforem entioned cities were ultimat ely to prove their artistic viabilit y, 

how ever. The hi story of icon paintin g in Iv er and Rostov still remain s uncl ear, its featur es 

undefin ed, and dat ed and topographicall y document ed works are practically absent. The 

art ofNizhny Novgo rod, Vologda, Kostroma, and Yaroslavl remain s even m ore obscure, 

although the latter two cities be came promin ent in the sevente enth century. In other words, 

the Russian art of the thirt eenth through sixteen th centuri es is fully represent ed only by 

Novgoro d, Moscow , and Pskov. 

The most characteristic featur es of the Novgorodian icons are the distinctness and con ­

struc tivism of their lines, the sharp outli ne of their drawin gs, the prono unced "calculated" 

highlightin g, and the chara cteri stic shadin g of faces and drap ery of the vestm ent s of 

the saint s, element s that recur in the works of different arti sts and of variou s peri ods. The 

Novgo rodian icon paint ers, m ore than the arti sts of other schools, pr eferre d bri gh t, aud a­

ciously cont rasting colors, with rich red and lapis lazuli pre domi nant. The crystalline clari ty 

and formal refin em ent of arti stic techniqu e in thi s field reached their peak in the works 

of the Novgoro dian arti sts. It is amazin g that that they retain their vibr ance and give no sense 

of m ere soulless craftsmanship . 

The po sition of icon paintin g of Novgoro d's "youn ger bro ther" - the city of Pskov­

was quit e different. One of the mo st app ealing scho ols of early Russian paintin g emerged 
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Mother of God Hodege tTia, from 

Ilie C(lthedral in the Pokrovskiy 

Monastery, Suzdnl, 136os, cm icon in 

the State Tretyakov Ga/Jery, Moscow. 

The icon's precious dress, mode with 

silver, gold, pearls, and gemstones, was 

cmrted in Moscow by order of the 

wife of Ivan the Terrible, Tsarina 

Anastasi<! Romnnov1rn. 



Mother of God Hodege tria 

w ith Selected Saints, from the 

Trinity-Sergi us Monastery, second 

half of 15th century, an icon in 

the State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow 

there. It is best represent ed by the icons of the fifLeenth and early sixteemh cem uries: The 

Synaxis of the Virgin (State Tretyakov Gallery) , the Deesis with SS. Baro barn c111d Parnskeva 

(Museum of His tory and Archite cwr e, Novgorod), The Descent into Hell with Saints (Pskov 

Museum), The Nativity of Christ with Saints (State Russian Museum), the Old Tcstctment Trinity 

(State Tretyakov Gallery), and other o utstandin g wor ks. The m asterp iece of Pskov paintin g 

is the monum ental im age of the four saint s: SS. Paraskeva Pitanitsa, Gregorii the Theologian, 

Jolin Chrysostom, and Basil the Great ( early fifteenth centur y, State Tre tyakov Gallery). The icon 

is paint ed in the whit e, green, and red hu es that ar e typi cal of Pskov. The faces of the 

saint s are boldly defined by the strokes of hi ghlighting against the dark, almost brow n flesh 

tones. The expr ession of the saint s' faces is severe, alm ost fierce, devoid of any hint of 

the warmth and tendern ess of the Moscow icons. Their deep-set eyes burn w ith som e kind 

o f in terna l flam e, which enh ances the hypn otic and disturb ing po wer of the images. 

The Synaxis of the Virgin is even n1ore expressive; all the element s in it- the Magi, the heav­

enly choru s of an gels, the allego rical figur es of Earth and Desert-co mp letely defy the 

tradi tional canons of icon paint ing and achi eve a remarka ble, pur ely aesthetic quality. 

The thi rd large artistic schoo l of ancie nt Rus, the Moscow schoo l, was formed later than 

the others. The earliest Moscow icons are dated to the mid to late fourt eent h centu ry. 

Due to its active ties to Constantin ople and the Greco-Slavic cent ers in the Balkans (Bulgaria, 

Thessaloniki , Mount Atha s) tow ard the end of the fourt eenth centur y, Moscow became an 

authenti c int ernat iona l capital, a site of the cross-pollination of differen t styles. Between the 

fourt eenth and fifteenth centur ies the great Greek paint er Theop hanes worked in Novgorod, 

Nizlmy Novgorod, and Moscow and hi s art greatly influenced Russian paint ers. However, 

Andrei Rublev, a contemporary of Theophan es, decisively severed hi s ties to the Greek arti s­

tic heri tage and develop ed an auth enti c Russian style. Rublev's famous ma sterpi ece, the 

mysterious Trinity (see pag e 3) remain s fascinat ing to art lovers five centuri es after it was 

mad e. The biblica l subject ma tter and its profound theologi cal int erpr etation are emb odied 

in a pr esentation of rare clari ty and equilibr ium. It is impo ssible to add or take away any­

thing with ou t destroying the heavenly beaut y of thi s icon, in which the solemn, life-enJ1anc­

in g love that fills the image s of the thr ee ang els und er the oak of Mamr e reigns supr em e. 

From the fifteenth cen tury, Moscow paint ers actively introd uced the su bjects tradit ion ­

ally represen ted by earlier icon paint ers to the art of Russia as a who le. These subj ects are 

repr esent ed by the wond erfu l wo rks from the peri od of Rublev and his contemp oraries. 

Exampl es in clud e the Virgin of Vladimir from the Cathedr al of the Dor miti on in Vladimir , and 

the Savior in Majesty from the "icon s ofZv eni goro d " (whi ch were named for the town where 

they were found). The grand eur of the Virgin and Chri st in these icons is combin ed with 

tend ern ess, sadn ess, and sou lful warmth. The fifteenth centur y was not only the apogee of 

the Moscow school bu t also saw the peak of the developm ent of Russian icon paintin g as a 

whole, when the tran scend ent values of Russian nation al cultur e were crea ted. 

There is yet one other vast region w ith out whi ch it would be imposs ible to und er­

stand mu ch of the history of Russian art . This is the north of Russia, which geogra ph ically 

encomp assed distan ces of thousand s of kilometers from Yaroslavl to the Arctic Ocean , 

and from modern -day Karelia to Perm and Verkh oturi e in the Ural Mount ains. It was 
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precisely in the Russian North, owing Lo its disLance from Lhe cities of cemra l Russia and 

its inaccessibility because of Lhe rivers and taiga (a word used LO describe Russian conif­

erous forests, especially in Siberia), that the purest forms of Lhe traditional Russian econ­

omy, church, daily life, and fine art were pr eserve d. The Russian North is known for its 

monasteries, such as those of Valaam and the Solovetskii, of St. Cyril of Belozersk , of St. 

Ferapont, of th e Savior of Prilu tsk, of Alexander of Svirsk, of Kornily of Komelsk, and of 

St. Paul of Obn ora, as well for such cent ers of the Old Believers' faith as the Danilov skits 

(monas teries of th e Old Believers) on the Vyga and Leksa in the Olonetsk prov ince. Alm ost 

all m onasteri es found ed by the clergy from Novgoro d or Moscow ma int ained close rela­

tionship s with the big cities and were filled w ith works of art from the capi tal. However, iL 

was the icon paint ers of the Russian North who were responsible for the num erou s sur ­

viving works execut ed in the so-ca lled "North ern Mann ers." The North ern Mann ers are 

characteri zed by the in genu ousn ess of a pro ject and its realization but are oft en touchin g 

in their sincerity. They comp lim ent the icon pa int in g of the large cities wit h the powe rful 

and fresh creativity of the local people. 

Relatively few nam es of the icon paint ers of ancient Rus are known to us. The twelfth 

centur y is represent ed by the legend ary Alirnpii and the aforem en tioned Olisei ; the thi r­

teenth centur y by Alexa Petrov; the fourt eenth by Theoph anes the Greek; and the fifteenth 

by Rubl ev and Dion ysii, alth ough the latter also worked in to the first decade of the six­

teenth centu ry. We know dozens of the nam es of sevent eenth -centur y icon paint ers, m ost 

imp ort ant am on g them Prokopii Chirin, Simon Ushakov, and Cyril Ulan ov. However, 

the vast major ity of Russian icons, both early and later, were created by anonym ous arti sts, 

who labored humbly at their task. This m akes it even mor e remarkab le that the works in 

qu estion are often tru e arti stic masterpi eces that are n ow part of the perm anent exhibit s of 

m any mu seum collections. 

An cient Rus was a land of agricultur e, craftsmanship, and trade. Regardless of the 

provenan ce of an indi vidu al icon, it is often poss ible to determin e the specific reasons for 

its commi ssion and realization. SS. Modestus and Blaise were prot ectors of herd s, and 

all peasant s thou ght it was necessary to have their im ages in their h omes. St. Nikolai the 

Miracle-Worker prot ected seafarers and travelers, and also helped carp ent ers. His mu ltiple 

func tions as a saint caused the crea tion of a hu ge numb er of chur ch es and icons of St. 

Nikolai . The Proph et Elijah was also am on g the m ost popul ar saint s: he rul ed over thund er 

and lightenin g and provi ded rain , on wh ich the harvest depend ed in the years of dro u ght. 

St. Georg e protect ed th e kni gh ts, breeders of horses, and agricu ltura l worker s and was 

thu s frequ ently depi cted by early Russian icon paint ers. St. Paraskeva Piatnit sa was a helper 

in trade: she was an irn.portant "presence" in city squar es durin g the bazaars and at village 

fairs. St. Barb ara, a virtu ous virgin , was a patroness of m aidens and wo men , and was 

venerated by Lhern alongs ide tbe most impo rtan t sainLs of the Christian pan theo n . Much 

later, in the eight eenth and nin eLeenth cenLUries, cun ning icon pain ters and icon Lraders 

start ed to attribut e different powe rs to other sain Ls. John Lhe Baptist was aLtribut ed wi th 

the power to cure headaches. St. Antip was said to cure too thaches. SS. Gurii , Samon, and 

Aviv pro tected the we ll-bein g of th e famil y; St. Niph ont helped against evil spir its. People 
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prayed to St. Bonipha tius to deliver them from drink ing binges and to SS. Martinian and 

Moses Murin to defend them again st "illicit passion." In other words, the Russian 

people attribut ed to virtu ally all saint s various qu aliti es that helped in di fferent aspects of 

their daily lives. The angels and saint s ent ered everyday life n ot as abstract forces but as real 

pro tector s and he lpers in both the mi litary and peaceful exploits of the Russian people. 

The miracle -working icon s wer e especia lly venerated, and they were often wid ely 

known: the Virgin ofVladimir, the Virgin of Kazan, Troeruchitsa ("t he thr ee-hand ed "), the Iverskaya 

Virgin, the Virgin ofTikl1vin, the Virgin Hodegetria of Smolensk, and oth er early icons, mo stly of 

th e Virgin . The national significance of these icons and the stories of the miracles attri but ed 

to them in spired the man y literary wor ks dedicated to them. As a rule, these stori es were 

wr itten durin g the sixtee nth throu gh eight een th centur ies ; som e, h owever, also date to the 

fifteenth century. Am ong those that were pr eserve d and enjoyed great popul arity are 

the Tales of the Icons of the Virgin of Vladimir, as we ll as Tales of the Virgin of Tikhvin, of the Iverskaya 

Virgin, of the Vi ruin of Abalatsk, of the Virgin of 0rant, of the Virgin ofTolga, of the Fedorovskaya, and 

of the Wonders of the Virgin of Vladimir. The guid es to iconography, the podlinniks (or iginals), 

also have cert ain literary qu aliti es. One of the best known is the Icon-Painting Podlinnik 

of Si isk of the sevent eenth centur y, created in the Monastery of St. Anthony of Siisk in the 

Russian North . 

In contem pora ry Russia, the earl y icons tend to have a du al ro le: some of them h ave 

lon g since acquir ed the status of mu seum -quality valuables; others serve as cult objects in 

the fun ctionin g chur ch es. Despite the persecuti on its prop onents en dur ed after 19 17 , 

Russian Orth odoxy has recently becom e an active force again . The n ew life of the chur ch has 

also intro duced a cert ain confu sion into the established distributi on of cert ain icons into 

mu seum collection s: the Virgin of Vladimir and Rublev's Trinity have been placed in a fun ction ­

in g chur ch, and the miracul ous Novgoro dian Virgin of the Sign has been m oved to the 

Cathedral of St. Sofia. However, thousand s of other icon s of the eleventh throu gh sevent eenth 

centuri es are now concentr ated in state mu seum s, pri vate collections, and chur ch treasuri es. 

These arti stic treasur es are still on ly sup erficially describ ed in the scholarly literatur e; many 

col1ections have no scholarly catalogues, and there are no m onog raph s about the earliest 

Russian-Byzantine icons. Only temp orary exhibiti ons, such as the present one at the 

Guggen heim , provide an oppor tun ity to learn about and app reciate the vital imp eratives of 

th e Russian people and their art . 

We should also be aware tha t many of the icon s on display in su ch exhibition s wer e 

int end ed to be viewed as part of a chur ch 's int erior, on e that would also have been paint ed 

with frescoes and decor ated with m osaics. Rublev paint ed the m onu mental iconostasis 

for the Cathedr al of the Dorm ition in Vladimir at the same tim e as he paint ed the frescoes 

in 1408. Dionys ii and his works hop also paint ed both the frescoes and the icono stasis of the 

Cathedral in the Monastery of St. Ferapom at the same tim e ( 1490- 1502). The stylistic 

int egr ity of easel pain ting and of monum ental painting allowed th e two form s to comp le­

ment each other. When the icon s of the icono stasis were remov ed from the cath edra l, th e 

beauty of the St. Ferapo nt frescoe s was dim inished ; the Ferapont icons, disper sed amo n g 

several mu seum s also lost much of their presence witho ut the frescoe s that used to sur round 
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them. These icons and frescoes once formed a colorful ensemble, perhaps unequaled in any 

early Russian chur ch. 

Historically the icon has been studied predominantly by Russian scholar s, who were nat­

urall y especially familiar with their subject. With few exceptions, such as F. Schweinfurt 

in 1930, K. Onash in 1968, and W Felicetti-Liebenfels in 1972, Western European and American 

scholars remained methodologically m1prepared to consider the icon seriou sly within the 

broader context of the history of painting. On ly in the last twenty years, due to exhibi tions in 

both Europe and America, has the Russian icon finally emerged from a narrowly defined 

national framework to become appreciated as an object of medieval artistic cultur e. 

The Russian icon is of scho larly inter est on several levels: it is an object of church life, 

an example of Byzantine artistic heritage, an archaeo logica l object, an illu stratio n of the 

scriptures, and a realization of philosophical and theo logica l concepts. It is also a beautifu l 

aesthetic creation, quite un derstandab ly described as embodying "philo sophy" and "thel­

ogy" "in colors" by two past sch olars. These words incorporate the pr im ary qualities of 

all Russian icons: the profundity of the spiritual wor ld and the artistry of the material one. 

Trunslated from the Russian by Julia Trubikhina. 
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I. THE SAVIOR EMMANUEL WITH 

ARC HANGfif.S, VLADIM IR- SUZDAI, LATE 

12TH CENTURY. TEMPERA ON PANEL. 

72 X I 29 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GAL!.ERY , MOSCOW 

2. ( OPPOSITE) ST. NICHOLAS 01' ZA HAI SK 

WfTH SCENES FROM HJS LJl'E, VILLAGE 

OF PAVLOVO NEAR ROSTOV, SECOND 

HALI' OF THE 141Tl CENTURY. TEMPERA 

ON PANEL, !28 X 75 CM. THE STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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3 . SS. !!ORIS AN D GLEB WI TH SCENES !'ROM 

THETR LIVES, MOSCOW, SECOND 

HAL F 01' T !IE 14T H CENTURY. TEMPFHA 

ON PANEi., 134- X 89 CM. Tiff STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALIFRY, MOSCOW 

+· (OPPOSITE) TJUNSHGUIIATJON, 

!ROM Tll[ TRANSFIGURATION CHURCH, 

SPAS PODGORYI!, NLAR ROSTOV 

VELI KJI, 1395. TEMPLRA ON PANEi., 

l 16 X 87 CM . THE STATE TRFTYAKOV 

GA L LERY, MOSCOW 
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5. (OPPOSITF) OUR LADY 0l'YAH0SLAVL, 

SECOND HALF OF TIii· 15TH CFNTURL 

TI.MPERA ON WOOD, 54 X ,p 01. HIE 

STATF TlffTYAKOV GA! I 1-ltY, ~!OSCO\\' 

6. ASSEMBLY or OUR LADY, PSKOV, 

LAT! 14TI1-EARLY 1,TH CENTURY. 

TEMPERA ON PANH, 81 X 61 CM, THE 

STATE TR[TYAKOY GALLERY, MOSCOW 

37 



7. AND!\fl RU Ill rv AND DANIII 

CIIERNYl, ASCENSION , Lj.08. TEMPFRA 

()N PlNH, Ill' X 92 ( M, Till· STUE 

1 RF1T\KOV G \[ I ERY, \IOSCOW 

8. (OPPOSIH) f>OJlMlT!ON OF THE 

VIRGJN, TYER, 15111 CENTURY. TEMPlR ,\ 

ON PANU, 113 X 88 CM. TllE STATE 

TRllYAKOV GAU IRY, MOSCOW 





9. SAV!OR ACHEROPITA, VILLAGE OF 

NOVOE NEAR YAROSLAVL, LAST 

QUARTER OF THE 14TH CENTURY. 

TEMPERA ON PANFL, 104 X 74 CM. TIIE 

STATE TRFTYAKOV GAl lfRY, MOSCOW 

IO. (OPPOSIT!') CHRIST IN GI.ORY, rROM 

'Ill! DHSJS TIFR IN THE CATHEDRAi 

01 THI DORM!TION AT TIil KlRlll.0 -

Bl'IOZH\SK MONASTERY, CA. 1497. 

TEMPERA ON PANH, 192 X 134 CM. 

MUSEUM 01< HISTORY, ARCHll'ECTURE, 

AND ART, KIRILLO-llELOZEI\SK 
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l I . (LEFT) THE VIRGIN, FROM THE 

DEESIS TIER IN THE CATHEDRAL Of· THE 

DORM!TJON AT THE KIRILLO - BELOZEHSK 

MONASTERY, CA. 1497. TEMPERA ON 

PANE!, 191 X 72.r; CM. MUSEUM 01' 

HJSTORY, ARCHJTECTURE, AND ART, 

KIRJLLO-llELOZERSK 

12. (RIGHT) ST.JOHN THE BAPTIST, FROM 

THE DEES!S TIER IN THI CATHEDRAL OF 

THE DORM!TrON i\T THE KIRIJ LO ­

llELOZERSK MONASTERY, Ci\ . 1497. 

TEMPTiRA ON l'ANH, 191 X 72.5 CM. 

MUSEUM OF HISTORY, ARCHJTECTURE, 

AND ART, KfRJLLO-BELOZERSK 



13. (! UT) ARCHANGEL MJCHAH, FROM 

rJH Dll·S!S l RI l lH CATIILDRAL OJ 

THI TlOIZ~l!TlON .IT THI KLRll!0-

111 I OZIRSK MON/\STI-.L\\, CA. 1497. 

ITMP!RA ON PANU, 191 :\ 78 CM. 

MUSJ'UM 01 HISTORY, ARC!!ITFCTUlll, 

AND ART, KlRLl lO-BHOZl'RSK 

If. (RlGHT) ARCHANGEi GABRIH, LROM 

Tiff Dl'ESIS TIER IN T!H CATHl'DRAl 01' 

TH!. DOR~llTION AT TIii' KlRILLO 

IHI 07!1\SK MONASTI-RY, ( •\. 1497. 

Tl'MP!.RA ON PANEL. 191 X 78 CM. 

MIISLUM or HISTORY, ARC!IITLCTLJRl, 

AND ART, KJR!LLO-BHOZERSK 
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1 ,. (LEFT) RAISING or LAZARUS, 

NOVGOROD, CA. 1497 . TEMPERA ON 

WOOD, 72.4 X ,8 X 2.7 CM. STATE 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 

16. (RIGHT) THE I.AST SIJPPEH, FRO',! l HI 

HSTTVE TIFR IN THI C\THEDRAL OF TIIL 

DORMITION AT Tl-JI. KIRILIO-llHO/rRSK 

MONASTERY, CA. 1497. TLMPERA 

ON PANEi., 83., X 63 X '2.,; CM. STATE 

RUSSJAN MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 
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17. THE MYRRH-BEAR ING WOMEN BY 

THE TOMB OF CIJl{IST, fROM Tllf 

FESTIVE Til'R IN TIIF CATHEDRAi or 

THI' DORMITION AT THl KIRILLO ­

JlELOll'RSK MONASTERY, CA. 1497. 

TEMPERA ON PANEl, 84. ', X 63 X 

3.2 CM. STAT!-. RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 
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18. DfONYSfJ, CIWCI!'lXWN, FROM THE 

PAVLO-OllNORSKfl MONASTFRY, 

MOSCOW, 1,00 . TEMPFRA ON PANEL, 

8, X ,;2 CM. Tl![ STAT! TRl'TYAKOI' 

GAl.URY, Moscow 

19. ( OPPOSITE) rm VIRG[N Ol l'l AIJIMII!, 

1,;1.4. TEMPf:RA ON f'ANEl, 107.5 X 

69., X J., CM. MOSCOW KlffMLIN 

STATE MUS IU M PRI-.Sl'llVf : Of !IJSTORY 

ANU CU[TURE 

,, .. 

T'
' 
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20. (OPPOSITE) ST. KIRII.L OF BFLOZF.RSR 

WITH SCENES FROM HIS LIFE, EARIY 

16TH C!·NTURY. DAMASK, SILK, AND 

GOLD AND SU.YER THR[AD, 

99.,; X 118 LM. STAH RUSSIAN 

MlJSHl~I, ST. Pl·TI RSI\URCi 

21. ST. K!RIL!. Ol BEl.OZI-RSli, I ',I+, 

TAI I ETA, Sil K, AND GOUl AND SIIVFR 

THRI \I), 198.,; X 8+ C'M. STATF 

RUSSIAN Ml/SFUM, ST. PETIRSBllRG 
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22. THE ENTOMBMENT, SECOND HALF OF THE 16TH CENTURY. 

GOLD AND SILK EMBROIDERY AND PEARLS ON SILK, 

73 X 113 .5 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 
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23 . nm MIRACLE OF H l!i A RCHANGEi. 

MICHAEi AND ss. f•l ORUS .mo LAURIJS, 

NOVGOROD, !'ARLY 16TH CENTURY. 

rEMPERA ON PANL!, 67 X ~2 CM. THF 

STAH TRHYAKOV GAi LIRY, MOSCOW 

1+, ( OPPOSITE) Hlli TSAR'S GA TFS, 

MOSCOW, MID 16TH CENTURY. 

rlMPLRA ON PANI-L, TWO PANLLS: 

169 X 40 CM, 176 X 41 CM. THE 

STATE TRFfYAKOV GAUERY, MOSCOW 
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25. NIKITA PAVLOVETS, KING Of KINGS 

OR THE QUEEN ENTHRONED, SCHOOL OF 

THE ARMORY CHAM RH\, 1676. 

TEMPERA ON PANH, 18+ X 130 CM. 

THE STi\Tf' TRLTYAKOV CAI I FRY, 

MOSCOW 

26. (OPPOS!TF) 1-0L!O\\U\ Ol 

DIONYSll, ST. JOHN Tllf IJIVJNI ON 

PATMOS IVJTH SCENES FROM HIS I.Ill- \ND 

TR \VHS, MOSCOW, I AT[ I \"TH rARn 

16111 Cl'.NTURY. TEMPl'RA ON PANU, 

132 X 98 CM. THL STAl I; TRHYA~OV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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Hf ROMANOV Ml 
SERGEIANDROSOV 

Durin g the Renaissan ce, the ideal ru ler was conceived not only as a military leader and 

po li tician but also as a lover of th e arts, a patron, and a collector. In France , dur ing the seven­

teenth centur y, Louis XIV, known as the Sun King, left a legacy of num erous archit ectural 

monum ents built at hi s command (in cludin g Versailles with its palace and park) and becam e 

the model monarch for sub sequ ent gen erations of rul ers in France as we ll as in other coun ­

tries. Beginnin g with the era of Peter I, w hen Russia took an active part in Europ e's po liti cal 

and cultural life, Russian tsars and tsarina s of the Roman ov dynasty, as we ll as m emb ers of 

their fami lies, contin ued the traditi on begun by Louis XIV. Some were mor e successful than 

other s, but the mod el of the leader as a patron of the arts led to the creation of very ri ch 

collection s of cultur al and an objects in the imp erial palaces of St. Petersburg and i ts envi­

rons, the most famou s of whic h is the Hermitag e, a tru ly uniqu e mu seum o f the arti stic 

cultur e of the world . 

These collections began wit h the towering figure of Peter I, who reigned from 1682 to 

1725. The tsar who ente red history as a reformer not on ly found ed the city of St. Peter at 

the mouth of the Neva River in 1703, but also made it, in the vivid description of Alexander 

Pushkin, "a window ont o Europ e" (from his poem "The Bronze Horseman"). The tsar, 

who had n o forma l edu cation , thir sted for know ledge and acknow ledge d no obstacles in 

hi s qu est for it. For instanc e, in 1697-98, as part of the Great Embassy,' he visited man y 

European countri es incognit o, and und er the nam e Peter Mikhail ov worked privately in 

shipyard s in Holland and England-an act that wou ld have been imp ossible for his prede­

cessors on the Russian thron e. 

When h e returned to Russia, Peter I embark ed on a reformation of the political system, 

the army and navy, the economy, and the nati on's cultural life. The last did not consist in 

simply banning traditi onal Russian garb and beard s. The tsar want ed to chang e the m entalit y 

of his peop le, creatin g a new generation of edu cated and European-thinking Russians. 

Russian stud ents were sent abroad to study, and foreign scholars and experts were invited to 

Russia. Part of hi s poli cy includ ed a refor mati on of the visua l art s and archit ectur e, whi ch 

he also orie nt ed toward Europe. 

It wo uld be incorrect to assume, however, that pre-Petrine Russia had no painting 

in the European manner. A small number of Western paintin gs were found in royal pala ces 

and in the hom es of important boyar s in Moscow in the late sevent eenth century: But 

und er Peter's reign, the collection of painting s took on a compl etely different scale, and 

the tsar him self was on e of the greatest enthu siasts. In 1716, Osip Solovyov, a Russian 

trad e agent , pur chased 12 1 paintin gs at auctions in Hollan d, includin g Rembr andt' s Duvid's 

Parting from Jonathan ( 1642). Int erestin gly, Peter felt him self a comp etent conno isseur 

of paintin g by then. In a letter dater May 7 , 1716, he asked Solovyov to send five or six 

of the painting s he had bought at auction to the Germ an city of Schwerin (wh ere the 

tsar w as at the tim e), "which we will look at and writ e to you what furth er n eeds to be 



Rembrnndt Hnrmensz. vein Rijn, 

David and Jonathan, 1642. Oil on 

pnnel, 73 x 61 .5 cm. StMe Hcrmiwge 

Museum, St. Petersburg 

bought." ' Later, in r7r7, Yuri Kologrivov, whose artistic knowledge the tsar trnsted, bought 

paimings in Haarlem, Amsterdam, The Hague, Antwerp, and Brussels. According to 

our calculations,' he acquired at least r65 paimings, including Jan Steen's Marriage Contract 

(ca. 1650s; Hermitage) and David Teniers's Temptation of St. Anthony (ca. 1640s; State 

Museum at Peterhof). 

At the sam.e time, approximately seventy paintings, primarily by Italian painters of the 

seven teenth and eight een th centuries , were purchased in Venice by the Russian trad e agent 

Peter Beklemishev. Most notabl y they included The Entombment (ca. 1520s, plate 27) by 

Garofalo, the first Renaissance work to reach Russia (now in the Hermitag e) . Beklemishev 

received that painting as a gift from Cardinal Pietro Ottoboni when he visited Rom e in 

1719. In the early eigh teenth century, the painting was ascribed to Raphael him self, and 

Beklemi shev wrote to Peter stressing its great value : "here in all ofVenice ther e is not a sin gle 

painti n g by the above -mentioned artist." ·1 

The picture gallery create d by Peter I ultirnate ly had no fewer than four hundred works 

acquired in the West. If works bough t individua lly from private collectors are included, 

as we ll as works done in Russia, the collection was much richer. Its fate was no t a happy one, 

however. At first the paintin gs were divided am ong the tsar 's palaces , m any of which were 

not used and were not heated in w int er. Conse qu entl y, some painti ngs were dam aged an d 

lost as late as the eight eenth century. The sur vivin g works are found prim arily in the palaces 

of the Peterhof: the Hermit age, the Marly, and Monpl aisir. The best were tran sferr ed over the 

years to the St. Petersbur g Hermit age. 

Even more exceptional than Peter the Great's int erest in painting, though , was hi s life­

lon g fascinati on with sculptur e. That form of art w as pr eviou sly unknown in Russia because 

of the Russian Orth odox Chur ch' s ban on idolatry. But by 1690, and und oubt edly witl1 

the tsar 's support, Prin ce Boris Golitsyn , on e of hi s tutor s, built on Dubro vitsy (hi s estate 

near Moscow) the Chur ch of the Sign of the Mother of God, which was abund ant ly deco­

rated with reliefs in the int erior and thr ee-dim ensional ornam entation on the exteri or. 

A bit later, around 1710, the Dutch amba ssador Just Juel noted that the Wint er Garden in 

St. Petersburg had around thirt y m arble statues (he mu st have includ ed bu sts) .' 

But the largest pur chases of sculptur e were mad e between 1716 and 172 2 in Veni ce, 

where Count Savva Vladislavic, known in Russia as Raguzinsky, was living. A Serb by 

bi rth, he execut ed vari ous dipl om atic and trad e assignm ent s for the tsar. His corr espon­

dence shows that he sent to St. Petersbur g, prim arily by ship , approx imate ly fifty 

life-size mar ble statues and gro ups , a dozen sm aller statues, and more than one hundred 

bu sts.' Usually these were works commissio ned by the Russian repre sentativ e from 

the best Venetian sculptor s. 

Dming the sam e peri od , in 1718- 19, Kologr ivov was buying sculptures in Rome. He 

had excellent opportunities to purchase antiquiti es, at the special request of Peter I. His most 

famous acquisition was the marble Aphrodite later known as the Tauride Venu s (its name is 

from the Taurid e Palace in St. Petersburg, where it was located before it was moved to the 

Hermitage). The statue, whi ch was discovered buri ed out side Rome in early 1719, was 

bought cheaply by Kologrivov. But the papa l authority declared the deal void and confiscated 
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Aphrodi te. It req uir ed lengt hy negot iations, which involved Raguzinsky and Beklemishev 

as we ll, to re turn the statue, which was classified this time as a gif t from Pope Clement XI to 

the Russian tsar. With grea t care, the statue was shipped by land to St. Petersburg and p laced 

in a sp ecial gallery by the entr ance to the Summ er Garden . Accordin g to cont emp orar ies, 

Peter h eld it so dear that he had a special guard for it. ' Today it is in the Herm itage , and som e 

research ers con sid er it a Greek origina l from the second cemu ry BC.' 

Most of the oth er statues and busts acquired for Peter also end ed up in the Summ er 

Garden . The works of cont emporary sculp tors wer e situated in the aliees, and the an tiqui ­

ties an d small er works were placed in the Grotto, a sm all pavilion on the banks of the 

Font anka. With time, som e of the works vanish ed and others were m oved to the summ er 

resid ences of the tsars- Tsarskoe Sela and Peterhof- but man y statues and busts rem ain to 

this day in the Summ er Garden, makin g it a marvelous corn er of Petrin e St. Petersbur g. 

Peter' s successors did not have such a mark ed int erest in figurative a.rt, pr eferrin g their 

own porn•aits to ma sterpi eces of paintin g. In addit ion , Peter 's co llection was m ore 

than enough to decora te the existin g pa laces as well as those under con stru ction . Perhaps 

th e mo st im port ant event related to the acqui sition of pa inti ngs took place during the 

reign of Elizabeth ( 174 1-62 ) , Peter's daug h ter, wh en th e court pain ter Georg Christoph 

Grooth bough t 195 p aintin gs in Prague. They were int end ed for the new pa lace designed 

by Francesco Bart olom eo Rastrelli , und er constru ction in Tsarskoe Sela, n ow known as 
th e Catherine Palace. 

A maj or chan ge came only with the accession to the thron e of Catherin e the Great 

(Catherin e II), who reign ed from 1762 to 1796 ). A princess from the German prin cipality of 

Anhalt -Zerbst, sh e came to Russia as a fourteen year old, convert ed to Russian Orthod oxy, 

and always stressed h er affinit y for Russia and Russians. Her hu sband, Peter III, the grand son 

of Peter I, was, on the contrar y, an avid admir er of Frederick II, the king of Pru ssia. He 

surro und ed him self with German s and displayed scorn for his own people. After dep osing 

h er sp ouse, who was generally hat ed, Catherin e became a wise and just rul er. 

As tsarina, Cath erin e was able to realize h er int erest in art and archit ectur e, whi ch 

had begun in her youth, displayin g a pro found kn owledg e and subt le taste. Count 

Fedor Golovkin , wh o kn ew the empr ess well, later wrote: "It is diffi cult to expl ain to 

on eself h ow thi s wo man , bro ught so youn g from a Pru ssian garr ison town to the 

mili eu of a pala ce that was half German, develop ed flawless taste."' It is eno ugh to note 

that i t was in Catherin e 's reign , thanks to the buildin gs designed by out standin g 

archit ects both from Europe (Antonio Rin aldi , Giacom o Quarenghi ) and Russia (Ivan 

Sta.rov, Nikolai Lvov), that St. Petersbur g acqu ired th e "severe and elegant look" that 
Pushkin describ ed. 

Catherin e also had the h on or of foundin g the Hermita ge as an art mu seum that 

belonged personally to the m on arch and passed from one m emb er of the royal family to 

the n ext. '
0 

The imp etus for that even t, so imp ort ant in Russian hi story, was th e acquisi tion 

of the collection belonging to Berlin m erch ant Joha1m Ernst Gotzkowsky in late 1763 

and early 1764 . It had been int end ed ori gin ally for Freder ick II of Pru ssia; so the purc hase 

not only had aesthetic imp ortan ce, but also political significance. It awakened in Catherine 
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Aphr odit e (Tattrid e Venu s) , 

Rome, 2nd ceniury; Romon copy 

from o Greek original. Morl,le, 

!1. 167 cm. S101e Hermitage Museum, 

St. Petershurg 



Frans Hals, Portrait of a Ymmg Man 

Holdin g a Glove , ca. 1650 . Oil on 

canvas, 80 x 66.5 cm. State 

Herrnit<1ge Museum, Si. Petersburg 

Raphael, The Ho ly Family (The 

Mado nn a with Beardless Joseph ), 

1505- 06 . Tempera and oil on canvas, 

72.5 x 56.5 cm. S1<1te 1-Jermiwge 

Museum, Si. Petersburg 

a passion for collecting, and in the next few years she made a number of important pur­

chases of entire collections or inclividual paintings, primarily in France. In 1767, paintings 

were acquired from the collection of Jean de Julienne; in 1768, from the collection of 

Carl Cobenzl and Prince Charles Joseph de Ligne; in 1769, from the collection of Count 

Heinric h Bruh !; in 1770, from the collection of Francois Tronchin; in 1771, from the 

collection of Braamkamp (most of w hich we re lost in a shipwreck); in 1772, the famous 

galler y of Loui s Antoin e Crozat, Baron de Thiers; in 1773, paintings from the collection 

of the Duke de Ch oisel ; an d in 1779, the collection of Sir Robert Walpole (not to mentio n 

a numb er of less significant acqui sitions) . 

With out a doubt, the first ten years were the tim e of Catherin e 's greates t activity 

in painting acqui siti on. It w as durin g that peri od that the Hermita ge received such master­

pi eces as Portrait of a Young M(lll Holding a Glove (ca. 1650) by Frans Hals (from the collec­

tion of Gotzkow sky), Macccnas Presenting the Liberal Arts to Emperor Augustus ( ca. 1745) by 

Giovanni Battista Tiepo lo , Perseus and Andromeda (ca. 1620-2 1) by Peter Paul Rub ens, Portrait 

of cm Old Man in Red (ca. 1652-54) by Rembrand t (Bruh!), The Holy Family (The Mado1rnc1 with 

Beardless Joseph) (ca. 1506) by Raph ael , Judith (ca. 1504) by Giorgio ne, Danae (ca. 1545) 

by Titi an , Bacchus (ca. 1638) an d Portrnit of a Lady-in-Waiting to the Infanta Isabella (ca. 1625) 

by Rub ens, Holy Family ( 1645) and Danae ( 1636) by Rembr andt (Croza t). Additions to the 

Wint er Palace were add ed for pi ctur e galleries, first the Small Hermita ge ( 1764-75, by the 

archit ect Jean Baptiste Vallin de la Mo the) and then the Old Hermita ge ( 1771 -87 , by the 

archit ect Yuri Velten). Comm entin g on h er activity in the art m arket, Catherin e wrot e to 

Voltaire on January 30, 1772: "Yous vous etonnez de mes emplettes de tableaux; je ferais mieux peut­

ctre d'en acheter mains pour ce moment, mais des occasions perdues ne se retrouvent pas." ("You are 

ama zed by my pur chases of paintin gs; I mi ght do better perh aps to buy less at the 

mom ent, but lost occasion s never return.") 11 

Catherin e's personal involvem ent in these acqui siti ons, whi ch were alm ost alw ays 

m ade on her behalf, remain s cont roversial. We hardl y ever kn ow anythin g about the 

empr ess 's opini on of her pur ch ases. However, she had an indi sputabl e gift for findin g 

peopl e who not only had goo d taste but who could also execut e the most darin g plan s. 

Her art agent s in Paris, for exampl e, we re the Amba ssador Prin ce Dmitry Golitsyn, the 

sculpt or Etierme Mauri ce Falconer, and art criti c Denis Didero t. In St. Petersbur g, Catherin e 

too k the advice of a narr ow circle of conn oisseur s that includ ed the pres ident of the 

Academy of Art s, Ivan Betskoi; the pr esiden t of the Commercia l Collegium, Ernst Mum1ich 

(the au thor of the first w1pub lished catalogue of th e painting s of the Hermit age); the 

art ist and restor er Lucas Konrad Pfand zelt of Germany ; and later also the Ven etian paint er 

Giusepp e Martin elli , wh o becam e the curator of the collection; Count Alexand er 

Stroga nov; and Ivan Shu valov. Discussions with these expert s decided tl1e fate of painti n gs, 

and only a select few made it int o the Hermi tage. 

We can assum e that Catheri n e the Great had a special int erest in cont emporary 

art ists. On her commi ssion , in Paris, Jean -Baptiste Greuze painted The Paralytic ( 1763) and 

Jean-Sim eon Chardin paint ed Still Life with Attributes of the Arts ( 1766) ; and in Rom e, 

Pomp eo Batoni created The Continence of Scipio ( 1772) and Thetis Takes Achilles from the Centaur 
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Chiron (1770) . (All of these paintings are in the Hermitage today.) She dreamed 

of acquiring the interiors of Roman basilicas by Giovanni Paolo Pani.ni and paintings by 

Am on Rapha el Mengs, wri tin g LO Friedrich Melchi or Grimm on November 19, 1778: 

"When will the day come when I can say: I have seen the wo rks of Mengs?"" That wis h 

was granted only after Mengs's death, when five of his paintin gs were purcha sed for the 

Hermitage from his heir s. 

Through the effort s of Catherine and her agent s, a pictm e gallery for the Hermitag e 

that was rich in quantity and quality was created in a relatively short time . The first manu ­

script catalogue, comp leted in 1785, listed 2,658 paintings. The description of the painting s 

left after Catherine's deat h , which includ ed paintings in suburban palaces, cited almo st 

four thou sand works. 

Star ting in the 1780s, Catherine showed an int erest in collecting cut stones. This may 

have been related LO her growing int erest in antiquitie s and classical art, typi cal of the 

last quart er of the eighte enth centur y. But it was also probably related to the fascination for 

cut stones of her youn g favor ites, Alexand er Lanskoi and Ivan Dmit ri ev-Mamonov. 

Once again, in a relatively short time, Catherine crea ted a collection of more than ten 

thousand objects by 1794. 

Catherine was notably less int erested in sculptur e, but she nevertheless approved 

an invitation, proposed by Diderot and Golitsyn, LO Falconer LO com e to Russia, wh ere he 

created h..is brilliant m onum ent to Peter I. Cather ine also patron ized Falconet 's young stu­

dent, Marie Anne Collot, who made several portrait s of the empr ess from life . With a nod 

to the fashion of the tim es, Catherin e glacl.ly acquir ed works by Jean -Antoine Houdon , 

including a marb le Diana (now in the Gulbenkian Museum, Lisbon) and the famou s Voltc1ire 

SecJted in an Armchair ( 1781). But it was only with the purchase of the collection of John 

Lyde Brown e, dir ector of the Bank of Britain , that the imp erial collection acquired a large 

number of antiqu e statues and bust s as well as a Renai ssance ma sterpi ece, a statu e by 

Michelang elo, known as Crouching Boy (ca . 1530-34). However, almost all of these wo rks 

did not go dir ectly to the Hermita ge, whi ch the empr ess seem ed to regard primaril y as a 

Pinakotek , but LO the Grotto pavilion in Tsarskoe Sela. 

Cather ine 's son, Paul I (reign 1796- 180 1), also displayed a strong intere st in art. In 

1781-82, whil e still heir to the throne, he traveled in Europ e where h e readi ly commi s­

sione d and bou ght paint ings and statues. Durin g the cons tru ctio n of the new imperia l 

residence in St. Petersburg, the Mikha ilovsky Castle, Paul spared no expense, bu ying paint­

ings and French decorative bron zes and comm issioning statue s in Italy. However, his 

reign was very bri ef: he was murdered by consp irators in 1801, and his son Alexand er I 

became tsar. 

Alexander's early reign was a return to the polic ies of Catherine II. Unfortunate ly, a 

sign ificant part of hi s reign coinci ded with the Napoleon ic wars , wh ich were not 

cond ucive LO the acquisition of artworks. During the brief ceasefire and alliance with 

Napo leon , several purchases were made in Paris-in 1808 Caravaggio's The Lute-Player 

(ca. 1595-96) and Pieter de Hooch' s A Mistress and Her Maid (ca. 1660s), and a bit 

later two monumental works by Bartolome Esteban Murillo, Isaac Blessing Jacob and Jacob's 
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Titian (Tiziono Vecellio), 

St. Sebastian, C([. 1570 . Oil on 

C([0V0S, 2 10 X I 15.5 cm. Sl<itC 

l-lcrmit119c M11scum, SL. Petersburg 

Dream (both t665-70). After Napo leon's abdication, Alexander gave orders to acquire 

the collection of the emperor's first wife, Josephine Beauharnais, which included thiny­

eight painting s (among them Rembrandt's The Descent from the Cross, t634) and four 

sculpLUres by Ant onio Canova. A year earlier, he had acquired the collec tion of the banker 

W Coeswelt, whi ch consisted primaril y of works by Spani sh paint ers. Thi s pmcha se 

enri ched the Hennitag e with such masterpieces as Portrait of Count-Duke Olivares (ca. 1640) 

by Diego Velazquez and The Childhood of the Virgin ( ca. 1660) by Francisco de Zurbaran. 

Unlike Alexander I, his brother Nicholas I (reign 1825-55) ruled Russia in a compara­

tively peac eful time, when it seemed that Russia's hegemony in Europe would last forever. 

Nicho las's model was Peter the Great, whose examp le he tried to follow, becoming involved 

in many details of governance and persona lly handling the country' s foreign policy. In addi­

tion, h e focused a great deal of atten tion on the imperia l collections. 

The early years of Nicho las's reig n were no t marked by significant acquisitions of 

paint in gs, th ou gh , excep t for the pur chase of the secon d part of W Coeswe lt's collection 

in 1836. That brou ght th e Hermit age Raph ael's Madonna Alba ( ca. 1511- 13; now in the 

Nat ional Gallery Gallery of Art , Washin gton , D.C.). 

In 1837, a fire destroye d the Wint er Palace (designed by Rastrelli in the mid -eigh ­

teenth centur y) , but the Hermit age was saved . Nich olas personally supervised the work 

and expend ed great effort s to have the palace restor ed qui ckly. Most of the int erior s 

were given a n ew n eoclassical look. Appar ently, in the cour se of the recon stru ction, the tsar 

realized the need for an expan sion of the Hermit age, whi ch had been un chan ged sin ce 

Catherin e II's day. For the sake of the collection, Nichola s decreed that another mu seum 

building be add ed, later known as the New Herm.itage. The proj ect w as execut ed by 

the Bavarian archit ect Leo von Klenze, who had built mu seum stru ctures in Munich; it was 

intend ed to hold specific collection s and to receive visitor s. Opened on February s/17, 

1852, the New Hermitag e was the first mu seum to belong to the royal family but acces-

sible to the public. 
During the constru ction of the building, there was accelerat ed acqui sition of works 

int end ed for tl1e n ew mu seum . Nicholas played the mo st active ro le and considered him self 

a great connoi sseur of art. He mad e decision s on the pur chase of painting s and sculptur es 

on the basis of hi s own id eas, which are not always easy to explain. We can imagine that the 

tsar want ed first of all to fill in certain gaps in the Hermitag e collection. Therefore, h e 

bou ght paintin gs by sixteenth -centur y arti sts from Italy and the Ne therland s and by seven ­

teenth -centur y Spani sh m asters, who were alm ost unkn own before the Napoleonic wars. 

In that cont ext mu st first be me n tioned the acqui sition in Veni ce in 1850 from Coun t Nicolo 

Antonio Giustin iani Barbar igo of the collectio n of the Barbarigo family, known for its 

painti n gs byTitian, including Mary Magdalene (ca. 1565) and St. Sebastian (ca. 1570).That same 

year Nicholas selected severa l works to purcha se, including Portrnit of an Old Man (ca. 1520s) 

by Ridolfo Ghirlandaio ( then attributed to Rapha el), Florn ( ca. 1520s) by Francesco Melzi 

(then attributed LO Leonardo da Vinci), The Lc1mentation ( 1516) by Sebastiano del Piombo, and 

Descent from the Cross ( 1521) by Jan Gossaert . Acquired at the sale of the collection ofFre1ich 

mar shal Nicola Jean Soult in 185i were The Liberation of St. Peter ( ca. 1667-7 0) by Murillo and 
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St. Lawrence ( 1636) by de Zurb aran. Earlier, when visiting Italy in 1845, Nicho las made 

numero us commissions for marb le statues and groups from neoclassica l masters-Pietro 

Tenerani, Luigi Bienaim e (plate 43), Emil e Wolff, and others. In tim e, their wor ks also wok 
their places in the New Herm itage. 

Und er the direct sup ervi sion of Nicholas, the imp erial collection s were systemati zed , 

a gigantic undertaking. Now visi tor s to the New Hermitag e cou ld see no t only paint ing s 

by Europ ean masters, hu ng by school, but also the works of Russian arti sts and sculpto rs, 

includ ing Karl Briullov's Last Day of Pompeii ( 1833). (Works of the Russian schoo l were 

given to the new ly created State Russian Museum towar d the end of the eight een th cen ­

tur y.) The first-floor roo ms of the New Hermita ge were devoted to sculp ture, both antiqu e 

and cont emp orary. It was then that num erou s works from Tsarskoe Sela , Mikh ailovsky 

Castle, and Taurid e Palace were moved to the Hermita ge , includin g the Taurid e Venu s and 

Michelang elo 's Crouching Boy, acquir ed respectively by Peter I and Catherin e II. 

At that tim e a significant portion of the painting s, mo st from the sevent eenth and 

eighte enth centurie s, were acknow ledged to be unwort h y of the Hermitag e. More than 

eight hundr ed of them were distribut ed to the suburban imp erial palaces (many returned 

to the Hermitage on ly in the twent ieth century), and mor e than 1,200 were auct ioned in 

March 1854. On ly an insignificant number of tho se work s have been returned over the 

years to the Hermitage, and as a rule for incomparably higher prices than those for whic h 
they were sold . 

Although Nicholas's int erference in the affairs of the Hermitage was cont radi ctory in 

effect , he was the last Russian tsar who was truly int ereste d in the mu seum and devoted 
much tim e to it. 

Und er Alexan der II (reign 1855-8 1), however, a number of important acquisitions were 

mad e for the Hermitage . In 186 1 in Rome, the collection of antiqu e statues belonging to 

the Marquis Giovanni Pietro Campana was acquir ed, enri chin g that depart m ent. In 1865, 

Duke Lit ta sold four paintin gs, including the Li tta Madonna ( ca. 1490) by Leonardo da Vin ci. 

Five years later, Alexander II pur chased Raphael's Madonna Conestabile ( ca. 1503-04), whi ch 

was first given to hi s wife , Maria Alexandrovna, and hun g in the Wint er Palace. It was 

on ly transferred to the Hermitage in 188 1. 

The most imp ort ant acquisitions und er Alexander III (reign 188 1-94) were the purcha se 

in 1885 of the collection of Alexander Basilevsky, which enric hed the collection of sculp­

tures and applied art s of the Middl e Ages and the Renai ssance, and of the Golitsyn Museum 
as whole in 1886. 

Not long befor e World War I, the Hermita ge received its last maj or acqui sition s. More 

than seven hundr ed p aintin gs, prim aril y of the sevent eenth -centur y Dut ch school, were 

given to the mu seum for a very m odest sum by the fam ous geog raph er Petr Sem enov-Tyan­

Shansky. Equally gen erous towar d the Herm itage were m em bers of the famo us arti stic 

Ben ois famil y, and in part icu lar, Mari a Benois, nee Sapozlmikova, who h ad inherited her 

fath er's Mado1ma and Child, determined to be an early Leonardo with the da te 1478 . The 

mu seum acqui red that m asterp iece, know n as the Benois Madonn a, on credit and for a much 

more mo dest pri ce than that offered by fore ign anti quarians. 

Francisco de Zurbaran, St. Lawrence, 

1636 . Oil on rnnvas, 292 x 

225 cm. State Hermitnge Museum, 

St. Petersburfl 



These acquisitions close the more than two centuries of collecting by the Romanovs. 

During that tim e, the Hermitag e, founded by Catherine II and in corporating works of an 

earlier time, became not on ly a major world mu seum but also an import ant factor in the 

development of culture in Russia and Europe as a who le. 

Translated from the Russian by Antonina W Bouis. 
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THE NEW ERA IN RUSSIAN CULTURE: 
THE 18TH AND FIRST HALF OF THE 19TH CENTURIES 
EVGENIA PETROVA 

Russian cultur e did not pass throug h the age of antiq uity and thus did not know the r ich 

spir itu al achieveme nt s of ancien t civilization that served as an inex haustible reso ur ce in the 

developm ent of Western Eur opea n cultu re. When it acqui red Chris tianity from Byzantiwn , 

Russia essenti ally leapt from trib al arch aism directly to Christian civilization. By selecting the 

Eastern Orth odox variant of Christianit y in the tenth centur y and at the sam e tim e estab­

lishin g their own state system , as we ll as wr itten language, the Russians revised the canons of 

Byzantine cultur e in their own way, creating a synth esis of lofty Orth odox spiritu ality that 

strove for absolu te perfection , pagan realism, and Slavic sensitivity toward beaut y and the 

diversi ty of life. The result s of that synthesis were such signifi cant cultura l phenom ena as 

ancient Russian icon s and pr e-Mongo l religiou s architecture . Th e origina lity of Russia's cul­

tur al developm ent became clear withi n two centur ies of the conversion to Chri stian ity. 

But just as qui ckly, pro blem s arose , whi ch Russia h ad to solve in a m ost un favorable hi s­

tor ical situ ation. The translation of the Bible int o Slavonic in the ninth centur y promo ted 

a manif estation of national specifics withi n the Byzanti ne spiritu ality that Russia ch ose as a 

cultur al and int ellectual system of norm s and values, but it also depr ived Russian cultur e 

of any reason to m aster the ori ginal sour ces of its Greco-Ro man legacy, thereby minimi zin g 

its uni versal ori ent ation . 

Thi s could have been comp ensat ed by free cultural cont acts with the Western Chri stian 

wo rld , if not for the grow th of the schism in the chur ch , the military expan sion of the 

Teut oni c kni ght s, and the militar y expan sion from the East culmin ating in the Tatar-Mongol 

conq uest. As a consequ ence, Russian cultur e developed in isolation. The issue of retainin g 

national and religious identit y blocked any desire in Russia for int ercu ltur al dialogu e and 

pr eclud ed any attempt s to disseminat e uni versal int ellectual values (for examp le, the trial of 

Maxim th e Greek ') . Peter the Great (Peter I) und erstoo d with unu sual clarit y that Russian 

cultur e and civilization could stagnate if Russia continu ed on thi s isolated path. A compari ­

son with Western Europe is illumin ating. Wh en analogo us problems (th ough not as acut e) 

present ed themse lves, Western European nati ons turn ed to their herita ge, the ancien t world, 

in or der to renew and enri ch th eir own cultur e. It was the epoch of th e Renaissance, an era 

that becam e a tru e cultur al wat ershed and established the foun dation for furth er spiritual, 

scient ific, ideolog ical , techno logi cal , and art istic renewal throu gh out Europ e. 

There w as no Renaissan ce in Russia because there had been no peri od of antiquit y. 

There was n othin g to revive, because the archaic, tribal pas t could not offer soluti ons to 

the problems that faced Perrin e Russia; it did not hold the answer to the challenge of 

the new era. Western European ant iquit y was un familiar to Russia, and it was perce ived 

as bein g "alien ," so it could not stimul ate a local renaissance , as it had in Western Europe. 

Russia in the early eight eenth centur y found its own way of compensatin g for the inade­

qua cies of its cultur al developm ent, of enri chin g and transformin g the sour ces of its 

84 



historical experience. Since it was impossible to turn to its own past, the inspiration for 

transformation had to come from "alien" and contemporary experience. 

Peter the Great led Russia in the dir ection of modernization. Peter's reforms, which 

touched every aspect of the countr y's life, were truly revoluti onary. In the eight eenth 

century, as in the tenth, Russia cho se a course that would determine the nation's history for 

many centurie s. A new state, a new socie ty, and a new cultur e began to be cons tru cted. 

Peter' s transformation s were truly irrever sible in the cultural sphere . The cultural cohesive­

ness of the traditional society, which had been held together by the overwhelming inAuence 

of Christian values, was shattered. 

The determining factor for the future of Russian cultur e was a compl ex , yet not 

fully investigated process of acquiring, mastering, and transforming the most varied 

forms, mode ls, genres, and institutions of European cultur e. Many cultural innovations in 

eighteenth-cen tury Russia were influenced by the West. How ever, the resu lts of this 

process-evident eno ugh in the ninet eenth century-allow us to say that mastering 

Western European cultura l forms did not involve a simple transp lantation of Western 

achievements onto Russian soil. The most significant cultur al process in Russia during the 

eighteen th cent ur y and the first half of the nineteenth was the trans ition from learning 

and imitating to reworking Western cultur al forms to make them appli cable to Russia and 

the creation of an orig inal nationa l ima ge and specific nati ona l system of values on the 

new cultural path that Russia followed from the early eight eenth century. By the middle of 

the nin eteenth century ther e was not only an equal cultural dialogue between Russia and 

the West, but also one that was based on the synth esis of domes tic and Western cultural 

traditi ons that in one and a half or two centuri es would form a new Russian cultural iden­

tity no less uniqu e and expressive than the cultur e of pre-P errin e Rus. But it was com­

pletely different in spiri t. It was no accident that the Westerni zation of Russian culture 

creat ed, at a certain point, an independent cultur e different from that of medieval Russia. 

There appeared a new- thou gh no less Russian-m entali ty. There are several reasons to 

stress Russia's ind ependenc e from the West, and its multifa ceted process of learnin g from 

Western Europe . 

First of all, in absorbing Western cultura l influ ences and inviting arti sts from the West 

to visit, Peter the Great, and subsequ ent ly the Russian elite, mad e a free choice that was not 

related to any form of politi cal , military, or colonialist coercion. Russia herse lf" chopped a 

wind ow into Europe," to paraphra se Alexander Pushkin' s The Bronze Horseman ( 1833) , not the 

other way arow1d. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Russia was an independent 

coLmtry with a powerful ideology and a strong nati ona l spirit. Russia's prob lems and needs 

regardin g modernization were determined by the excesses of isolationism. Freedom of 

choice determined the absence of political comp lexes among Russians. 

In addition, two variants of Christian culture came into contact, promoting an organic 

acquisition of learn ed lesson s. A common ground and cultural compatibilit y were based on 

the cultural and genetic closene ss of the core religiou s values. 

Also, Russia and Europe were neighbors and their mutual contacts had their own history. 

And since the tenth century Russia had been forging its own values out of alien influenc es. 
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This was the general hi stori cal and cultur al cont ext of the uniqu e Russian cultur al trajectory 

at the start of the n1=w era that followed the Renaissance. 

Russian art of the eight een th century illustrates significant cultural shift s. There is, first 

of all, the app earance, and ultimat ely the dominan ce, of secular genr es, primaril y portr aits. 

The transi tion of influen ce and power from the chur ch to the state during this per iod also 

influenced arti stic mo nu ment s. There was a boom in the constru ction of admini strative and 

private archi tectural compl exes in the European style. The new, secular regi m e needed 

confirmation of its own significance by immo rtalizing its own im age. The icon, in its sacred 

fun ction as representativ e and sub stitut e for the saint on earth , could no longer satisfy the 

new ethics. The icon is a divine, spir itual repr esentati on of the holy, a wind ow int o eternit y. 

Its creation is a ritual proc ess: pr eparati on of the board, covering i t wi th /evkas (gesso) , 

selection of a prop er model for the painting of the face, and finally the paintin g of the icon, 

accompan ied by prayer and fasting. An icon generally took a long time to make, and was 

often created by m ore than one arti st. The depi ction of a real, living person dem anded a 

different approach - hence, the appearance of portrait s in oil paint on canvas or metal at the 

end of the seventeent h century. This was both necessary and logical. 

Parsuna (from the Latin persona), as such early depiction s of eminent figures are kn own, 

is a uniqu e ph enomeno n in the figurative cultur e of late-seventeenth-century Russia. Its 

sour ces can be seen in the icon paintin g of the mid-seventeenth centur y. Simon Ushakov and 

other master s of this period moved away from the traditi onal depiction of saints . For examp le, 

Ushakov 's depi ction of Christ (TJie Verni de , 1677) takes on a certain portrait quality. His face 

has volume and features that resemble tho se of an ordinary person . 

The mast ers specializin g in parsuna, who worke d primaril y at the Armory in Moscow, 

worked to create a resemb lance to a real person , an imag e of an earthly being. The nam es 

of the painters of what came to be called parsuna in the nin eteenth centur y are still 

unknown . There are approximate ly thirty extant works of this natur e. Others were lost over 

time. The sur viving parsunas are an amalgam of old icon traditions wi th Europ ean methods 
of portrait painting. 

The same qualiti es are retained in such later works as an entire group of portraits of 

Peter the Great's associa tes, known as the Preobrazhensky series. It was painted on Peter's 

commi ssion between 1692 and 1700 for the Preobrazhensky Palace, built in 1692. The 

series includ es portrait s of Peter's closest friends, with whom the tsar enjoyed various festiv­

ities, often of symboli c significance. They were a sign of the rejection of churc h rul es. The 

parodic, ironic char acter of the events invented by Peter was made clear by their nam e: 

"Most Drunken Synod of Jesters and Fools of the Princ e-Pope."The se festiviti es with ma s­

qu erades, firework s, drunkenn ess, gluttony, and other form s of revelry often too k on rath er 

crud e gui ses. But the fact that Peter had the parti cipant s depicted in portrait s sugges ts how 

important these anticl eri cal "synods" were to him . The portr aits of the Preo brazhensky series 

are severe and austere in style (see plate 44) ; the comp ositions are static and the figures are 

repr esent ed in m ajestic poses. These element s rein force the resembl ance to icons. Bu t the 

faces are nonet heless tru e portr aits. The buffoonish symb ols given to the subj ects (ro be, 

sash , head gear), imit ating and paro dying the attribut es of saint s, reveal the ro les of specific 
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indi viduals in Peter's assembli es. The iro ny, LheatricaliLy, epawge, and Lravesty that characterize 

the attiLUde in Peler 's age coward the chur ch and Lhe Lraditions of the pr evious era are 

expr essed vividly and blatantly in the portrait s of thi s seri es. 

Cult ure under Peter the Great's reign was not , how ever, limit ed to such amu sem ents. 

Peter cared deeply about cont em pora ry forms of culLUre. He LOok a personal inte rest in 

Western art durin g his trip s abroad . He o fLen brought back works by European m asters. And, 

of cour se, he dream ed of creating a school for Russian archit ects, sculpt ors, paint ers, and 

graphi c artis ts. In the absen ce of such a schoo l, the Arm ory in Moscow, the Chancellery of 

Constru ction in St. Petersbur g, and printin g houses attend ed to a wid e vari ety of arti stic 

matt ers. Nonet heless, the few Russian masters working in tho se organizations cou ld not han ­

dle the growing need for the constru ction and design of new buildin gs. 

Since he lacked the arti sts and craft sm en requir ed to satisfy the countr y's grow in g arti s­

tic and architectural n eeds, Peter the Great and hi s successors thro ughout the eight eenth 

century were forced to invit e arti sts and architect s to Russia from abroad. Johann Go ttfri ed 

Tannauer, Louis Caravaque, Pietro Rotar i , Etienne -Mauri ce Falconer, Georg Christoph and 

Johann Groo th, Johann -Baptist Lampi the Elder and the Youn ger, Jean-Bapt iste Leprin ce, 

Domenico Andr ea, Pietro Antonio and Giusepp e Tresini, Jean-Fra111;:ois Thoma s de Toman, 

Barto lom eo Carlo and Francesco Bartolomeo Rastrelli , Johann Georg Mayr, and Gerard 

Delabart form an incomp lete list of the foreign arti sts who left notable traces of their pres­

ence in Russia in the eight eenth centur y. Many set out for Russia-co ld, grim, and 

unknown -w ith natural trepidation and the hop e that they wou ld not be staying for long. 

Bu t after a w hile, many grew accustom ed to the terr ible cold and lack of basic comfort and 

convenience . Many of the artists created their best wor ks in Russia. In the early eight eent h 

century, for examp le, the Swiss architect of Italian descent Dom enico Trezzini ( 1670- 1734) 

design ed the Cathedral of St. Peter and St. Paul in St. Petersbur g, the buildin g of the Twelve 

Colleges (today the St. Petersburg State Uni versity), the palace for Peter I in the Summer 

Garden, and other edifices that defined the look of eight eenth -century St. Petersburg. In 

the same centur y an Italian, Rastrelli , built the Wimer Palace (today, the State Hermita ge 

Museum ), the Smolny Cathedral, the Summ er Palace atTsarskoe Selo, and other architectural 

masterpi eces in whi ch th e Western European baroqu e is soften ed in a mar velous way by the 

plasticity of Russian chur ch design. 

Painters , carvers , and sculptors who came to Russia from Italy, Switzerland, Ho lland, 

and Germany not only execut ed commis sions for new building s for the court and nobility, 

but also had contra cts that tend ed to includ e a paragraph on teaching Russian arti sts. 

Certainly, Peter I and his followers were not happy about this forced depend ence on foreign 

masters. Peter personally selected talent ed young Russian arti sts wh o were considered wor­

thy to be sent abroa d to stud y at governm ent expense. 

The first holders of such stipend s were Andr ei Matveev ( 1702- 1739) and Ivan Nikit in 

(ca. 1680-ca. 1742). Niki tin was Peter the Great's favoriLe. Up on his re turn LO Russia , Niki tin 

paint ed the tsar and m emb ers of his famil y from life. It was Nikitin who depicted Peter on 

his death bed (Peler I on His De<1th Bed, 1725, State Russian Museum ). We can assum e thaL 

Nikitin' s works app ealed to Peter not only because of their mastery, whi ch was equ al to that 
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of Western comempora ries, but also because they combined a fully European level of 

execution and concept with clear indications of Russian styles. BUL his Portrait of a Field 

Hetman (1720s, plate 47), for example, is not, of course, a parsuno. It is more than a dili gent ly 

painted, three-dimen sional repre sentation of a person with distinctive individual features. 

The portrait of the hetman suggests character and indiv iduality. Th.is is a portrait imag e cre­

ated in the baroque era-austere, even severe. The subject's character is sugges ted by a 

palette dominated by red, which reveals the arti st as a former icon pa.inter. 

Nikitin, like othe r eigh teenth-cen tury Russian artists, worked on many different com­

missions. While paint ers of that era conti nued to work on chur ches, they often also execu ted 

pur ely decora tive comm issions such as paintin gs for triumph al arches erected to com ­

m emora te a parti cular occasion and sub sequ en tly taken down. They also paint ed walls and 
ceilin gs in palaces and man sion s. 

These petty assignm ent s distracted them from their paintin g, whi ch m any form er icon 

paint ers were working on by the mid -eight eenth centur y. In that sense, the most fortun ate 

arti sts were tho se with only on e or very few patron s, such as Ivan Vishn yakov, who worked 

for the Fairmor e family. His portrait s of the Fairmore sister and broth er (ca. 1749 and 1750s, 

plate s 52 and 5.3) are his most famous work s and sug gest his con siderable talent. 

Vislmyakov had never been out side Russia. Thus he could have seen exampl es of 

Western Europ ean formal portraiture only in the collections o f hi s benefactor s and their 

friend s. While using the typical attributes of formal depiction in the sevente enth and early 

eighteenth centurie s ( column, land scape .in the background), Vishnyakov created work s 

of a comp letely different emotiona l tenor than tho se by European artists of this period. He 

transformed the youn g Fairmores into adults, a gent leman and a lady. Wigs, formal dress, 

and ceremonial pose s hide the sweet seriou sness of the childi sh faces. The exqu isitely 

paint ed moir e fabric of the girl' s dress, the laconic combination of red, black, and yellow ­

gold in the boy's costum e, and the static poses somehow resona te with Goya's future 

masterpieces. In the Russian tradition those qualiti es have their sour ce in icon images. The 

flatness of the figures and their disconnectedness with the background also come from 

icons, but these archaic features do not interfere with the figurativ e composition. On the 

contrary, they heighten their directness, purity, and simp licity 

The mid-eighteenth century in Russian art is known as the "Age of the Portrait" for 

good reason. Until 1764, when the Academy of Arts (also known as the Academy of 

Painting , Sculptur e, and Architectur e) op ened its door s in St. Petersbur g, the main genr e­

although not the only one-w as portraitur e. Alexei Antropov, Vladimir Borovikovsky, Dmitr y 

Levitsky, Fedor Rokotov, and Vishn yakov are the most fam ous portr aitists of that tim e. 

They are uni ted pr imarily by the fact that none of them studi ed at the academy. Their profes­

sional m ethods were based on those of chur ch paint ers and the advice of foreign mento rs. 

Wi th talent and ability, each po rtraitist re flected the era in which he and his subjects lived. 

The sound, slightl y heavy portrai ts by Antropov suggest a Russian version of the baroque. 

The ligh t refined faces and characters cap tured by Roko tov are animated by the rococo 

style. Levitsky is a typi cal arti st of the reign of Catherine the Great (Catherine II). The 

Enli ght enm ent ideals of society are evident in the list of people Levitsky paint ed, which 
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Dmitry Levitsky, Portrait of 

Ekaterina Nelidova, 1773. Oil on 

canvas, 164 x 106 cm) . State 

Russian Museum, St. Petersburg 

Dmitry Levitsky, Portrait of 

Glafira Alymova, 1776 . Oil on 

rnm•Cls, 183 x 142 .5 cm. Stole 

RussiC111 Museum, St. Petersburg 

includes Denis Didero t (Museum of Fine An s and History, Geneva); Nikolai Lvov ( t78os, 

State Russian Museum ) , a phil oso ph er, scholar, archit ect, arti st, and poe t; the emp ress her­

self, depic ted as befits an enlightened monar ch wi th the symbo ls of various sph eres of activ­

ity (Portrait of Catherine II as Legislator in the Temple of the Goddess of Justice, 1783, State Russian 

Museum ) ; and m any other out standin g figur es of the day. Service to one 's cou ntr y was the 

ideological pos tulate that determ ined the cont en t of art in Catherin e the Great 's era and in 

parti cular the wor k of Levitsky. 

Even Levitsky 's cycle of port raits of the youn g char ges of the Sm olny Institut e for 

Youn g Ladies of the Nobility (late 1770 to the 1780s, State Russian Museum ) commi s­

sioned by Catherin e II is, in essence, an ensemble of virtu es as depi cted by the arti st. Each 

of the young ladies is shown in a specific gui se: harpi st, actress, scho lar. Levitsky's portrait 

of young Alexander Lanskoi ( 1782 , plate 62), Catherin e 's favorit e, repr esent s him first and 

foremost as a wort hy citizen loyal to hi s empre ss. Her bust and Lanskoi's military uni form 

leave no doub t as to the state significance of this man, who, in real life, was simple and 

merry, comp letely un int eres ted in forma l show. 

As Catherin e II's reign dr ew to a close, so did the aging emp ress's ideals of enlig hten ­

ment. Russia was quick to learn about wo rld events. The French revolut ion and its conse­

qu ences stunne d Russia alon g with other count ries. Faith in an enlightened despot , in 

reason, and in the civic virtu e of politi cians was shaken. Russian society, like that of 

Western Europ e, sought refug e in the idea of the indi vidual, hi s life, feeling s, and personal 

attachm ents. Sentim entalism, whi ch turn ed into Romantici sm in the early nin eteemh cen­

tury, entered Russian art in the late eight eenth century. 

Borovikovsky repre sented thi s m ovem ent in portraitur e. Like the others, he had paint ed 

icons in his youth . Witho ut an academic edu cation, he studi ed with Levitsky as well as with 

Lampi the Elder. He soon becam e famous as a portr aitist and hi s work was hi ghly valued 

by many patron s. The focu s on the qu otidian qualiti es of his subj ects and on the natural 

atm osph ere surrounding them distin guishes Borovikovsky's portrait s. He also m ade form al 

portrait s, of Paul I, Count Alexand er Kura kin ( 1799, p late 72), and a few others, in w hich he 

stressed their state function s. These wo rks, regardl ess of the tim e of their creation, tie 

Borovikovsky to the eighteenth century and its enlightenment ideals. 

Russian art of the eighte enth century was more European than Russian . That was the 

course set by Peter the Great. It w as followed in different ways by Catherin e the Great, a 

Germ an prin cess from Anhalt-Zerbst who becam e empr ess in 1762. Voltaire and Diderot also 

had a strong in fluence on the aesthetic and ethical views of educa ted peop le of the period . 

By the end of the eight een th century, Russia had fully cultivated Europ ean forms in many 

sph eres of life. "Who could have said in 1700 ," wrot e Voltaire of Russia, "that a magnificent 

and en lightened court wo uld app ear in the end s of the Gulf of Finland , that a state that was 

alm ost unkn own to us would in fifty years become enlightened , that its influ ence wo uld 

extend to all our court s and that in 1759 the m ost fervent patrons of the hum aniti es wo uld be 

the Russians."' Voltaire was second ed in thi s view by Diderot , a ph ilosoph er of the same level 

and also a witn ess, who wrote to the sculptor Falconet, "The sciences, art , and reason are on 

the rise in the North, and ignoran ce and its fellow travelers are descendin g to the South. "' 
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During CaLherine II's reign, many European cultural phenomena, forms of behavior and 

social exchanges, artistic standards and models (from antiquity to the present time) were 

mastered and reworked. There was the first public museum since Peter the Great's reign , the 

Kunstkamera, public-and not ju st court- theaters, newspapers, journal s, as well as acad­

emies of science, literature, and the arts. The elite, like their lower specialized bre thren, the 

free scholar ly and scientific societ ies, lived a natura l life, mu ltiplied, and took on profes ­

sional qualities . Previous ly unknown or little known in th e seventeenth century, art and cul­

tural forms- tragedy, comedy , the ode, the narrat ive poem, lyric genres, instrume nt al music, 

opera, ballet, historical and fictiona l narratives, and satire-found a footing on Russian 

soil, steadi ly absor bing na tional sp ecificity and or iginality: Russia m astered no t only contem­

p orary Eur op ean styles-t h e baroqu e, classicism , and rococo- but also Western art history, 

m ost imp ort antly antiqu ity and the Ren aissance. Russian cultur e grew consid erably m ore 

compl ex in the social plane (secular and chur ch , elite and popul ar, high and mass) and was 

enri ched by the cultivation of a mul tiplicity of genr es, styles, typ es, and them es. 

The mo st outstanding m onum ent of the Enlight enm ent was, of cour se, the capital of 

St. Petersburg i tself The scope of i ts design and execution and th e freedom with which the 

best of th e scien ces and ar ts of th e wo rld wer e used to serve Russian needs demonst rate the 

breadth and dept h of thought that characterized Russia's new era. One of the mos t imp or­

tant stages in Russia's cul tural develop men t was the creation of the Academy of Arts. In 

openin g the academy in 1764 in St. Petersburg, Catherin e II solidified the Western p ath of 

developm ent initiat ed by Peter I. The Russian academy, m odeled on compar able European 
edu cational instituti ons , qu ickly established itself 

In the late eight eenth centur y and parti cularly in the first half of the nin eteenth , quit e 

a few arti sts wh o repr esent ed Russia in the int ernati onal arti stic communit y cam e from the 

academ y. Durin g the mid -eighteenth centur y, the gen eral edu cational pro gram was mand a­

tory for stud ent s. Histor ical subj ects, which includ ed the Bible and mythology, h eld the 

centr al place in the hi erar chy of genr es. Anton Losenko and Pyotr Sokolov were am ong the 

first and best graduat es of th e Academy of Arts. Their bibli cal and mytholog ical comp osi­

tions fit the Europ ean cont ext perfectly. Losenko 's Vladimir and Ro9neda ( 1770, pl ate 57) is 

disting uish ed from Russian art of the time not so mu ch for its use of a subj ect from national 

hi story (which was hardl y unpr ecedent ed), but because it depi cted a m om ent of p ersona] 

drama between its characters. And even though the repr esent ation of the sufferin g Rogn eda 

borrowed mu ch from theatrical produ ction s, the very attemp t to go beyond a m ere revela­
tion of the them e is remarkable for its day. 

History painting had a difficult developm en t in Russia. This genr e, always pr ogramm atic, 

rar ely found patron s and buyers. History canvases, usually paint ed on the initi ative of the 

academy, remain ed in the buildin g. Many graduat es of th e class of history pa intin g found no 

appli cation for their skills and worked in other genr es, most often becoming portrai tis ts 

while leaving their his tory comp osi tions on paper. A rare few, like Karl Briullov, successfu lly 
com bined hi story and po rtr ait genres in th eir work . 

The academy also stressed landscape ; the reality of Russian life at th e turn of the nine­

teen th centur y dictated a nee d for views. The con qu est of new terr itories req uired that they 
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be fixed on canvas. The construction of ciLies, particularly St. PeLersburg and iLs environs, 

were also obvious subjecls . Until Russian landscape painters appeared on Lhe scene, however, 

Moscow and St. Petersburg were drawn and painLed by foreigners-Dela.ban, Mayr, John 

Atkinson, and oLhers. But by Lhe end of Lhe eight ee!llh cenLUry, a numb er of Russian arLisLs 

had mast ered the landscap e view. One of the mosL prolific and Lalented of Lhese was Fedor 

Alexeev (ca. 1753-1824) . His View of Lhe Palace Embonkmenl from Lhc PcLer and Poul ForLress (1794, 

plate 69) is one of the first urban land scapes in Russian art. 

After that, Alexeev crea ted a kind of portrait of St. Petersburg, a city he adored . He 

render ed the broad expan ses of the Neva, its ern.bankrnents surrounded by palaces and man ­

sions, with great authenticity. The artist found a wonderful balanc e between water, sky, and 

architectura l mass. His views of St. Petersburg are ma jestic and formal and as emotionally 

restra ined as the city itse lf. Alexeev used a very different palett e and rn.ood for hi s painting s 

of Moscow. Crowds and bright colors predominate . For Alexeev, and many others 

of the time, Moscow personified the old, pre-Petrine Russia. The architecture and the aunos­

ph ere of th e city in the late eigh teenth century were associated with nationa l traditions. 

Alexeev took delight in the color ful old architectur e and its simp le mores, and th at is the 

Moscow he rendered on canvas for futur e generations. 

Thi s arti st , wh o began hi s career und er the influ ence of classicism , ende d it duri n g a 

peri od wh en Romanti c tend encies were very strong in Russia. Alexeev's stud en t and succes­

sor in land scape views was Maxim Vorobiev, wh o paint ed on e of the most poe tic vision s of a 

corn er of St. Petersburg n ext to the Academy of Arts. The Egyptian sphin xes set there in 1834 

are the main motif of the work. In fact, thi s land scape h as no view of St. Petersbur g, but it 

show s an imag e of the city with its monum ent s, appearing un expectedly and organi cally fit­

ting into the moi stur e-laden atmo sph ere. Vorobiev's Neva Embankment by the Academy of Arts: 

View of the Wharf with Egyptian Sphinxes in the Daytime ( 1835 , plate 86 ) was also on e of the very 

few pur e land scape painting s produ ced in Russia betwee n 1810 and 1830 (mo st of these 

were, in any case, views of Italy, don e by Fedor Matveev, Semyon Shchedrin , and others). 

The land scape as a fully fledged ind epend ent genr e w as not known in Russia until the sec­

ond ha lf of the nin eteenth century . For the first thr ee decades, land scape ima ges, like views, 

includ ed genr e elem ent s that added an em otional comp on ent. 

This combinat ion of elem ent s also characterized the work s of Silvester Sh ch edrin, 

paint ed for the m ost part in Italy. Ivan Aivazovsky 's The Ninth Wove ( 1850 , plate !OO) is built 

on the sam e prin ciple. It is land scape and genr e paintin g m erged into one, givin g r ise to a 

th em atic canvas of epic character. A simil ar mix of genr es seem ed to reflect th e wor ldview of 

th e first h alf of the nineteenth centur y, an attitud e revealed in Russian art in the first three 

decades of the century and most clearly evident in th e portrai t. The mos t conserva tive genre 

in function, th e portrait, in its best examp les, nevert h eless effectively illustrat es contempo-

rary tendencies in Russian art. 
Portrait of Colonel Evgrof Davydov by Orest Kiprensky (plat e 75) was paint ed in 1809. AL that 

point the artist had not yet traveled abroad and naturally could not have seen the work of 

Gerard or David. Of course, he had read extensively and studi ed the old masters, includin g 

Rembrandt, in the Hermitage and in privat e collections in St. Petersburg. By 1809 Kiprensky 
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had produced quite a few Romantic portraits and landscapes. His Portrait of Davydov, 

whose subject had fought in the campaign against Napoleon's army, became a symbol of 

Romanticism in Russia. It showed not so much a war hero as a man who lived by his senses. 

The state of emotio nal uplift or concentration was developed in the works ofK.iprensky 

(Portrait of Ekaterina Avdulina, 182 2-23 , plate 74; Portrait of Count Alexander Golitsyn, ca. 1819, 

plate 77) and of his younger contemporary, Briullov. The essential difference is that the bril­

liant maestro Briullov, par ticularly in formal works, places the accen t on thea trical effects 

ra ther than on the inner wor ld of his subj ects. 

As with Kiprensky, Briullov's best port raits are like nove llas. They are more than simp ly 

full -length represent ations or busts. A coun tess is shown leaving a ball swif tly and unex­

pectedly, sisters are seen descen ding steps outside th eir house, the poe t Alexei Tolstoy pre­

pares for the hunt (Portrait of Countess Yulia Samoilova Leavin9 the Ball with Her Adopted Dau9liter 

Amazilia Paccini, before 1842; Portrait of Sisters Shishmarev, 1839; Portrait Alexei Tolstoy in His 

Youth, 1836, plat e 89; all in the State Russian Museum ) . These plot m otifs add drama to 

the portrait s, in some manner replacing a profound explorati on of character. In this respect 

they repre sent one of the facets of Romanti cism , as brilliantl y int erpr eted by the artist. 

Briullov 's The L(lst Day of Pompeii ( 1833) is one of the mo st famous hi story painting s 

of a Russian artist, a Romantic embodiment of tragedy. The them e of life on the edge 

was very popular at the time, not only among artist s but also among poet s and writer s 

(Mikhail Lermontov, Pushkin). In that sense, the figurative arts in Russia in the first half of 

the nineteenth cen tury fit right int o the fertile cultur e of the period. The first thirty years 

of the nineteenth century are called the "Pushkin era." It was the classic era in Russian 

literature, which not only produced Pushkin but also Fedor Dostoevsky, Niko lai Gogo l, and 

Lermontov . Russian figurative art reached its maturity during this tim e. The artist s who 

opened the nineteenth centur y were the third generatio n of Russians brought up by the 

Russian schoo l of art, the St. Petersburg academy. They were the direct heirs of a growing 

traditi on; they achieved arti stic skills of a Western European standard and were capable of 

astonis hin g Europe with their art. The scandalo us mistake of Italian connoisseurs was to 

claim that a Russian artist cou ld not have painted works like those Kiprensky showed in 

1831-33 in Naples and Rome, works that were an un expected and vivid proof of the 
equali ty of Russian art . 

The high regard in which drawings and wat ercolor s by Russian arti sts were held by 

Italian s, French, and German s is further evidence of their quality. The incr edibl e popularity 

in Western Europ e of the work of Briullov at last persuad ed everyone that Russian art had 

earn ed its place in the sun. The Last Day of Pompeii was exhibit ed in 1834 in Milan with 

resoundin g success before it was shown in St. Petersburg. 

Back in Russia, realistic tend encies were rip ening as early as the 1820s. The Russian 

War of 1812 again st Napoleon and th e decisive ro le in it p layed by ordinary people , particu­

larly the peasant ry, heigh tene d the interes t of artists in a previo usly unpop ular th eme. 

Th e Academy of Arts, whi ch had satisfied tl1e demands of society's upper classes, was 

un able to handle the new int eres t in peasant themes. Alexei Venetsianov, who worked in a 

land-assessment office and was an ama teur p aint er who took an accelerated course at the 
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academy, devoted his life and work to the peasants. He left St. Petersburg for an estate near 

Tver in order to study peasant life there. Venetsianov created a school that accepted only 

peasant children, including serfs, who were not able to receive artistic training at the acad­

emy in those years. 

The resulL was the appearance of a unique genre of paintings that took peasant life as 

its subject. In genera l, these scenes were not painted from life. Venetsianov, who was very 

familiar with the art of antiquity and the Renaissance, created a genera lized picture of peas­

ant life. The metaphorical natur e of the images was part of the artis t 's concept. He was not 

as conce rn ed about the truth of Russian peasant life as he was with demonstrating its signifi­

cance and its value as an artistic subj ect. Many of his student s followed in his footsteps, 

including Grigorii Soroka and Nikifor Krylov, who made quiet depictions of Russian peasant 

life that resonated in their translu cent purity. 

BesidesVenetsianov's favored peasants, Russian artists of thi s period liked to paint mer­

chant s, actor s, and craftsmen (Vasily Tropinin' s Portrait of the Music Lover Pavel Mikhailovich 

Vosilyev, 1830, plate 78). Exhibitions from these years displayed a grea t variety of genres 

and them es. Neverth eless, hi story painting remain ed the mo st respected genr e, especially 

among arti sts. 

Alexander Ivanov was the pr eeminent history paint er. Before graduating from the 

Academy of Arts he painted several wo rks on mythological and bibli cal subject s. But his life' s 

work became the painting The Appearance of Christ to the People ( 1837-57, page 105; smaller 

version , 1836-after 1855). The artist worked on thi s painting for m ore than thirt y years. Thi s 

was mainly due to the ambitious nature of the pro ject Ivanov set for him self-to convey the 

vari ous emotio nal states of peop le who receive new and vitally important information . The 

artist also wanted to present the scene of Christ' s first m eetin g wi th mankind as a real, exist­

ing fact. To achieve this h e made end less paint ed studi es of water, stones, trees, and foliage 

(for exampl e, plates 96 and 97). Besid es the landscape, in which Ivanov wanted to achieve 

extreme authenti city, he sough t to repr esent the psychologica l condition of each indi vidua l 

in the scene . The portrait studi es, like the land scapes, form an enormo us and almo st separate 

body of work. The painting was comp leted and brought to St. Petersburg to be shown in 

1858. The public reac tion at the tim e was mixed. But for artists of later gene rati ons the paint ­

ing and all the preparatory works for it becam e example s of arti stic daring and discovery in 

the proc ess of creating a canvas. 

Ivanov, with his highl y contemp lative natur e and philosophica l clar ity, summ ed up the 

era, encompa ssin g the rno st fruitful tendencie s of the past. In The Appearance of Christ to the 

People, Ivanov effectively compl eted the era of high classicism in Russian art, attemp ting LO 

achieve a utopian ideal. He closed the era on the hi ghest possible note at a tim e when the 

ideo logica l basis and wor ldview of Russian classicism had narrowed dramatically. That foun­

dation had crumb led gradually after the 1830s as a result of histor ical, social, and aesthetic 

influences. Nicholas I's personal interest in art and the taste imposed by the ruling elite, the 

bureaucratization and petty regulation of cultur e, and the ideo logical program that curtailed 

all possibility of creat ive dialogue between the individual and the state were not cond ucive 

to the continuation of classical traditions. Russian art took on a confli cted aspect. Briu llov's 
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statements, and particularly Ivanov's, show that the contradictions in artistic life were 

perceived not only as personaJ and professional but also as social and historical. The growing 

self-awareness of artis ts gave rise to acute inner conflicts and a previously unknown relation­

ship with the environment. Forced to fester under the reign of Nicholas I ( 18 25-5 5), the 

conflict finally bur st out in the rebe llion of the "Fourteen,"' a socially significan t action by 

the futur e Wanderers, who laid the foundation for a new era :in the hi story of Russian art and 

for new principl es in the practi cal sociology of artistic life. They brought to Russian art a 

new-not classical-typ e of artist ic thought that had been anticipa ted by the reali stic ten­

den cies of the period betwee n the 1820s and 1840s . 

The focus on nature "as it is" and the rejection of the system of selection employ ed by 

artists who were brought up on classic ideals led an toward naturali sm for a while. Of all 

the artists of the new generation, Pavel Fedotov remain ed closest to the old principJ es. His 

room on Vasilyevsky Island in St. Petersburg was filled with pla ster casts of classical sculp ­

tures. There was also a chand elier hanging from the ceiling that Fedotov had borrowed 

temporarily from an inn for his painting The Major's Proposal ( 1848, page 103). However, a 

dilig ent study of antiquity did not keep the artist from painfully accurate depicti ons of the 

grim realitie s of his time. On the contrary, classicism taught h:im abont beauty and harmony 

and selection, which made every detail expressive and neces sary. The rest-s ubject s, situa­

tions, costumes, interiors-were inspired by life. Fedotov, more than any other artist of the 

first half of the nineteenth century, realized in h:is work the call to vitality and verisimilitude, 

which resounded in art from the very first years of the new era. Perhaps, he was one of the 

last artis ts of the classical tradition. Artist ic imagination and the ability to compose and 

invent were part of his crea tive process. Indeed, Fedotov represents the start of a new era in 

Russian art. 

Translated from tJ1e Russian by Antonina W Bou is. 

1 Maxim lhe Greek (ca. 1475- 1556) was invited lO Russia in 1518 by Basil rI1 to translate church books. He was 
con demn ed by the Synod in 1505 and ex iled to the St. Joseph ofVo loko lamsk Monastery. 

2. I. I. loffe, "Russkii Rcnessans," Uchcnye wpisi Lcningrudskogo Gosud<1rs1mrno90 Univcrsitcl(J. Series: Filologicheskic nuu!d 9, 
no. 72 (Leningrad, 1944). p. 265, 

3, Ibid. 

4. Ln 1861 a group of fourteen students refused to paint examination pictures on mythological themes and demon ­
stratively left the Academy of Arts, forming Russia's first ever commercia l an assoc iation. 
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RUSSIAN ART OF THE FIRST HALF OF THE 19TH CENTURY 
MIKHAIL ALLENOV 

The art of the new era in Russia was introduced under the banner of Europeanism. The 

Russian cultural world had probably never been as freely and expansively open to wider 

European influence as it was under the reign of Alexander I ( 1801-25). None of the 

imm ediat ely preceding eras com bin ed such a range of major artists with such a diversity 

of artistic themes and genres or such an abundance of masterpi eces-from the grand 

ensemb les of the squares of St. Petersburg and Moscow to the wax reliefs by Count Fedor 

Tolstoy, from the small-scale pencil portrait s by Orest Kiprensky to the monum ental 

figurative painting cycles of Alexander Ivanov that can be compared to such pi caresque 

Russian literary works of the nineteent h century as Nikolai Gogol' s Dead Souls ( 1842), among 

many others. 

The expanded art istic perspec tive of this period , one tha t reflected a striving to compre­

h end the whole world and its hi story, relates to one of the basic concepts of Romanticism: 

"Sudd enly, one could see far to the very end s of the earth ." That phrase from Gogo l's 

"Terribl e Ven geance" (1832) was often used as a formul a to expr ess the Roman tic perspec­

tive. But to the degree that the ph rase is appli cable to Russian art of the first half of the nine­

teenth centur y, "sudd enly"-w hi ch the poe t Vasily Zhuk ovsky referr ed to as "un expected 

compr ehension" and saw as the prero gative of geniu s'- is at least as essenti al to its und er­

standin g as the res t of the wor ds. Thi s ph enom enon is alm ost mir aculous and is accessible 

only to the uniqu ely intuiti ve arti stic personalit y. Romanti cism achi eves uni versality through 

its opp osite- by givin g enhan ced value to the uniqu e and indi vidua l, the capri ciou s and the 

w him sical. A new kind of arti st em erged, one blessed wi th social status and psychological 

ins ight, the sort of character repr esent ed by m en like Kipr ensky and Tolstoy. They were no 

lon ger m erely m aster craftsm en, bound by the corp orati ve gui ld regulations that were pre­

served in m odified form int o the eight eenth centu ry, but arti sts w hose creative acts con­

firm ed the significan ce of the uniqu e and indi vidual m om ent in art. 

The appro ach of such arti sts to traditi onal form s of representati on also became hi ghly 

selective durin g this period ; ind eed , som e ign ored their arti stic inh eritan ce altoget her. 

Thi s situ ation can be expressed by lines from an early poem , "] never heard Ossian 's tales" 

(1914) , by Osip Mandelstam: 

Our kin and boring proximity 

We ure always free to scorn. 

Many a treusure will go 

To weat-grnndchildren, 

Bypassing wandchi/dren, 

And once again the bard will compose 

Another's song 

And perform it as his own. 
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The early nineteernh-century Russian artists, who considered themselves entirely 

European, were bored by the proximity of the eighteenth century; artists like Kiprensky did 

not turn to the Russian artistic heritag e of the late Middle Ages, how ever, but rather to 

that of the European sevent een th century. The Hermitage played an important rol e in all this: 

by the late eight eenth century its collection of European paintings was one of the best on 

the continent (in term s of both quantity and quality) and repre sented almo st all the main 

period s, schools, and names. Count Alexander Stroganov's collection of painting s was also 

accessible to stud ent s of the Academy of Arts in St. Petersburg during thi s period. 

The concep t of art as essentia lly the work of the third estate vani shed w ith the eigh­

teen th century. The ranks of prof essional artists were soon joined by such members of the 

aristocracy as Tolstoy and Prin ce Grigorii Gagarin . Neith er Alexei Venetsianov, who had hi s 

own school that produ ced a number of excellent paint ers, nor Pavel Fedot ov, a paint er and 

draf tsman know n for his satiri cal critiques of Russian life, studi ed at the academy. In a 

cou nt ry charac terized by rig id social regulation , the movement of aristocra ts in to the 

realm of profess iona l artists met with cons idera ble resistance; thus, while artis tic activity 

became increas ing ly prest igious, the wealthy gen erally prac ticed it at home as a hobby. 

This gave rise to a large num ber of ar istocra tic amateurs. Dilettanti sm influ enced, in tur n, 

pro fessiona l art in m any ways , edu cating the taste of those social classes th at includ ed th e 

chi ef consum ers of art. 

The genr e system also becam e fully developed in Russian paintin g dur in g this peri od : 

the land scape was rede fined as a series of views ; genr e scenes in their two m ain form s­

the idyllic and cont emplati ve for peasant life and dram atic conflict for urb an scenes-we re 

exemplifi ed in the work of Venetsianov and Fedotov; the int erior genr e scene was romanti ­

cized by the arti sts of Venetsian ov's circle. 

There was m ore correspond ence and vari ety between artistic genr es and form s durin g 

the firs t half of the nin eteenth cen tur y. New creative possibiliti es opened up and with them 

there was a n ew sense of cultur al mi ssion and responsibilit y. 

Russian archit ects of thi s p eriod seem to have been chi efly concern ed w ith the relation ­

ship betwee n buildin gs rather than with the indi vidu al stru ctur es themselves. This rela­

tionship was arti culated by rh ythmi c corre lations and cont rasts, whi ch were evident , if at 

all, only from a great distance. For th ese corr elations were not necessarily imm ediately 

visible; they were often int ellectual rather than physical associations. The city itself 

becam e a sort of active part icipant in any archi tectura l cons truct ion, an entity per sonified 

as the "city's face," an idea incorpora ting a sense of the expressions and reactions that 

reflect the city's memory. The face reacts to each and every invasion by architectural inno ­

vation. Simp ly put, the historica l "memory of place" becam e an active partic ipan t in urban 

planning. The deeper the memory, the grea ter the demand s of hi story on the arti stry 

and wis dom of new builders. Inevitably thi s id ea has a direct bearing on the tradi tiona l 

juxtaposition between "young St. Petersburg and old Moscow." Beginning in the early 

nin eteenth century, this juxtapos ition was to establish the plotline n ot only for archit ectura l 

planning but also for hi stori cal and philo sop hical constru cts and for literary criticism. 

Fedor A!exccv, View o f the Grand 

Canal iJ1 Venice from the Palazzo 

Flangini toward Palazzo Bembo, 

late 1770s (copy of the paintinH by 

Conalct10). Stoic Russian Museum, 

St. Petersburg 
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Fedor Alexeev, who produced some of the most charming paintings of his day, sprang 

from vedutism, the Venetian tradition of topographical painting. Alexeev, who had stud ied 

in Venice after graduating from the St. Petersbur g academy in 1773, wen t on to crea te 

the total illu sion of being a true heir to the Venetian master s, w ho had developed a system 

of painting that arose from th e union of eart h and water; the architectme of Venice 

rises directly from the water, is reflected in it, and itself bears water's reflection in the 

moi .st air. This painting style magically coincided and found spiritual affinity in St. 

Petersburg, the "Venice of the North." The coincidence had to be seen and embodied on 

canvas. Alexeev did this in a series of views of St. Petersburg (th e precise number is 

unknown), among them View of the Palace Embankment from the Peter and Paul Fortress (1794, 

plate 69) and View of the Stock Exchange and Admiralty from the Fortress of Peter and Paul ( 1810, 

State Tretyakov Gallery). 

Alexeev also made a series of views that similarly revealed the genius loci of Moscow; 

in addit ion to panorama s, h e presented numerou s depic tion s of the int eriors of the city's 

architectura l complexes, among them Cathedral Square in the Moscow Kremlin (1800-02, 

plate 70). By contrast, the St. Petersburg works are dominat ed by a fronta l and distant per ­

spec tive. In Alexeev's work, St. Petersburg is represented as an "exterior" city wh ile Moscow 

is shown as "interior." 

Orest Kiprensky achieved firsts in many areas of Russian art: he was the first Romanti c, the first 

paint er and first portraiti st of the nin eteenth century, the first master of the pencil portrait, 

and so on. His primacy was combined with a sin gularity and arti stic perfectio n that was 

unsurpa ssed in his time, and long after it. He was the portraiti st of a generation in the thro es 

of a historic tran sformation and thu s one that perceived crisis as a p ermanent condition. ' 

Even the next generation considered the disruption of human life introdu ced by the nin e­

teenth cent ur y to be unpr ecedent ed: "Previously, the charact er of the time s chan ged barely 

perceptibly with the chan ge of generations; our tim es chan ged several times within a singl e 

generation, and it cou ld be said that tho se ... who lived to see half a century saw several 

fully developed centuries run by them." ' 

This situation represe nt ed a chall enge to artists who then had to create an ima ge of the 

wo rld as an "acou stic" mili eu so sensitive that it reson ates to the slight est oscillation . 

Kiprensky responded to that challen ge. The focused attention of the early subj ects of his 

portraits is not necessar ily depicted in their faces but is rather suggested by their silhou­

ettes , the line of their figures, their gestures, and their bearing. 

In Italy, where nosta lgia for the artistic glories of the past had reached saturation point, 

Kiprensky's style und erwent a noticeable chang e. It was probab ly not by chan ce that his 

first Italian portrait-Portrait of Count Alexander Golytsin ( ca. 1819, plate 77 )-presents a readily 

recogni zable mise -en-scene: a traveler contemp lates the beauty of Ron1.e from the highe st 

point outside the city. The view itself, seen through an inexp licable arch (taken from paimings 

by old masters or from the stylized works of Kiprensky's cont emporari es, the German 

Nazarenes) like the frame around a mu seum painting, point s to the popular m etaphor of 

Italy as an open -air museum. 
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If Kiprensy's previous works had required the viewer to look at a beautiful person, 

they now called for the comemplaLion of a beautifully made object and the perfection of 

the artis t's craft. With the seal of aestheticism, his style wok on a specifically museum-like 

nuance, a cold refinement. There was a mirror smoothness to the painting and an engraving­

like sharpn ess of stroke and a decorative quality to his draftsmanship. This is clearly evident 

in one of his pictur es, one of the key examp les of Russian late-Romantic painting, the 

Portrait of Ek(lterina Avdulino (1822- 23, plate 74). Created in Paris, the portrait is full of 

associations to great works of art in museum collectio ns. Many have noticed references to 

Leonardo' s Mona Lisa in the Louvre in addit ion to other Italian works of the sixteenth cen tury, 

most notab ly Titian' s Portrnit of Eleonora Gonzaga in th e Uflizzi , from w hich the artist bor rowed 

the window motif here. 

In 1814 the Russian po et Konstantin Batyushkov expr essed an essentially Romanti c principle 

of landscape pa inting: "The landscape must be a portrai t ... o therwise what is in it?" ' Just 

as the Roma nti c portra it must be devoid of arti stic cont rivance , showi n g the subject as a free 

ind ividua l und efined by social rank , landsca pe paint ing mu st repres ent an indepe ndent 

natur e undi stort ed by artific ial pictur esque views. 

The notion of creating a portrait of natur e pr esum es a balance of natural eleme n ts in a 

ch osen land scape scen e. For arti sts, the clim ate and geogra ph y of Italy are in comp arable in 

thi s respect. The countr y incorp orates natural elem ent s as diverse as the north ern sky and 

sn ow and the arid desert of the south . Comp ared to the Italian land scape, others app ear not 

quit e ri ght - h ere natur e seems compl ete. Italy repr esent s a portrait or even self-portrait of 

natur e as an active, creative subj ect. Natur e is compr ehensively repr esen ted here: every ro ck, 

tree, m ount ain slope, and wa ter surfa ce appe ars to be the definiti ve exampl e of its kind . The 

idea of land scape pain tin g as repr esentin g a Romanti c portraitur e of natur e em erged in 

nin eteenth -centur y Russian art und er the influ ence of Italy. If thi s was not a decisive factor 

in its decision , it mu st have en cour aged the St. Petersbur g academy to send its stud ent s to 

stud y in Rome and elsewhere in Italy rath er than in Paris durin g the first half of the nin e­

teenth century. A perm anent colony of Russians join ed other European arti sts' coloni es in 

Rom e durin g thi s period. 

The European fascination wi th Italy was reinforce d by Napoleon's Italian camp aign , 

whi ch effectively unit ed the warrin g factions of classicism and Rom anti cism and stim ulated 

the fashion for Italian landscape views. But each camp nonet heless saw Italy from a differe nt 

perspective . For a cons isten t classicist like Fedor Matveev, Italy was a collection of lovely 

views, each of wh ich resemb led an Arcadian land scape reminisce n t of those of Claude 

Lorrain and Nico las Poussin . This is essentially a culturally and hi storically derived view of 

natur e. 

"More than the painting s and statu es, the sky draws m e to Italy," wrote Ivan Kireevsky 

in 1832. "The south ern sky mu st be seen in order to und erstand south ern po etry and ancient 

myth ology and the power of nature over man. That sky speaks not to the imagination as 

doe s the north ern sky, or the stars or a storm ; it is sensually beautiful, and it requir es effort, 

tension, to enjo y it. Here the sky is so close ( despite bein g deep), so close to man that he 
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does not need to stand on Liptoe to reach it, whereas in the north one needs LO climb an 

entire ladd er of Ossianic shadows to make the sky seem palpable.'' ' This sentiment was 

shar ed by the "sons of northern fatherland s" (to use Ivanov' s phra se), and their image s of 

Rome and ils surro undin gs were overburd ened by pictoria l associa tions; that particular 

landscape had mad e too many contributi ons to art, h ad too man y privileges and preten sions 

to be painted . Thu s, the imagination of some Russian Romanti cs, like that of Silvester 

Shchedr in, was drawn to the southern region s of the country , specifically to Naples. Pavel 

Muratov wro te of Naples that "the impressions of art and anti quity do not remain for long. 

They quickly yield to the unmanageable pressure of Neapo litan life. The abstract forms of 

statue s, the faded color s of old paintings, and the in compr ehensible ima ges of the past 

quickly get lost and vani sh in the noi sy and brilliant spe ctacle of modern Naples bur sting 

with life." ' Parado xically, perhap s, thi s flight from the conventions of classical paintin g into 

nature allowed the artists of thi s period to come closer to an auth enti c version of classical 

antiquity. According to Muratov, "The presenc e of nature in everything, a love for life, and 

the deep-br eathing vistas of land and sea surrounding man composed the happine ss of 

the antique world. And that happines s has not yet completely left Naples."7 

Shchedrin began working in Naples in 1826. His landscapes form a numb er of thematic 

groups-large and small harbors in Sorrento and on the island of Capri , as well as grottoes, 

and terraces and verandas wreathed in grape vines. As a ru le, Shchedr in dep icted these 

subj ects around noon whe n the south ern land scape appears in all its brilliance and grandeur, 

immersed in a state of prolonged imm obi lity. This is truly the "resounding silence" and 

"sleeping water" of Italy (to use the popular cliches of Russian Romantic poetry) -a land 

for forgetting passions and cares . Romantic dualism is alien to Shch edri n , whose work 

su gges ts no int eres t in the discord between dream and reality. Nor are his land scapes influ ­

en ced by the Romantic obsession with infinity. Heinrich von Kleist saw nature as "arousing 

desire and longin g" in the land scapes of Caspar David Friedrich, the preeminent German 

Romantic. ' This was an absolutely alien concept to Shchedr in, in wh ose paintings the radiant 

sun seem s close. The sea en ters th e field of vision in quiet bays and coves protected by 

mounds of stones, cliffs, sandbars, and sails of fishing vessels blocking the horizon. A kind 

of land scape int erior-cozy, and on a hum an scale-is crea ted. And yet the Romantic 

tension between id eal and reality is also present, but represented in a reworked, sublimat ed 

way. It is em bodied in Shchedrin's paintings by a sense of the inten sity of emotion that 

imbue s a beautiful moment held in suspension, a state of joy and peace that is won from 

some thing different and alien and now experienced in the context of that contradiction. 

The art of Vasily Tropinin, a former serf and a contemporary of Kipr ensky, reveals an 

ent irely opposite artistic approa ch. For during the Romanti c era, Tropinin retain ed many 

of th e convention s of eight eenth -century art in hi s portraiture. In th e early period, h e used 

a rococo palette with shad es of compl em entar y color s, dominat ed by a golden hue. He also 

used the typical rococo contrapposto in the poses of the figur es and a soft bru sh Lo create an airy, 

shimm ering texture. PortraiL of the Anist' s Son (ca. 1818, plat e 80) is the masterwork of 

Tropinin 's early career. It bears obvious traces of the style of the master of French rococo, 

Jean-Baptiste Greuze, which Tropinin cop ied in hi s youth. The custom at that tim e was to 
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award the names of celebrated European masters to Russian artists. Kiprensky, for example, 

was "the Russian van Dyck," and Matveev, "the Russian Poussin."Tropinin was "the Russian 

Greuze"-"no t so much for the pretty faces," wrote Alexander Benois, "as for the thick, bo ld 

bru shstroke and the beaut iful tone that had somet hing in common wit h heavy cream." 

For Tropinin , a person pur sued a way of life in which the cult of ami cable relations, 

hospitalit y, and a rath er ind olent lighth eart edn ess reigned- the Moscow version of ii dolce far 

niente. In hi s wo rk, the focus of arti stic vision m oved from the Romanti c personality, the ego 

itself, to the life and daily circum stances of the indi vidu al, wh ere it dissolved. His figur es are 

char acters from an unr ealized genr e painting, genr e in the form of portraitur e. 

Venetsianov systemati zed genr e paintin g in Russian an. The very conc ept in corporat es an 

interior di alogu e with w hat is called "society" - the world of the city, the reg im e, and 

government service . It is a sort of recidivism into Russianism, a tend ency thrown into the 

Romantic era from the previous century. The arti st's world, stripped of dram a and confl ict 

in the narrativ es of his paintings, is not, however, devoid of a certa in anx iety. It mark s the 

faces of hi s figures, who never appear relaxed, much less happy. But they do not seem to 

suffer from sorrow or m elanchol y, the companion s of ind olence. W hat we see here is rather 

the secret unhappin ess of peop le who kn ow no ind olenc e, who are entru sted with one of 

the mo st urgent of human tasks : the care of the land. It is the ethos of peasant life , similar to 

a mother's care. Maternit y is a key theme in Venetsianov's mid - 1820s paintings Plowing: Spring 

and On the H(lrvest: Summer (plate 82). Here ther e are no sowers or harv esters : the land is 

given over to the care of moth ers. 

Because of thi s pro ximity to eternal and unchanging human concerns , Venetsianov's 

world is filled wi th lofty imag es; in H(lrvest: Summer, the imag e of Mar y, for example, relates 

to quattrocentro madonna s or early Russian icons. In the early 1820s Venetsianov found ed 

a schoo l at his country estate and train ed wonderful paint ers there. In hi s pupils' studie s of 

perspe ctive, the genr e of "th e int erior" -c alled "in the rooms" by contemporaries-crysta l­

lized into an independ ent branch of art . 

Among Venetsianov's pupil s was a number of serfs; one of them, Grigorii Soroka, was 

his mo st talent ed stud ent. Howev er, Soroka's wo rks hard1y sugg est the despair that was 

ultimat ely to lead to hi s suicide. The arti st's land scapes do not reflect the weather, and nature 

is not subj ect to change. Everything is bath ed in a peaceful glow, one remini scent of the 

light of whit e ni ght s. The clouds melt in the sky and the mirr or surfa ce of the water of his 

lakes is unruffl ed . In Soroka 's painting Fishermen (second hal f of 1840s, plat e 84), the bow of 

the boat tou ches the tip of the boy's fishing rod resting on the shor e, fixing the exact geom et­

ric center of the painting. The arti st's fidelity to preci se geom etric axes gives the compo sition 

the impla cabilily of a math emati cal formu la. Th e hori zontal lin e is absolut ely predominant . 

Even the cloud s are subordin ate LO it , with their bases formin g strai ghL lines parall el to the 

hor izon . It is as if the sky were a great static ocean wi th the whit e island s of the clo ud s sit­

tin g above il. Thi s ocean imm o bilizes them as if they had arri ved al last at Lheir final harb or. 

It is impo ssibl e to ima gine any diagonal morion that wo uld violate the domin ant hori zo ntal 

by cro ssing and ther eby cro ssing it our. A sensiti ve arr hi storian has n oted that thi s is a 
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wo rld wi thout a trace of a road leading beyond the hor izon. '' In other words, this is Utopia, 

a place that does not exis t. 

Soroka 's work s bear littl e relationship to hi s imm ediat e environm ent and thi s reflects hi s 

views on what is appropriat e in an . According to Soroka, life on earth is a vale of tears 

while art provides an image of paradis e that counteract s spiritual confu sion and disequilib ­

rium. Art should reflect the balance of divine benevolence , allowing the world not to move 

or change in time but to remain, extend, and exist in space. The first act of god's benevolence 

was light. Thus light should be the primary focus of painting, since it enab les the artis t to 

create an illu sion of reality on the canvas. Here, religious concepts meet with the fundamen­

tals of Venetsianov's aesthetic teachings. 

The basic oppo sition within the conce pt of genre in art is that of nature versus civilization. 

Venetsianov's concept of genre painting exhausts the first part, natlu-e, but the secon d , civi­

lization, is repr esented more fully in a m etropolitan environment. This is the subj ect that 

formed Fedotov' s conce pt of genre. The essentia l themes of hi s work lie in the wh irlwind, 

merry-go-round, and kaleid oscope of life, in the idea of people as playthin gs of empty pas­

sion s caugh t in the clash of fleetin g and vain int eres ts and in petty conflicts that are only 

ripp les on the surfa ce of life, the fleeting frivolity of existenc e. 

Fedotov first exhibit ed his work publicly in 1848 , when he showed his first genre paint ­

in gs at the St. Petersbur g academy: The Newly Decorated Civil Servant (An Official the Morning 

after Receiving His First Decoration) (1846, plat e 98) , Difficult Bride (1847, State Tretyakov 

Gallery), and The Major's Proposal. The artist' s two versions of The Major's Proposal show several 

transformations in the handling of the figures. The major morph s from fatuou s cartoon 

figure in the first version (1848) to elderly villain in the second (ca. 1851. plate 99); the 

matchmaker loses the cunnin g spark eviden t in version one , and in the second version 

a dulln ess appears in h er face. In the first version the merchant looks reasonable, but in the 

second his face is frozen in an unpl easant grin. Even the cat, which in the first version 

seems to imitat e the grace of the brid e, become s a fat, shaggy. and rude beast. In the second 

version, the bride's gestur es have lost their refin em ent. While in the first version the artist's 

attenti on to the attractive details of the ima ge creates the illusion that he is o bserving the 

scene through the eyes of the "sellers " and the "buyer" of the merchant' s goods, in the sec­

ond version, the value of the goods is reduced and is repr esented on the same em otional 

level as the brid e's feelin gs. We are asked to observe the scene throu gh her eyes, tho se of the 

victim of a dramatic conflict. 

Produc ed in 1851 and 1852 respect ively. Fedotov 's Encore, Encore' (State Tretyakov Gallery) 

and Gamblers (Kiev Museum of Russian Art) were among hi s last paintings, but they hardl y 

look like the work of the artist who create d The Major's Proposed. The wor ld now appears 

ghostly-si tuated somewhere between dream and reality-the resu lt of the play of shadows, 

with an element of hallu cinat ory nightmare. 

A lit cand le set in a dark interior beca1ne a standard motif in Fedotov's late works. The 

art ist noted in his diary: "They kill time until time kills them," an aphorism direct ly 

applicab le to the situa tion s in Encore, Encore! and Gamblers. The people in these paintings are 
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again playthings, victims of idle time. These are images not of Eternity or History, but of 

Timelessness created by means of the Romantic gro tesque; the studies for Gamblers are remi­

niscent of the writings of both Fedor Dostoevsky and E.T. A. Hoffmann. 

Karl Briullo v was the genius who forged a comp rom ise in Russian art between the 

ideals of the classical schoo l and the inn ovations of Roma nti cism. There is probably no 

other Russian artist who achieved as much fame in hi s lifetim e and w ho was lit erally 

adored by hi s stud ents as well as emergi ng artists. Briullov's prominence was establi shed 

primarily by hi s paintin g The Last Day of Pompeii (1833, page 93), a work that seem ed to 

bridg e antiquit y and Romanti cism. 

In 1819, Briullov painted Narcissus Regarding His Reflection, a student assignment for the 

academy. In addit ion to conveying the movement of the nude figure in its statuesque splen­

dor, he found a way to poetica lly animate the myth of the hand som e young man entranced 

by hi s own beauty. The play of light and dark areas of the imag e, with a nod to Correggio 

and Caravaggio- the soft golden ligh t surro un ding Narc issus agains t the background of 

a shadowy landscape int erior-i s the stude n t 's inde p ende nt discovery. The idea of anima ting 

classical form , of moving beyond the plaster casts used as teaching aids to ren der the living 

an d sensual (if "noble" according to academic codes) beauty of nudit y, re flected th e influence 

of Rom anti c taste in the studi o; this was the first attempt at " the symbi osis of an tiqu e and 

Rom antic" (as N. I. Nadezhdin put it), one that would culmin ate in The Last Day of Pompeii. 

Incident ally, the figur e of Narc issus in Briull ov's paintin g bears a suspicious resemb lance to 

the arti st , whose app earance is well known from his num ero us self-portrait s. A self-p ortrait 

as Narcissus1 Was this a revelation of self-knowledge and a warnin g to him self: "Sow 

character, reap destiny," as the proverb goes. Narcissism, self-love, drow nin g, and death in 

the embra ce of the Apolloni c beaut y of one's own face, that is, aestheticism as a kin d of 

sui cide- how strangely pro ph etic in light of the arti st's sub sequ ent career. 

The formal portr ait is the kind of picture most influ enced by social conventi on , and 

there thu s tend s to be at least a degree of form ality in the model's present ation to the viewer. 

Briullov, however, always invent ed a real cont ext that made the subj ect 's app earance more 

convin cing: a woman returnin g from ridin g, for examp le, or the Shi shm arev sisters settin g 

out for a rid e ( 1839 , page 92 ), or the young Alexei Tolstoy huntin g in the wo ods and stop ­

pin g to listen to the ru stlin g of his prey in th e und ergrow th ( 1836, plate 89) . In Briu llov's 

Portrait of Countess Julie, Samoilova (1832-34, plate 90), the subj ect smiles happil y at the viewer 

as sh e carelessly tosses her shawl int o the wa itin g han d of her Mooris h ma id and emb races 

her ward, w ho rega rds her adoring ly. In 1832 Alexand er Turgenev wrote in a letter from 

Rom e to PyotrVya zem sky : "Countess Samoilova flew here (from Naples), I found her at 

Briullov's atelier in the po se of a running beauty with a Moorish woman and her ward ." 10 

No te the astonishing juxtaposition of "flew" (in real life) and "running" (in the painting' s 

mise-en -scene) , creating the image of a light -wing ed creatur e, half -nymph, half -an ge l, the 

kind of charact er who can only be imagined swoo ping through the air. 

Romantic elements featur e in many of Briu llov's small er portraits, as in hi s picture of 

Alexand er Strugovshchikov, a poet and a translator of German poetry (1840, plat e 88), for 

exampl e. Meditati ve solitud e, loneliness, and wor ld-wearin ess are all motifs in these work s. 
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Briu llov deals with Romanticism as a fully developed system of signs and thematic and 

emotiona l formu las. His in timate portraits are mos t often defined by a circle of elegiac 

moo ds of a kind that hi s cont emp oraries had u sually experien ced in Romanti c literatur e 

rath er than in paintin g. This ease in the recog nition of the expected gave the arti st's wor ks 

unprec eden ted popu larit y at the broade st and most varied levels of Russian society. 

It was Ivanov w ho was to become master of a genuine synth esis between classicism and the 

discover ies of the Romant ic era , one th at did not me rely rep resent a com prom ise between 

extern al signs and form s. He tr ied to find ways in whi ch the juxtaposition be tween classi­

cism and Romanti cism at the turn of the centur y could be obviated by a new form of art that 

encourag ed a dialogue betwee n the two camp s, on e that embr aced rather than deni ed inh er ­

ent contradi ction s betwee n them. Upon his graduati on from the academy in 1830, Ivanov 

was sent to Italy. He lived in Rom e for twenty -eight years, returnin g to St. Petersbur g only 

six week s before his death. "In Russia an arti st and a serf are ah11ost the same thin g," he 

wrot e bi tterly.'' He kept thinking that he could serve Russian art better in Italy, wh ere h e 

made European art the property of the Russian mind, than by being stuffed into the acade­

my's uniform under the imperial reign of Nicho las I (1825- 55) . Ultimately, Ivanov is as 

much a key figure for Russian art of the new era as Andrei Rublev was for the art of medieval 

Russia. In his painting s Ivanov created psycho logical and plastic collisions that were inherent 

to a situati on, m om ent s wh en people found themse lves at the whim of fate, on the brink of 

a decision of a kind that forces a person to take respons ibility, on e that requires a concentra­

tion of spiritual energy. A decis ion of this mom entum consequ ently revealed the limit or 

m easur e of the wisdom and spiritual and phy sical strength given to that individual by provi ­

dence. As that limit or m easur e takes shap e in the visible world , it can be seen and depicted . 

That is the goal of figurativ e art ; that was Ivanov 's posit ion , hi s theme and m ethod, realized 

mo st fully in the painting The Appearance of Christ to the People (1837-57) and th e accom pany­

ing studi es for it. 

Ivanov's landscape studi es show us natur e devoid of peop le. The chi ef subj ects of 

Ivanov' s landscapes are old n-ees, mountain s, soil, rocks hewn by wa ter, and the light -bearing 

ocean-everyt hing that carr ies the stamp of time, the eterna l on a hum an scale. For Ivanov, 

the surfa ce of the earth' s crust is a map made by natur e, captmin g signs, traces, trajectori es, 

and images of the actions of the creative forces of the uni verse that once form ed the body 

of th e earth. The ro le of the immeasura ble distance that turned this activi ty into sign s and 

word less speech, written on the planet' s rocky core, is played by tim e, incompatibl e with the 

scale of human life. Ivanov selects places rich in volcanic formation s and paint s them w here 

they lack a culti vated layer, wh ere the "bald skull " of the earth is visible. The arti st 's bru sh 

revives the earlier seismic activity, but only as a mem ory, a trace, an im age of what was and 

had passed across the imp erturb able brow of na ture. In Water and Stones ner1r Palr1ccuolla (early 

1850s, plate 97) the cont our s of stones , shaped by water , still reveal their form er gen eral out ­

lines , a mem ory of what w as once a sin gle cliff Sparkling from wit hin a rainbow created by 

light refracted in their grainy surfaces and simul taneo usly reflectin g the blue sky, they are 

like frozen flames , related to the elem ents of sky and wa ter. 
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In his treatise on painting, Leon Alberti wrote, "There are as many true colors as there 

are elements-four, from which, constantly diminishing, are born other forms of color . 

The color of fire is red, air-blue , water-green, and earth-gray or ash."" This idea is, in 

fact, drawn from ancient mythology. The very concept of original elements is akin to the 

sourc es, roots, and letters that were the bu ildin g blocks of the cosmos in the natural phil oso­

phy of the ancients. In the same way, the blue, green, red, and white in Ivanov's study Nude 

Boy ( 1850s, plate 92) a.re not the colors of fabric but subs trata of color itself. The artist gives 

the formulas for proto -elements-b lue for hard and cold ob jects, emera ld green for the soft 

land, red for fire, and sparkling white for drapery - and by grad ually differentiating those 

elements h e displays the ultimat e complexity of their combination in the bod y tones. The 

border between the figur e and its surrounding s is an elusive thr eshold of progr essive com­

plexity in the combinations of color atoms. The human im age here, as in all natur e, reflects 

the limitati on of complexity in the combination of origina l element s, the roots of natural 

sub stances. And h ere, man is literally and visibly the crown in g point of natural crea tion , a 

figure represent ing the "golden age" of natur e. He is not in nature; he is nature, its revela­

tion, its heuristic moment, one witne ssed by the artist. 
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++• UNKNOWN ARTIST. ARMOR) 

ClfAMIHR SL HOOi, PORTRAIT 0FYAKOV 

TURGENEV. SITONIJ HAI I Ol· Tlll 

17TH CENTURY. Oil ON CANVAS, r o, X 

97 -> CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSHJM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

ro8 



+S· UNKNOWN ARTIST, PORTRAIT OF 

TSARINA MARFA MATVEEVNA, BORN 

APRAKSINA, SECOND WIFE OF TSAR l'EDOR 

ALEXEEVICH, EARLY 1680S. OIL ON 

CANVAS, 89 X 70 CM. STATE RUSSJAN 

MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 

109 
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46. (OPPOS!H.) !VAN NIKITJN, 

POlffRA!T or TSAREVNA NATALIA 

AUXEEVNA, 1715 16. OIL ON C-\NVAS, 

102 X 71 CM. TIH STA1 I llUTY·\KOV 

G-\ll IRY, MOSCOW 

+7· IVA1' NIKITJN, PORTRAIT OF A FIE! I) 

HETMAN, 1720S. Oil ON CANVAS, 

76 X 60 CM. STATE RUSSJAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

I I I 



48. LOUIS CARAVAQUE, PORTRAIT OJ, 

THE TSAREVICH J>ETER ALEXEEVICH AND 

TSAREVNA NATALIA ALEXEEVNA IN 

CHILDHOOD AS APOLI.O AND DIANA, 1722. 

OIL ON CANVAS, 92 X 118 CM. THE 

STATE TRETYAKOV GAi.LURY, MOSCOW 

49. (OPPOSITE) BARTOLOMEO CARLO 

RASTRELLI, PORTRAIT OF PETER J, 1723. 

BRONZE, H. 102 CM . STATE HERMITAGE 

MUSEUM, ST. PETERSJlURG 

I 12 



I I 3 
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,o. { OPPOSITE) ALl'Xl!I ANT RO POV, 

PORTRAIT Ol' PRINCESS T.4TJANA 

TRUBETSKHA, 1761. Oil ON LANV.~S. 

~4 X 42 f'l',l. IIH STAH THIT\.\>,UV 

G.\I I.I RY, l\tOSt 0\\ 

i;-1 VLADIMIR BORCIVIKOVSK\, PORTRAIT 

OF EKAHRIN,1 ARS!'NYFVA MID 1790S. 

Oil ON li\NV•\S, 71 .,; X s6 C'M. STAT! 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. PHERSilURG 

I I 5 



I 16 



',2 - (O PP OSIT1') ! \AN VI SHNYAKOV, 

P0RTR1 U T OF SARAH ELEONORA 

Fil!RMORE, CA. 174-9. OIL ON CANVAS, 

138 X 114-. , CM. STAH RUSSIAN 

MUSI lJM, ST. PlHRSBURG 

B• !VAN VISHNYAKOV, PORTRAIT OF 

Wll. HEl M GE0RGF FAIRM0RF , SECOND 

HAI F 01 17,os. OIL ON CANVAS, 13 ', X 

109 CM. STATc RUSS IAN MUSEUM, 

ST, PLTFRSBURG 

I I 7 



I I 8 



5+· (OPPOSITE) ITDOH ROKOTOV, 

PORTRAIT or CATIHR!Nf II, 1763. Oil 

ON CANVAS. I ~~-5 X I 39 LM TIH 

STATl TRl<TYAKOV GAl Ll'RY, MOSt 0\\ 

H< H'DOT SHUBIN, PORTRAIT 01 

PRINCF PLATON ZUBOV, 179,;. MARBI [<, 

!-l. 70 CM. THF STAIT TRlTYAKOV 

GAU l'RY, MOSCOW 

I I 9 



.t;6. ANTON LOSENKO, ZEUS AND 

THFTfS, 1769. OIL ON CANVAS, 17 2 \ 

126 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSFOM, 

ST. Pl'IIRSBURG 

57. ( OPPOSJ 11.) AI\TON LOStNIW, 

\'!..1DJM)R AND ROGNEOA, 1770. Oil ON 

CANVAS, 2lt;.t; X 177.r; CM. ST.\TE 

RUSS!AN MUSI UM, ST. PET[RSBURG 

1 20 





S8 . MIKI-IAJL SHIBANOV, Pl!ASANT 

I UNCH, 1774- OTL ON CANVAS, 

103 X 120 CM. THf: STATE TRE T YAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

122 





59. (LEl'T) THEODOSJI SHCHEDRIN , 

MARSYAS, 1776, BRONZE, H . 69 CM . THE 

STATE TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 

60. (RIGHT) THEODOSII SHCHEDRIN, 

SLliEPING ENIJYM!ON, 1779. BRONZE , 

II. ~8 CM. TH!i STATF TRl'TYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

61. (OPPOSITE) HDOR GORDEl'V, 

PROMETHITUS, 1769. BRONZE. 

II . 63 CM. THJ; STAT!: TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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62. (OPPOSITF) DMITRY tEVJTSKY, 

PORTRAIT OF ALEXANDER LANSKO[, 1782. 

OIL ON CANVAS, l~I X 117 CM. STATU 

RUSSIAN ~!USEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 

63 . (un) 1 EDOT SHUBIN, PORTRAIT 

OF CATIIER!NL II, 1783. MARBU, 

H. 63 CM. STAT!' RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST PHERSBURG 

6+ (RIGHT) fUJOR ROKOTO\, 

PORTRAIT 01' PRASKOVIA LANSKAYA, f·ARfY 

1790S. OfL ON CANVAS. 

74 X 53 CM. Till STAT! rRI,TYAhOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

, 27 



:r 

128 



6,. (OPPOSlrI) DMITRY UiV!TSKY, 

PORTRAIT OF AGAflA DMITRIEVNA 

(AGASIIAJ l 1,VITSKAYA, DAUGHTER 01, THE 

AHTIST, 178,;. Oil. ON CANVAS, 

118 X 90 CM. THI' STAT[ TRFTYAKO\ 

(,Al I I RY, MOSCOW 

b6. MIKIIAII SHlllANOV, PORTRAIT Of, 

L\THf'RINF II IN A TRAVEi IJRESS, 1787. 

OIL ON CANVAS, 70. > X ,6 CM. STAT! 

RUSSIAN MUSI UM, ST. PETERSBURG 



1 30 



67. (OPPOSITE) JOHANN MAYR, VlEW 

OF THE ADMIIIALTY FROM THB VASILYEVSl{Y 

JSLANJJ EMBANKMENT, BFTWHN 1796 

AND 1803 . Oil ON CANVAS, 76 X 

I 16 CM. STJ\TI RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. Pl'TIRSBURG 

68. GERARD DElJ\llJ\RT, VJEW OF MOSCOW 

FROM THI' KRJ!MJ IN l'ALACE BALCONY ONTO 

nm MOSliVORETSKY BRIDGE, 1797 . OIL ON 

CANVAS, 75 X 143 CM . STATE RUSSIAN 

MUSEUM , ST. PETERSBURG 



69. l'EDOR A[ EXEEV, VIEW OF THE PALACE 

EMBANKMENT FROM THE PETER 

AND PAUL FORTRISS, 1794. Oil ON 

CANVAS, 70 X 108 CM. Tl!E STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 

70. (OPPOSITL) I HJOR AUX!I V, 

CATHEDRAL SQUARE IN TH lo MOSCOW 

Kl!EM!.IN, 1800-02. 011 ON CANVAS, 

81.7 X 112 CM. THE STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 

132 



133 



n 

71, VLADIMIR llOl\OVIKOVSKl, POHTHAJT 

OF THE SISTERS PRINCESSES ;tNNA AND 

VARVARA GAGARINA, 1801. Oil ON 

CANVAS. 7<; X 69.2 CM. THE STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 

134 



72. VLADIMIR BOROVIKOVSKY, PORTRAIT 

or PRINCE ALEXANDER KURAKIN, 1799. 

OlL ON CANVAS, 178 X 137 CM. STATE 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST, PETERSBURG 

I 35 





73. (OPPOSITE) OIU'ST Kll'RFNSKY, 

PORTRAIT OF DARIA KIIVOSTOvA, 1814. OJI 

ON C-\NVAS, 71 X p.8 t~J. TIH STYJI­

TRI TYAKOY GAU I RY, S!OSCOW 

74. OJU'ST KIPR!,NSKY, PORTRAIT OF 

EKATERINA AVDULINA, 1822. OIL ON 

CANVAS, 81 X 64. ~ CM. STATE RUSSIAN 

MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 

137 





75. ( OPPOSITE) OR EST KJPRFNSKY, 

PORTRAIT Ol' COLONEL EVGRM DAVYDOV, 

1809. OIL ON CANVAS, 162 X 

I 16 CM. STAT! RUSSIAN MUSl'UM, 

ST. PHIRSl!URG 

76. MIKHAIi KOZLOVSKY, SHEP!IERU 

WITH A HARE, 1789. BRON/I, 

H. 81 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

139 





77. (OPPOS!Tn) ORf!ST KIPl\l'NSKY, 

PORTRAIT OF COUNT ALEXANDER GOLITSYN, 

CA. 1819. Oil ON CANVAS, 97.3 X 

74. ~ CM. THL STATI TIU .TYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

78. VASJLY TROPININ, PORTRAIT OF PAVEL 

MJKHAJLOVICHYASILIEY, 1830S. Oil 

ON CANVAS, 95 X 75 CM. STATc 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST . PETERSBURG 

14 1 



79. VASlLY TROPININ, GOLD 

EMBROrDERESS, 1826. OJL ON CANVAS, 

81 .3 X 63.9 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLbl\Y, MOSCOW 

80. ( OPPOSITE) VASILY TROPJNJN, 

PORTRAIT OF ARSENY TROPfNfN, CA. 1818. 

OIL ON CANVAS, 40.4 X 32 CM. THE 

STATE TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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81. ALEXEI VENETSIANOV, llEAPliR, 

1820s. OfL ON CANVAS, 30 X 

2+ CM. STATE RUSSfAN MUSFUM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

82. (OPPOSITE) ALEXEI VENETSIANOV, 

ON THE HARVEST: SUMMER, MID- 1820S. 

OIL ON CANVAS, 60 X 48.3 CM. THE 

STATE TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 

144 
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83. (OPPOS ITE ) NIK!FOR KRYI.OV, 

WINTFR 1.ANDSCAPE (RUSSIAN WINTER), 

1827. on ON CANVAS,~+ X 63.5 CM. 

STAH. RUSSIAN MUSlUM, 

ST. Pf.Tl RSJlUllG 

84- GRIGOR ll SOROKA, FlSHEHMEN, 

SECOND HALI' or- 1840S. on ON 

CANVAS , 67 X 102 CM. STATI' HUSSIAN 

MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 

147 





8,. Sil.VI STIIR SHCHEDRIN, TERRACE ON 

THF Sl'A COAST, 18i8 . Oil ON CANV,IS, 

45.4 X 66. ', CM. T!IL STATE TRETYAKOV 

GAl.LERY, MOSCOW 

149 



_, 

86. MAXIM VOROBJEV, NEVA 

EMBANKMENT NEAR 1'1-IE ACADEMY OF 

ARTS: VIEW OF THE WHARF WITH EGYPTIAN 

SPHINXES INTHE DAYTIMl', 183,;. Oll ON 

CANVAS, 7> X 11 l CM . STAT!· RUSSIAN 

MUScUM, ST. P!!TLRSllURG 

87. (OPPOSITE) SIIVl'S'ff'R SIICIJl'DIUN, 

NEW ROME: ST.ANGEL'S CASTLE, 1824. 

OIL ON CANVAS, 44.7 X 6,;.7 C1'L THTI 

STATE TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 



15 1 



-

88. (LEFT) KARL llRIULL OV, PORTltAIT 01• 

THE WJUTER ALEXANDER STRUGOVSHCHIKOV, 

1840. OI L ON CAN VAS , 80 X 66 .4 CM. 

T HE STAT E TR ETYAKO V GA LLER Y, 

M OSC OW 

89 . (R IGHT ) KAR! B RIU LI.O V, PO RTRAIT 

OJ• ALEXEJ TOLSTOY IN HI S YOUTH , i 836. 

0 11 ON CANVAS, 134 X 104 CM. STATL 

RUSS IAN MUSEUM, ST. l'ETl'RSllURG 

90, (OPPOSITL) KARL IJRIUILOV, 

PORTRAIT OF COUNTESS JULIA SAMO!LOl·.1, 

1832 34. 0 11 ON CANVAS, 269.2 X 

200.7 CM . HILIWOOD MUSEUM AND 

GARDENS, WASII INGTON, D.C., BFQUFSJ 

O F MARJOR IE MERRIWETHER POST, 

1973 
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RUSSIAN ART OF THE SECOND HALF OF THE 19TH CENTURY: 
THE WANDERERS, PAVEL TRETYAKOV, AND HIS GALLERY 
LIDIA IOVLEVA 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the sociopo liti cal and economic life of Russia was await­

ing chan ges. The era of the glam orous but despotic emperor Nicholas I, grandson of 

Catherin e the Great, was approa ching its end. Europe, whi ch during the long years of 

Nicho las's reign ( 1825-55) sur vived several revoluti ons , was going through the turbul en t 

development of n ew, capitalist economic relation s, whereas Russia remain ed largely a 

cou ntry of m edieval feuda l tradition s. Serfdom, the slavery- like bondag e of the country' s 

pea sants, who made up the major ity of its pop ulation, was a severe burden on Russia. 

Serfdom chained peop le's ini tiative and hindered the economic development of the coun­

try. It was especia lly h armfu l to the mora l cond ition of Russia's society, to i ts national 

conscio usness and self-respec t. By the late 1850s, the necessity of abolishing serfdom was 

clear. Russia 's failur e in the Crimean War ( 1853-56), which explici tly demons trated the 

na tion 's po liti cal and econom ic backwar dness, furth er un dersco red this necessity. "My rela ­

tion to my serfs is startin g to cause me serious anxie ty," the twent y-seven -year-o ld count 

and n eoph yte au thor Leo Tolstoy wro te in his diary in April 1856.' 

Russian society's int eres t in the fate of its peasant s placed the peasant theme at the 

cent er of attenti on throughout society, especially in the realm s of literature, art , journal ­

ism, and even mu sic. This cont ribut ed to their general dem ocrati zation . The democra tiza­

tion of social life generally in the mid -nin eteenth centur y caused a sub stanti al flow of new 

people to arri ve in the uni versities and academi es of the capit al. They were child ren of 

different chins, or ranks- m erchant s, petty bour geoisie, sm all bur eaucrats, clergy, peasant s, 

etc., who had had littl e or no access to edu cation before . They cam e to be kn own as 

raznochintsy, and they were the nucl eus of a special stratum of Russian society, the in telli­

gent sia. To a large extent, the ideas and activities of the int elligen tsia defined the uniqu e­

n ess of Russian cultur e in the late nine teenth centur y. The m ajor ity of Russian arti sts also 

were rnznochintsy. In the mid -nineteenth centur y, raznocl1intsy writ ers an d revoluti onary 

dem ocra ts, such as Nikolai Do broliub ov ( 1836-6 1) and Nikolai Chernys hevsky ( 1828-89), 

becam e acknow ledged m olders of publi c op ini on . They, especially Chernysh evsky, called 

alm ost ope nly for a peasant revolu tion for "land and liberty." 

The Contemporary, a literary and social commentary journal , in wh ich revolutionary 

democrats actively participated, was wide ly distributed throughout Russia , promoting rev­

olutionary idea s. The public enthusiastica lly read works of poetry and pro se by writers of 

the "new wave": Niko lai Nekrasov, Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin, Tolstoy, Ivan Turgenev, and 

many others who wro te truthfully about Russian reality. The general trend of Russian cul ­

ture toward democratization and realism in the mid - 185os also received theoretica l sup­

port . In April of 1855 , The Contemporary published Chernyshevsky's abstract of his master' s 

thesis, "Aesth etic Relation s of Art to Reality," which he had just defend ed at St. Petersburg 

Univ ersity. In it, the critic explicitly formu lated the main prin ciples of the new aesthetics: 



ThcWCJndcrcrs, 1881. from left to 

right. standing: Grigorii Myasoedov. 

Konslnntin Savitsky, Vasily Polcnov. 

Efim Volkov, Vasily Surikov, lvan 

Shishkin, Nikolai Yaroshenko, Karl 

Briullov, c/Jld (?) lvCJshov; and sitting: 

Sergei Ammosov, AlexCJndcr Kisclcv, 

Nikolai Nevrcv. Vladimir Makovsky, 

Alcxc1JJclcr Litovchcnko, IIICJrion 

PryCJnishnikov. ViktorVCJsnctsov, Ivan 

Krnmskoy, /Iyo Rcpin. Nikolai 

Makovsky. CJnd AlexCJnclcr Bcugrov 

The Vasily Pcrov room in the 

TrctyCJkov GCJllcry. Moscow, 1899 

"beauty is life" and "that subjecl is beamiful lhat in ilself shows life or reminds us of iL" 

However, a mere appeal to realism was nol enough for Chernyshevsky. According lo him, 

the anisl has to have an active civic opinion and has lo condemn realily and ils dark sides 

and injuslices. The poet Nekrasov's dictum, "You may not be a poel, bm you must be a cil­

izen," became a slogan of the emire Russian intelligentsia of lhe late nin eleenth century. 

Serfdom was abolished by decree of Alexander II, lhe Tsar Liberator (reign 1855-81). on 

February 19, 1861. Though peasants got lheir "freedom," lhey did not get land, and so 

the "cursed" peasanl question did not lose its relevance for the Russian public. "Th e Muzhik 

[the peasant] is a judge now," wrote Ilya Repin already in 1872, at the time he was working 

on his painting Bnrge Haulers on the Volga ( 1870-73. plate 104). "and therefore one has to 

reflect his intere sts."' However, lhe peasam reform of Alexander II only increased the desire 

for change in Russian society, as did his reforms regarding the zemstvo (members of the local 

government) . the judiciar y, and the military. 

In the artistic life of Russia in the mid -nineteenth century . the St. Petersburg Academy of 

Arts reigned supreme. New theories and new artistic ideas were strictly forbidden at the 

academy. Young artists, how ever, irretrievably gravitated to modernity. The conflict was all 

but inevitable. 

In the fall of 1863 fourteen young artists, graduates of the academy and contes tant s for 

the gold m edal, appealed to the board of the academy. asking that each of them be allowed 

free choice for their comp etition ( or "diploma") painting. In thi s requ est the academy saw 

an expression of the hatefu l "revo lutionary" spirit and a rebellion against the basis of the 

academic system . The "rebe ls" were refu sed their request. However, the young artists, led by 

Ivan Kramskoy. did not obey the authorities; they turn ed down the competition itself and 

the benefits it could offer. They withdrew from the academy and founded the St. Petersburg 

Arte! of Artists . which becam e the first ind ependent creat ive association of artists in the hi s­

tory of Russian art. The Arte! existed for only a bri ef tim e. until the 1870s. and did not pro­

duce any great creative achievements . How ever. its significanc e for the liberation of art from 

bureaucratic restrictions. as well as the significanc e of the "revolt of the fourteen," was huge. 

As the next step on this path, in the late 1860s . early 1870s, these artists formed the Society 

for Traveling Art Exhibitions and becam e known as Peredvizhniki-o r "Wanderers." 

The new trends manif ested them selves not only in the artistic life of St. Petersburg but 

also of Moscow . The artistic cent er of that city was , beginning in the 1840s. the Moscow 

School of Paintin g. Sculpture, and Architecture, which from its inception differed from the 

St. Petersburg Academy of Arts in its much more democratic teaching and admission po licy. 

Moscow artists, starting with Pavel Fedotov, were most interested in authentic Russian reality. 

The new era enhanced the critical tone of their work. Not incidenta lly, it was in Moscow that 

the art of Vasily Perov, lhe mo st important representalive of the School of Critical Realism, 

was developed. In his small and modest paintings. the life of lhe Russian people was repre­

serned with sincere empalhy for the common man ( or "small man," as lhe Russians 

socially defined him). Th.is allows us to place Perov in lhe ranks of the mourners for all lhe 

"humil-iated and in sulted," along with Fedor Dostoevsky and Nekrasov . A simple scene of 

folk life-a poor peasant's funeral (Service for the Deod. , 865. pl ale 101) or a peasant woman's 
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anguished wai l for a husband drinking in a tavern at the city gates (The Last Tavern at the City 

Gates, 1868, plate J05)-was elevated by the artist to the level of true human drama. 

"Indigna tion against evil ," to use Kramskoy's words, was central to the emo tiona l tone of 

Perov's creativity. In 1872 Perov was comm ission ed by Pavel Tretyakov, an already fair ly well­

known Moscow collector , to paim a portrait of Dostoevsky. This became not on ly the best 

depiction of the famous writer, bm also one of the best works of Russian portraiture of the 
ninet eenth century. ' 

Toward the end of the 1860s, Russian realism grew strong enough for the artists to 

feel the need for a broader association than that of the St. Peter sburg Arte!. In the fall of 1869 

six Muscovites (Perov as well as Lev Kamenev, Grigorii Myasoedov, Alexsei Savrasov, Vladimir 

Shervud, and Illarion Pryanishn ikov) wrote a letter to St. Petersburg artist s suggesting that 

toget her they should discuss the idea of creating a joint associa tion. As a basis, they sugges ted 

organ izing traveling exhibitions wi th sales of part icipan ts' works and allocating part of the 

profit for a special exhibiti on fund and a fun d for mu tual assistance. However, it becam e clear 

from. the start that this distributi on of profits from exhibiti ons was on ly one side of the coin. 

The other side, and more imp ortant for m any, was the organization' s manifest antiaca demy 

or ientati on. This was very mu ch in the spiri t of the time. Exhibiti ons that were ind epend ent 

from the Academy of Arts moved around the countr y with a clearly propa gandi stic purp ose . 

The new arti stic rul es and demand s did not resembl e tho se of the recent past. 

St. Petersburg arti sts support ed, thou gh not unanimou sly, the Muscovites ' sug gestion. 

Kramskoy, the leader of the Arte], and Vladimir Stasov, a popular art criti c, sp oke for unifi ca­

tion. Oth er arti sts follow ed them. On November 2, 1870, the statut e of the Society for 

Travelin g Art Exhibition s (the nam e of the new organi zation) was sign ed in the Mini stry 

of the Interior. And in Novemb er 1871 in St. Petersburg (and subsequently in April 1872 in 

Moscow) the first exhibition was held and was warmly receiv ed by the public. After its 

inception during the late 1860s and early 1870s, the society existed for over fifty years.' 

Neither Russia nor Europe, befor e or sin ce, has had a creative organization of arti sts of such 

long evity. How ever, the years of the flouri shin g of the society and of the Wander ers as an 

artistic phenom enon were in the last quart er of the nin eteenth century . It was pr ecisely then 

that the society enjoy ed its high est popu larity with arti sts and had the greatest influen ce 

in society at large. Up to the late 1890s the society unit ed und er its rank s pra ctically all of the 

m ost gift ed and mo st pro gressive arti sts of different generation s- both old m en and youth s. 

The slogan of the Wand erers was realism, the " tru th of life," as that era called i t, the 

truth in everythin g one sees and one depicts. "I don' t n eed eith er rich nature, or m agnificent 

compos ition and lighti ng effects and miracles of any kind. Let it be a dirt y puddle, if on ly 

it has the truth, if it h as poe try; and poetry can be conta ined in anyth ing : it's the artist 's busi­

ness [ to find it] ," wrote Tretyakov, who fully shared the main ideals of the Wanderers, 

as early as 1861 .
1 

The "truth and poen-y'' of national folk life, nationa l hi story, and Russian 

nature was preferred to everything else. The Wanderers went to Western Europe to study 

and perfec t their painting techn ique, but they lived and worked in Russia. 

In their art the Wanderer s recreated an impr essive panorama of Russian life from tho se 

years. The most widespread genre in their work was paintings of everyday life. These 
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paintings showed a much greater development of the subject, more monumemal composi­

tion, and more natural light than the sma ll paintings by the anisls of the 186os (such as 

Perov's). Especially impre ssive was the soc ial diversity of folk life they depicted. They ranged 

from the depiction of the work and everyday life of the poslr eform peasantr y (Repin's Barge 

Haulers on lheVolga)-w hi ch was becoming disenfranchised und er the influence of new capi­

lalisl econom ic relations (On rhe Boulevard, 1886-87, by Vlaclimir Makovsky, plate I08), bm 

still retained the poetic beamy of the patriarchal way of life (A Village Sorcerer al a Peasant 

Wedding, 1874, by Vasily Maximov)-to ironi c reflections on the slipping away of the era of 

the old gentry (Everything Is in the Pasl, 1889, by Maximov, plat e 109), and the circles and par ­

ties with revolutionary singing and recita ls rapid ly spreading among Russian intelligent si.a 

(A Pcmy, 1875-97, by Makovsky, plat e 107). Even the traclitional baule painting und erwem 

rad ical changes und er the influ ence of the Wanderers: the paim ings by the greatest Russian 

battle paint er Vasily Veresh chagin can be called batt le paintings onJy so much as they are ded ­

icated lo mi litary events . The ma in theme of Vereshchag in' s work was the fate of the Russian 

soldier (a peasant by social backgro und) w ho was, by the force of circumstances, thrown 

into the mea t grinder of war, whi ch was perceived by the arti st as "universal evil," as a bar­

barity and a threat to civilizatio n (Mon allyWouaded, 1873, plate 129; and Defeated: Service for the 

Deod, 1878-79, plate 128). 

The Wand erers int ro du ced ser ious changes in to hi story paintin g, the sacro sanct genre 

of the academi c art of the pas t. They established the compl ete sup rem acy of national topics 

in history paintin g. Excepti ons were m ade only for subj ects from the New Testam ent , 

since they offered a wealth of m ateri al for moralizing on the meanin g of life and the fate 

of man. 

On e can find the mo st imp ortant int erpr etation of nati onal histor y among the Wand erers 

in the work o f Vasily Sur ikov. His best painting s (for exampl e, The Morning of the Execution of 

the Streltsy, 1881; an d Boyorynio Morozovc1, 1887, page IO) are dedicated to events of the seven ­

teenth century in Russia- a tim e of revolts and popu lar in sur rections and an era of radi cal 

ruptur e by Peter the Great o f age-o ld ways of life and ancient traditi ons. '' Surikov liked to 

depict strong and int eresting personaliti es , but the Russian peop le-s ufferin g, pro testing, or 

silent- were alw ays the main chara cters of his epi c painting s. He loved the beauty of folk 

costum es and nati ona l holidays (Capture of a Snow Fortress, 1891, plate 122) and the expressiv­

ity of peasant faces, especially those of wome n . 

The most consistent paint er on subj ects from the New Testam ent amon g the Wanderers 

was Niko lai Ge. As early as the 1860s, the Russian public was struck by the veracity of 

his treatment of the Last Supper (see plate 134; larger, main version is in the State Russian 

Museum) . In the 1880s and 1890s, when the artist became engaged with Tolstoy 's moral 

ph ilosophy, he started creating his "Gospel i.n colors" (just as Tolstoy created his "Gospel for 

the Peo ple") . How ever, un like bis famous friend and teacher, Ge prom oted not so mu ch 

the idea of "refraining from oppo sing evil by violence, " but rather told the tale of the eternal 

confr ornation between good and evil and betwee n treason and repentan ce, which are 

inh erenl in human history and can be f01md in the sw ries of the New Testam ent (Conscience: 

Judas, 1891, plat e 136). 
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In port rai ts, just as in genr e paintin gs, the Wanderers sought to depic t the panoramic 

scope of life. They created a large gallery of port raits, ranging from outstand ing represema­

tives of Russian cultur e-wr iters, poe ts, arti sts, scholars, etc. (Portrait of the Writer Fedor 

Dostoevsky, 1872, by Perov, plat e 111; Portrait of the Writer Leo Tolstoy, 1884, by Ge, plate I JO; and 

Portrait of the Painter Ivan Shishkin, 1873, by Kramskoy, plate 115)-to peasant s (Forester, 1874, 

by Kramskoy, plate 118) and rebelliou s young rnznochintsy (Female Student, 1880, by Niko lai 
Yaroshenko, plate 120). 

One of the most important engagements of the Wanderers was wi th landscape paintin g. 

As in their history paintings, the supremacy of the national theme was cemral to their 

endeavors . The Wanderers' land scapes "recog ni zed," as it were, Russian natur e in its close 

relationsh ip to people's lives. Specific emot iona l proclivities and a qu est for expressive means 

by indi vidual artis ts manif ested themselves mo st fully in land scape paintin gs.' Two main 

approach es can clearly be seen in the Wanderers' land scape painting . The first was a lyrical 

poeti c approach, represented by FedorVasiliev (Wet Meadow, 1872, plat e 114), Savrasov,' and 

the plein air artist close to both, Vasily Polenov (The Moscow Courtyard, 1902, plat e 131). The 

other approach gravitated to greater ob jectivization and monumentali zation of the image in 

the land scape ; this was the approach of Ivan Shishkin (Rye, 1878, plate 116; and The Oaks of 

Mordvinovo, 1891, plat e 117). The work of Arkh.ip Kuindzhi (After tl1e Rain, 1879; Patches of 

Moonlight, 1898- 1908; and At Night , 1905-08; plates 125-27), marked with strong romantic 

tonalities, stands on its own, somewhat apart from everyone else's. 

The apogee of the development of Russian realistic landscap e painting was the work of 

Isaak Levitan. The life of nature in his paintings is represented in its insoluble link to the 

life and feelin gs of man and of the artist. Levi tan's landscapes (Evening Bells, 1892, plate 130; 

Spring: High Weiter, 1897, plate 133; and Twilight: Haystacks, 1899 , plate 132) are in equal 

measure paintings of nature and the expression of the sophisticated emotional life of man. 

A hidden psychological subtext is always present, and, in this sense, Levitan's work is very 

close to the stylistics of Anton Chekhov, who was a close personal friend of the artist. All this 

notwithstanding, Levitan's work , especially in the 1890s, heralds the arrival of a new stage 

in the development of Russian realism, in which the problems of art prop er started edging 
out social and political content . 

In the late 1880s and early 1890s, the Society for Traveling Art Exhibitions underwent a 

generational change. New, talent ed young artists arrived on the art scene, among them 

Abram Arkhipov, Konstantin Korovin, Mikhail Nesterov, Andrei Ryabushkin, and Valentin 

Serov. Levitan and Mikhail Vrubel also were part of th:is new generation. All of them ( or 

almo st all) were students of the old Wanderer s and, in general, remain ed loyal to the 

legacy of realistic Russian art. However , their pri oritie s shifted. The youn g artists were 

becomi ng incr easingly interested in the problems of conveying color, light , and air; that is, 

in plein air and Impr essionism (Korovin, Levitan, Serov, et al.) and , a littl e bit later, in 

Decorativism (Ryabushk in) and Symbolism (Nesterov and Vrube l). Russia and Russian an 

came to the threshold of a new era and to the next "change oflandmarks ." Though the 

Society for Traveling Art Exhibitions cont inu ed to exist , actively organi zing exhibiti on s and 

attract in g tl1e public and new artis ts, its pinnacle was now in the past. 

1 60 

Pavel Tretyakov and family, 1884, 

from left 10 rig/11, standing: dau///Hers 

Alexandra, Vera, and Liubov; ,ind 

sittting: Tmyakov, sons Vcrnya and 

Misha, wife Vera, daughter Marin, and 

relative M. Tretyakova 



New people and new artistic societies appeared on the horizon. Owing to the efforts of 

a group of the young artists and critics-Leon Bakst, Alexander Benois, Sergei Diaghilev, 

Konstantin Somov, among others-a new literary and artistic jour nal, The World of Art, was 

founded in 1898 in St. Petersburg. An eponymous art society formed around the journal. 

To a large extent, the aesthetic postu lates of this group were based on the rejection of the 

social realism of the Wanderers. 

Coinc ident ally, the appearance of The World of A rt took place at the same time as the 

death of the man who, in a way, was the symbol of the prece ding era-Tretyakov, th e cre­

ator of Russia's first publi c mu seum of Russian art. Tretyakov did an enormo us favor to 

Russian realism . As Benois wro te, "W ith ou t hi s help Russian paint in g would have not been 

able to set out on its long and free journ ey, because Tretyakov was the on ly one ( or pract i­

cally the only one) wh o supp ort ed everyth in g that was new, fresh , and wo rth while in 

Russian art." ' 

So who w as Pavel Tretyakov? Wh ere did he com e from 7 And why did he alone, among 

so many collectors of the nineteenth cen tur y, succeed in realizin g an idea he had conceived 

early in his youth : the creation of Russia's first pu blicly accessible mu seum of na tiona l 

ar t? Born in Moscow in 1832, Tre tyakov was th e son of a merchant. From hi s early you th he 

h ad to take part in the trade bu siness of hi s father and grand father. When he died in 1898, 

he was Moscow's "m ost respected resident " and one of its wealthi est,'° havin g greatly 

increased the capit al of hi s ancestor s. However, as a tru e son of hi s tim e, Tre tyakov naturally 

and profo undl y absorbed the lofty dem ocratic ideals of the generation of the 1860s, justly 

considerin g him self part of it. He said at the encl of his life : "My id ea from the very early 

years w as to increase my wea lth in ord er to re turn to society (th e people) what I gained 

from society, in the form of som e useful instituti on s. Thi s idea stayed with me throu ghou t 

my entir e life."' ' 

Tretyakov formul ated hi s m ain goal in life early on: " to lay the found ation for a pu blic 

repositor y for fine art s, accessible to all , wh ich wo uld be useful to m any and pleasur able 

to everyone." 11 Thereafter , Tretyakov pur sued his goal w ith the consistency and purp oseful ­

ness that were part of hi s n atur e. His cont emp oraries were am azed at his acut e na tur al 

int ellect and inb orn taste. He had no form al edu cation (he was h ome-schooled and his 

instru ction w as m ost! y bu siness orient ed), but he pos sessed a broa d knowledg e of hi story, 

literatur e, paintin g, and th eater. In 1902 Benois wro te: "Tretyakov wa s, by hi s natur e and 

know ledg e, a scholar."" 

In hi s desire to create a museum of national art , Tretyakov was not alone am ong the 

art collectors of hi s tim e. The collections of Fedor Pryani shnik ov in St. Petersbur g an d Alexei 

Khlud ov, Vasily Kokarev, Kozm a Soldatenkov, and others in Moscow could have laid the foun­

dation of su ch a mu seum , bu t all of them fell apart when their owners came to financial ru in 

or died. Their collectin g lacked m ethodo logy-a "system" as it were-wh ich on ly Tretyakov 

succeeded in developing. He guessed correct ly that Russian art was developing toward real­

ism, and he sup ported it with all means available to him. The range of Tretyakov's collecting 

was enormous. In the 1870s and 188os dozens, if not hu ndreds of new works (such as The 

Turkestan series, 1871 -72, by Vereshchagin) were incorpora ted into his gallery. 
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Tretyakov was strict and pra ctical in his bu siness deals, but when it was necessary, he 

would agree to bear very considerabl e expenses. Likew ise, hi s taste in collecting was broad 

and inclusiv e and did not depend on a collector' s whim s. His main crit eria were the high 

quality of the work and its historical signi ficance. Tretyakov bough t painti ng s despit e cri t­

ics ' opini ons and the censors' displeasure; he bought even those pain tings whi ch did no t 

comp letely corr espond to his vision and opini on , so lon g as they conform ed to the spir it 

of the tim e. He even bought som e paintin gs against respected and auth oritati ve opini ons, 

such as those of Tolstoy. Tretyakov clearly und erstood that the museum he was creating 

should n ot so m uch corr espond to his perso nal tastes and inclinati ons, or anyone else 's, as 

it shou ld ob jectively reflect historical developm ent. This was the essence of h:is "system ." 

In 189 2 Tretyakov bequ eathed his collection, whic h consisted of n early two thousand 

works of paintin g, graphi c art, and sculpt ur e, to the city of Moscow and therefore to the 

Russian people as a whole." By then, it was a fully form ed mu seum, tru ly accessible to the 

publi c, with an established schedul e and rul es and a buil ding built specifically to hold 

its collection- in Lavrush:insky Lan e, where the State Tretyakov Gallery is still situated. The 

Moscow City Duma became the official owne r, but Tretyakov remain ed the gallery's tru stee 

for life and continu ed hi s ind efatigable work to increase the collection and take care of 

the mu seum he had mad e such an effort to create. After Tretyakov died in 1898 , a new era 

began- both in Russian art and in the life of the Tretyakov Gallery. 

Translated from the Russic111 by Julia Trubikhina. 
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FROM REALISM TO SYMBOLISM, 1860- 1900 
ROBERT ROSENBLUM 

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, strange shadow s began to pervad e the look 

and feel of art. In both Eastern and Western Europ e, as well as on the other side of 

the Atlantic, the impulse to explore territories that had been invisible to the majority 

of mid-nineteenth century artists-who wanted to paint only what the eye cou ld see­

kept growing. Slowly, the visib le, material wor ld began to fade from sight in overt 

and covert ways. Portraits, instead of securing the sitters' places in professional or family 

communi ties, started to probe more private feelings. Landscapes, rather than recording 

welcom ing spri ngtim e grass and trees dappled wi th cheerfu l sunlight , gravitated toward 

a no-man's- land, depi ctin g myster ious, unpopulat ed terra in s remote from both urban 

and rural areas. Even still lifes, whether of food or flowers , began to tran scend their domestic 

confine s and disclose un expected mysteri es. As for narrativ e, the facts of con temporary 

life, flouri shin g in coun tless genr e paintin gs of the pleasures and tribul ations of workers 

and families, could be replaced by efforts to see, behind closed eyes, ima ginati ve and 

spiritual world s that might re -create the sup erna tural event s of the Bible or the long-b uri ed 

past, whether of hi stori cal fact or legend. In the traditional accounts of Western art, thi s 

evolution is usually defined by two "isms," Realism and Symbolism. 

The first of these "isms" embra ced the visible, empiri cal world ( as Gustave Courbet 

said, "Show rne an angel and I will paint it."). The second drift ed into a world of inn er 

experience, whether of privat e emotion s or dreamlike fantasies, an internal realm that could 

be expressed (as was the case with an earlier "ism," Romanticism) in the mo st diverse spec ­

trum of styles and imagery, as reflected throughout the art of the later ninet eenth century in 

the United States, Denmark, Italy, and Russia. 

These shift s of direction, from the visible to the invisible, from fact to feeling, can be 

discerned, to begin with, in the rich anthology offered here of some of Russia's late­

ninet eenth -century cultural heroe s. In many of these portraits, the sitter is pr esented in a 

conventional format int end ed to declare hi s public stature . In Ivan Kramskoy' s portrait 

of Ivan Shishkin (plate 115), paint ed in 1873, the heyday of Impre ssioni sm, the subj ect, an 

artist famou s for cheerful, outdoor land scape view s, stand s posed, in a proud and propri ­

etary way, against the kind of verdant, sun -shot, bur geoni ng nature associated with his profe s­

sional reputation. Portrait s of patron s of the art s from thi s period also display a public 

persona. Konstantin Korovin 's 1903 rend ering of the int erna tionally renown ed collector 

Ivan Morozov (plate 152)-w ho precocious ly acquir ed great Matisses for hi s Moscow 

residence-presents a man of wealth and elegance, form ally dressed in evening attire, a 

wh ite flower in his lapel ech oing hi s whi te tie and shirt . Of a similar ilk is Mikhail Vrubel 's 

por -trait of another cultural tsar, Savva Mamontov ( 1897, plate 138), a rich industriali st 

whose lavish patronage of the arts, especially the opera, earned him the honor of being called 

"a Russian Medici." Here, in fact, he seems to have usmped some imperial throne. Again, like 

Morozov, in formal attire, he radiates from on high an aura of official power, wealth, and 



auth ority as he looks far above and beyond the earth bo und viewer. But in Ilya Rep in 's 1883 

port rait of another great patron of the arts, the merchant and textile manufacturer Pavel 

Tretyakov (p late 112), the mood has chan ged from publi c to pri vate. Although the many 

gilt-fram ed canvases on the two walls behind him idernify the philan thropi c legacy of the 

sitter (who in 1856 founded the famous histor ical gallery of Russian art dating from the 

Middle Ages to the pr esent, and who, in 1892, always thinking of the public's ed ucation, 

wo uld give his collection to the city of Moscow) , he him self seem s lost in thought , one arm 

enclo sin g the other, his eyes turn ed inward, away from the spectator, as if we had caught 

him un aware. 

This sense of our int ru din g in to a closed , persona l realm is furth er int ensified in the 

portrai ts of three major authors of the period. In Repi:n's 1884 record of the short-story 

w riterVsevolod Mikhai lovich Garshin (plate 113) , we feel as if we had stumb led by accident 

into the writ er' s study, wh ere we see , in a cropp ed view, a disord erly pile of pap ers and 

books on a humble wooden desk, and where we are sudd enly confr ont ed by the sitter 's 

troubled gaze, as if he had caugh t us looking at his pr ivate diaries. In Nikolai Ge's portra it of 

the fifty-six-year-old Leo Tolstoy ( 1884 , plate 110), we are again intru ders; bu t this tim e 

we are un able to disturb the novelist's fierce conce ntratio n on transmi ttin g hi s thoughts to 

pen and paper. Dark shadow s engulf his body, with light str iking only his forehead and man­

uscript s, 1naking us feel that we are witn essing in silence a geniu s at work . It is a m ood 

o f lonelin ess and solenmit y that , in fact, has many par allels out side Russian art, most parti c­

ularly in the somb er, lonely portraits by the American arti st Thorn.as Eakins, Ge 's cont em ­

porary. But far mor e surpri sing is Vasily Perov's 1872 portr ait of the fifty-one -year-old Fedor 

Dostoevsky (plate 111) , in which there is no clue at all to the sitter 's pub lic id entit y as, 

am ong other thi.ngs, the auth or of Crime and Punishment ( 1866 ). What we see could almost 

be the record of a desolate, midd le-aged man, totally shroud ed in darkn ess , hands clasped 

as if to cont ain for the mom ent what we intuit as a fri ght enin g inn er tu rbu lence. Here, the 

sitter 's pu blic role as a great novelist is tota lly obscured by the disclosur e of hi s loneliness 

and anxie ty, a sense of gloom i:nspired by the details of hi s grim biog raph y- the murd er of 

his father, his years in a Siberian pri son , and his ongoing battle wi th epilepsy. 

Simil ar dir ection s can be traced in the group of land scape painting s here. Shi shkin' s 

outd oor scenes are as accessible and com fortin g as a weekend in the countr y, the com ple­

m ent s to hi s Impr essionist cont emp oraries ' constant corn ing and going to the toni c 

natur e that lay beyond the Parisian suburb s. The sun is always shinin g here, whether over 

a gently windb lown field of rye in Rye ( 1878 , plate 116) or the luxurio us blossoming of 

venerable oak trees that fill the sky with their health and vitality in The Oaks of Mordvinovo 

( 189 1, plate 117). But in the landscapes o f Isaak Levi.tan , tl1e m ood chang es. In Evening Bells 

( 1892, plate 130) and A Summer Evening (1900) , a crepu scular light prevails, turnin g the 

ordin ary into som ethin g more evocative, in which light and dark, reality and reflection , 

begin Lo merge in a m agical twilight zone. And in Twilight: H(lystacks ( 1899, plate 132), 

Levitan even offers a pa rallel to Claud e Monet 's own serial paintin gs of haystacks (or, 

more corr ectly, grain stacks) from the sam e decade, re-creating these shaggy conical stru c­

tur es, the crude archit ectur e of an agricultura l land scape, dissolving with the deepenin g 
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blue lighL of sunseL inLo phantom silhoueues. This currenL becomes far SLranger in Lhe 

landscapes of Arkhip Kuindzhi. His AfLer Lhe Ruin (1879, plaLe 125) locales us in whaL mighL 

be Lhe sell ing for a tale of Lhe supernatural. The lone, diminutive building, crowning a 

distan t hill , is soon LO be obscur ed tolally by sky invaded by the mosL omi nous dark storm 

cloud s, the equi valenL of an apocalyp tic vision . In AL Night (1905-08, plaLe 127), we are 

transport ed to anoth er extrem e, where we stand m esm er ized by the infinit e expanse of a 

low hori zon , int errupLed only by the distant, frail silhouette of a horse , alm ost a preview 

of on e of Salvador Dali's mirage s. Perhap s even more un settlin g and spectacular is Potches of 

Moonlight (1898- 1908, plate 126). Here , like a wr iter of science fiction, Kuind zhi imm erses 

us in anoth er surreal fanta sy of dark billowing cloud s and glimp ses of milk y mo onlight 

illuminating the no-man' s-land of som e Arctic snow drift. Uniqu e as thi s seem s, there are, 

in fact, para llels to thi s theme out side Russian painting. In Norway, Edvard Mun ch often 

painted unpolluted, snow-covered forest s under moonlight, a primordial natur e untou ched 

by human presences. And in the United States, Win slow Horn er, also at the end of the cen ­

tury, recorded the uninhabi ted, savage extrern.ities of the Nort h American continent on the 

rocky coas t of Maine, often drenched in moonlight and constantl y battered by the turbu ­

lent, oceanic water s. 

If the mo st mysteri ou s of these land scapes were inhabit ed, those who dwelled there 

would be creature s alien to the cont ernporar y world, fit only for an environment that seemed 

to be perched on the thr eshold of som ething unr eal or supernatural, perhap s an ancient 

legend, perhaps a Christ ian narrative, perhap s the domain of the afterlife. Indeed, in the land ­

scapes of Kuind zhi we often feel that we are on the brink of some spiritual world that 

transcends the one we know, facing perhaps the unkn own voyage from life to death. Such a 

scenario is, in fact, presented almost literally in two paintings that almo st seem to cross 

that barrier . Perov's Service for the Dead ( 1865, plate Io 1) still belong s to a tradition of genre 

painting, with its vignette of peasant life; but like hi s The Last Tavern by the City Gale ( 1868, 

plate 105), not to mention his portrait of Dostoev sky, the mood is dark, desperate, and 

lu gubrio us. Here we watch the pathetic, bar e-boned funerary homag e of the rural poor. 

From belund, we follow an old work hor se and a widow dragging , across a bleak winter 

land scape, a sled bearing a coffin, pr esumably that of her hu sband, along with two grieving 

cluldr en. They head toward an empty horizon, on the brink of a dark ening sky, as if, 

m etaphori cally, thi s were the bord er from whi ch there is no return. 

Thi s transformation of a landscape into death' s domain becomes far more lit eral and 

gruesome in Defeuted: Service for the Dead ( 1878-79, plat e 128), by Vasily Vereshchagin. 

Vereshchagin was a uniquely eccentric artist who, having followed the invading Russian 

armies into both the Turkestan wars (1867-70) and the Russo-Turkish War (1877- 78), 

becam e a passionat e antiwar cru sader. Using the hyp err ealist vocabular y that he (like !us 

fellow stud ent Eakins) had learn ed in Paris from the Ori ent alist Jean-Leon Gero m e, he doc­

um ent ed in excru ciating detail the atro ciLies perp etrated on both the Eastern and Western 

battl efields. His paint ed evang elical propaganda, often censored as politi cally sub versive 

both in side and out sid e Russia, mo ves from journali stic fact to sup ernatur al fiction s. In 

Defeated: Service for the Dead, a horrifying m em ent o of the Russo-Turkish War, he translates 
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into a strange allegory Lhe kind ofpaLhos-ridden genre paiming represented by Perov's 

humb le inLerpretation of the passage from life to deaLh. In a perfect union of church and 

state, we see on Lhe left a milit ary officer in contemp orary uni form and a Chri st-like priest 

wh o, in a ma ss fun eral , blesses the coun tless Russian soldiers who died on the bat tlefield . 

Like updat ed versions of Dant e and Virgil , wand erin g throu gh hell, they seem to confr ont a 

scene from a moder n infern o, an infin itely vast cemet ery of corps es whose bodi es have 

already merge d wi th th e earth bu t whose still fleshy head s, in regimente d rows, evoke the 

lost souls afloa t in a Chris tian Last Judgment. Here, we have clearly crossed the threshold 

betwee n life and death, betwee n reporto ri al fact and im agin ative fiction. Looking at thi s con ­

temp orary int erpr etation of a new vision of the afterlife, we may not be surpri sed to find 

that man y of Vereshchagin' s cont emp oraries wo uld be seekin g again som e kind of viable 

religiou s art , an art that could resurr ect , now wit h new reaches of the im agination , the m ori ­

bund traditi ons of Chri stian icon ography. 

The mo st conspicuous of these efforts to revive bibli cal narrativ es that, throu gh person al 

mor e than communal piety, might again comp el belief from spectators who se faith had so 

oft en been ch alleng ed by anticl eri cal revolution s, by Charles Darwin and Karl Marx , were 

the intensely individual readings of Chri stianity b y Ge. This artist had painted hi s fri end 

Tolstoy's portra it and shared wi th the wr iter a passionate belief that the Gospel s might be 

rejuvenated through new, more subjective interpre tations of their mysteries and meanings. 

In tl1is respect, Ge distin gui shes him self from Alexand er Ivanov, who, in his religious 

paintin gs of the first half of the centur y, tri ed to perpetuate traditions dating back to 

Raphae l. Ge also rejects the seculari zed religious art of many of his contem porari es. For 

exampl e, Alexei Korzukbin in bis painting Before the Confession (1877, plate 103) and Mikhail 

Nesterov in his Taking of the Veil (1898, plate 146) observe (like Paul Gauguin or wo uld -be 

anthropologists) the ritu als of the chur ch and its pious followers as they were still practiced 

in a nineteenth-century world rather than attempting to reinterpret the her itage of bibli cal 

narratives. By com parison , Ge's The Last Supper (1866, plate 134) is an astonishingly or iginal 

invention that seems to ignore the venerabl e m edieval and Renaissance depictions of this 

dramati c event in favor of a wholly new staging of the narra tive. Instead of the usual frontal 

symm etry of the scene, and the understated revelation of Jud as's treachery, we are showi1 

an obliqu e view of a reclinin g Christ and the stunne d confusion of his discip les in the eerie 

setting of a darkened room . It is illuminated by a blue night sky, just visible through two 

small windows, and a raking beam of theatrical light that hits the table and casts ominou s 

shad ow s acro ss tl1e figure s. Most un expected is the sin gling out of Juda s, on the right , who 

separat es him self from the group and w ho, like som e Satanic appariti on, casts a hu ge , 

dark shadow on the back wall. The spooky, sup ern atur al effect lies som ewhere betwee n th e 

traditi ons of the eighteentl1-centur y Gothic novel and the twenti eth-centur y horror film. 

Later in his career, Ge distilled Lhis narra tive to an even more haunti ng image, 

Conscience: Judas ( 189 1 , plate , 36), in wh ich Judas, liL by the moo n on an isolated darkening 

road , stands totally alone, his back to us, hi s face concea led, dema ndi ng that the spectator 

int uit his tor m ente d guilt. A thre e-dim ensional counterpa rt , in terms of a lone figure 

from a bibli ca.l narr ative who comp els psychological empathy into an invisible domain of 
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complex emotions, is Marc Antokolsky's life-size bronze Ecce Homo: Christ before the People 

(after t892, plate 135). The traditional depiction of the subject showed the assembled fig­

ures at the court and the presentation of the white robe for Christ to wear, a symbo l of 

lunacy that would intensify his humiliation. Here, by contrast, we are obliged Lo project 

what we know of the story into this humble but noble figure who stands on the fragmem 

of steps loose ly evocative of the conventiona l imagery of the steps that ascend to Herod' s 

throne. As in so many portraits of the period, we must turn from public narrative to the 

exploration of inward feelings. 

Again, Russian art of the late nin eteenth century should be seen in the cont ext of the 

work of an international community of artists. Ge, for example, ha s stron g affinities with the 

work of Henry Ossawa Tanner, anArnerican artist who studied with Eakins and then, in 189 1, 

sett led in Paris . Tanner, like Ge, had the ambition ofrejuvenating venerable Christian narra­

tives by represen ting them as modern, realist dramas in historical clothing, often resembling 

movie stills from bi blical epics. His Annunciation ( 1898), for example, follows the legacy of Ge's 

The Last Supper. In it the artist re -creates the time-honored depictions of Gabriel' s appearance to 

the Virgin as an oblique glimpse int o the shadowy bedroom of what appear s to be a contempo­

rary Palestini an wom an , m esmerize d by the supe rn atur al glow of th e floating an gel. Th.is is a 

wholly new staging that resurr ects , in the present tense, the poss ibilit y of belief in mira cles. 

These flight s of im agination that sought to re-crea te the Bible h ad their count erpart s in 

grow in g arti stic effort s to revisit national hi stor y. Russian arti sts, like those in o ther Western 

co untri es, often attempt ed to reco nstru ct, like the dir ectors of m ovies about di stan t epochs, 

the great event s of hi story, especially if the m essage could inspire patri otic fervor. A perfect 

exampl e is Repin' s Zaporozhicms (1880-9 1, page 9) . This paintin g transport s the viewer to the 

1660s, to the chauvini stic m om ent when a gro up of Ukraini an cossacks comp osed an insul t­

in g letter to Sultan Mahm oud IV, refusin g hi s dema nd to accep t Turkish rul e. Repin depicts 

thi s row dy scene as if he were a ph otojourn alist on the spot, creatin g a snapshot record, 

cropp ed on all sides, of wild excitem ent and revenge shared by a cast clo thed in accur ate hi s­

tori cal cos tum e. As in modern action m ovies , the specta tor is there , in the mi ds t of the fray, 

an eyewitn ess to hi story. 

But other Russian arti sts, with a different vision of the pas t, wo uld reject this m odern, 

ph otorealist style in favor of a lan guage m ore hi storica lly appropriate to the scene depicted. 

This is clearly the case in another wor k that wo uld turn the clock back to the same time 

zon e, Andre i Ryabushkin 's A Merchant Family in the Seventeenth Century ( 1896, plate 145) , one 

of 263 works chosen to represent contemporary Russian art at the 1900 Exposition 

Universe lle in Paris. Unlike Repin, Ryabush.kin tries to evoke a remot e national past, not only 

through the historical costumes, but also through the style of the painting. In thi s case , the 

wea lthy merchant, as powerfully ent hron ed as a tsar, confront s us with hi s wife and three 

children. Their flattened , rigid po sture s and their static symmet ry (reflected in the crude 

doll held by the daughter on the right) are further underlined by the austere geometries 

of the framed blind s and woo den wa lls behind them. Ryabushkin takes us back to the hier­

atic pow er of Russian medieval icons, as if this secu lar fam ily we re the heirs Lo those 

Christian deities fixed for eternity against a gold ground. 

ROBERT ROSENBLUM 169 



Russian legends and fairy tales also triggered famasies abom reviving sty les that 

evoked a remote, mythical past. A master of this kind of archaism, in botli paiming and 

sculpture as welJ as in the decorative ans, was Vrubel, who, in recent years has become 

imerna tionally recogn ized as the quintessence of Russian Symbolist art. In his large deco­

rative pane l, Bo9atyr (1898), we are again taken back to the Midc!Je Ages in both style 

and theme. Here is the archetypal Christian knight , the Russian version of Sir Lancelot, 

in a fairy tale fores t, a hero ready to pro tect chur ch and state. Bm this is a far cry from 

an earlier scene of Russian kni ghth ood, Viktor Vasnetsov's Kni9ht at the Crossroads (1878, 

plat e 144), whose near ph otographi c reconstruction of this long-lost world compl etely 

dispels its magic. Appropriat e to the legend s about these p.ious warri ors, whose origins go 

back to the tenth centur y, Vrubel chooses a style that conjur es up the antir ealist loo k of 

m edieval arc, before corr ect anatomy and perspective had been invem ed. The knight and 

hor se are swollen to the size of legendar y giams, cru shed against a land scape where 

dragons might roam. The imag e radiate s the kind of worldly pow er familiar from Gothic 
altarpiec es and stained-glass window s. 

In a simi lar spirit, Vrubel also focused on a revival of precious decorat ive arts that 

often seem like archaeo logi cal relics of a lost civilization . His diminut ive majolica sculptur e, 

Miz9ir (1898, plate 14 2), with its exquisite evocation ofa bejeweled , fairy-tale costum e 

that seem s to have been spirited from an enchanted forest, wafts us off to another kind of 

Russian dream, in this case that ofS negorouchka (The Snow Maiden), daught er of Frost 

and Spring, a story Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov made famous in hi s opera of 188 1. Vrubel, 

who had also painted the Snow Maiden herse lf, here presents Mizgir, the object of her pas­

sion when she is granted the power of human love and then magicaJJy m elts away. 

These preciou s fragments of distant, imaginar y worlds are essential to Vrubel's dream ­

like visions. Africa provides the inspirati on for two other diminuti ve majolica sculptur es by 

Vrubel, both from 189 1: the Egyptian Woman (plate 140 ) , a strange mixture of Orientalist 

exotica and Western intro spection, and the Li/Jy(lll Lion, whic h looks like a tiny treasure that 

mir ro rs an ancient civilization wh ere im ages were stylized int o sharp geome tric patterns 

that anticipate Art Deco. Of these evocative objects, non e is stranger than Vrubel 's Se(! King 

(1897- 1900, plate 141), ano ther majolica sculptur e that conjur es up a remo te Aegean civiliza­

tion imm ersed in aquatic fantasies. This fearsom e, little deity is a m etamorphi c m arvel. Not 

only do its iridescent colors keep chan ging like those of the sea i tself, but the gelatin ous 

image keeps mutating into watery creatures: fish and coiling invertebrate fragments that in 

turn become a Neptun e-like head with tentacular hair. Dali's magical doubl e and trip le 
image s are not far away. 

Vrub el, like so many of his internati ona l contemporari es, sought to dissolve the mat e­

rial world int o a fluid, shadowy domain wher e the imaginati on could set sail. Even in a 

paint ed portrait of hi s wife, the opera sin ger Nadezhda Zabela-Vrub eJ ( 1898 , plate 139) , 

who wears a summ ery, fashionable Empire-style dress for the occasion, her body, as a 

weight -bearing , tangibl e presence, disapp ears beneath a decorative camouflage of dappl ed 

bru shstro kes that transform the two lenses of the lorgnette she holds in to the floating , 

arched pattern s hoverin g over her dress. She is as mu ch a memor y as a fact. But these 
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currents reach a sumptuous climax in a large, almost square canvas from 1900, Lilacs 

(plate 150), which practically smothers us. Vrubel's crystalline, fractured brushstrokes 

transform pigment into patc hes of color that bo b and float in a dense sea of paint, a defi­

ance of gravity that makes the dark female figure look like a beckoning, yet inaccessib le 

mir age in an ench ant ed, perfum ed gard en bathed in moo nl igh t . Bu t uniqu e as Vru bel's 

ma sterpi ece m ay be, it also becom es p art of an int ernati onal com m.unit y of paintin gs 

that, at the turn of the century, pu sh ed the visible wo rld to such extremes of sen su ous 

re finem ent that , as in a dream, we can no lon ger find our bearin gs in reali ty. 

The mo st famo us distillation s of this adventur e, Monet 's variation s on the them es 

cultivated in his luxuriant privat e gard en at Giverny, provide perfect comp lem ent s to Vrub el's 

canvas, ju st as Levitan' s Twilight: Haystacks can be seen as the Russian coun terpart of the 

French Imp ressio ni st 's fascin ation w ith th e same rura l them e. In Bed of Chrysanthemums 

( 1897), a typ ical glimp se of a vi tal abund ance of flower s in full bloom, Mon et, like Vrub el, 

imm erses the viewer in a gorgeo us, uns table wor ld of fluid color, of floral fragrance, where 

up and down, sub stance and shad ow are fused in a shim mer in g whole. And as in Vrub el's 

paintin g, the squar e form at here, an chor ed by neith er hori zontal nor vert ical axes, con u-ibutes 

to our sense of bein g set adrift in the mid st of a boundl ess space. 

By 1900, Russian artists, like arti sts throughout Europ e and Americ a, had begun to peer 

through the looking glass of reality into strang e new wor lds invisible to earlier gen erati ons 

and ever mor e distant from the prosaic facts we can see and tou ch wh en we ob ey the 

pull of gravity. It wa s a path that would lead to oth erw orldly territorie s, soon to be sight ed 

on Russian soil by Vasily Kandinsky and Kazimir Malevich . 
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91. ALfXANDER IYANOV, STUDY fOR 

Till' APPEARANCI; 01' CHRIST TO THE PWP! F, 

C·\. 1837 . OIL ON C•\NVAS, '3•', X 

7.J-. ', CM. STAT!, RUSSIAN \flJSUIM, 

sr. PIT1'RSl\l/RG 

92. (OPPlJSITF) ·\I LXANIJ!'R IV .~NOV, 

NL/DE BOY, STL/DY I-OR THE APPEARANCF 

OJ' CHRIST TO Tllf PEOPLE, 1840. Oil ON 

CANVAS, 47.7 X 64.2 CM. STAT!i 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 
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93 - ( U FT) A LEXANDER I VANOV, MOD !iL 

OF ASSUNTA , IN THE POSE OF CHR IST, 

STUDY FOR THE APP&ARANCE OF CHR IST 

TOTIIE PEOPLE, 1840S. OIL ON PAPl•R, 

MOUNTl'D ON CANVAS, +7, > X 37. I CM. 

Till STATE rl\ETYAKOV GALURY, 

MOSCOW 

94. (RIGHT) Al IX·\NDIR l\"ANOV, 

HEAD or ST. JOHN T!Jf l!APTIST, STUIJl 

fOR THE APPf:ARANC[ 01- C'HRISTTO nn 

i'EOPIE. 18+os. OJI ON PAP[R, MOUNT 

ED ON CANVAS, ,1 X +4 CM. fHE STATE 

TRFTYAKOV GALI.ERY, MOSCOW 

174 



9,;. Al.EXANDER IVANOV, FIGURE OF A 

RISJNG MAN; HEAD OF A JiAUN; HEAD OF OLD 

MAN RfSING, STUDY FOi\ THE APPEARANCE 

OF CHRIST TO THE PEOPLE, 1833 57. OU, 

ON PAPFR, 50 X 62 CM. STAT!· RUSSIAN 

MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 

I 75 





96 . (O PP OS ITE) ALEXANDER IVANOV , 

OU VETREE,AIUCCAVALIEY, STUDY FOR 

THF APPEARANCE or CHRIST TO THE PEOP! I·, 

1846, on ON C.~NVAS, 61 .4 x ·14·+ 

CM. THI· STAT!· TRfTYAKOV GALJERY, 

MOSCOW 

97. Al !:XANDER IVJ\NOV, WATER AND 

STONliS NEAR PAI.ACCUOJ.l.A, STUDY FOR 

THE APPEARANCE OF CHRIST TO THE PEOPLE, 

FAR IY 18,;os. 011 ON CANVAS, +.1 X 

61 . 2 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PETcRSBURG 

I 77 





98 . ( OPPOSITE) PAV FL Fl'DOTOV, THE 

NEWLY DECORATED CIVIL SERVANT (AN 

OFFICIAL THE MORNING AFTER RECEIVING 

ll!S FIRST DECORATION), 1846. OIL ON 

CANVAS, +8.2 X 42 . \" CM. THE STATE 

TRHYAKOV GAlLERY, MOSCOW 

99. PAVH F!;DOTOV, THE MAJOR'S 

PROPOSAL, CA. 1851. OIL ON CANVAS, 

1"6 X 76 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

179 





100. !VAN AIVAZOVSKY, THE NINTII 

WAVI, 18~0. 011 ON CANVAS. 

221 X 332 C~I. STATE RUSSIAN 

MUSEUM, ST. PETIRSBURG 



IOI. VASILY PEROV, SERVICE FOR THE 

DEAD, 186,. Oil ON CANVAS, 

+1"·3 X S"7 < M, Till- ST-ITE TRHYAKU\ 

c;ALI.ERY, ~IOSCOW 

102. (OPPOSIT!•) VASllY PEHOV, 

A MEAL, 186.1" 76. Oil ON CANVAS, 

84- X 126 CM. STAH RUSSIAN MlJSHJM, 

ST. PITERS!llJRG 





103. AJ F\1-1 KOH/Ukll!N, BEFORe Tflf 

CONFESSI0."1, 1877. Oll ON CANVAS, 

f08 X 160 CM. THF STAT!' TRFTYAKOV 

GA! LERY, Moscow 
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104. (OP POSITI) IIYA JUPIN, BARGL 

HAUi.iRS ON THE VOLGA, 1870 73. OIL 

ON CANVAS, 131.,; X 181 CM. STAT!' 

RUSSIAN \1USHJM, ST. Pf-TIRSJ\lJRG 

105. VAS!IY PUlOV, THE LAST TAVERN BY 

THI• CITY G,lTE, 1868. Oil. ON C:~NVAS, 

51 .5 X 65.8 CM. Tiff ST.\TE TRETYAKOV 

GA! I ERY, MOSCOW 



106. VLADIMIR MAKOVSKY, CONVICT, 

1879. Oll ON CANVAS, 76., X 

113 CM. STATE RUSSIA,._, MlJSHl~I, 

SL l'ITFRSIHJJtG 

107. (OPPosrn) VI ,\DIMIH MAKOVSKY, 

A PARTY, 187, 97. Oil ON C \NVAS, 

108.,; X 14,, CM. TIii STAH 

TRI IY-\KO\ GAUERY, MOSCO~\ 

188 





I08 . VLADIMIR MAKOVSKY, ON THE 

BOULEVARD, 1886~87 . OIL ON CANVAS. 

q X 68 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALI LRY, MOSCOW 

109. (OPPOSITE) VASTLY MAXJMOV, 

Af.l. JNTHE PAST, 1889 . Oil ON CANVAS, 

72 X 93-~ CM. THE STATU TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY , MOSCOW 
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110, NIKOLAI GE, PORTRAIT OF THE 

WRITER LEO TOLSTOY, 1884 .. OIL ON 

CANVAS, 96 X 71 CM. STATF RUSSIAN 

MUSEU\I, ST. Pl'TERSIIUR(, 

Ill. (OPPOSITI) \'ASIIY l'l'ROI. 

PORTRAIT OF THE WRIHR FEDOR 

DOSTOEVSKY, 1872. OIi ON CANVAS, 

90 X 80,S C~I. THF STAT!, TRETYAKOV 

GAi LERY, MOSCOW 

192 
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l l /.. (OPPOSITE) II.YA RLPIN, PORTRAIT 

OF PAV EL T HETYAKDV. FOUNDER OF 

TIHTltHYAKOV GA!l.ERY, 1883. Oil ON 

CANVAS , 98 X H,8 CM. THI STAT! 

TRETYAKOV GAi LERY, MOSCOW 

ll3, ILYA RFPIN, VSEVOfOD 

MIKHAII.OVJCH GARSHIN (1851 1888), 

1884. Oil ON CANVAS, 88.9 X 69.2 C',!. 

THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM or 
ART, NHV YORK, GirT OF HUMANITirS 

J<UNO INC., 1972 

1 95 



114. JEOOR VASIUFV, Wl·T MEJ\DOW, 

1872. OJJ ON CANVAS, 70 \ 114. CM. 

Till, STATE fllLTYAKOV GA! I U\Y, 

MOSCOW 
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1 1 r;. (OPPOSIH) !VAN KRAMSKOY, 

PORTRAIT OF THE PAINTER !VAN SH1SHK1N, 

1873. OIi ON CANVAS, 11 o. 5 X 

78 CM. TIU STAT! TRETYAKOV GAU I RY, 

MOSCOW 

116. !VAN Sl!ISIIKIN, HYE, 1878. OIL 

ON CANVAS, 107 X 187 CM. THE STAT! 

TRETYAKOV GAJ.LLRY, MOSCOW 

199 



117, f\',\N SHISHKIN, THE OAKS OF 

M0RDVIN0V0, 1891. 011 ON C,\NVAS, 

84 X l 11 CM, ST•\Tl RUSSIAN M\JSf\l~I. 

s·1 Pl TIRSlllJR<i 

118. (OPPOSITP) IV.\N KRAMSKOY, 

IORESTER, 1874 Ol! ON CANVAS, 

84 X 62 CM. Till STAT! TRITYAKOV 

GAJ I ERY, MOSCOW 

200 
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119 . I V•\N KRAMSKOY, UNKNOWN 

WOMAN, 1883. OIL ON CANVAS, 75.5 X 

99 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

2 0 2 





120. NlKOLAI YAROSHENKO, FEMALE 

STUDENT, 1880. OIL ON CANVAS, 

8_, X 54 CM . STATE RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

204 



I 21. JLYA REPJN, PORTRAJT 01' NADYA 

REPINA, 1881. on. ON CANVAS, 

66 X ,4 CM. I\AOISCHEV ART MUSEUM, 

SARAfOV 

205 





122. VASILY SURIKOV, CAJ'TUR!i OF 

A SNOW FORTRESS, 1891. Oil ON 

CANVAS, I ~6 X 282 CM. STATE RUSSIAN 

MUSLUM, ST. l'l:TERSllURG 

207 



208 



123 . (OPPOSITE) VALENTIN SEROV, 

PORTRAIT OFTHr ARTIST KONSTANTIN 

KOROVIN, 1891. OIL ON CANVAS, 11!.2 X 

89 CM. TllF STATE TRI TYAKOV GALI FRY, 

MOSUJW 

124- KONSTANTIN KOROVJN, IN 

WINTlR, 1894. 011 ON CANVAS, 37.2 X 

,2. I" CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

209 



12\', ARKlflP KUINDZl!I, AFHR THE 

RAIN, 1879. OJL ON CANVAS, 

102 X I \'9 CM. TJH STATf TRFTYAKOV 

GALIERY. MOSCOW 

126. (OPPOSIT[j ARKHIP KUIND/111, 

PATCHES 01' MOONLIGHT, 1898-1908. 

OIL ON CANVAS, 39 X 13·\" CM. STATE 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. PFTERSBURG 

2 10 



2 I I 



2 12 



127. AI\KH!P KUINDZHI, AT NIGHT, 

190, 08. Oil ON CANVAS, 107 X 

169 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUS[UM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

2 13 



128. VASILY VERJ:SCIIAGIN, DEFEATrn: 

SERVICE FOR THE DEAD, 1878 79. Oil ON 

CANVAS, 179.7 X 300.4 CM. Tfll STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 

129. (OPPOSITE) VASILY VERFSCHAGIN, 

MORTALLYWOUNDED, 1873. Oil ON 

CANVAS, 73 X ~6.6 CM. THE STAH 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 

2 14 



2 15 



130. ISAAK LEVITAN, EVENrNG BEi.LS, 

1892. 011 ON CANVAS, 87 X 107.6 CM. 

Tl!E STATE TRJ'TYAKOV GA! LU{Y, 

MOSCOW 

131. (OPPOS/Tf) VASIIY POLENOY, 

THE MOSCOW COURTYARD, 1902. OIL ON 

CANVAS, \Tl X 44 CM. STATE RUSSIAN 

MUSEUM, ST. PIT! RS BURG 

2 16 



2 17 



'I 

132. [SAAK 1 EVfTAN, TWlLJGHT: 

HAYSTACKS, 1899. OIL ON CANVAS, 

.~9. 8 X 54. 6 CM. THE STATE TRETYA KOV 

GAl I HtY, MO,COW 

133. (OPPOSITE) ISAAK LEVITAN, 

SPRING: HIGH WAHR, 1897. 011 ON 

CANVAS, 64.2 X ,;7.5 CM. THE STATE 

TIIETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 

2 18 





134. NIKOLAI GE, THE LAST SUPPER, 

1866. OIL ON CANVAS, 66. \' X 

89.6 CM. THE STATE TRHYAKOY 

GALLfl\Y, MOSCOW 

'H· (OPPOS!Tf) MARC •\NTOKO!.SKY, 

ECCE HOMO: CHRIST BEFORE TflE PEOPLE, 

AFTER 1892. MARB!E, H. 100 CM. 

STAT!: RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

220 



22 1 



136. NJKOL,\l Gli, CONSC!liNCE: 

JUDAS, 1891. O IL ON CANVAS, 149 X 

210 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

137. (OPPOSITE) VASILY POLENOV , 

DREAMS (ON TOP OF A MOUNTAIN) 

(FROM THE LIFE OF CHRIST S ERIES) , 

1890 - 1900s. OJI ON CANVAS, l ~I X 

142 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

222 



223 





138. (OPPOSITE) MIKHAIL VRUBEL, 

POHTRAIT OJ SAVVA MAMONTOV. 1897. 

Oil. ON CANVAS, 187 X J+2.~ CM. THE 

STATE TRLTY,\KOV G-11.1 I.RY, ~!OSCOW 

139. MIKHAIi VRUBH, PORTRAIT OF 

N. I. ZABELA VRUBH, THE ARTIST'S WIH, IN 

A SUMMER "FMPJRE" DRESS, 1898. 011 

ON CANVAS, 124 X 7~-7 CM . THI' STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 

225 



1,f0. (!!FT) MIKHAIi VI\Ullll, 

l,GYPTIAN WOMAN, 1891. M1f01.1C•\, 

H . 31.,; CM. Till STAH 11\FTYAKOV 

t;Hl lllY, ~!OSCO\\ 

14"! (RIGHT} ~l!KIL\11 VRUIJH, Sb! 

KING, 1897 1900. MA JOI !CA, 

,;2.3 X +o CM. TIH STAH TRHYAKO\' 

GALLERY MOSCOW 

226 



142. MIKHAIL I RUBI L, MIZG!R, 

1898. ~!AJOJ [CA, H . 47 CM. TIU STHF 

TlUTYAhOV GAi ll-RY, ~,oscow 



228 



143 . (OPPOSITr) SERGU KONFNKOV, 

THE THJNKER, Al TLR 190~. MARBI le, 

H. 16 CM. STAH RUSSIAN Ml/SFll~I, 

ST. PFfUlSBURG 

144. VlKTOR l'ASNl'TSOV, KNl<iHT AT 

TIJE CIWSSROADS, 1878. 011 ON CANVAS, 

147 X 79 CM. MUSEUM 01 HISTORY 

AND ART, SFRPUKHOV 



14-,. ANDRI l RYAI\USIIKTN. A Ml RCHANT 

FAMILY !NTH[ SLVENTE!'NTH CENTI/RY, 

1896, 01[ ON CANVAS, 143 X 

213 ( M, STAT!· RlJSSl'\N Ml/SUJM, 

ST. Pl 'l ERSBUI\G 

LJ.6, (OPPOSITI!) MIKHAIi Nl·STl-1\0\', 

TAKING 0fHIIVF!L, 1898. Oil ON 

CANVAS, 178 X 195 CM. STAH RUSSIAN 

MUSLlnI, ST. PETERSBURG 

230 





147. PAVEL TRUBETSKOY, MOSCOW 

CABMAN, 1898. BRONZE, H. 24 CM. 

STATL RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PfTERS!llJRG 

148. (OPPOSITh, UFT) PAVEi 

TRUJHTSKOY, PORTRAIT OF GRAND DllKE 

ANDREI VLADIMIHOVICH, 1910. BHONH, 

IL 56 CM . ST,\H R\/~Sli\N MUS!\/M, 

ST. PFTI:RSBLJRG 

149. (OPPOSITI,. RIGHT) PAVU 

TRUBETSKOY, MARIA B0TKINA, 1901. 

BRONZE, H. 47. > CM. THI' STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 







l~O. (OPPOSITE) MIKHAIL VRUBEL, 

LILACS, 1900. OIL ON CANVAS, 

160 X 177 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOY 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

151. VlKTOR BORISOV-MUSATOY, 

GOBELIN, 1901. TEMPERA ON CANVAS, 

103 X 141.2 CM. TI-JE STATE TRETYAKOY 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 







ALBERT KOSTENEVICH 

The modern art of France appeare d relatively late in the Hermitage. In 1904, Andrei Somov, 

dir ector of the paintin g gallery, wro te that th e pain tings in the St. Petersbur g muse um 

were execut ed "n o later than the early nin eteenth centu ry."' The wor ks of the Impr essioni sts 

and Post-Impr essionists, as well as Henri Matisse, Pablo Picasso, and other twenti eth -centur y 

ma sters, were acquir ed by the Hermita ge in the 1930s and 1940s. The great majorit y of 

the se works came from two extraordinary Moscow collection s, those of Sergei Shchu kin 

( 1854- 1936) and Ivan Moro zov ( 1871- 1921 ), who se ambiti ons were astoundin g even 

by today' s standard s. Both men had very similar arti stic int erests and belong ed to the upp er 

echelon of the trade and industrial elite. 

Shchukin cam e from an old merc hant lin e in Moscow and grew up in a large family 

where five of the six broth ers became except ional collector s. Sergei was third born, a sickly 

chi ld deeme d too weak to be sent to schoo l and educated by tu tors instead. In his youth, 

no one wo uld have predicted that he would become the head of hi s father's firm, wh ich held 

an important position in the Russian textile industry. 

He grew up to be a strong-w illed man who would go against general opinion when 

necessary. Shchukin 's magnetism combined with an artistic sensitivity m ade him a great col­

lector. His manag em ent of the mill' s sales and production, and hi s ability to maneuver 

brilliantly in the dome stic and int ernational market s, earn ed him an excellent reputation in 

the finan cial world and the nicknam e "mini ster of commer ce." In 1912 h e becam e the 

head of the Moscow Merchant' s Association, but hi s fame as a daring and ent erpri sin g busi­

nessman had come long before , during the national strike of 1905 , whe n Sergei took 

advantage of the general bu siness pani c. He cornered the textile mark et by pur chasin g all 

exis tin g stockp iles and then raising pri ces after the insurrection was over. 

However, hi s financial success did not initially give rise to a desire to spen d m oney 

on art, certainly no more than decor um requir ed of a well-to- do bu sinessman . The exampl e 

came from his broth ers, parti cularly Pyotr, who began collecting phot ograph s and lith o­

graph s as a child . Later h e so1.;ght out old books , en gravin gs, docum ent s, and ancient Russian 

wares , becom in g a collector of unpr ecedented scope. Whil e concentratin g on Russian 

antiqu es, Pyotr Shchu kin tri ed, as he put it, "to demonstrate the influ ence of the East and the 

West on Russian culture." ' 

The life of all the brother s was ine xtricably linked to Moscow, and only on e of them , 

Ivan, mov ed in 1893 to Paris, wh ere hi s apartm ent served as a cent er for the Russian art 

colony. Anton Ch ekhov, in a letter to hi s wife, called Shchukin an int erestin g m an, addin g 

that he din ed with him every tim e he was in Paris. Ivan Shchukin 's house on Avenu e de 

Wagram was visited by Edgar Degas , Paul Dur and -Ruel, Jori s-Karl Hu ysm ans, Odilon Redon, 

Pierr e Auguste Renoir, and Au gu ste Rodin . Ivan treated the arti sts as his proteges and 

introdu ced them to hi s broth ers. In 1898 h e brought Pyotr, tl1e revere d director of his own 

mu seum , to the Galeri e Durand -Ruel. As a result Pyotr's mu seum acquir ed such m asterpieces 



as Claude Monet's Lady in a Garden (1867, Hermitage) and Camille Pissarro's Place du Theotre 

Franrais ( 1898, Hermitage), and canvases by Degas, Renoir , and Alfred Sisley.' 

Sergei Shcbukin ma de his first pur chase of Imp ressioni st paintin gs with Pyo tr, perhaps 

pro mpt ed by hi s youn ger bro ther Ivan. By then Sergei had begun collecting: In the early 

1890s he had acquired a nu mber of paint ing s by the Russian realist Wand erers. Later embar ­

rassed by th.em , Sergei sold his early collection when his int erests qui ckly swi tched Lo the 

arti sts of Western Europe. 

Concludi ng that th e ma in art ery of Europea n paint ing ran th.rough. Paris, Shch.ukin 

decided to limit him self to the Frenc h sch ool. But he did not em bark imm edia tely on the 

path that led to hi s fam e as a collector wi th an infallible eye. Who now know s the name s 

Guilloux or Maglin ? Shchu kin brou ght their paintin gs back from Pari s in 1898, succumbin g 

to th e mysteriousness of Symb olism . But in the sam e year he made a wise p urch ase from 

Durand -Ruel of Mon et's Rocks nr Belle-Ile ( 1886 , Pushkin Museum ), which was considered 

qu ite dar ing at the tim e. 

Enlightened society in Western Europ e and Russia considered th e Impress ioni sts to 

be ups tart charlatans, and anyon e who dared to collect their works seemed an even greater 

charlatan in the eyes of m any. Yakov B. Tugendk hold, an art critic and frie nd to Shchu kin , 

wro te in 1914 : "Th e first Monet land scapes Shchukin brought back created as mu ch out rage 

as Picasso does now: no wo nd er a Monet painti ng was scribbl ed with a pro testing penc il 

by on e of Shchu kin' s guests."' 

From the very beginnin g the imp ort ant qualit y of Shchukin' s approac h to art was not an 

attemp t to encompa ss everythin g, but the desire to con centrat e on that which w as m ost 

imp ortant. Enchant ed by the Impr essionists, Shchukin soon realized that the main figur e of 

the movem ent wa s Mon et, so h e collected mostly hi s works, givin g them the best room of 

hi s m ansion, the mu sic salon. No sooner had Moscow society begun to grow accustom ed to 

Impr essioni sm than Shchukin pr epared a new blow. "On ce," recalled the arti st Leonid 

Pasternak, father of Bori s, "Serov and I were at Shchukin 's alone. 'I' ll show you somethin g,' 

h e said, op enin g a heavy wind ow fram e and takin g out hi s first Gau guin and then, lau ghin g 

and stutt erin g, he add ed: 'A m -m -m adman paint ed it and a m -m -m adm an bou ght it." '5 

By 1903- 04 Shchukin 's int erests shift ed to Post-Impr essioni sm. He found the most dar­

in g inn ovator s, and from that tim e hi s collection grew with the headlong developm ent of 

French paintin g. Shchukin 's collecting can be divided int o thr ee stages: th e first, 1898- 1904, 

when he conce ntr ated on Monet; the second, 1904- 10, the period of Paul Cezanne, Paul 

Gauguin, and Vincen t van Gogh; and the last, 1910- 14 , with the work s of Matisse, Andr e 

Derain , and Picasso. The first Gauguin s and Cezann es app eared in Shcbu kin 's collection in 

1903, long before the general recog niti on of these arti sts in Eur o pe. A few years later hi s 

collection of Gauguins becam e the finest in the wor ld. And in exactly the same way, by 1910 

be own ed a series of out standing wo rks by Matisse. 

In 1904 Shchukin bough t one ofC ezanne 's great est work s, Mc1rdi Gras (Pierrot and 

Harlequin) ( 1888, Pushkin Museum) and Bouquet of Flowers in c1Vase (ca. 1877, Hermitag e), 

whic h were pr evious ly in th e collection of Victor Choquet, the grea t French collector and 

comrade- in-ar ms of the Imp ressioni sts and Cezam1e. A year earlier Shchu kin h ad been 
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Lhe first in Russia to acquire a Cezanne painting, Fruits (1879-80, Hermitage). For his pan, 

Shchukin quickly distinguished Cezanne from the Impressionists and always "kepL his eye 

on him," while he soo n stoppe d acquiring Monet, Degas, and Renoir. In Cezanne's paintings 

Shchukin saw no t on ly the dernier cri in European paint ing but also sensed Lies Lo the art 

of ancient civilizations. "In Paris," Matisse recalled, "Shchukin's favorite pastime was visiting 

the Louvre's Egyptian anti qui ties . He found para llels there with Cezanne's peasants." '• 

In the same way, Gauguin's paintings attracted Shch ukin not on ly by their decora tive 

beauty and the beckoni ng exotica of distant Tahiti (this intrig ued the indefatigab le traveler, 

wh o had been to In dia, Palestine, and Egypt ), but by their profo und ties to previous eras­

from the Euro pean Midd le Ages to th e ancien t East. For the Moscow collector, his sixtee n 

Gau guin paintin gs , w hich were given a p.lace of honor in the formal dinin g roo m, som eh ow 

resembl ed the arr angem ent s of icons in Russian chur ches, whi ch were n ote d by the habitues 

o f his gallery. Shchu kin did not attempt to tout Gau guin as a genius ri ght away. Aware that 

h.:is arti stic acqui sitions would most likely be perceived as derangem ent , h e initia lly hun g the 

French ma ster' s works in roo ms that were closed to visitor s. "Sergei Ivanovich ," recalled 

hi s close fri end, the arti st Sergei Vin ogradov, "spar ed businessm en and did not shock them 

right away wi th paintin g fury. I rem emb er that w hen he broug ht back the series of Gauguins 

from Paris h e let them ripen for a lon g tim e."7 

The addi tion of wor ks by Cezann e, Gauguin , and Van Gogh to the Imp ression ist pain t­

ings brou ght his holdin gs on par wi th great Eur opean collections. Shchuki n had to start 

th.inking about turnin g the collection int o a mu seum. Stunn ed by the sudde n death of hi s 

beloved wife, Lydia, he drew up a will in Janu ary 1907 that bequ eathed his entir e collection 

to Moscow. The other tragedies that befell Shchukin arou n d thi s tim e- the death of hi s 

son Sergei , who jum ped int o the Moscow River, and the suicid es of his brot her Ivan and hi s 

youn gest son , Grigor ii-c hanged the way he viewed his responsib ilities as a collector. He 

decid ed to open hi s collection to the publi c. Whereas onl y well-known artists had been able 

to view his h oldin gs before, his house was now open as a gallery on Sund ays to all visitors 

free of ch arge. 

The imp act of the gallery was imm ediate. By 1908, Pavel Mur atov noted, "Shchukin 's 

paintin g gallery in Moscow belongs am ong the m arvelous Russian art collections. It has 

en joyed wide fam e and just glory am ong arti sts and enlight ened friends of art for a long 

tim e. Mor eover, the gallery has had the mo st dir ect influenc e on the fate of Russian 

pain tin g in recen t years. It is bound to become the m ost powerfu l conductor in Ru ssia 

of Western art tend enci es, so vividly expressed in its works by Claud e Monet, Cezann e, 

and Gauguin ."' 

When the above lin es were wr itt en, Shchukin h ad already developed a specia l relation ­

ship wi th Matisse, who had become hi s latest passio n . Russia h eard echoes of the scandal 

of the exhib it of the Fauves at the Salon d'A utomn e 1905 in Paris. But that was also the 

per iod of the first Russian revolu tion, not the Lime to focus on art, and it was a wh ile before 

those echoes were heeded. However, Shchukin cominu ed to follow the course of events in 

the art wor ld, and in May 1906 he askedArn broiseVo llard for Matisse's address .'' Soon after, 

Matisse told Henr i Charles Man guin that he had sold Shclm kin a large still life that he had 

Henri M<1tisse, Sergei Shchukin , 

19 12. Charcoal on while p<1pcr, 

49- S x 30.5 cm. Priv,11c collcciion, 

New York 



Sergei Shchukin 's house, Moscow, 1913 

Shchukin's music salon, witl1 

pnintings by Claude Monet and other 

Impressionists, 1913 

found in th e attic of his stu dio. '0 The work, Dishes on u Table ( 1900, HermiLage), attracted the 

collector primarily, it seems, because it illustrated Matisse's reaction to Cezanne's principles 

of art. Shchukin, in fact, quickly realiz ed that Matisse was not an imitator but som eone who 

wo ul d become the leader of a new movement. Even the public's hostile reac tion to Matisse's 

innova tions did not stop h im .'' 

Matisse qui ckly discovered th e Moscow collector was a m an of rare artis tic sense. The 

arti st's opini on of Shchukin was reto ld by Ilya Gregorov ich Ehren bur g: 

He began buying my things in 1906. Very few people knew me Lhen in France. Gertrude SLein, Moree! 

Sembat. That was il. They say there ore onists whose eyes never make a misLake. That's the kind of eyes 

Shchukin lrnd, even though he wasn't crn uni sl but o merchanl. He always collected the besl. Sometimes 

I was reluctant to part with a cunvus, I would say, "This didn't come out righL, let me show you some­

thing else." He would look ond finolly say, "I' ll take the one that didn't come out righ1."12 

The app earance in Mo scow of Harmony in Red (1908 , Hermita ge) and oth er paintin gs 

by Matisse turn ed Shchukin' s gallery into a venue for th e latest and mo st inno vative works 

of the European avant-garde. But Shchukin continued hi s patronag e of Matisse, and he 

comm issioned The Dunce and Music (both 1910, Hermitage) for his stairca se , which becam e 

the cuhni na tion of hi s collaboratio n with Matisse. The creation of tha t en sen1ble, which 

was a great lan dm ark in the hi story of European painting, was due no t on ly to Matisse, 

but also to Shchukin. When the art ist 's son Pierre, who later became a dealer, was asked if 

hi s father wo uld have painted pane ls on such a scale w ith out Shch ukin , he replied, "Why, 

for whom 7" 13 Pierre Matisse spo ke of Shchukin with th e utm ost respect, stress in g no t only 

th e courag e but also the restraint of th e patron who never tried to imp ose anythi ng on the 

painter and did not int erfere in th e crea tive process. The ideas for such important works as 

th e Seville and Spani sh still lifes and Fomily Portrait (19 11, Hermitage) were su ggested 

to Matisse by Shchukin as we ll. The evoluti on of Matisse's art, from the early still lifes to 

Harmony in Red, and then to the decora tive symbo lic canvases (Gome with Bowls, 1908; Nymph 

ond Sotyr, 1908-09; The Dance; and Music, all Hermitage) and on to the Moroccan cycle and 

Portrait of the Artist's Wife (1913, Herm itage), had its imp act on Shclrn kin. The formation of 

the collector's taste was determined by his interest in various phenomena of cont emporary 

art, and hi s contac ts wi th Matisse played an important part . Over tim e, Mati sse became 

without a doubt the most prized of Shchukin' s artists. 

Shchukin 's intere st wa s not so much in expanding hi s collection in term s of compl etion 

as in having the dernier cri in painting. In May 1913 Mati sse wrot e to Shchukin about the 

possibilit y of obtainin g Gauguin' s m ost fam ous paintin g, Where Do We Come From? What Are 

We? Where Are We Going? ( 1897, Boston Museum of Fine Arts) . The paint in g was in th e posses­

sion of the Pari s dea ler Levesqu e, wi th w hom Matisse was negotiati ng. The rep ly was 

compl etely un expected: "Gauguin 's pa in tin gs no longer inte rest me and Lhe dea ler is free to 

offer th em to o ther am ateurs .", ., 

Shchukin' s intuiti on told him th at the trul y new lan guage of pa inti ng wo ul d come 

from Matisse and Picasso. He had thirt y-seve n painti ngs by Matisse and fifty by Picasso . It is 
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important Lo noLe that collecting for him was noL merely a race to amass a large group of 

work but a desire to comprehend new an. 

Lines from a leuer informing Matisse of the arriva l of The Dance and Music reveal his 

init ial attempt to und erstand the works: "O n the w hol e I find the pan els int eresting and 

hope to love them one day I n·ust you comple tely. The public is against you, bu t the futur e is 

your s."" This is a sign ificant confession that hints at the stru ggle betw een mind and heart. 

To find some thin g "int eresting" su gges ts po ssible doubt, even an am bivalence, but Shchukin 

knew from experi ence that the aesthetic sense that is alive does not remain m1chan ged . 

Similarly, when he boug ht hi s first Picasso paintings, Shchukin listened to his intuition and 

to some degr ee had to force him self to obey. Several years later Tugendkhold would write , 

"Let us for the tim e being follow Shchukin 's example, who even when he doe s not und er­

stand Picasso says, 'He's probably right and I'm not."' "• 

From the moment the Shchu kin house opened its doors to the public, it became a 

museum to new painting, an exhi bition hall (some paintings end ed up there straight from 

the studio s), and also a sort of train ing ground for young artists. These students , most of 

them from th e Moscow Schoo l of Painting, Sculpture , and Archi tecture, became the gallery' s 

most arde nt visi tors . Shchukin often acted as guide in hi s museum, and his fiery, stuttering 

explanat ions m ade the young artists ' heads spiI1. The conflict betw een stud en ts and ins truc­

tors , who were already losing their authorit y in the eyes of their charges, was fanned by 

the exampl es of wor k the young arti sts saw at Shchukin' s, and whi ch they readily reint er­

preted. Graduates of the schoo l, the arti sts of the Jack of Diamonds gro up , took up the cause 

of decora tive folk arts (signs, trays, pr ints , engravin gs, and so on). Natalia Goncharova 

and Mikhail larionov, just like Vasily Kandinsky or Kazim ir Malevich, felt they were pion eers 

of the n ew art and looked back at folk cultur e in an attempt to grasp the profound essence 

of thin gs. Shchukin develop ed the sam e attitude toward non -profess ion al, "untaught" art. 

Shchukin was the first maj or collector to pur chase paintings by Henr i Rousseau, whi ch 

seem ed strang e even to the mos t enli ght en ed appreciators of his tastes. But Shchukin realized 

that Rousseau was not m erely a "Sunday paint er," and hi s sense of color and arabesqu e 

gave him the right to exp ect a place m art hi story. The seven Rousseau paintings collected by 

Shchu kin betwee n 19 10 and 19 13 form a uniqu e group . 

The Moscow collector also had an early und erstandin g of the proph etic natur e of 

Picasso's art. It is believed that they were introduced by Matisse, who brought his Russian 

pa tron to the Bateau -la voir in September 1908. The next year, Shchukin bought his 

first pain ting by Picasso, seeiI1g that he had become Matisse's ma in rival for the leader ship 

of the French avant-garde . Becoming more aware of the significance of the young Spanish 

painter's work, and watching hi s latest steps very closely, Shclmkin started hunting 

for Picasso's early works, which he would not have don e for a lesser painter . His treatm ent 

was analogous for Derain, a yom1ger contemporary artist whom he considered to 

be one of the era' s leading painters after Matisse and Picasso. Shchukin saw Picasso as 

Matisse's antipode not on ly aesthetically but psychologi cally as well. Matisse brought joy 

and pea ce to the viewer. Picasso's painting s revealed visions of hell , eternal lon gin g, 

and in evitabl e tragedy, but they also offered catharsis and purifi cation through compass ion. 

Shchukin 's dininfj room, with 

pninJings by Paul Gauguin and Henri 

Matisse, 1913 

Shchukin's Picasso room, 1914 



After Shchukin 's personal tragedies, he had no fear of representations of death. On the 

cont rary, he sought them out , pur chasing Picasso's Composition with Skull ( 190 8 , Hermita ge) 

and a study for it, as well as Derain's Still Life with a Skull (1912, Hermitage). 

When he moved on to Cubism, Picasso turn ed away from plot and psychologi cal 

foundat ions, reducing the living multiplicity of the world to two-dimensional geometric 

shapes . In paintings such as Three Women ( I 908 , Hermitage), he transformed the tragic to 

ano ther plane. 

Picasso's still lifes, from Composition with Skull to Violin and Guitar (ca. 1912, Hermitage), 

are not so much an impr ession of things as an investigation into the essence of peop le and 

objects. Impr essioni sm was the culminati on of the development of nineteenth-century 

painting and its main achievement. In Picasso's Cubi st still lifes, the best of whi ch were col­

lected by Shchukin, Impressioni sm is not corrected , as in Cezanne's works, but exclud ed 

comp letely. The air, the flickering light , the comp lex modulation s of color-a ll are decisively 

rejected. The break with the nin eteenth century is mo st clearly seen in Picasso 's int entional 

decon struction and reassembly of form. 

The grea test masterpiece of the Shchukin collection is Picasso' s Three Women, a monum en­

tal work of Cubism. In a world filled with confus ion, the painting expressed a longing for 

harmony. Its pyramida l construction is a formu la for stability tested by the millennia, but on ly 

as rendered by Picasso does it paradoxica lly serve the theme of mov em ent. Three Women 

appeared in the Shchukin mansion in late 1913 or early 1914. As soon as the co llector heard 

that Gertrude Stein was parting with it he acted quickly to obtain the painting . From that 

moment until mid - 19 14, Shchukin acqui red two dozen Picassos. On Jun e 18, 19 14, Daniel­

Henry Kahnweiler wro te a letter offering nine works by Picasso, but Shchukin could not pur­

chase them at that point. Soon after, World War I broke ou t, wh ich put an end to his collecting. 

Around the same time Sergei and Pyotr Shchukin began collecting in earn est, " Mikhail 

Morozov took an interest in the new French painting, thus paving the way for the collecting 

of his younger brother, Ivan. Their unusual family history is traced to their ancestor, the 

serf Savva Morozov , who was given permi ssion by the estate owner to open a silk ribbon fac­

tory in 1797 . The starting capita l was five ruble s from his wife 's dowry. An astute business­

man, Savva managed to buy his freedom. And through the efforts of sub sequent generations, 

the family turn ed into one of the most powerfu l industrial dynastie s in Russia by the end of 

the nineteenth century. 

Mikhail Morozov ( 1870-1903) was an or iginal, of the kind that even Moscow, famous 

for its striking individuals, did not of ten see. He was a scholarly hi storian, journali st, 

nov elist, collecto r, bon vivant, wastre l , gentleman , a reveler who thr ew vast amo unt s of 

money to the wind, and a merchant who haggled over small sum s because buying low 

was a matter of principle. He had energy enoug h for several men. "Hi s collection, created 

in som e five years," wrote Sergei Diaghilev in his obi tuar y, "was added to annually by 

artworks brought from abroad and bought in Russia. I can ima gine what a gallery the co l­

lectio n would have grow n into if death had not cut off this goo d beginning." " Morozov 

owned a rare Renoir masterpiece, Portrait of the Actress Jeanne Samary (1878, Hermitage), 

and he apparently discovered Gauguin even before Sergei Shchukin. He was the first in 
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Russia to pay attenti on to the artists of the Nabis circle and to Loui s Valtat, whom other 

European collectors did not no tice. 

Mikhail' s broth er, Ivan, began his personal collection later than the others of hi s circle, 

even tho ugh his attraction to the wor ld of art began very early, when he and Mikhail took 

painting lessons from the young Konstantin Korovin, who became the most noted Russian 

Impressionist. After gradua tin g from the Polytechnical Institute in Zurich in 1892, he 

returned to Russia, settling not in Moscow but in Tver to manage the family's huge textile 

factories there . 

Up on hi s return to Moscow eight years later, Ivan Morozov start ed livin g extravagantly 

and buying paintin gs. At first he collected only Russian works. Canvases by Alexander Benois, 

Konstantin Korovin, Isaak Levitan , Valentin Serov, Konstantin Som ov, and Mikhail Vrub el­

the same ones that Mikhail Moro zov collected . In time the list expa nd ed to includ e artists 

such as Marc Chagall, Gonc harova , Pavel Kuzne tsov, Larionov , and Ilya Mashkov, but not 

Kandinsky or Malevich; Ivan Moro zov was not int erested in such radica l works. At the tim e 

hi s pur chases stopped, hi s collection of Russian art contained mor e than 300 works (most 

are now in th e State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow). 

Ivan Morozov's purchase of Alfred Sisley's Frost in Louveciennes ( 1873, Hermi tage) in 1903 

was the foun dation of hi s greatest co llection , French art . After his bro ther's untim ely death , 

he continu ed acqu iri n g new work, inte ndin g to build a gallery rep resentin g the new Frenc h 

paintin g on the level of Shchuki n's . 

From the beginnin g Morozov did not concentr ate on a single art ist or even a single 

group. Hi s field of vision includ ed all French paintin g from 1880, and h e acted with such 

scope that he often surp assed Sh chu kin him self. "Th e Russian who does not hag gle," Vollard 

called him. Bu t not haggling did not mean actin g rashly. Th.is Russian trea ted collecting 

m ore tl1ou ghtfull y than mos t. "Barely off the train," wro te Felix Feneo n , a criti c and dir ector 

of the Galeri e Bernh eim- Jeune, 

He would be installed in an art store's armclrnir, low and deep to keep the art lover from getting up 

while canvases pass before him in succession like episodes in a film. In the evening, Monsieur Morozov, 

a singularly attentive viewer, would be too tired to go even to the theciter. After days of this regimen, 

he would return to Moscow having seen nothing but paintings; crnd he carried some with him, the 

most choice." 

Dreaming of hi s futur e mu seum, Morozov came up with a radica l p lan to remod el hi s 

man sion. The renovation was co mp leted in 1907, which pro ved to be a wa tershed year 

for him. Far-reac hin g plans we re evident in hi s compre hensive purchases, and hi s persistence 

was accompanied by luck. At the Galerie Durand -Ruel , Morozov found Monet's Corner of the 

Garden at Montgeron ( ca. 1876, Hermitage). Around the same tim e, in Vollard's sto rage, he found 

a rather grubb y rolled canvas of the exact same size (Vollard asked a fourth of the price) 

and realized that this Pond ell Montgeron (ca. 1876, Hermitage) belonged with Corner of a Garden 

to a sin gle decorative series. This was the start of that special part of the Morozov collection 

that encompassed uniqu e large-sca le decora tive sui tes by French masters. 

Mikhoil Morozov, ca. r900 



Vnlcnlin Scrov, Ponrait of Ivan 

Morozov, 190 1. Tempcrn on board, 

63 .5 x 77 cm. The Slate Trcly"kov 

Gallery, Moscow 

In 1907 Morozov acquired his first canvases by Cezanne, Gauguin, and Van Gogh. 

WithoUL showing preference for any of them, he sought out the best of their works. By 

then Sergei Shchukin had gone far ahead and it seemed that competing with him would 

be impo ssible, especially in terms of Gauguin. However, in ju st a year's time Morozov 

owned eight outstanding works by Gauguin (he event uall y co llected eleven). He had a 

gro up of painting s to rival Shchukin' s. Th e works were no t as hom oge n eous but n o less 

ex qui site in term s of quality. ' 0 Morozov's Gauguins are not merely beautiful but di stin ­

guished by th eir lyrici sm. 

The significance that the posthumou s exhibition of Cez anne at th e Salon d'Automn e of 

1907 had for the fate of French, and then European, art was enormous. One of the mo st 

attentive visitors was Morozov. 11 It was then that he bought hi s first four Cezannes, including 

the astonishing Still Life witl1 Drnpery (ca. 1894-95, Hermitage). Sergei Makovsky, author of 

the first description of the Morozov collec tion, wrote: 

Cezanne's soul W(IS expressed best, perhaps, in the paintings without content, in the natures-mortes. 

Depicting countless times the same fruits and tableware, endlessly varying the same theme, apples, pears, 

or peaches vividly spotting the blue whiteness of a crumpled tablecloth, free of compositional problems, 

intoxicated by the unquenchable thirst "to imitat e nature," he approached it up close; staring into 

its simplest obviousness, so to speak, (Ind tried to fix with his brush not so much the abjectness of "de(ld 

nature" and not so much its essence as the very structure of its charms." 

An out standing exa mpl e of th e col!ec tor's plannin g and pati en ce is Cezan n e's Blue 

Landscape (ca. 1904-06 , Hermitag e) , one of hi s favorite painting s. "I re m em ber th at on one 

of m y early visits to th e gallery," Makovsky wro te, 

1 was surprised by cm empty space at the edge of c1 W(IJI fil!ed with works by Cezanne. "Th(lt spot is 

intended for a 'blue Cezanne"' (i.e., for a landscape of the artist's final period), ]v(ln Morozov expl(lined 

to me. "I've been looking for one for a long time, but l cun't make up my mind."That Ci:wnne spot W(IS 

empty for more than a year, and only recently a new, marvelous "blue" landscape, selected out of dozens, 

took its place next to the previous selections." 

Morozov took hi s tim e when it came to acquiring the work of the grea t masters. His 

eye h ad become ex tr eme ly fine-tuned and yet he still felt a certain lack of confidence. He 

needed the advice of an artist friend or dea ler he trus ted as additional imp etus . "When 

Morozov went to see Ambroise Vollard," Matisse recalled, "he would say:'] want to see a very 

good Cezanne.' Shclmkin, he wanted to see all th e Cezan n es that were on sale and made 

hi.s own selection."" Both methods were good becaus e they suit ed th e personalities of the 

co llectors. For Cezanne, where a particular ca ution was required, th e seco nd m eth od see m ed 

to give better result s. Morozov cou ld tru st Vollard in thi s case: how ever shr ew d h e ma y have 

been , he would not have dared offer the Moscow co llec tor anything less than an ex traordi ­

nary Cezanne . Without a doubt , in th e early twentieth century, Morozov's ense mbl e of eight ­

een masterpieces by Cezanne was the be st in the world, even though other collections, for 
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examp le the Paris collection of Auguste Pellerin, had more works. Morozov was justly proud 

of his collection, and when he was asked which painter he loved best, he named Cezanne. ' 

While Shchukin's collecting progressed in waves, witb each crest greater than the last, 

Morozov proceed ed in a different way. He built a mor e sub stantial collection, occasionally 

perhaps losing a piece he wanted, but in the final analysi s achieving his goal, the planned 

vision of an ideal gallery of the latest painting . 

Morozov's cau tion was part of his character. Stone by stone he buil t the gallery, leaving 

space no t only for a "blue Cezanne" but for Edouard Mane t, whom he cons idered one of 

the ma in pill ars of the new painti ng. Bu t he didn't want simply a Manet and not even a 

Man et of the hi ghest qu ali ty, he want ed one of the best land scapes by the maste r, one tha t 

wo uld reveal hi s ties with Impr essionism . Morozov did not take grea t interest in Bur at 

the Folies-Bergere (188 1-82 , Court auld Institut e, Lond on). He could have bought it at the One 

Hundred Years of French Puinting exhibition in 19 12 in St. Petersburg (Morozov was on the 

honorary commi ttee). 

Many people knew of Morozov's desire to obtain a Manet land scape, and at on e point he 

enli sted the help of the art critic Valen tin Serov. Manet' s wond erful landscape The Rue Mosnier 

with Fla11s (1878 , J. Paul Getty Museum , Los Angeles) wa s owned by Pellerin , who decided 

to sell h is Manets and Impr essioni sts in or der to acqui re works by Cezann e. Vollard imm edi­

ately wro te to Morozov in Moscow , offerin g him the land scape . Moro zov asked Serov, who 

was in Pari s, to help. The latter, however, decided the wor k was "not int eres tin g." Moro zov 

hi ghly valued the opini on of Serov, with whom he frequ ently attend ed Pari s exhibiti ons; 

thu s h e declin ed Vollard 's offer. Alth ough it was a mi stake not to pur chase the land scape, it 

sh ould be noted that not every su gges tion Serov mad e was wro ng. It was on hi s recomm en­

dation that the fam ou s The Red Vineyards at Ades (1888) and Prisoners' Round (1890, both in the 

Pushkin Museum) were purch ased from the Van Gogh exhibit at the Dru et gallery in Paris. 

However, wh en Moro zov was not dealin g with the found ers of the new art , but with 

the m ost cont emp orary paint ers, he w as m ore decisive. As early as 1907 , hi s collection 

includ ed Bouquet (Two-Handled Vase) ( 1907, Hermita ge), just off Matisse 's easel , soon to be 

followe d by Blue Pot and Lemon ( 1897, Hermita ge), whi ch were the start of Morozov 's 

uniq ue group of the arti st's still lifes. At the same tim e he acquir ed Mauri ce de Vlarn.inck 's 

View of the Seine ( ca. 1906 , Hermit age), and Derain 's Drying the Sails (1905 , Pushkin Museum ) . 

Such wor ks were often bought at exhibiti ons and were not expensive. For examp le, 

Mountain Roud ( 1907, Hermit age) by Derain was bou ght at the Salon des Independant s in 

1907 for 250 franc s. And with the purc hase of Vlaminck's View of the Seine, one of the 

best Fauve land scapes, Vollard thr ew in som e other wo rks for free. Although Vollard was 

never known for his altrui sm , he had a special relations hip with Morozov and Shchukin . 

For Vollard and Kahn weiler, collabora tion with such collectors was proof of th eir owi1 

success in the fight for the new art . As th e two burgeoni n g Moscow collections turned into 

actual mu seum s, dealers want ed the truly m arvelous works tl1at passed through the ir 

hand s to po pulat e them. 

The relationship betwee n Shchu kin and Morozov was unique. Althoug h he gave 

Moro zov hi s du e for collectin g the classics of the new art, Shchuki n was aware of hi s own 

Ivan Morozov's house, now the 

Ac"demy of Fine Arts, Moscow 

Morozov's Ciwnnc room, 1923 



superiority in terms of ob taining the masters of the twentieth century. For it was Shchukin 

who h ad brought his younger colleagu e to Matisse's studi o and later to Picasso's . He could 

n ot always und erstand Morozov's vacillati on s, but h e had to resp ect them. Occasionally, they 

attended exhibit s together in Pari s, and even tho ugh there was still an eleme nt of rivalry, 

it took a back seat: both knew that th ey were serving the same id eal. Morozov could n ot be 

accused of lacking boldn ess. Otherwise why would h e have beco m e intere sted so early in 

th e Fauve painting s? It is only in comparison to Shchukin that h e see ms indecisiv e. 

Moro zov's style of collecting was certain ly not static, but if there was an opportunity to fill 

a lacuna in the part of his collection that was considered the "classics" of the new art , he 

did not pass it up. For Shchukin, who was always trying to stay at th e forefront of collecting , 

the classics were an overturned page. 

Th e two me n were differen t p eop le, 26 even tho u gh they were united by a sing le passion. 

"Th e more expa n sive Shch ukin liked ' to divi n e' an artis t and 'launch' him into the wo rld. He 

was attrac ted by the elem ent of risk and pl eased by th e asto n ishment of numero u s visitors; 

cauti ous an d rese rved , Morozov did n o t r ush after th e latest exp er iments of th e inn ova tors so 

mu ch as try to create a clear and full pr esent ation of th e era ju st past," said the artis t/wTi ter 

Bori s Tern ove ts. 27 "Perhap s it sh ould be put thi s way," wro te Abram Efros , on e of the most 

talent ed Russian criti cs of th e early twe nti .eth centur y : 

At Shchukin 's, Parisian celebrities of the brush always appeared as if on stage, in full make-up ond ten­

sion; to Morozov they came more quietly, intimately, ond trnnsp(lrently.When c1 new reputation was just 

beginning to roll its thunder in Paris, Shchukin in an expansive gesture g(lthered up everything he could 

and took it to Moscow, grinning when the neophyte in Paris quickly turned into (I master and l1is works 

were (llready "at Shchukin's in Znamensky Lane." Morozov, on the contrnry, sought out choosily and at 

length something that he alone saw in a new (lrtist and selected it (It last, and in making the selection 

always added his own golden "correction." "A Shchukin master with Morozov's correction." I would call 

that the cl(lssic formula of our collecting of the new Western art .28 

Shchukin kept to th e maj or line o f Fren ch paintin g, w hich we nt, accordin g to him , 

from the Impr essioni sts to Cezanne, Van Gogh, and Gau guin, and th en to Mati sse and 

Picasso. Fring e arti sts su ch as th e Nabi s did n ot int erest him. Moro zov beh aved differentl y, 

and sought out those arti sts , w hi ch allowe d him to find ra re treasur es by Pierre Bonnar d , 

Mauri ce Deni s, and Ker Xavier Rou ssel. 

The first pa intin gs by Bom1ard appea red in th e m ansio n on Prec hi stenka Stree t in 

Moscow back in 1906. The thirteen of his work s that form the Moro zov collection are indis ­

pu tably among the outstan ding achievements of French painting. Trnin and Barges ( 1909, 

Hermitage), Early Spring ( 1909, Hermitag e), and Evening in Paris (1911, Hermitag e), carry the 

ma ster' s soft voice, the special lyricism that belong s to him alone, and a charming slyness. 

It was to Bonnard that Morozov turn ed when he decid ed to in stall decorativ e pan els on the 

main staircase of h is hou se. The arti st's work did not seem to have monum enta l qualiti es, 

but hi s large triptych On the Mediterranean ( 1911, Herm itage) became an outstanding achieve­

ment in decorative painting. Bonnard had never been to Moscow and the photograph 
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of the staircase pro bably did not give him a very clear impression of the archit ectur al space 

(divided im o thr ee parts by two half-co lumn s) that he had been commiss ioned to orn a­

m ent. ''' We can only mar vel at how we ll Bonn ard "got it" with his tripty ch. Wh en Morozov, 

delighted by the trip tych , comm ission ed an additiona l two pan els, Bonnard selected his 

customary themes of early spring and ripe autu mn . Thu s "brackets" were form ed for the 

m ain part , the trip tych where summer reigned, and the whole ensemb le depi cted the cycles 

of the seasons. 

In Shchu kin 's collection Matisse and Picasso were sharp ly in the lead, and Morozov con ­

sciously avoided such preferences for particul ar arti sts. He had only thr ee wor ks by Picasso, 

but each was a masterpi ece. The first was Harlequin and His Companion ( 190 1), o ffered by 

Vollard for the mod est sum of 300 fran cs. At the tim e, Picasso was on the periph ery of the 

collector' s attent ion, but five years later he acquir ed two great works by the master : Young 

Acro/)(lt on u Ball ( 1905) , the best com position of th e p ink per iod, which pr eviou sly belonged 

to Gertrude Stein, and Portrait of AmbroiscVollard ( 1910), the high est expression of Cubism 

in a po rt rait. (All thsee paint in gs are now in the Pushkin Museum .) 

The growt h of the collections of Ivan Morozov and Sergei Shchukin was bro ught to a 

halt by the start of World War I, wh en both men faced more serious trials. The nationaliza­

tion by the state of vari ous indu stries, und ertaken by the Soviet reg im e in the early summ er 

of 1918, convin ced Shchukin that th e own ers of these ent erpri ses would suffer grave cons e­

qu ences. Shchukin, havin g arready been arr ested and impri soned for a few days, decided that 

remainin g in Russia was dan gero us. That summ er he secretly sent his wife and dau ght er 

to Germany. As soon as h e heard that they had crosse d the bor der safely, Shchu kin followed 

them by a prohibit ed rout e. 

In tl1e m eantim e, Moscow und erwent restructmin g of its mu seum s. After n ationali zing 

royal palaces and m onasteri es, the people 's commi ssars turn ed to the m ajor pri vate collec­

tions. The first to go w as Sergei Shchukin' s gallery. On Novemb er 5 , 1918, a decree was pub ­

lished in the newspap er Izvestia, signed by Chairm an of the Coun cil of People 's Conuni ssars, 

Vladimir Lenin. Shchukin' s gallery became the First Museum of Modern Western Paintin g, 

and Morozov's the Second . Morozov was app oint ed assistant curator and man aged to obtain 

permi ssion in 1919 to travel abroad for m edical n-eatm ent. It app ears he settled in German y, 

then mad e a tr ip to Pari s and from there to Carlsbad, wh ere he died soo n after. 

In Russia, after the first stage of mu seum reform cam e additi on al restru cturin g, and in 

1923 the Shchu kin an d Moro zov collectio ns were combi ned. The new museum thu s 

formed , called tl1e State Museum of Modern Western Art , was given paintings from several 

other nationa lized collection s as well as the paintin gs of Western European ma sters that 

had been donat ed to the State Tretyakov Gallery by Margar ita Kirillow1a Morozov a, widow 

of Mikhai l Morozov. 

Howeve r, soon after all the new Western European paintin gs were concentr ated at the 

Moro zov m ansion , the State Museum of Modern Western Art had to relinqu ish some 

of the works, whi ch were moved to the Hermit age in an exchange betwee n Moscow and 

Lenin grad. The timi11g of the first exchanges, on the eve of the 1930s , co incided with 

a tragic peri od in tl1e life of mu seum s in both cities, wi th secret sales to the West of the 



best works. A certain inconvenience for these sales was created by the emigres whose 

collections were n ationalized. "It was even said that Shchukin was planning to get back 

hi s collections thro ugh the court s," said Pavel Buryshkin . "I rem emb er that when I asked 

Shchu kin w hether that was tru e, he grew very agitated . He always stutt ered, bm here it 

got mu ch worse, and he said : 'You know, Pavel, I collected not only for myself but also for 

my coun try and my people. Whatever happ ens in o ur hom eland, my collection s must 

remai n there."' 30 

The State Museum of Modern Western Art , the first mu seum of avant-garde art in the 

wor ld, existed unt il 1948, when it was liqu idated by a secre t decree from Joseph Stalin . 

The collections were divided betw een the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts and th e Hermitag e. 

The Hermita ge received nin ety- three p aintin gs in the early 1930s and more than one hun­

dred and fifty in 1948. After that, the Hermit age collection of French paintin g of the second 

half of the nin eteenth centur y and the early twenti eth cen tur y becam e so significant that it 

gave as good an assessm ent of the import ant ph enom ena of that period as the paintin gs lon g 

in the museum did of the art of the old m asters. Along w ith paintin gs from the Shchu kin 

and Morozov collections, the Hermitag e received pain tings by Leger, Andr e Lhote, Amedee 

Ozenfa nt , and Leopold Sur vage, am ong others from the 1920 s, collected by the Museum of 

Modern Western Art. 

Fant astically enr iched, the Hermit age could not display a single wo rk from the State 

Museum of Modern Western Art . Exhibitin g Modern art was virtu ally an act of suicide in 

those days of ri goro us censo rship by the Commun ist governm ent . They stayed in the store­

roo ms for a lon g tim e, where they could be seen by a few arti sts who had conn ections 

am on g the cur ator s and a very few Western specialists who obtained permission. This art 

gradu ally became accessible to viewers beginnin g in the mid - 1950s, after Stalin' s death . 

First to be released were the wo rks by the Impr essionists, then Cezann e, Van Gogh, and 

Gauguin. In the late 1950s man y works by Matisse and Picasso were still in storage . Several 

other wor ks, given to th e Hermit age on orders from the Mini stry of Cultur e, were added 

to them. For in stan ce, Leger' s Postcard ( 1932-48, Hermit age) came to Moscow; the m aster 's 

stud ent s, who were devout Communi sts, present ed it with the best int enti ons to Stalin , 

som ehow un aware that he could no t tolerate that style of paintin g. 

At the start of the next decade the m ajorit y of works form erly considered the "ne w 

pain ting" was exhibit ed in the mu seum . At that time the paint ings that had belonged to 

Shchukin and Moro zov began traveling abroa d , and their life at the Hermitag e took on 

new meaning. 
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THE MANY FACES OF THE RUSSIAN AVANT-GARDE: 
LATE 1900S TO EARLY 1920S 
DMITRY SARABIANOV 

The avant-garde movem ent in Russian art that emerged al the end of 1900s was roo ted 

in an expectation of socie tal change. The Russian Empire was going through a crisis 

at the beginning of twentieth century. Revolution s occurr ed one after the other, and each 

brou ght more destruction and fewer hope s for the future than the last. The art and litera ­

tur e of the pre -revolutionary decade, whi ch Nikolai Khard zhi ev, a connoisse ur and scholar 

of the Russian avant-garde, has dubbed "com batant, "' had their own, internal raisons 

d' etre. Russian art had no tradition of pioneering developm ent s. Through the eight eemh 

and nin eteenth centuri es, Russian painting, graphi c art, sculptur e, and architecture fol­

lowed the an of the developed countri es of Western Europe, though Russian artist s cer­

tainly reinterpreted Western discoverie s in their own way. On the other hand, Russia had 

a we ll-developed tradition of em bracing the latest styles. New tendencie s would qui ckly 

win their place in the sun, replacing preceding styles and trends. There was a hi story of 

drasti c change in Russian culture, too, including two parti cularly sharp turns: in the tenth 

century, Rus rep laced its former pagan cu ltur e with the new Byzantine one; and at the 

end of the seventeenth century, Russia-free from the Tatar-Mongo l yoke-returned to its 

European roots. The authentic face of Russian cultu re was shaped by these events. Equally 

important was the artistic momentum that had accumulated by the turn of the ninete enth 

century . At that time, Russian painters, after the prolonged prevalence of Realism and 

academicism, took up Impressionism, modernism, and Symbolism-all at the same time. 

This momentum, like a compressed spring, propelled the avant-garde forward. 

At the time the avant-gar de movement started, the resources of the previous movements 

had not yet been fully depleted. Russian painting during this period was rather diverse. The 

Wanderers' tradition of realism was still alive, though it was already approaching its end. ' 

Impressioni sm, which started its Russian journey along the lines of national plein -air 

painting and later adapted the definitive French version of it, was fully realized in Konstantin 

Korovin's decorative style and, in more restrained guises, in the work of the Union of Russian 

Artists. ' Symbolism and mod ern ism allowed such artists as Mikhai l Vrube l, Viktor Borisov­

Musatov, Pavel Kuznetsov, and Kuzrna Petrov-Vodkin to develop their uniqu e sensibiliti es. 

Valentin Serov and the artist s of the World of Art offered in their works a complex amalgam 

of differ ent styles. All these styles continued to exist even after the avant-garde took up its 

rightful po sition on the front lin es of artistic inno vation: the representatives of the earlier 

artistic group s and trends clearly had no int enti on of leaving the stage. This diversity a, the 

turn of the nin eteen th centu ry in many ways anticip ated the remarkabl e multiplicity of avalll­

garde attitud es in the 1910s. Evidenc e of the multifariou s ph enome non that was the Russian 

avant -garde includes the nonrepresentational art produc ed by Natalia Goncharova , Vasily 

Kandinsky, Mikhail Larionov, Kazimir Malevich, Mikhail Matiu sh.in, Vladimir Tatlin, and as 

we ll as that , equally distinct, by Marc Chagall , Pavel Filono v, Olga Rozanova, Ivan Kliun, 



Liubov Popova, Nadezhda Udaltsova, Alexander Rodchenko, Varvara Stepanova, and El 

Lissitzky. A wide range of other names can be added LO this list. Such diversity is unequaled 

in the avant-garde art of other countri es. The many faces of the Russian avant-garde empha­

sized the comp lexity of its structure, the aggressive tension between its many trends, 

and the un expectedn ess of their int erlacin g. The pench ant for sharp turns and leaps in the 

Russian art wor ld con tribut ed to the unpr ecedent ed gravitation LO rnaximalism, LO the 

desire of each "artist-inventor" to explor e to the very end hi s or her creative po sition and to 

implement it with extreme consistency. One cannot deny Larion ov's, Malevich's, Tatli:n 's, or 

Ka:ncli:nsky's artistic cons istency, but one should point out that thi s is a characteristic not only 

of the Russian avant-garde, but also of the European avant-garde in general. The same can 

be said of the demonstra tive gesture of the avant-gard e artist, of the "manif esto spirit" that 

characterizes avant-garde creativity, or of the rejection of the avant-garde' s pr edecessors. 

But it is important to remem ber that w hile these tradi tions were rejected, along with 

classicism, not all traditions were rejected. Simul taneo usly, new traditions were established­

those capable of re turn ing art to its or igins. Ideas of "life-creation," advanced in the era of 

mode rni sm and later transform ed in a n ew way, once again became a life-g iving sour ce 

and gained global influ ence over art. Russian art and literature had always aspir ed to a pro ­

found phil osophi cal exploration of reality, and they had an influ ence on avant -gard e art 

of thi s period too. Russian icon painting repr esent ed "sp eculati on in colors" (from the title 

of E. Trub etskoy 's book, publi shed in Moscow in 1916) ; Realist paintin g (and even more so, 

literatur e) pur sued the cont empl ation of life thro u gh m oral crit eri a. Russian cultur e would 

not give up these tradition s. Even in tho se cases when the arti st's conception fell into the 

fram ework of a pur ely formali st experim ent , thi s experim ent acquir ed a spiritual dim ension, 

which could not be replaced by the idea of "art for art' s sake," though man y agent s of 

Russian cultur e at the fin de siecle tried to imp ose thi s notion on art . The avant -garde pre­

served thi s resistance to formali sm, though durin g the years of the totalitarian Soviet regime 

avant -gard e art it self was con sidered formali st. Perhap s thi s resistance to form alism was 

behind tl1e "unwittin g traditionali sm" (inad vert ently manifested by the Wand erers, it was a 

critici sm brought against Larion ov even by his own coUeagues), or the proph etic pathos 

of Filon ov, Malevich, and Kandin sky that could equal that found in Russian Romanti c litera­

tur e. Finally, the "tr aditi on of! eapin g forw ard," whi ch characterized Russian artistic cultu re, 

defined the decisiveness of the sharp turn towar d avant -gard e art and established the incred­

ible speed w ith which the new ideas spread . 

At the very end of the firs t decade of the twentie th century, th e first signs of the avant­

garde movement appeared-in itially in Moscow and St. Petersburg and, almost at the same 

time, in Kiev, Odessa , Kharkov, and other cities.'' The Union oNouth, which later played 

an important ro le in the developmem of Russian art, was created in St. Petersburg at the end 

of 1909. A number of exhibition s were held in both Moscow and St. Petersburg - Wreath­

Stefonos, Wreath, Triangle, Golden Fleece, Impressionists-w hi ch includ ed work by Larionov, 

Goncharova, the Bmliuk brother s, the futur e m emb ers of The Jack of Diamonds (Robert Falk, 

Pyotr Konchalovsky, Aristarkh Lentulov, Ilya Mashkov), and, occasionally, important French 

and German artists of the avant-garde. How ever, the new development was not on ly about 
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the exhibiti ons and the wo rks displayed in them, w hich were still far from bein g consis­

tently avant -gard e. It was also about the new ideas and concepts that were bein g born . 

In St. Petersburg, Niko lai Kulhin, phy sician of the General Staff and an amat eur artist , stand s 

ou t. He organi zed exhibi tions, pres ented papers and lectures on free art and free music, 

and publi shed arti cles on these top ics. Lacer, in 19 14, he initiated the effort to invite Filippo 

Tomm aso Marin ecti, the leader of Italian Fu tur ism , to visi t Russia. Meanwhile, in his own 

work, Kulbin adh ered to the traditi ons of Impr essionism and Symb olism . An other no table 

figur e was Valdemar Matvei (Vladimir Markov) of Riga, a stud ent of the Petersbur g Academy 

wh o wrot e about African art and the theoretical pro blem s of m odern crea tivity. 

In the formativ e years of the avant-garde m ovement , as had happ ened m any times before, 

Western exampl es defined the first steps of the n ew journ ey. The Fren ch Impr essionists, Paul 

Cezanne, Paul Gauguin, Vincent van Gogh, and Henri Matisse (th e leader of Fauvism), as well 

as Pablo Picasso (the foun der o[ Cubism), and oth er innova tors qui ckly gained pop ularity 

among Russian arti sts. Russian collector s and patron s also played an imp ortant ro le, especially 

Sergei Shchukin and Ivan Morozov, who put together excellenc pri vate collection s, espe­

cially of French artist s, which were superior even to some of the collection s in France. Before 

thi s, Russian painters had focused more on German and North ern European art. Now the 

priorities shift ed co French art. It is true that, due to Kandin sky's mediation, the first exhibi ­

tion of The Jack of Diamonds ( 19 10 )-one of the first important avant-garde exhibitions­

presented, next to Albert Gleizes and Henri Le Fauconnier , a group of Germa n Expr essionists 

and Russian arti sts from Muni ch . Later, how ever, the prevalence of the French becam e indis­

put able. Up to the beginnin g of World War I, when artistic relations were int erru pted , practi­

cally all of the most famous French Fauves and Cubi sts participat ed in Russian exhibiti ons. 

If we trace the entir e trajectory of the Russian avant-garde, it is tempting to suggest 

that it was destined from the outset co play an imp ort ant role in the experim ent al and inven ­

tive artistic activity of the early twenti eth centur y. This is why we keep searching for inter­

nal, as well as external, impulses in its sour ces and motivation. It is perhaps sign ificant that 

the Russian avant-garde start ed out with Neo- Primitivi sm , which looked co traditi ona l 

folk art-p opular pictures (lubok), peasant toys, paint in g on wood, commerc ial signs, naive 

icons- and other types of popular art that, in different forms and shap es, continu ed co 

exist in Russia, unlike in other European countri es. The founders of thi s movem ern, Larionov 

and Goncharova, had their predece ssor s in the repre sentatives of The World of Art (Mstislav 

Dobuzhinsky) or The Blue Rose (Niko lai Krymov, Niko lai Sapunov). The member s of The 

Jack of Diamonds, especia lly in their first years, uniquely comb ined Cezannisrn w ith popular 

decorative arts and "popular pi ctur esqu e performan ce."' 

Mashkov, Pyotr Konchalo vsky, Alexand er Kuprin , and even the m ore phil osophi cal Falk 

all experienced a joyous sur ge of energy, even if onl y for a short pe riod of tim e, as they were 

touched by the energy of pi cturesqu e prim itivism and the expressive conventi ons of the 

lubok form . Ariscark.h Lentul ov, who had experienced the Parisian school of Le Fauconnier and 

Gleizes- La Palette Academy, one of the leadin g academi es in Paris-a nd was acqu ainted 

with Robert Delauna y's Orphi sm, applied his exper ience to traditi onal Russian architecture 

and "constru cted" folk Russian cities in his larg e paintin gs. The memb ers of The Jack of 
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Diamonds were influenced by Cubism, bm they on ly temativcly traced the Cubist line, as it 

were, in Russian painting. Russian Cubism was developed in later years by Malevich, Kliun, 

and others. As for nonre pr esentational art, Lentulov seemed to have almost discovered it but 

stop ped short of following il throu gh . 

The creativ e life of Larion ov and Goncharova developed differently: they split from 

The Jack of Diamond s after its first exhibition, considerin g its repr esentativ es too inconsis­

tent in their realization of their program . From 19 12 to 1914 they organized their own 

shows-Donkey's Toil, Target, and 4- exh ibiting conm1iu ed Neo -Primitivi sts, but also such 

leaders of new trend s as Ma]evich, Tatlin, and even Chagall, who did not belong to any 

group. Russian Neo -Primitivism can be considered as a para llel development to French 

Fauvism and German Expressioni sm . It opened up for the an isl an opportuni ty for the free 

transfiguration of the world , for the refinin g of the art istic image, and for unprecedent ed 

free dom of expression . Naive icons pr esent ed a pr etext for a search for the prim ary im age. 

Infatuation wi th the naive was not uniqu e to Russian arti sts, however. The ro le played 

by the primiti ve art of so-ca lled exot ic cultures in the work of the Fau vists, Cubists, and 

Expr essionists is well doc um ent ed. However, in Russia, unli ke other count ries, it was 

primaril y the national heritage that was valued, whereas the French and the Germ ans 

searched for sour ces of inspir ation overseas. 

Larion ov, who boasted incredibl e vision and an extraordin ary gift for self-reinvemi on , 

took Neo -Primitivi sm to its extrem e manif estation in a short period of tim e- in his crud e 

"graffiti" painting s (the Soldiers seri es, 1910- 11) and in adoptin g the folk prin ciple of 

combining fairy-tale or byliny-like texts with almo st pictographi c depi ction s of natur e and 

man (The Seasons, 19 12). He sub sequ entl y invent ed Rayoni sm-o ne of the first versions 

of nonr epr esentati onal paintin g. Goncharo va, workin g by Larionov's side, followed her own 

way in impl em entin g different version s of the Neo- Primiti vist prin ciples. Her mos t suc­

cessful realization s of these prin ciples were her scenes of peasant and city life and her paint ­

in gs on bibli cal them es. The arti st assimilat ed the lessons of Cubi sm and Futuri sm (The 

Cyclist, 1913), u sed the inno vations of Rayonism , and offered her own version of the non ­

repre sentational (Emptiness, 19 13), whi ch anti cipat ed the futur e discoveri es of the French 

and German paint ers of the matur e avant-gard e. Many followers of Larionov - Alexand er 

Sh evchenk o , the broth ers Kiri11, Ilya Zdan evich, and MikJ1ail Ledantiu -ex pand ed the 

Neo- Primiti vist and Rayonist concepts and extend ed Lhe paint erly experi ence of the 

exhibiti on Donkey's Tail to neighb or in g cow1tries, Georg ia, in particular. It was in Georgia 

that the great Niko Pirosma nashvili was discovered-a wort hy match to Henri Rousseau 

(Le Douanier). Larionov's younger followe rs, such as Vasily Chekrygin, Lev Zhegin, Sergei 

Romanovich, and other founders of the Makovets group, formed in 1921, decisive ly carried 

Larionov's influence into Lhe sphere of the spiriLUal. The influ ence of Donkey's Tail extended 

almos t to the emire field of the Russian avant-garde. 

Let us now trace the oth er branches of the Russian avam-garde. One of them, which 

was rather close to Neo-Primit ivism, shared elements of European Expres sionism, Lhough it 

never blended with it. The major repr esentatives of thi s trend were Kandinsky, Chagall, 

and Filonov. Since Expression ism did not coalesce into a unified movement in Russia, the 

E H 

', I ~ I 
fT ~I)' 

A M 

Mikhail Larionov, Spring (from 

The Seasons series), 19 12. Oil on 

canvas, 142 x 118 cm. The State 

Tretyokov Gollery, Moscow. See also 

Winter ( 19 12 , plate 18 1) 

Natalia Gonchorovo, Emptin ess, 

1913. Mixed medio on canvas, 

Box 10 6 cm. The State Tretyokov 

Gollcry, Moscow 

• 

I f 



Puvcl Filonov, Composit ion, 1919. 

Oil on canvas, 117 x 154 cm. 

The Stale Trc1yakov Gullery, Moscow 

representatives of this branch of the avant-garde were not relaLed to one another either cre­

atively or orga nizationa lly. 

Kandinsky borrowed a lot from Expressionism and modernism in Lheir pur e German 

versions. He stud ied and worked in Munich, where he was surround ed by Vladim ir 

Bekhteev, Alexei Jawlensky, Gabriele Munter, Maria Verevkina, and DLher Russians emigres 

and had connections with many representati ves of German cultur e (Franz Marc, Arnold 

Schonberg). Consequent ly, in Kandinsky's search for the spiriLual and the "internal irnp era­

tive"-t hose creative tasks that he form ulated in hi s famou s book s On the Spirituul in Art 

( 1911) and Point and Line to Plane ( 1926)- the German influenc e is pronmm ced. The arti st, 

already beyond hi s first youth, experienced hi s first success at the very end of the first decade 

of the twentieth century, when he lived and worked in Murnan, not far from Munich. In Lhe 

landscapes he painted there, he discovered the continuity of rhythmic movement, the int en­

sity of the color-sound, and the impul se of self-expr ession. It was in thi s perio d tbaL he 

began to move beyond the repre sentational and search for the m eans to express the spiritua l 

eleme nt , free from the chain s of the material. The artis t hims elf point ed to hi s Composition 

with u Circle ( 1911) as hi s first nonr epresentati ona l painting. Soon he reached the apogee on 

this path - in hi s Composition VT and Composition VII (bo th 1913). The first was a nonfigurat ive 

representat ion of th e bibli cal Floo d, the second a depiction of the Last Jud gmen t. In hi s 

unr estrain ed imagination, the artis t soared in open space , all the whil e preserving a real 

feelin g for the wor ld's beau ty and, remarkably, combinin g intuiti on with calculation . 

Thi s combinati on provid es a symboli c glimp se into the fate of a mast er influenced by two 

different nati on al scho ols. His work in the service of these two schoo ls continu ed for m any 

years-first in Russia, durin g the year s of the war and revolution, then in Germany, along ­

side the Bauhaus artists. 

For Marc Chagall, the relation ship with Western Europ ean art develop ed different ly. 

Born in the pro vincial tow n of Vitebsk, within the Pale of Settlem ent (the designat ed area for 

Jews) , and raised in a religious Jewish family, he was char ged by hi s own childh ood memo­

ri es and those of the peop le who had absorbed the hi stor y of the nation. As a resu lt, all of 

hi s mov es from country to countr y and from city to city (from Vitebsk to St. Peter sbur g to 

Paris to Vitebsk to Moscow to Berlin to Paris) during the mo st fruitfu l fifteen years of hi s life 

( 1907-23) could not chan ge hi s primary impres sions of the wor ld . Chagall had con tacts 

with Cubis m and Expre ssion ism, and he absor bed and incorporat ed cert ain characteristics of 

Futuri sm, but he still kept to hi s own space and did not join any sin gle movemen t. His 

dreamlike fantasies and the absurdity of hi s visio n of the wo rld were enge nd ered by the reali ­

ties of Russian life. Chaga ll's wo rld of byt (daily grind) falls into som e new dim ension; hi s 

"byt mythology" combin es the in signifi cant and Lhe everyday with the uni versal and eLern al. 

The grotes qu e elemen t that Lhe anist cons tantly includ es temp ers, rather than exacerbate s, the 

absur dity of the depicLed situations. The absurdit y doe s not, how ever, prevent Chagall from 

winnin g over Lhe viewer wi th hi s warmth and with the humanity of bis vision of the world. 

Pavel Filonov's work , on tl1e o ther hand, reveals the distinctly Russian roots of his 

creativ ity. As a parallel of sort s to German Expressionism, the artist's work is characteri zed 

by its mor e prono un ced epic qualiti es. Filonov do es not strive to impr ess the viewer in a 
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straight forward way, but Lhro ugh the express ion of his own feelings. He sub jects the object 

to ani stic ana lysis; he decons Lructs the wo rld int o its primary buil ding blocks, views 

them thro ugh the magnifyin g glass of his analytical eye, and creates com plex picrnres of 

the world. In them, the past and the present are conflated, and primar y imag es and 

primary meanings becom e objects of compr ehension . They prop hesize Lhe fmur e, allowing 

the arti st to poin t the way towar d a global golden age. An important feature of Filonov' s 

paintin gs is always their technical perf ection- their "mad e-ness" (sdelcrnnost), as the art ist 

himse lf called it. 

The m ost pro misin g and all-encom passin g trend in the Russian avant-garde was a 

m ovement that was based on the influ ence of Cubism but absorbed the lessons of Futuri sm 

as well. It came to be called Cub a-Futuri sm. The nam e of this movem ent em erged as a result 

of a uni on between Futuri st poe ts and Cubi st arti sts, but it soon came Lo be int erpre ted 

in a broa der way. Futur ism in its "pur e form" was not wid espr ead in Russian paint ing. It was 

im plement ed as a pro gram simi lar to Lhat of the Italian Fu turi sts and only in a few works 

by David Burliuk, Goncharova, Malevich , Rozanova, and som e others. It was as if in Russia 

different trend s sought to int ersect and int erweave. Whe re the French and Italians failed in 

their efforts to combine Futuri sm wi th Cubism , Russian paint ers succeeded. A good example 

of this synt hesis is found in the work of Malevich . 

Malevich rapidly overcame the hu ge stylistic distance from homespu n Impr essioni sm 

to Supre mati sm i11 only half a decade. Impr essionism was followed by Symbolism and 

Nee -Primiti vism, then by Cubi sm and Futuri sm, implemen ted in an exempl ary way in his 

paintin g Kni fc-G rinder ( 1912). After that he expend ed a goo d deal of effort to develop the 

Cub a-Futuri stic system that was later adopted by other paint ers, who at that tim e start ed 

gro upin g around Malevich . Such paintin gs as Leidy cit a Tram Stop ( 1913), Englishman in Moscow 

( 1914) , and Aviator ( 1914) recreate illogical, absurd situ ations. The obj ects are deconstru cted 

and then reassembl ed; space and tim e are transfigured and fragm ent ed, but the fragments 

fall in to a cert ain system , allowing the re-creation o f a virtu al reality that is only indir ectly 

coordin ated with everyday reality. Proto -Dadaist illogic opened up the way to Supr ematism, 

whi ch was demo nstrated in 1915 in Petrogr ad at the exhibiti on O. l O by thirt y-nin e works, 

includin g the famous Block Square. Malevich presente d hi s black squar e as a prim ary element 

of painti ng, as a formul a for the lmiversal feeling of the nonre pr esent ational and cosmi c 

qua lity of Being, and as a feature of the equ ality between such categori es as aJJ and nothing. 

The mesm erizing effect of the Black Squc1re is related to its abili ty to concent rate in itself 

limitl ess space, to be transfigured int o other univ ersal formu las of the world, and to expr ess 

everything in the uni verse by concentratin g this "everythin g" in an absolutely imperso nal 

geom etrical form and imp enetrable black surfa ce. After hi s Supr em atist period , Malevich 

worke d on the theory and philosoph y of art for several years. In the twent ies, not long 

before his death , the art ist return ed to figura tive an and creaLed the so-called second peasant 

cycle, in whi ch he realized his idea of the estrangeme m of humank ind , iLs imp ersonal natur e 

and mut eness, its lack of freedom and its doo med con dit ion. 

Other arti sts, whose creativity can be linked only indirec tly to Cubo-F muri sm , po sition ed 

themselves at a slight distan ce from Malevich . Many of them , such as David Sht eren berg, 

Vladimir T,nlin, Model, 1913 . 

Oil on canvas, 104.5 x 130.5 cm. 

S1a1e Russinn Museum, S1.Pc1ersburg 

lnstallo1ion view of 0. 10 (nlso known 

as The Last Futurist Exhibilion of 

Paintin gs), Galcrie Dobychino, 

Pe1rogrod, 1915; works shown include 

lwo ofVlndimir Toil in 's Counter-



Studio view ofVlodimirTc11lin's 

model Monument to the Third 

International ( 1919-20) 

Na Lan Altm an , and Vladimir Baranov-Ross ine, spenL long years wor kin g abroad. Each of them 

co uld be characterized by hi s individu al manner: Sht erenb erg was defined by his laconism and 

Lhe geometricily of hi s painLerly constructi ons; Altman' s signaLure combin ed Cubi sm with 

a tinge of neocla ssicism; Baranov -Rossine wa s known for int erweaving variou s sLylistic ver­

sions of the avant -garde into "medium -typical int erpretation s." 

The Moscow and St. Petersburg artists who first deve loped Cuba-Futurism and then 

Suprema tism, fou nd themselves closer to Malevich's lin e. The majority of them un ited in the 

Supr emus grou p. Ivan Puni at that time was especia lly versa tile in hi s avant-garde quest: he 

worke d wi th found objects, in assemb lage, and in the manner of Dadaist illogic in easel pailll­

ing; he produ ced Supr emacist canvases and paint erly sculptur e. In Berlin in 192 1, he demon­

strated hi s versat ilit y in an exhibiti on at the Sturm gallery. Ivan Kliun, although he tried to 

apply him self in different areas, was mor e focused on Cub a-Futuri sm and Supre mati sm . He 

was inter ested in the prob lem of light-co lor coordination, and he sought to adapt primiti ve 

geome trical form s to limitl ess space. 

The out standing women arti sts Alexandra Exter, Popova, Rozanova, and Udalt sova-

the "amazons of the Russian avant-garde" (a tern, first used by Benedikt Livshit s in hi s book 

One-and-a-Half-Eyed Archer)-were connec ted with Suprem us. Rozanova, who had been 

through a Futuri st pha se ( 1913- 14), had become close to the Futuri st poets and had suc­

ceeded in crea tin g illu strat ed lith ograp hi c book s. She demon strated an extremely strong 

perception of form and color and roma nti c fantasy in both her Cuba-Futurist and nonr epre­

sentational comp ositions . Udaltsova, who had studi ed at La Palette Academy together with 

Popova, manag ed the Cubi st form s perfectly. Popova shift ed from Cub a-Fu turi st exper im ents 

to nonr eprese ntati ona l ones and achieved harmoniou s results in her PoinLerly Architectonics 

( 1916- 18). Later she created a ser ies of Space-Force Constructions ( 1920-21), conjoining non­

representa tiona l forms and energe tic lin es. Exter, who visited Paris in the first decad e of the 

twentieth cent ur y, contr ibut ed her unique artistry to the modern achi evements of the 

Russian, French, and Itali an avant-garde. 

All of the aforementioned followers of Malevich experienced, to a greater or lesser 

exten t, the influ ence of VladimirT atlin, who throughout hi s life sou ght to juxtapo se hi s pro­

gram with Malevich's system. After hi s short painte rly period, when he crea ted such perfect 

paintin gs as Sailor (1911) and Woman Model (1913),Tatlin turn ed to creating a series of works 

united under the sam e title -C onstruction of Material (which are m ost often labeled "Counter­

Reliefs") . The mo st im portant tasks for him be came com bining material s (wood, metal, 

wallpaper, etc.), expos in g th e feature s of each one, and producing a utilitarian, econ omical 

const ru ction. In the se works, ob jects do not imitate anything; three-dimensional spa ce is not 

depict ed , but rath er exists in reality; paint does not reproduce the color of some real object, 

but ratl1er ha s meaning in and of itself Tatlin was a foundin g father of Construc tivism, which 

developed after the Russian Revolution and spread tl-iroughout Western Eur ope . He designed 

and, toge ther wi th his assistanLs, built a model of the famous tower Monument to the Third 

Interncnional ( 1920), and expended a good deal of effort on the realiza tion of a project for a 

flying mechanism without an eng ine (Lela tl in). These project s remained utopian: th ey could 

never be implemented. 
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The Constructivist movement formed and developed at the beginning of the twemies. 

The most consistem representatives of this movement were Lissitzky, Popova, Rodchenko, 

Stepanova, AlexanderVesnin (who for a long time worked in Germany); the emigre anists 

Naum Gabo and Amon Pevsner ; and member s of the Society ofYoung Artists-Kons tantin 

Medunetsky, the broth ers Georg ii, Vladimir Stein berg, and Gutsav Klmsis. Many of them 

went into indu strial design, and made set design s for mass holiday celebration s, or stage 

design s. How ever, thi s did not exhau st their creative activity. Rodchenko, at the end of the 

1910s and early 1920s, in his pol emi c wi th Malevich, create d hi s painting Black on 

Black ( 1918); then, havin g rejected texture and paint erly expr essivity in prin ciple, he pre­

sent ed hi s Smooth Boards triptych: Pure Red, Pure Yellow, Pure Blue ( 192 1). At that sam e tim e, 

Rodchenko proclaimed line to be an "eleme nt of construction" and , in doing so, anticipa ted 

the principles of minimali sm that became an integra l part of twenti eth-centur y art. 

Simultan eously Rodchenko created a who le series o f perfect spatial cons truction s, com po sed 

of standard construction elements, whi ch soon allowed him to turn to furnitur e design. 

Lissitzky played a major role in the creation of the new style at that tim e. He mad e his 

series of Prouns (acronym for "Pro jects for the affirmation of the new") , painting s and 

drawing in the late 1910s and early 1920s in which h e succeeded in combi ning Supr ema tist 

planes with the category of space. A peculiar "thre e-dimensional Suprematism" influ enced 

the developm ent of the architectural thought of the time . His work presented a platform for 

the unification of Supr emat ism and Cons tructivi sm. 

Yet another imp orta nt trend in the painting of the Russian avant-garde was related to the 

work of Matiu shin, hi s wife Elena Guro, and his many students (first and foremost, Boris, 

Maria, Xeniia, and Georgii Ender, and Nikolai Grinberg), as well as Pyotr Miturich, Pavel 

Mansurov, and their later followers. This trend is usually dubbed" organic." Matiushin, who 

called his system "ZORVED" (from "Zrenie+ Vedanie" - "Vision+ Know ledge "), professed the 

new principles of "extended vision," positing a parallel between artistic creat ivity and 

natur e. Th.is parallel demanded, according to the artist, special education and spec ial exerc ise 

of the senses in order to comprehend all the sophisticat ion s of natural life. Both in figurative 

and nonrepresentational compositions, Matiush in, with the help of a certain "natural sym­

bolism," which also characteri zed the work of Guro, achieved incredib le complexity in the 

relationship between light and color. The traditions of ZORVED were continu ed by some 

Russian artists (in particular, Vladimir Sterligov) in the second half of the twentieth century. 

This kind of dialogu e between the Russian avant-gard e and not on ly later Russian arti sts, 

bur also with the internationa l art of the mid - and second half of the twentieth century is 

rather typical: the Russian avant-garde artists of the first and second decades of the twenLieth. 

cent ur y looke d int o the futur e and foresaw mu ch of what lay ahead. 

Trnnslated from the Russian by Julia Trubikhina. 
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El Lissi1zky, Untitled, ca. 1919-20. 

Oil on c"nv,1s, 79.6 x 49.6 cm. 

Peggy Guggenheim Collection, Venice 

76. 2553 .43 



1 N. K.harclzhiev, K Malevich, M. Matiushin, Kistorii russko90 urnngordo (Stockholm: •\lmquist and Wiksell International, 

1976), p. 131 

2. During the late 186os-early 1870s, the former members of the St. Petersburg Ant:>! or Artists, the first independem 

creative association of art ists in the history of Russian art, formed the Society for Traveling An Exhibitions and were known 

as Pcredvizhniki (Wanderers). 

3.The Union of Russian Artists was an exh ibitin g society aCLive from 1903 lo 1923. 

4. SeeA.V. Kursanov, Ru5skii uvcmgurd: 1917-1932 (lstoricl1cskii o/JLor).Tom I: Bocvoe dcsiolilctic (St. Petersburg: Novoc 

Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 1996). 

5. See G. G. Pospelov, Bubnovyi 11ulct. Primitiv i gorodskoi folklor I' moskovskoi 1hivopisi 1910-kh godov (Moskva: Sove tskii 

Khudoznik, 1990) . 
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166. PAVEL KUZNFTSOV, SHEARING 

SHEEP, CA. 1912 . TIMPER,\ AND PASTFJ 

ON CANVAS, 77.5 X 81 .~CM.STATE 

RUSSlAN ~IUSFUM, ST. PFTLRSBURG 

167 . ( OPPOS ITE) VALENTIN srnov, 
THF RAPE OF EUROPA, 1911. OlL 

ON CANVAS, 138 X 178 CM. PRIVATE 

COLLECTION, MOSCOW 





168. NATALIA GONCHAROVA, 

SELF PORTHAIT WITH YHIO\V lfl I.IES, 

1907, Oil ON CANVAS, 77 X 

58.2 CM. THE STATF Tl\ETYAK0\ 0 

<,Al LI RY, \!OSCO\\ 

169 , (OPPC)SJTI') M!KIIAII NISIIRUV, 

PORTRAIT OJ- TIH ARTIST"S llAU(,IITl'R, 

1906. OIL ON l \NVAS, 17~ X 86.~ C~I. 

ST·\Tl RUSS!.·\N MUSHIM, 

ST. PLTERSllUR<, 
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170. M IKHAll LARIONOV, SOI.DIER 

(SMOKING), 1910-11 . OIL ON CANVAS, 

100 X 71.r; C~I. Tl!l• STATE TRETYAKOV 

GAl I ERY, ~!OSCO\\ 

171. (OPPOSITF) MARC CHAGALL, 

THc SOI.DIER DRINKS, 1911 12 . Oll ON 

CANVAS, 109 . l X 94.6 C~I. 

SOLOMON R . GUGGLNHE!M MUSEUM, 

NEW YORK 49 . 121 I 

280 
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172. (OPPOS!Tr !HT) ANNA 

GOLUBKINA, OLD WOMAN , 1908. 

MARBLE, H. +o.~ CM. THI' STAT[ 

TlUTYAKOV GAU f.RY, MOSCOW 

173. (OPPOSITI. RIGHT) ANNA 

GOl l/BKINA, PILGRIM, 1903. WOOD, 

II. 42 CM. STAT! RUSSl,\N ~,us, UM, 

ST. Pl'HRSlllJI\C, 

17~ .. ,\LE'XANDll\ MATYI LV, 

SfAHDWOMAN, 1911. BRONI.I', 

II. 120 C,\I. THI! STAT! TRITYAKOV 

GALLI-RY, MOSCOW 



IH. MtKIIAIL LARIONOV, VILLAGE 

BATHERS, 1909. Oil. ON CANVAS, 89 X 

109 CM. KOVAi LNKO ART MUSIUM, 

h.RASNODAR 

176. (OPPOSIT!·) KU/MA PETROV~ 

VODKIN, ON THE SHORE, 1908. OIL ON 

CANVAS, 128 X 1.~9 CM. STATE 

HUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 
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177. IIYA MASHKOV, STILi. IIFE: 

FRUIT ON A D!Sfl, 1910. Oil. ON CANVAS, 

80.7 X 116.2 CM. THL STAT[, 

TRETYAKOV GAi I.El<Y, i1oscow 

178. (OPPOS ITF) l'YOfR 

KONCHA!.OVSKY, FAMJl,Y PORTRAIT, 

1911. OIL ON CANVAS, 

179 X 239 CM. STATE RUSSIAN 

MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 
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179. ARISTARKH LENTULOV, WOMEN 

AND !'!WIT (PANEL FROM DIPTYCH), 

1917. OIL ON CANVAS, 142.5 X 

I ~9. t; CM. POZHA LOSTlN REGIONAL 

ART MUSEUM, RYAZAN 

180. (OPPOSITE) ARISTARKl-1 

IENTULOV, MOSCOW, 1913. OIL ON 

CANVAS, 179 X 189 CM. THE STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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18 1. MIK HAIL LARI ONOV, WIN TER 

(FROM T HE SEASONS SERIES), 

1912 . OIL ON CANVAS, JOO X 

122 . 3 CM , THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

(iAUERY, MOSCOW 

182. (OPPOSITr:) NATALIA 

GONUlAROVA, A GIRI. ON A BE,\ST 

(fROM TI-IE HARVEST SERIES), 191 I. 

Oll ON CANVAS, 167 X 128,', CM. 

KOSTROMA STATE UNTrIED ART MUSEUM 





183. NATALIA GONCHAROVA, CATS 

(RAYfST PHRCFP. [T!ON] IN ROSE, BLACK, AND 

YELLOW), 1913. OIL ON CANVAS, 

84.4 X 83 .8 CM. SOLOMON R. 

GUGGENHEIM MUSEUM, NEW YORK 

57. 1484 

18+ ( OPPOSIH) NA!lElHDA 

UDALTSOVA, RESTAURANT TABI.f:, STUDY 

l·OR REST,1lJRANT, 191 >· Oli ON CANVAS, 

71 X 53 CM. TI-IE STATE TRFTYAKOV 

GAl!El\Y, MO SCOW 





------- --- - - -



18_,;. (OPPOSITE) VASIIY KANDINSKY, 

PAINTING WITH WHITE BORDER, MAY 1913. 

01 L ON CANVAS. I +o. 3 X 200. 3 (J\.l. 

SOIOMON R. Gl/GGENIIIIM Ml/Sl'LIM, 

NI-½ YORK. GIFT, SOLOJ\.ION ll. 

GlfGGENHEIJ\.I 37.2.g 

186. VASIIY K,\NDINSKY, SHH II 1·01\ 

C0MP0SJJ'J0N II, 1909 10. 011. ON 

CANVAS, 97. S' X J3 I .2 lM. SOLOMON IL 

GUGGENHLIM MUSLUM, NEW YORK 

4,;.961 
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KA/IMIR MAI lVIC!I, ( OPPOSIH) 

187 . 'VILIAGF AFTER 
MORNING IN THJ. ON CANVAS, 
SNOWSTORM, I • 912 OIL . 

. CM. SOLOMON I\. . 8
0.6 X 8I · YORK 

MlJSIUM, Nl·W GUGGLNHFIM 

52.1327 .. 

SHROVf.TIDI,, KUSTODIEV, 
188. BORIS . 6 X 123 CM. 

ON CANVAS, I . i916. OIi. l lJ\Y 

Tl\l'TYAfd)V GAL.' ' rH L STAH 

MOSCOW 
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189. ROBERT PALK , LANDSCAPI': IN THI: 

MOUNTAINS, 1916 . Oil ON CANVAS, 

81 X. !18 CM . JVJ\NOVO REGIONAL 

ART M lJSEUM 

190. (OPPOSITl) PYOTR MITURICH, 

PORTRAIT OF ARTHUR LOl/R l ii, 1915. Oil 

ON CANVAS, I02X 101.,CM.STATE 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. PETFRSBURG 
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191. PAHi HLONOV, THh FLIGHT INTO 

EGYPT (THE REFUGEES), 1918. OIL ON 

CANVAS, 71.4 X 89.2 CM. M[AD ART 

MUSfUM, AMHERST COLtl-GE. Glf.T 01• 

THOMAS P. WHJTNH, CLASS 01' 1917 

192. (OPPOS!!T) PAIi-i HLONOV, 

GFRMANWAR, 1915. OIL ON CANVAS, 

176 X 1~6.3 CM . STATE RUSSIAN 

MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 

300 
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193. LIUBOV POPOVA, PAfNTERLY 

ARCflfTECTONICS, 1916. Oil ON CANVAS, 

88.7 X 71 CM . THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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194. KALI MIR MALrVICH, BLACK SQUARE, 

CA. 1930. OIL ON CANVAS, 13-~ X 

,3 .4 CM. STATE l!FRMITAGJ MUS,UM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 



195. KAZI.MIR MALEV ! CH, SUPREMATlSM, 

191,. OIL ON CANVAS, 87. _,; X 

72 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

196. ( OPPOSITE) VLADIMIR TATLlN, 

COUNTER-RELIEF (MATERIAL SELECTION), 

1916. WOOD, TRON, AND ZINC, 

IL JOO CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 





197. J\LEXANDIR RODCHENKO, 

TRIPTYCH: PURE RED COLOR, PURE YJ!HOW 

COLOR, PURE BLUE COLOH, 1921. Oil. 

ON CANVAS; THREE PANELS, 62.~ X 

52.5 CM EACH. PRIVATE COLLECTtON, 

MOSCOW 

306 
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198. (OPPOSITE) Al LXANDFR 

RODCHENKO, WHITE C!RCIE, 19 18 . OIL 

ON CANVAS, 89. 2 X 71. ', CM. STAH 

RUSSIAN MUSHIM, ST. PFHRSBURG 

199. VLADIMIR STENBERG, SPIRAL, 

1920. MFTAI ON WOOD BASE; 

H. 19 CM, BASE H. 8 CM. THE STAfF 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 



200. ou;A R07ANOVA, NON 011/ICT!\ I' 

COMPOSITION (SUi'R!iMATISM), CA, 1916. 

Oil ON CANVAS, 8~ X 60. t; LM. HATl 

RUSSJAN MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 

3 10 



201. KAZIMIR MAUVICH, COMl'lEX 

PREMONITION (TORSO IN A YFI.LOW SHIRT), 

CA. 1932. 011 ON CANVAS, 98. ~ X 

78.1 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSI-UM, 

ST. Pl:TERSBURG 

3 I I 



202 . (LEFT) BORIS KOROLEV, STANDING 

MALE FIGURE, 1914. BRONZE, 

H. •}9 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PETERSBURG 

l05 . (RlGHT) KAZ / MIR MALEVICH, 

HMALI' FIGURE, 1928-29. OH ON 

CANVAS, 126 X 106 CM. STAT!- RUSSIAN 

MlJSl-lfM, ST. PET[RSBURG 

204. (OPPOSIH) KU7MA 

PETROV-VODKIN, MORNING, 1917. O IL 

ON CANVAS, 161 'l 129 CM. STATE 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 

3 12 





r 

20.\. KUZMA PITROV VODKlN, 

HERRING, 1918. O JI. ON OI i CLOTH, 

18 X 88. > CM. STATE RUSSIAN 

MUSE UM, ST . PETERSBURG 



206. DAVID SIITER[NBERG, STILL LIFE 

WTTH CHERRIES, 1919. OIL ON CANVAS, 

68 X 67 CM. STATE RUSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PET!iRSBURG 

3 I 5 







EDUCATING THE MASSES: SOCIALIST REALIST ART 
BORIS GROYS 

From the beginning of the thirties until the end of the Soviet Union, Socialist Realism was 

the on ly officially recognized creative method for all Soviet artists. The plur ality of compet­

ing aesthetic programs that characterized Soviet art in the 1920s came to an abrupt end 

when the Centra l Committee issued a decree on April 23, 1932, disband ing all existing artis­

tic group s and declarin g that all Soviet crea tive workers should be organize d according to 

profession in unitary "creative uni ons" of artists, architects, and so on. Socialist Realism was 

proclaim ed the obligatory method at the First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers in 1934 

and was subsequently expand ed to encompa ss all th e other arts, includin g the visual ar~s. 

without any substantia l modification of its initia l formulations. According to the standard 

official definition , Socialist Realist artwork mu st be "realistic in form and Socialist in 

content." Thi s apparent ly simp le formu lation is actually highly enigmatic. How can a form, 

as such , be realistic? An d what does "Socialist content" actual ly rnean 7 To tran slate thi s 

vagu e formul ation into a concrete artis tic prac tice was no t an easy task for Soviet artists, and 

yet the answers to those qu estions defined the fate of every individ ual Soviet artist. It de ter­

mined the arti st's right to work-and in some cases his or her righ t to live. 

Durin g the initial, Stalini st per iod of the form ation of Socialist Realism , the number of 

arti sts, as we ll as arti stic devices and styles, that were exclud ed from the Socialist Realist 

canon continu ally expan ded. Since the middl e of the thirti es, officially accep table m ethods 

were defined in an increasingly narr ow way. This po litics of narrow int erp re tation and ri g­

oro us exclusion lasted un til the death of Joseph Stalin in 1953. After the so-ca lled "th aw" 

and parti al de-Stalini zation of the Soviet system , which began at the end of the 1950s and 

continu ed un til the dissoluti on of the Soviet Union, the int erpreta tion of Socialist Realism 

becam e m ore inclu sive. But the initi al politics of exclusion never allowed a trul y coherent 

Socialist Realist aesthetic to em erge. And the sub sequ ent po liti cs of inclusion never led to 

tru e ope nn ess and arti stic plura lism. After th e death of Stalin , an un official art scene 

em erged in the Soviet Uni on, but it was not accept ed by the official art in stituti ons. It was 

tolera ted by the auth or ities , but works ma de by th ose artis ts were never exh ibited or pub­

lish ed, showing tha t Socialist Realism never became inclusive enou gh . 

Soviet Socialist Realism was int ended to be a rigorous ly defined art istic style, bu t it was 

also intended to be a unified method for all Soviet artist s, even those working in different 

m ediums, including literature, the visua l arts, theater, and cinema. Of cour se, these two 

intent ions were mutually contradictory. If an artistic style cam10t be compar ed w ith other 

artistic styles in the sam e m edium, its aesthetic specificity as well as its artist ic value remains 

unclear. For Soviet artis ts, the main point of reference was the bourgeois West. The primary 

concern of the Soviet ideo logical auth orities was that Soviet Socialist art not look like the art 

of the capitali st West, whic h was understood as a decadent, formalis t art that rejected the 

artistic values of the past. In contrast , the Soviets formulated a program that appropriated the 

artistic heritage of all past epoc hs: instead of rejecting the art of the past, artists shou ld use 



Tatiana Yablonskaya, Bread, 1949. 

Oil on canvas, 201 x 370 cm. 

The SuJLe Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow 

it for the sake of the new Socialist art . The discuss ion regar ding the ro le of artis tic her itage 

in the context of the new Socialist reality that too k place at the end of the twenties and the 

beginning of the 1930s was deci sive in term s of the futur e developm ent of Socialist Realist 

art. It marked an essential shift from the art of the 1920s, which was still dominated by 

modernist, formalist programs, toward the an of Socialist Realism, which was concerned 

primarily with the content of an individual artwork. 

The attitude of avant-garde artists and theoreticians toward artistic heritage was power­

fully expressed in a short but important text by Kazimir Malevich, "On the Museum," from 

1919. At that time, the new Soviet governmen t feared that the old Russian museums and 

art collections wou ld be destroyed by civil war and the general collapse of state institutions 

and the economy. The Communis t Party responded by trying to secure and save these collec­

tions. In hi s text, Malevich prot ested against this pro-museum policy by callin g on the state 

not to int ervene on behalf of the old art collection s because their destructi on could open the 

path to tru e, livin g art. In particular, he wro te: 

Life knows what it is doing, and if it is striving to destroy one must not interfere, since by hindering we 

are blocking the path too new conception of life that is born within us. In burning o corpse we obtain 

one gram of powder: accordingly thousands of graveyards could be accommodated on a single chemist's 

shelf. We can make a concession to conservatives by offering that they burn oil post epochs, since they 

ore dead, ond set up one pharmacy. 

Later, Malevich gives a concrete examp le of what he means: 

The aim (of this pharmacy) will be the some, even if people will examine tJ1e powder from Rubens and 

all his art-a mass of ideas will arise in people, and will be often more cilive than octuol representation 

(and take up less room).' 

Malevich believed that new, revolutionary tim es should be represented by new, revolu­

tionary art forms. This opinion was, of course , shared by many other artists on the "left 

front" in the 1920s. But their critics argued that true revolution takes place not on the level 

of artistic forms but rather on the level of their social use. Being confiscated from the old 

ruling classes, appropriated by the victorious proletariat, and put at the service of the new 

Socialist state, old artistic forms become intrinsically new because they were filled with 

new content and used in a completely different conte xt. In this sense, these apparently old 

forms became even more new than the forms that were created by th e avant-garde but 

were used in the same context by bourgeois society. This proto-postmodern criti cism of 

"for m alist trends in art" was formulated by an influ entia l art criti c of that time, Yakov 

Tugendkhold, in the following way : "The distinction between proletarian and nonproletari­

an an happens to be found not in form but in the idea of use of this form. Locomotives 

and machines are the same here as in the West; this is our form. The difference between our 

industrialism and that of the West, however, is in the fact that here it is the proletariat that 

is the master of these locomotives and machines; this is our content." ' During the thirties 
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this argument was repeated again and again. The artists and the theoreticians of the Russian 

avarn-garde were accused of having a nihi listic approach toward the art of the past, 

pr eventing the proletariat and the Communist Party from using artistic heritage for their 

own politica l goals. Accordingly, Socialist Realism was presented initially as an emergent 

rescue operat ion direc ted against the destruction of cultura l tradition. Years later Andrei 

Zhdanov, a mem ber of th e Politbureau who was at that time respons ible for official cultural 

po litics, said in a speec h dedicated to ques tions of art: "Did the Centra l Commi ttee act 

'co nservatively,' was it und er the influence of ' trad itiona lism' or 'ep igonis m ' an d so on , 

when it defend ed the classical heritage in paintin g? This is sheer no nsense 1 •• • We Bolsheviks 

do n ot reject the cultur al heritage. On the contr ary, we are criti cally assimil atin g the cultura l 

h eritage of all na tions and all times in ord er to choose from it all that inspir e the wor king 

people of Soviet society to great exploits in labor, science, and cultur e."' 

The discussion of the rol e of arti stic heritag e set the framewor k for the developm ent 

of the aesthetics of Socialist Realism , because it indi cated som e forma l cri teria that a Socialist 

Realist artwork sh ould satisfy in ord er to be both Socialist and realist. Th e introd uction of 

Sociali st Realism initiated a long and painful stru ggle against forma lism in art in the nam e of 

a re turn to classical m odels of art- m aking. In this way, Socialist Realist artwor k was incr eas­

ingly pur ged of all traces of mode rni st "distorti ons" of the classical form , so that at the end 

of thi s process it becam e easily disting uishable from bourgeo is Western art . Soviet ar tists 

also tried to themati ze everythin g that looked specifically Socialist and non -Western : official 

par ades and demon stration s, m eetings of the Cmrununi st Party and its leadershi p, happ y 

workers building the mat erial basis of the new society. In thi s sense, the appar ent return 

to a classical mim etic ima ge effectuat ed by Socialist Realism was rath er mi sleadin g. Socialist 

Realism was n ot supp osed to depict life as it was because life w as int erpr eted by Socialist 

Realist theory as bein g constantly in flux and in developm ent -s pecifically in "revoluti onary 

developm ent ," as it was officially formu lated . 

Socialist Realism was or ient ed toward what has n ot yet com e int o bein g but what should 

be created and is destine d to becom e a part of the Communi st futur e. Socialist Realism 

was und erstood as a dialectical method. "Wh at is m ost imp ort ant to the dialectical m ethod ," 

wro te Stalin , "is not that whi ch is stable at the present but is already beginnin g to die, but 

rather that whi ch is em ergin g and developin g, even if at pr esent it does not app ear stable, 

since for the dialectical m ethod only that which is em ergin g and developing cann ot be over ­

com e."' Of cour se, i t was the Comm uni st Party that had the right to decide what had to die 

and what could em erge. 

Th e m ere depiction of the facts was officially cond emn ed as "naturali sm ," which 

should be distingui shed from "realism," a style th at grasped the whole of histor ical devel­

opm ent and recogni zed in the pr esen t wo rld the signs of the corning Communi st world . 

The ability to m ake a correc t, Socialist selection of the facts of life was regard ed as the 

most importan t qua lity of a Socialist artist. Boris Ioganson, one of the leading official 

artists of the Stalin per iod, said in his speech to the First Conventi on of Soviet Artists in 

the 1930s : "A fact is not the whole trut h ; it is mere ly the raw ma terial from whi ch the 

real truth of art mu st be sme lted and extrac ted- the chicken must not be roas ted wi th its 
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Voroshilov in the Kremlin , 1938. 
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feathers." ' And he argued further that the locus of creativity in the an of Socialist Realism 

does not lie in the technique of paiming but in the "staging of the picture," which is to 

say that the paimer's work does not essentially differ from the photographer's. A Socialist 

Realist painting is a kind of virtual phowgraphy, rn.eant to be realistic bUL also Lo enco m­

pass more than a simpl e reflection of a scene that actually happened. The goal was to give 

to the image of the future world, where all the facts will be the facts of Socialist life, a 

kind of photographic quality, which would make this imag e visually credible. After all, 

Socialist Realism had to be realist only in form and not in content. 

The apparent return to the classical was misleading as well. Socialist Realist art was not 

created for museums, galleries, private collectors, or connoisseurs. The introduction of 

Socialist Realism coincided with the abo lishment of the market, including the art market. 

The Socialist State became the on ly remaining consumer of art. And the Socialist State was 

int ereste d only in one kind of art: socially useful art that appealed to the masses, art that 

educated them, in spir ed them , directed them. Consequent ly, Socialist Realist artwork was 

made ultimately for mass reproduction, distribution, and consump tion -and not for con­

centrat ed, indi vidual cont emplati on . That explain s why the paintings or sculptur es that 

looked too goo d, or too perfect, und er the traditional criteria of qua lity were also regard ed 

by the Soviet art critic as "form alist." Socialist Realist artwork had to refer aesthetically to 

som e acceptable kind of h eri tage, but at the same tim e it had to do it in a way that opene d 

this herita ge to a mass audienc e, without creatin g too grea t a distance between an artwo rk 

and its public. 

Of cour se, many traditi onal artist s who felt pushed aside by the Russian avant-garde of 

the 1920s undoubt edly exploited the change in political ideology to achi eve recogn ition for 

the ir work . Many Soviet arti sts still painted land scapes, portraits, and genre scenes in the 

tradition of the nineteenth centur y. But the paintin gs of such leading Socialist Realist artists 

as Alexander Deineka, Alexan der Gerasimov, or even Isaak Brodsky referred primarily to the 

aesthetics of post ers, color photography, or the cinema. In fact , the successful picture s made 

by these arti sts could be seen throughout the country, reproduc ed on countl ess posters 

and in end less numb ers of books. They were pop ular "hit s," and it would be wide of the 

mar k to criticize a pop song for lyrics that were not great poetry . A capability for mas s distri ­

bution becam e the leadin g aesthetic qualit y in Stalini st Russia. Even if painting and sculptur e 

domina ted the system of visual arts, both were produc ed and reprod uced on a mass scale 

comparable on ly to photographi c and cin emati c production in the West. Thousands and 

thousands of Soviet artists repeated the sam e officially approved Socialist Realist subj ects, 

figures, and composi tions, allowing the1nselves on ly the slight est variations to these 

officially established mode ls, variations that remain almost unnoticed by an uninformed 

viewer. The Soviet Union therefore became saturat ed with painted and sculpted imag es that 

seemed to be produced by the same artist. 

Socialist Realism emerged at a time when global comn1ercial mass culture achieved 

its decisive breakthrough and became the determining force that it has remained ever 

since. Official cultme in the Stalin era was part of this global mass culture and fed on the 

expec tations it awakened worldwide. And an acute interest in new media that could be 
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easily repro du ced and distribut ed could be found everyw h ere in the 1930s. In their various 

ways, French Sur realism , German Neue Sachlichkeit, Italian Novecento, and all other forms 

of realism of th e tim e exploited ima ges and techniqu es derived from the vastly expanding 

ma ss m edia of the day. But in spit e of these resemb lances, Stalini st cultur e was structur ed 

differernly from its counter p art in the West. Whereas the market domina ted, even defined, 

Western mass culture , Stalin ist culture was noncommercia l, even an ticommercia l. Its aim 

was not to please the grea ter publi c bu t to edu cate, to inspir e, to guid e i t. (Art should be 

realist in form and Socialist in conte nt, in other word s.) In pr actice, th:is m eant that a.rt had 

to be accessible to the m asses on the level of form , although its cont ent and goals were 

ideologically determi ned and aim ed at chan ging and reedu cating the ma sses. 

In hi s 1939 essay "Avant -Garde and Kitsch " Clem ent Greenb erg famously attempt ed to 

define the differen ce between avant-gard e art and ma ss cultur e (whi ch he term ed "kit sch "). 

Mass kitsch , he stated, uses the effects of art, whi le the avan t-gard e investigates artistic 

devices. 
6 

According ly, Green berg placed the Socialist Realism of th e Stalin era , as well as 

other form s of to talitari an art , on a par wi th the comme rcial m ass cultur e of th e West. 

Both , he averr ed, aime d to exert the maxim um effect on their audi ences, rather than engag ­

in g crit ically with arti stic prac tices themselves. For Greenb erg, the avant -garde ethos thu s 

ent ailed a distant and criti cal attitud e towa rd mass cultur e. But actually, the arti sts of the 

classical Europ ean and Russian avant -gard e were very mu ch attracted to the new possibiliti es 

offered by the mass produ ction and disseminati on of imag es. The avant -gard e in fact 

disappro ved of only one aspect of comm ercial ma ss cultur e: its pand ering to mass taste. Yet 

mod erni st arti sts also rejected the eliti st "good" taste of the middl e classes. Avant -garde 

artist s wish ed to create a new public, a new type of human being, who would shar e their 

own taste and see the world throu gh their eyes. They sought to change hum ankind, not 

art . The ultimat e arti stic act would be not the produ ction of new imag es for an old publi c 

to view with old eyes, but the creation of a new publi c with n ew eyes. 

Soviet cultur e und er Stalin inh erit ed the avant -gard e belief that humanity could be 

chan ged and was dri ven by the conviction that hum an bein gs were malleable. Soviet cul ­

tur e was a cultur e for m asses that had yet to be created. This cultur e was not requir ed 

to pro ve itself econ omi cally- to be pro fitable, in oth er word s- because the mark et h ad 

been abolished in the Soviet Uni on. Hence the actual tastes of the masses were compl etely 

irre levant to the art pra ctice of Socialist Realism , m ore irrelevant , even, than they were 

to the avant -gard e, since m emb ers of the avant -gar de in the West, for all their criti cal dis­

app roval, had to opera te wi thin th e sam e economic con di tion s as mass cultur e. Soviet 

cultur e as a whole may therefore be un der stood as an attemp t to abolish the split between 

the avant -gard e and mass culture that Greenb erg had diagno sed as the main effect of 

art op era ting und er the condit ions ofW estern -style capitali sm. ' Accordin gly, all o ther 

opp ositions related to this fundam ent al opp osition- betwee n pro du ction and repro du c­

tion , ori ginal and copy, or qu ality and quantit y, for instance- lost their relevan ce in 

the fram ework of Soviet culture. The pr im ary int eres t of Socialist Realism was no t the art ­

wor k but the viewer. Soviet art was pro du ced in the relatively firm convic tion that peo ple 

wo uld com e to like it wh en they had becom e better people, less decadent and less 
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corrupLed by bourgeois values. The viewer was conceived of as an integral part of a 

Socialist Realist work of art and, at the same time, as its final product. Socialist Realism 

was the attempt to create dreamers who would dream Socialist dreams. 

To promo Le the creation of a new humankind, and especia lly of a new pub lic for 

their arL, artists joined forces wit h those in political power. This was undoubted ly a danger­

ous game for artists to play, but the rewards appeared al the beginning to be enormo us. 

The arti st tried to attain absolu te creative freedom by throwing off all mora l, econo mic, 

in stitut ional, legal, and aesthetic constraint s that had traditi onally limit ed his or her po litical 

and artis tic will. But after the death of Stalin all the u topian aspir ations and dreams of 

absolute artistic power becam e imm ediately obsolete. The art of official Socialist Realism 

becam e simpl y a part of the Soviet bur eaucracy-w ith all the pri vileges and restrictions 

conn ected to this status. Soviet arti stic life after Stalin became a stage on which the stru ggle 

against censorship was played out. This drama had many heroe s who mana ged to widen 

the fram ework of what was allowed, to make "good artwork s," " tru ly realistic artwor ks," or 

even "mod erni st artwork s" on the bord er of what was officially po ssible. These arti sts and 

the art critics who suppo rted them became well known and were applauded by the greater 

publi c. Of cour se, this stru ggle involved a lot of personal r isk and in many cases led to 

very unpl easant consequ ences for the artists. But still i t is safe to say that inside the post­

Stalini st art of Socialist Realism a new value system established itself. The an communit y val­

ued not the artwor ks that defined the core message and the specific aesthetics of Socialist 

Realism, but rather the artwork s that were able to widen the bord ers of censorship, to 

break new ground, to give to other arti sts m ore operative space. At the end of this pro cess of 

expan sion, Socialist Realism lost its bord ers almost comp letely and disint egrated, toge ther 

w ith the Soviet state. 

In our tim e the bulk of Socialist Realist im age prod uction has been reevaluated and 

reorganized. The previous crit eria und er which these artwor ks were produ ced have become 

irr elevant; neither the struggl e for a new society nor the stru ggle again st censorship are 

crit eri a any longer. On e can onl y wait and see what use the cont emp orary mu seum system 

and cont emp orary art mark et will make of the heritage of Sociali st Realism-of this hu ge 

numb er of artwork s that were initi ally created out side of, and even direc ted again st, the 

m odern, Western art instituti ons. 
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207. (OPPOSITE) KIIMJ·NT lU'DKO, 

UPRISING, 192+ >.,;. Oil ON CANVAS, 

170.i; X 212 Cl\l. TH!· STAIT TRHY,\KOV 

GAL I UlY, MOSCOW 

208. VERA MUKH!NA, THE Fl.AMI' 

OF REVOl.UTrON, 1922 23 , BRONZl, 

IL 104 C~!. Till, ST/Ill· THHYAKOV 

GAJ.LERY, MOSCOW 
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209 . (OPPOSITE) !VAN SHADR, 

COBBLESTONE-WEAPON OF THE 

PROLETARIAT, 1927. BRONZE, II. 125 CM , 

THE STATE Tl\ETYAKOV GALLERY, 

MOSCOW 

210. JOSEPH CHAIKOV, BLACKSMITH, 

1927. PLASTER WITH CEMENT POWD!'R, 

H. 49 CM . THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 



21 I. SUlGEJ I UCII ISHKIN, THf llAIIO0N 

l'Jl'\-1, AWAY, 1926 . Oll ON <AN\'\S, 

106 X ( ') t ~I. TII I ST\Tl· l'RITYAKO\' 

r;,\11 l·HY, \!OSCO\\ 

lt l. (<>PPUSITL) ,\I LXANDI H I \IIAS, 

THFTRAIN IS GOIN(;, 1929. OIL ON 

CANVAS, 98.3. 7,.8 CM. snn 
RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. l'ETUlSBURG 
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213. \LEXANDER DEINFKA, DHFNSJ· 

01' Pl·TR0GRAD, 1927. 011 ON CANVAS, 

210 X 238 CM. CENTR.\l MUSl'UM OJ• 

TIIE ARMED l'ORCl'S, MOSCOW 
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2 I 4. !SAA K BRODSKY, V. l. LENIN IN THE 

SMOLNY, 1930. OJL ON CANVAS, 

198 X 320 CM. STATE HISTORICAL 

MUSEUM, MOSCOW 

215. (OPPOSITE) ISAAK BRODSKY, 

AT THE COFFIN OF THE LEADER, 1925. 

OIL ON CANVAS, 124 X 208 CM. 

STATE HISTORICAL MUSEUM, MOSCOW 
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216. (nPPOSlTI) VASll Y KUPTSOV, 

ANT 10 "MAXIM GORKY", 193+• Oil ON 

( •\"JVAS, 110 X 121 CM. ST,\TF RUSSIA"l 

M\JSI-.UM, ST. Pl I IRSlllJRt, 

l 17. SARAII l liBED!l"A, P0RTHAIT OF 

VALERY CHRALOV, 1936. IIRONZ E, 

H. 36 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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218. Al EXANDfR Dl'INHA, FUTIJUI; 

PIIOTS, 1938, Oil ON CA N VAS, 

131.,; X 160 CM. THE STATE TRFTYAKOV 

GAi IERY, MOSCOW 





219. VASILY HANOY, AN UNFORGFTTA8LE 

MFliTING, 1936 37. 011 ON CANVAS, 

270 X 393 ',CM.THE STATE TRETYAKOY 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 





no. SJ RAFJM \ RHN(;IN/\, Hl<iHER ANV 

HIGIHR, 193+ - Oil 0~ l,\NVAS, 1+9 X 

100 CM. KIFV MUSI UM (H RUSSIAN ARI 

221. (OPPOS!Tf) YURI Pl MENO\', 

Nl'W MOSCOW, 1937. 011 ON C,\NVAS, 

139., X 171 CM. TH!, STATE TRHYAKOV 

GAi ! ERY, MOSCOW 
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222. ALEXANDER DEINFKA, COU FCTIVE 

FARM WO !lKER ON A BICYCLf:, 19H· 

OIL ON CANVAS, 120 X 120 CM. STATE 

RUSSIAN MlJSfiUM , ST. l'FTl'RSBURG 

223 . ( OPPOSITE) S!HGEf GERASfMOY, 

A COU/iCTIVf· FARM l'ESTlVAI., 1937. 

OIL ON CANVAS, 23+.., X 372 CM. Tl!E 

STATL TRETYAKOV GALI.FRY, MOSCOW 
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224. Al EXANDFR DFJNLKA, DEFENSF 

OF SEVASTOPOL, 1942. Oil ON 

CANVAS, 200 X 400 CM. STATE RUSSIAN 

MlJSLlJM, ST. Pi'TFRSIIURG 

22,; . (OPPO~!TF) PAVU KOHlN, 

THREE, 1933 35. Oil ON CANVAS, 190 X 

110 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALI ERY, l-JOUSF-MUS[UM OJ· PAV LI 

KOR!N, MOSCOW 
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226. (OPPOSITE) ALEXANDER 

LAKTIONOV, LETTER !'ROM THE FRONT, 

1947. Oil ON CANVAS, 225 X 

154.5 CM. THE STATE TRETYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 

227. ARKADY PLASTOV, REAPING, 1945. 

OIL ON CANVAS, 197 X 293 .5 CM. THE 

STATE TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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OFFICIAL EXCHANGES/UNOFFICIAL REPRESENTATIONS: 
THE POLITICS OF CONTEMPORARY ART 
IN THE SOVIET UNION AND THE UNITED STATES, 1956-1977 
VALERIE L. HILLINGS 

A passage from the semifictitious story of Vannie Tomkins, an Amer ican journalist's 

wife living in Moscow in the late 1960s and early 1970s, captur es Americans' fascination 

wi th Soviet artists wor kin g in an unofficial style during the height of the Cold War: 

Twice that second winter, Vannie had summoned up the courage to buy an abstract painting, as fearful 

of lier taste as of the illicit trnnsaction. The underground paintings, regc1rded by the authorities as 

"bourgeois" and "decadent," were permitted neither public exhibition in Russia nor an export stamp to 

be shown c1broad. Officially, they were non-art executed by non-persons. ' 

Based on the author's own experience ofliving in the Soviet Union, Joyce Shub's 

Moscow by Niglitmarc ( 1973) appeared at a pivotal moment, when exltibi tions, books, and 

num erous articl es in the Western Europea n and American mains tream and art pr ess began 

to appear about Soviet artists work in g in styles other than Socialist Realism .' Western audi ­

ences voraciously consum ed tltis informati on , whi ch con firm ed that the repr ession of 

Communi sm had not cru shed the spir i t of free expr ession emb odied by art. 

At the tim e, various labels including uno fficial, und erground , dissid ent, and non ­

conformist were appli ed to this art by Western cri tics, curat ors, dealers, and collectors; to 

varyin g degrees all of them imply a politi cal m otivation that was absent from most of the 

artwork pro du ced in Russia at thi s tim e. The consistency with wltich Western au thors link ed 

the discussion of thi s art to the politics and buzzwords of the Cold War-s uch as bour geo is 

and decadent- und erscores the degree to which the story of the artists as opp onent s of 

the official cultural po licies of the Soviet Uni on becam e nearly as imp ortant as the serious 
evaluation of the art itself 

The seventi es con stitut e a key decade in the history ofU. S.-Sov iet relations. Tltis is 

as tru e of cultur e as it is of the politi cal arena, in whi ch U.S. President Richard Nixon and 

Soviet General Secretary Leonid Brezhn ev advanced the policy of detent e and, in 1972, 

signe d the first SALT Treaty, which sough t to limi t strategic arms . The events that unfo lded on 

th e cultur al front dur ing thi s decade are un imaginable without the series of exhibitions and 

exchanges of the late fifties and sixties. I will consider her e how the two countrie s employed 

both "official" and "unofficial" art as part of the overall discourse of the Cold War. To this 

end, I will exantine a seri es of key event s, exhibitions, and publi cation s durin g the years 

1956 to 1977 that reveal the degree to which contemporary art remained inextricably linked 

to the political agend as of both the United States and the Soviet Union. 
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The Thaw: The Fifties 

In their 1967 book, Unofficial Art in the Soviet Union, Paul Sjeklocha and Igor Mead sought 

Lo correct the view that contemporary art in the Soviet Union was mono lithi c in style and 

always politi cally motivated. In 1963-64 the two men had served as staff membe rs for an 

exhibit ion of Amer ican graphi c an organi zed by the Uni ted States Information Agency 

(USIA), which traveled to a series of cities in the USSR. Durin g thi s time, Sjeklocha and 

Mead had the opp ortunit y to m eet un official arti sts and criti cs. i In the introdu ction to the 

book, they argu ed that report s that Socialist Realism repr esent ed the sum total o f cont empo­

rary Soviet art persisted because few Western author s had been given such access. Western 

audi ences therefore had little indi cation that m ore indi vidu alistic art began to be produced 

after Joseph Stalin 's death in 1953 and especia lly following Nikita Khru shchev's Secret Speech 

at the Twent ieth Con gress of the Soviet Comm uni st Pan y in 195 6 , w here he law1ehed a 

scathing verb al attack on Stalin. ' 

The period of greater openn ess ushered in under Khrushchev led to a series of exhibi ­

tions of int ern ational mo dern and conte mp orary art in the USSR in the late fifties and early 

sixties that int ro du ced a plur ality of arti stic visions to Soviet arti sts. Already in Janu ary 1957, 

an articl e app eared in the New York Times cont endin g that the Khru shchev era had established 

an increase in arti stic freedom . The writ er observed a discernibl e backlash again st the "co ur t 

paint ers" und er Stalin: "They have consigned to the storehou se hundr eds of paintin gs of the 

Stalin era." 1 Ind eed, such paintin gs as Gelii Korzhev's Raising the Banner (1957- 60, plate 228 ) 

reflect a shift away from the slick finish and ideali zed, abstract hero es of Stalinist Socialist 

Realism. '' Soviet citizens had the chan ce to see m oderni st foreign art that had been forbidd en 

for decades in both a loan sh ow of French Impr essioni st art held at the Pushkin Museum of 

Fine Arts in Moscow in the w int er of 1956 and a Pablo Picasso exhibiti on seen in Moscow in 

October 1956 and in Leningrad in 1957; the exhibition s contribut ed to a debate over 

whether such art could be "compatibl e with Soviet Realism." ' 

The Sixth World Festival of Youth and Student s in the summ er of 1957 was a watershed ; 

it int rodu ced int ern ational cont emp orary art to the Soviet Union . The festival, which 

took as its motto "p eace and fri end ship," brought 4,500 work s by foreign arti sts from fifty­

two countri es to three , two -story pavilion s in the Sokolniki Park of Cultur e in Moscow. 

Reports indi cated that visitor s en gaged in verbal debates about the validit y of the art on dis­

play. While som e pro claimed their supp ort of m odern art-" half of man kind cann ot be 

wro n g"-o thers staunchly defended Socialist Realism , sayin g to the modern ist enthu siasts, 

"Why don 't you read Lenin ?"' 

The presentation of Abstract Expressioni st and Tachist arl mad e an especially strong 

impr ession, as did a studio in which Soviet artists could observe the working m ethods 

of their foreign contemporari es and work along side them. ' Artist Vladimir Nemuk.11in has 

explained: "Seein g live artists-A m ericans, French , others-w ho had paint ed abstract 

an sudd enly opened another path to us."
111 

The ani st Lydia Masterkova echoed thi s semi ­

mem: "For me 1957 was a turnin g point. Those were the years of Khru shchev's thaw."
11 

In these foreign artists, the youn g Soviets recognized their own strivin gs toward plurali stic, 

persona l expression. 
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In 1958, the United States and the Soviet Union signed the U.S.-USSR cultural exchange 

agreement, which included the fields of industry, technology, agriculture, medicine, educa­

tion, the arts, spores, and scienc e. In the area of visual art, two exhibiti ons held during the 

summer of 1959 served as its first concrete manifestation: one was a show of Russian an at 

the Coliseum Fair in New York, and the other a pr esenta tion of American art at the Sokolniki 

Park in Moscow titled the Exhibition of American Painting and Sculpture." 

Descr ibin g the Soviet pr esentation in New York, Howard DevTee of the New York Times 

explain ed that the arc more closely resembled American art of twenty to forty years ear lier­

" American genre and land scapin g painting of utt er realism" -t han the large-sca le, Abstract 

Expressionist canvases then m ost familiar to New York cont emporar y art enthu siasts." He 

non ethele ss acknowl edged the "pr etty high level of accomplishment and some keen obser­

vation in the work of these social realist s, and litt le that mig h t be called dir ect propaganda." " 

In fact, the roster of artists sent to thi s exhibition included n ot only such official artists as 

Alexander Gerasimov, bu t also arti sts like Pyotr Koncha lovsky, wh o had belonged to avant­

garde circle s earlier in the twen tieth century. Moreover, Devree observed that some of the 

works h ad been sent to previo us exhibitions of interna tiona l significance ; mos t notab le 

am ong them Arkady Plastov's Harvest ( 1945), which had garnered attenti on at the 1956 
Venice Biennale. 

Ironi cally, the subj ect of national represent ations at int ern ational art event s ha d, just 

five years earlier, becom e a topi c of debate betwee n wri ters for the New York Times and 

Sovietskaya Kultura, a publi cation of the Soviet Ministry of Cultur e. Sp eakin g about the 1953 

Sao Paulo Bienal, New York Times writ er Aline Lou chh eim (soon to be Saarin en) took 

issue with the fact that the U.S. governm ent neith er sponsored nor showed discernibl e sup ­

port for the American exhibiti on ." Rather, the Museum of Modern Art 's dir ector Rene 

d'Harn oncoun had served as commi ssioner of the Unit ed States submi ssion , and the cost 

of parti cipati on had been paid by the Rockefeller Bro thers Fund. '" 

Louchh eim p ond ered wh ether the lack of official State Departm ent involvem en t in 

such int ern ational cultural events was m ore pro blemati c than the possibilit y of "sendin g 

abroa d th e kind of art whi ch wo uld safely please our Con gress ."" Her comm ent s 

un doubt edly referr ed to the October 1953 statem ent by senior USIA official A.H . Bertling 

regardin g th e agen cy's policy on art exhibit ions. He had stated that the governm ent 

"sh ould n ot sponsor examp les of [ America's J crea tive energy which are nonreprese nt a­

tiona l." He summarized: "We are not interes ted in purely exper imenta l art." " 

A number of mont hs later, Louchheim, by then Aline Saarinen, revisited this article 

in respons e to a piece by "M.P." that had appeared in the Jun e issue of Sovietslrnya Kulturn." 

Saarinen rai sed the important point that while many in America still regarded abstract art 

as Communi st and an und esirable repr esent ation of the best in American art, the Soviets 

cons idered abstraction as "a decadent manifestation of capitalist society."10 Writing about 

the Sao Paulo Bienal, the Soviet auth or h ad particularly condemned the wor k of the 

American artist Alexander Calder, thu s und erscor ing the Soviet Union' s rejection of 

abstract art.
21 

M.P. criticized the millionaire s who supported such art , incorrectly attribut­

ing the financing of the Am erican contributi on to the Bienal to the already deceased 
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Solomon R. Guggenheim, rather than to the Rockefellers: "And thus hold the head higher, 

Miss Louchheim 1 Perhaps in this haughty position you will not notice that the workers 

of authentic art with a feeling of loathing are turnin g their glances away from 'Abstract,' 

whi ch is paid off with Gugg enh eim dollar s."" 

In contrast to the 1953 Sao Paulo Bienal, the 1959 Exhibition of American Painting and 

Sculpture was organized under the auspices of th e USIA as a means of fostering mutual 

understand ing be tween th e U.S. and the USSR. The pub lic debate surroundi n g the check list 

for the show revealed rema rkable sim ilari ties between the two countr ies' official percep­

tions of exper ime nt al art in the late fifties." Early in 1959 , the USIA selected a jury of four 

that includ ed Lloyd Goodr ich , the director of the Whitn ey Museum of Amer ican Art in 

New York; Henry R. Hope, the chair of the Fin e Arts Department of Ind iana University; the 

Am eri can sculptor Theodore Roszak; and Franklin C. Watkins, a pain tin g teach er at the 

Penn sylvania Academy o f Fin e Art s. Watkin s, w ho assum ed leadership of the group, to ld Art 

in America maga zin e that the exhib ition would h ave a "cro sscut selection ... that w ill state 

stron gly and frankly what h as been going on in Ameri ca since about 1920 ."
2

' 

Watkins's comm ent s appeared several mont hs after New York Times writ er Aline Saarin en 

h ad weighed in on wh at she regard ed as th e appropr iate content for this show. In a Februar y 

1959 articl e in the form of a letter addressed to Goodri ch, Hope, and Watkins, she claim ed 

to be writi ng on behalf of " th ose of us who believe in the energy, streng th , and origin ality 

of Am eri can cultur e."21 Saarinen asked the committ ee m emb ers not to bend to the political 

w ill of the USIA, the State Departm ent , Con gress, and "pr essur es from out side officialdom": 

"We would encour age you, for ins tance, to make your selection of art ists solely on the 

basis of their arti stic significance- their intrin sic qualit y-a nd let the percentages of 'repre­

sentat ional' and 'abstract' art fall where they may. A proscrib ed recipe o f kinds of art would 

deflect you from findin g the best art.""• She also w arn ed against pickin g wea k artwor ks by 

known nam es and art m ade pr ior to 19 17 (nam ely Am eri can realism), whi ch "would not 

possibly ' explain' Am eri can art of today."" She noted that recent event s had shown the int er­

est of young Russians in modern art. 

Ind eed , just one month before the openin g of the Exhibition of American Pninting and 

Sculpture, Museum of Modern Art directo r Alfred H . Barr, Jr. delivered a lecture in Moscow 

on th e invitation of the Soviet Society for Cultur al Relations. Barr showed 150 slides of 

"co nt empora ry, abstractio nist , expr ession ist and experimen talist techn ique s" as well as 

"sp ecial film clips" of Calder and Jackson Pollock at work ." Alexander Zamo shkin , the dir ec­

tor of the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, argued that Barr 's demo nstrati on revealed " the 

sterilit y of techn iqu e" and proved that "abstractionists, after two gen erations, h ave not 

advanced beyond [Kazimir Malevich' s black squ are]."" It is ironi c th at Barr 's lecture 

prom p ted Zamos hkin to acknow ledge the historic Russian avant-gar de, which at that time 

remained hidden from view in storage. 

A few days prior to Barr's lecture, Saarinen's prediction that the U.S. government would 

move to restric t the view of Amer ican art presented at the Exhibition of American Painting and 

Sculpture came to pass. Wheeler Williams, president of the conserva tive organization the 

Am erican Arti sts Professiona l League contac ted President Dwight Eisenhower and then 
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U.S. Representative Francis E. Walter (D-Pennsylvania) to complain about the jury. rn 

Congressman Walter, who shared Williams's reactionary views, altempted to use his posi­

tion as the chair of the House Committee on Un-American Activities to recall a number of 

the works selected for the 1959 exhibition and already sent to Moscow. " On the floor of 

the Cong ress, he proclaimed that "of the 67 artists whose works have been chosen for the 

exhibition in Moscow, 34-a fraction more than 50 percent- have records of affiliation 

with Comm unist front s and causes."" 

Congressman Walter cited the specific Comm un ist associatio n s of twen ty-two of the 

artists to supp ort hi s argum ent that they should not be allowed to represent Am eri ca at the 

exhibiti on. Walter, in a m ann er remini scent of Senator Joseph McCarth y, who had died in 

May 1957, convened a series of h earin gs to both expose the alleged politi cs of the arti sts in 

ord er to vilify them as un -Am eri can and to critici ze "m eanin gless abstractions" by som e 

of the arti sts; he included Pollock 's paintin g Cathedrnl ( 1947) , whi ch had been describ ed by 

William s as a "childish dood le."'' 

While in the early fifties thi s mode of attack on two front s had resulted in th e recall 

of other USIA-sponsored exhibition s, the inten se glare of the m edia, coup led wi th 

a decision by President Eisenh ower no t to censor its con tent s, ultim ately un dermine d 

Walter 's camp aign to have select wor ks rem oved from the exhibition . Various sour ces com ­

pared Walter to the Soviets. In the United States, he was describ ed as a self-app oint ed 

"patri ot czar" tryin g to establish an Am erican "mini stry of cultur e."" Senator Philip Hart 

(D-Michi gan) respond ed to hi s colleague by saying : "I believe that it is the Soviet Uni on 

whi ch has lost face by attemptin g politi cal censorship of its arti sts. We do not want to 

get our selves int o that situati on. "" In the Soviet Union TASS (th e official n ews agency) 

argued that Walter had dem onstrated that arti sts in the Unit ed States did not enjoy free­
dom of expr ession." 

Presid ent Eisenh ower 's ann oun cem ent that there wo uld be no recall of the art turn ed 

the tide. However, without consultin g with the ori ginal jur y, Eisenh ower enli sted David 

Finley, the form er director of the National Gallery of Art , to cur ate an additi onal section of 

Am eri can art from the mid -eighteenth centur y thro ugh the early twenti eth centur y, which 

includ ed such arti sts as George Caleb Bingham , John Singl eton Copley, Thom as Eakins, 

Winslow Hom er, and Gilbert Stuart. " And the pres ident m ade clear that fu tur e shows wo uld 

be subj ected to tight er oversight. 

Durin g the run of the Exhibition of American Painting 1rnd Sculpture, Khru shchev visited 

the show. Accor ding to John Jacob s, the editor of the exchang e journal Amerika, which 

was distrib ut ed in the Soviet Union to introd uce its citizens to life in the Unit ed States, 

Khru shchev had a pronoun ced reaction to the mod ern art section , and he announ ced that 

a "boy pissing on the gro und could do better than that." " After the 1959 show closed, a 

delegat ion of United States senators and their wives asked for the U.S. Embassy to arrange 

a tour for th em. Their reactio n to the art uncan nily echoed Khrush chev's ." 
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Jackson Pollock, Cathedral, 1947. 

Enamel and aluminum paint on 

canvas, 181 .6 x 88.9 cm. Dallas 

Museum of An , Gift of Mr. and Mrs. 
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Nikol(li Andronov, Monday in 

Ferapontovo, 1963-64. Oil on 

canV(IS, 140 x 173 cm.JnneVoorliees 

Zimmerli An Museum, Rutgers, 

The Swte University of New Jersey, 

New Brunswick, The Nonon and 

Nancy Dodge Collection of 

Nonconformist An from the 

Soviet Union 

Eli Beliutin, Landscape, 1952 . 

Oil on canvas, 107 x 70 cm. 

Jane Voorhees Zimmerli An Museum, 

Rutgers, The Stelle University of 

New Jersey, New Brunswick, The 

Nonon and Nerney Dodge Collection 

of Nonconformist An from the 

Soviet Union 

The Chill: The Sixties 

By the end of the fifties, the emergence of the Severe Style of Soviet an (characterized by 

large scale, simp lified forms and colors, and more persona l sub ject mauer that was not 

always opti mistic), the various foreign an exhibitions, and increas ing access to information 

abo ut experim ent al twenti eth -centur y Russian art before 1930, pr epared the groun d for 

a new gen eration of Soviet arti sts. At thi s tim e, the first group o f arti sts since the twemi es 

form ed within the cont ext of the Moscow Section of the Uni on of Arti sts. Known as the 

"Group of Eight, " these arti sts used a plur ality of app roac hes rath er than a single style and 

had as a major goal the organi zation of joint exhibiti ons.4° Although they held only thr ee 

exhib itions, their cubi stic, expr essioni stic, and semiab stract works significantl y cont rasted 

with Socialist Realism. For exampl e, Nikolai Andron ov's Monday in Fernpontovo (1963-64 ) 

shows a remarkably abstract, folk sensibility akin to Mikhail Larionov 's paimi ngs of around 

19 11 - 13 as well as the work of other Jack of Diamonds artists including Robert Falk and 

Konchalovsky . VladimirVeisberg' s abstract, white still lifes bear a strong resemb lance to the 

Metaphysi cal paint ings of the Italian artist Giorgio Morandi. 

In November 1962, a number of the artists from the Group of Eight received invitation s 

to participate in an exhib ition commemorating the thirtieth anniversary of the Moscow 

Section of the Union of Artists . Held in the Manezh Centra l Exhibition Hall off Red Square, 

this anni versary show includ ed two thousand paintings and sculptures not only by Socialist 

Realists and a select numb er of mor e pro gressive younger artists, but also by artists of the 

twenti es throu gh forties who had not been shown in such official exhibiti ons in decades ; 

among them were Falk, David Shterenberg, andA lexand erTyshler.4 1 

On Novem ber 26, 1962, nearly a month after th e show in the Manezh had ope ned, 

Eli Beliutin, an abstract arti st and founder of the Stud io of Experimental Paintin g and 

Graphic Arts in 1954 , held a one-night exh ibiti on of the work of hi s stud en ts at his 

studi o.42 The unoffi cial show of abstract and semiab stract art, which included paintin gs by 

Beliutin and sculptur es by Ernst Neizves tny, drew hundr eds of people hoping to see the 

works, and among the 150 invited guests were Western journali sts. This presentation, which 

lasted on ly a few hour s, served as a pr eview for an exhibiti on planned to open at the Hote l 

Yunost three days later.'" The Yunost show was postponed, but Dmitry Polikarpov, head 

of the Culture Section of the Central Commi ttee of the Communist Party, propose d the dis­

play of works from that exh ibiti on as we lI as pieces by addit ional artist s in three srna.11 

room s on the second floor of the Manezh. 44 

Khru shch ev, along wi th a group of high -level Communist Party officials, visited the 

exhibition on the evening of Decemb er 1, 1962 . Unhapp y with wo rks such as a nud e by 

Falk, Khru shch ev launched into a tirad e even m ore virul ent than the one he had unl eashed 

at the 1959 Exhibition of American Puinting und Sculpture; he was especially offend ed by the 

more experim ental cont emporary works by Beliutin and his stud em s, among them 

Vladimir Yankilevsky and Ullo Sooster. Khru shchev told Neizvestny, whose art the Soviet 

leader knew via his son -in -law Alexei Adzhub ei-e ditor -in-chi ef of the paper Izvestia- that 

he must be a homosexual to have created such sculptur e. Neizvestny imp ertin ently chal ­

leng ed Khru shchev to produ ce a girl so h e could prov e "what sort of a hom osexual " 
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he was.' The Soviet leader direc ted his rage al Neizvesrny and the other artists, both those 

workin g in an abstract mode and in a figur ative style. He proLlaim ed : 

Are you pederasts or normal people? I'll be perfectly strnightforw(lrd with you: we won't spend c1 kopek 

on your an . Just give me (I list of those of you who wanl to 90 (!broad, to the so-called "free world." 

We'll give you forei9n passports tomorrow, and you can get out.Your prospects here are nil. Wlrnt's 

hung here is simply cmti-Soviet." 

When he declared war on artis ts such as those in the special section of the Manezh 

exhibiti on, Khrushchev made clear that the seeming advancements in artistic freedom since 

1956 had com e to a halt. A few days later, these works were removed and a series of reac ­

tionary articles began Lo appear in Pravd(I and other official publi cations. 

An Ideologica l Commission formed in respon se to the exhibition and headed by Leon id 

Ilyichev, the Secretary of the Centra l Committee of the Communist Party in charge of ideol­

ogy and propaganda, h eld m eeting s with party leaders and memb ers of the artistic and liter­

ary int elligentsia in December. • 1 On December 17, Ilyichev threw down the gaun tlet in a 

speech titled "Create for the People in the Name of Communi sm," in which he made clear 

that the poli cy of Socialist Realism rema ined in effect. 48 A group of prominent cultural figur es 

including the writer Ilya Ehrenberg and the dean of Russian sculptors Sergei Konenkov 

wrote a letter of protest to Khrushchev, in which they asserted that the absence of different 

trends in art wou ld lead to the stagnation of Soviet culture. They contended that the return to 

the strictures of the Stalinist model for art went against the zeitg eist.' ' 

As evidenced by the aforementioned 1967 book by Sjeklocha and Mead, the cultural 

backlash in the wake of the Manezh affair did not cmtail the development of unoffi cial 

Soviet art, nor did it pr event additi .ona l foreign exhibition s in the Soviet Union. While work­

ing as staff for the 1963-64 USIA exchange exhibition of American graphic art, Sjeklocha 

and Mead met with many unofficial artists, but they were keenly aware of the fact that these 

artists cou ld not ope nly show their work . 

The artists supplied Sjeklocha and Mead with information and both gave them and 

allowed them to photograph unofficial artworks. To prov e the point that these mor e persona l 

approac hes to art put the artists at risk, the authors stated that they did not take note s 

"in deference to the prevailing fear which still remain s in the USSR of the written word 

found by the wrong per son." 50 They explained that the often very low quality of the pictur es 

of the works in the book result ed from the fact that "meetings were arrang ed on the spur 

of the mom ent and the physical surrounding s where the works were photograph ed often 

left much to be desired." 11 Additionally, man y of these ph otos bore the caption "Artist 

anon ymou s" in order to protect the arti sts in question. The on ly exception to thi s rule was 

made for artists w hose identiti es had already been exposed pub licly through foreign 

exhibiti ons- there bad by 1964 been a numb er of exhibiti ons in Europe-and publication s 

or domes tic cri ticism. 

One of the best-known an ists who had participated in shows abroad was Oscar 

Rabin . He stood at the center of a group of artists-including Rabin's wife Valentina 
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Ernst Ncizvesllly, Tree of Life, 

1968-76 . Bronze, 52 x 60 x 36 cm. 
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Igor Kholin, Composition with 

Clowns, 1974, Oil on convus, 

69 .2 x 5 1 .8 cm. Kolodzei Collwion 

of Russiun und Eastern Europenn An , 

Kolodzei Art Foundation, Highland 

Pork, New Jersey. Damogcd during 

First Fall Open -Air Show of 

Paintings, September 15, 1974, 

Kropivnitskaya, his father-in- lawYevgenii Kropivn itsky, his son Lev Kropivnitsky, Dmitry 

Plavinsky, Nemukhin, and Masterkova, among others-iden tified by the narn.e of a village 

near Moscow , Lian ozovo, where they gathered. The collector Alexander Glezer me t them in 

Decemb er 1966 , about a year after Rabin caused a comm otion in the Soviet pr ess with a solo 

exhib ition in London at the Grosvenor Gallery. Glezer offered to h elp the group hold an 

exhib ition in a space oth er than its memb ers' apartm ent s- the Dru zhba Workers' Clu b. In 

th e span of two h our s on January 22, 1967, two hun dred peop le saw thi s twelve-person 

group sh ow, am on g them foreign journa lists and dip loma ts." According to Glezer, the dip lo­

m ats all had KGB sh adows , and conseq uent ly Pasechnikov, the dep uty leader of the Cultu re 

Section of the Moscow Party Committ ee , and the section 's art inspector Abakum ov swiftly 

arri ved and "tempor arily" su spend ed the sh ow. Glezer has no ted that Abakumov "shout ed: 

'A typi cal provo cation! Before the day's out all the Western radio station s will be whoopin g 

abou t these und erground arti sts, and h ow they'r e breakin g throu gh and orga nizin g them ­

selves despite th e ob stacles."'53 Ind eed, the Western pr ess cond emn ed the closur e, a respo nse 

th at fore shadowed the hi storic event s of 1974. '·
1 

The Showdown: The Seventies 
In Februa ry t974, the Soviet governm ent sent the wri ter and No bel Prize winn er Alexander 

Solzhenit syn into exile in response to hi s book The Gulag Archipelago. At the time, Rabin pr e­

sciently pr edict ed that the auth oriti es wo uld turn their attention to the m ost active 

unoffi cial arti sts." In thi s climat e, he proposed the realization of an outd oor exhibiti on , an 

idea he had pu t forth to the Lianozovo Group as early as 1969 . By 1974 , a new, youn ger 

gen era tion of arti sts had em erged that includ ed Vitaly Komar , Alexand er Melamid , and 

Yevgenii Rukhin. Und er Rabin' s leadership, on Septemb er 2, 1974, a group of arti sts sent a 

wri tten request to the Moscow Depu ty Coun cil of Labor askin g permi ssion to hold an 

exhibiti on on a pat ch of wasteland in a Moscow suburb on Septemb er 15. Wh en the m en1.­

bers of th e Council summon ed the artists to a m eetin g on Septemb er 5 , they had to admit 

they could not find a regulation prohibitin g the sh ow, but they stro n gly advised against 

holdin g it. 
The arti sts decided to m ove forwa rd wi th their plans for the First Fall Open-Air Show of 

Paintings. At n oon on Sept emb er 15, the twenty-fo ur parti cipatin g arti sts and their guests, 

am ong them foreign journ alists and dip lom ats from Western Eur ope, the Unit ed States , Asia, 

and Latin Ameri ca, arr ived to find a group claimin g to be workers volunt eerin g to transform 

the land into a park. When th e artists move d furth er into the field in order to proc eed with 

the show wit h out disrupt ing th e volun teer s, the "work ers" attacked them and their art wi th 

phy sical force, dump tru cks, bu lldo zers, and hi gh-pr essur e water hoses . Works of art were 

destroyed, and four arti sts, am on g them Rabin and his son , were arr ested and tried for 

h ooliganism. As Rabin noted , the fact th at the Cheremu shki Boro ugh Court charged him 

with resistin g the auth ori ties "was tacit acknowledgmen t that the vigilan tes had in fact been 

plainclothesm en ."'" 
Three Am erican journ alists suffered injur ies . Chr istopher Wren of the New York Times 

received a chipp ed too tl1 when a group tried to forcibly take hi s cam era and punched him 
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in the stomach . Reporters for the Associated Press and the Baltimore Sun also sustained 

injuries, and a journalist from ABC was "manhandled." " The next day, the charge d'affaires 

in the U.S. Embassy filed a protest with the Soviet Foreign Minister. Glezer, who had 

helped to organize the event, gave a pre ss conference in which he asserted: "We consider 

that the authorities should not be trying Oscar Rabin but those who carried out the 

viol ence yesterday."'" 

Rabin and the others respond ed by announcing their intention to hold a second open-air 

show on September 29 , just two weeks after the first. Under the scrutiny of the world, the 

authorities granted permi ssion for the Second Fall Open-Air Show of Paintings, which took place 

in the Izmai lovsky Park. New York Times wr iter Hedrick Smith hailed it as "th e biggest officially 

sanctione d show of modern and unorthodox art by Soviet painters since the avant-garde 

movement in this country in the nineteen-twenties." " Variously described as the "Russian 

Woodstock ," and "a classic examp le of the influence of detente," the exhibi tion of approxi ­

mately two hun dred works by sevent y artists had more than ten thousand visitors in a span 

of four hours. Am on g the exhib itin g artists were four membe rs of th e Un ion of Artists, 

incl udin g Leonid Lamm , whose wife sh owed his work because at the time h e was im pr is­

one d for req uesting an exit visa to Israel. ' 0 The majori ty of th e arti sts had no official status; 

therefo re, thi s exhibiti on m arked the first publi c display of their art. The ren owned poe t 

Yevgenii Yevtush enko said of the show : "I see som e goo d pi ctur es, som e bad ones, but the 

m ost important fact is that they are h ere in the first place."" 

Am eri can art criti c Douglas Davis and Newsweek Moscow bur eau chief Alfred Friendly, Jr. 

echo ed thi s sentim ent when writin g about the ten -day, Septemb er 1975 show held in the 

Bee Keepin g Pavilion at the Exhibition of Economic Achievements in Moscow." They noted that 

the exhibiti on, whi ch includ ed a numb er ofLiano zovo arti sts such as Nemukhin, 

Masterkova, and Rabin, "was hard ly first-rate. But its importan ce as an event was in con ­

testable: after years o f bein g ignored or opp osed by the governm ent, the dissid ents were 

bein g shown and seen under 'official' auspi ces, ind oors, for seven days." 

Davis and Friendly cont end ed that m emb ers of the youn ger genera tion , mos t notably 

Ilya Kabakov and Komar and Melami d , repr esent ed a better chan ce for Soviet art to becom e 

recog ni zed both at hom e and abroa d as "a vital aesthetic fact in cont emporar y Soviet life."" 

These and other un official art ists were am on g those celebrated in such foreign exhibiti ons 

as La peinture russe conternporainc h eld at the Palais de Con gres in Pari s in 1976 and the January 

1977 exhibiti on Unofficial Art from the Soviet Union at the Institut e of Cont empora ry Art s 
in London. ,,., 

When th e Soviet Union sent Russian and Soviet Painting-the most comprehens ive exhi­

bition of Russian painting up to that time-to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 

York in April 1977, the only unofficial arti sts on the checklist were Nemukhin, Plavinsky, 

and Otarii Kandamov. "
1 
An historian John Bowlt, who served as a consulting curat or on 

Russian crnd Soviet Painting, reco unted the chall enges posed by the cont emp orary section of 

the exhibition in an article that appeared in Art in Americc1 at the end of 1977.''0 He wrote 

that the Met under stood that official Soviet contemporary art had to be includ ed in the 

exhibition. While he admitted that the mu seum considered insisting on the inclu sion of 

P/101ogrnph of Second Fall Open-Air 

Show of Paintin gs, fzmailovsky 

Park, Moscow, September 29, 1974. 

Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Ari Museum, 

Rutgers, The Stale Unirersiry of 

New Jersey, New Brunswick, Dodge 

Collmion Archive 

Among 1he works exhiliited 01 

Second Fall Open-Air Show of 

Pai min gs was Leoni cl Lmnm 's I Am 

Flying ( from Ihe Sevemh Heaven 

series; 1973). 



Instnllalion view of Russian and 

Soviet Painting, the Mctropoliwn 

Museum of An , New York, 1977 

I 
unofficial an, iL knew such a suggestion wou ld have "brought forth a flat refusal from Lhe 

Soviets and, no doubt, wou ld have terminated negotiations."' •' Met direcLOr Thomas Hoving 

told th e pre ss Lhat the subje ct of nonconformist an did not corn.e up "because the SovieLs 

do not recognize any anists other than union artists. They decided what they want LO have 

exhibit ed because thi s exhibition represents their official posiLion." '·' 

BowlL and hi s colleagues at the Met we re stunn ed wh en twenty-five paintings from the 

sixties and seventies arrived instead of the agreed-upon eleven contemporary works. They 

weighed various possible re spons es, including Tefusing to hang the final secLion.A "d ecisive 

voice from within the Met hierarchy" Tefused thi s sugg estion on the grounds it would 

both vio late the terms of the agreement foT joint exhibitions and jeopardi ze future project s 

with the Soviets, in particu lar a planned show of treasures from the Kremlin. " 

As Bowle pointed ou t in a 1977 article for the May-June issue of Art in America, Russian cind 

Soviet Pointing, like th e 1959 Exhibition of American Painting ond Sculpture, belonged to the hi story 

of exch an ge exhib itions be twee n the U.S. and th e USSR.70 Beginni n g in 1971, Hoving and key 

m em bers of his staff wen t to the Soviet Union to hold nego tiations with the Ministry of 

Cultur e, discussions that broke off in 1973 and then resu m ed in 1974. In that pivota l year, 

Hoving and the nrn seun1's Vice Direc tor for Curator ial and Educational Affairs Phili ppe de 

Mont ebello ( curr ently the dir ecto r of the Met) m ade three trips to the Soviet Union, whi ch 

result ed in a pro tocol for three exchan ge exhibi tions." The success of thi s agreem ent can in 

part be attribut ed to its m ention in tl1e Nixon- Brezhn ev communiqu e ofJuly 3, 1974 .
12 

Thu s 

the policy of detent e, like Khru shchev's thaw in the late fifties, assisted the realization of 

U.S.-S oviet art exhibition s. 

Russian and Soviet PointinH was , in man y ways, a victim of it s tim e. Mercilessly criti cized 

by the American pr ess , the Met was accused of allowin g the Soviet Uni on to use the mu seum 

as a vehicl e for propa ganda and of acting as "a mouthpiec e for a brutal regim e that sup ­

pr esses the values of arti stic fre edom to which all mu seum s of art are prop erly dedicated."' ·' 

Conservative art criti c Hilton Kram er proclaimed that "Detent e Yields a Dismal Sh ow," 

whi ch pr esented art that would "n ever have been exhibit ed ... on aesthetic ground s alon e."" 

He especially lamba sted the cont emp orary art in the exhibiti on, whi ch he contend ed 

was "produ ced in an aesthetic and moral void, and it is a scand al for our leadin g mu seum 

to show it." ' 5 

Bowlt took issue with Kramer 's Cold War rh etori c-" Each tim e Mr. Kram er hears the 

wor ds 'Soviet cultur e,' he reaches for hi s revolver and at su ch moment s Mr. Kram er 's vicious 

rhetor ic is as prejudi ced and as hysteric al as the cloyin g propaga nd a of the Soviet Mini stry 

of Cultu re." "• But he agreed that whil e the cont emporary paint ings we re typical of Soviet art 

at that time, they undeniably fell into the category of kitsch. Later in 1977 Bowlt wrote 

an article for An in America on this very topic in which he noted the uncanny resemblance 

between the Soviet art in the Met show and departm ent store art in the Unit ed States. He 

argued that this Socialist Realism, unlik e that of the thirti es and forties, had lost the "ideo ­

logical impul se" and had in essenc e becom e bourg eois: "What is absurd is that Soviet 

critics use the mo st rhapsodi cal argun1e11Ls to distingui sh their kitsch from ours ."" He 

fur ther noted, "Ironica lly, it may be that the lyrica l kit sch of official Soviet art ... is mor e 
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appealing than most unofficial an to Western taste." 'In this, he echoed many critics who 

cited another ironic comparison, the resemb lance between Soviet art and the work of the 

American artist Norman Rockwell ." 

Bowlt contended that the West's fascination with unofficial Soviet art, which he said was 

"in most cases ... as bana l as its official counterpart," stemmed largely from its links to the 

poli tics of the Cold War. 80 In fact the Met exhibi tion underscored the degree to which the 

notion of "freedom of expression" as a sign of democracy overshadowed the actua l art being 

pro du ced. This point was hi ghli gh ted by a four- day protest exhibition, The Art of Freedom, 

organ ized by the Ameri can Jewish Congress and held at the Stephen Wise Con gress House 

in NewYor k duri ng the openin g of the Met show." 

Of the four part icipating arti sts, the m ost fam ous was Neizvestny, wh o had left the Soviet 

Uni on in 1976 and settled in New York. He spoke to the press about the Met show, which 

he called a "lie" on the ground s that it showe d Russian avant -gard e art that rem ain ed hidd en 

from the Soviet pub lic and that it empha sized official cont emp orary art, with the excep ­

tion of Plavin sky and Kandau rov, who had never been part of official exhibi tions at hom e." 

He noted that The Art of Freedom int end ed to call attentio n not only to the difficulties faced 

by Jewi sh artists in the USSR, bu t also to the general pligh t of dissident arti sts who pro du ced 

religious art , "social and po litical satire, and even art tha t falls into such nebulous categor ies 

as abstract or 'persona l ,' relatin g to the indi vidu al's concerns."83 When Hoving was asked by 

WABC television report er Bob Lape if he kn ew that the count er-exhibiti on would be h eld in 

con jun ction wi th Russian and Soviet Painting, Hoving respond ed that h e though t su ch an event 

wo uld have the positive effect of pr esentin g mult iple perspectives, whi ch in his view fell 

w ithin the pur view of art . 8" 

By the tim e of the exhibiti on at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1977, large numb ers 

of Soviet un official arti sts had emi grate d to Western Europe, Israel, and the Unit ed States. 

Removed from their hom eland and its specific socio political clim ate, the art ists not only 

had to navigate life in exile, but also the challenges of comp etin g in the int ernat ional art 

wo rld . Those arti sts whose wor k more closely paralleled the Western styles then in favor­

nam ely those workin g in a conceptu al m ode such as Eric Bulatov, Komar and Melamid , 

and Kabakov (who did not emi grate until 1988)- tend ed to be the most successful w ith 

Western audi ence s. As Bowle predicted, because m any un official Soviet art ists worked in 

"provi ncial" styles, a good majority of them fell "by the wayside onc e th ey [ were J bereft 

of the glamour of being politically taboo ."" 

The place of unofficial Soviet art wi thin art histor y is intim ately linked to its association 

with the larger disco ur se of the Cold War, as the botmd ary between art and politi cs, be tween 

the official and the unoffic ial , domin ated the cultur al conversation betwee n the West and 

the Soviet Union dur ing that time. Th e exhibi tions, publi cations, and events of the period 

from 1956 to 1977 demo nstrate how an served as yet anot her battleground on whic h the 

U.S. and th e USSR debated whose political system offered the best way of life. Th e fact that 

most un official art was no t po litical in form or content and did not fit into the "official" lan­

guage of the int ernatio nal avant-gard e h as con trib uted to an emp h asis, with significan t 



excep tions, on the story of the artists rather than the history of the an they produced. " Yet it 

is significant that this chapter in art history encompasses not only aclllal works and aesthetic 

questions, but also, and irnportantly, the broad er notion of nationa l American and Soviet cul ­

ture during this key period in world hi story. 
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OFFICIAL AND UNOFFICIAL ART IN THE USSR: 
THE DIALECTICS OF THE VERTICAL ANO THE HORIZONTAL 
EKATERINA DEGOT 

In his "German Ideo logy," Karl Marx prop hesized that under Commun ism, the division 

of labor would finally disappear, and it wo uld becom e possible "to do one thin g today and 

another tomorrow, to hunt in the m ornin g, fish in the aftern oon, rea r cattle in the evening, 

cri ticize after dinn er."' This descripti on corr espond s exactly to the way things were in the 

Soviet Uni on , especially after Joseph Stalin 's death . In tho se days, every Soviet 

citizen- and thi s even appli ed to the General Secretary of the Co1mnuni st Party, Comra de 

Brezhn ev him self- was an "after-dinn er " criti c, passing jud gm ent on the state in the 

kitchen , addre ssing an int imat e audi ence, a circle of fri end s. These circl es began to evolve 

into sub cultur es, becom ing institu tions of sort s. On e of these, for an instance, wa s th e circle 

of Moscow con ceptua lism (whi ch form ed around Ilya Kabakov, beginning in the late 

1960s); anotl1er overlapping circle of a kindred spir it con sists of the Sots Art group (which 

form ed around Vitaly Kom ar and Alexand er Melami d, durin g the san1e per iod) . These 

uno fficial subcultur es m ay have found their ident ities in criti cizing the Commlll1ist state, but 

they were criti cizin g the state from a point that the state itself had created. To put it 

clifferently, the birtl1 of ind epend ent art after th e World War II realized the Communi st pro­

gram of liberatin g the wo rkin g popu lation' s "am ateur creativity." Onl y now, tl10se lib erated 

citizens had turn ed their creativity again st the state. 

Thus, official and unofficial Soviet art were far closer to one anoth er than it would ini ­

tially seem. They not only shar ed comm on economi c conditi ons, but they were also 

both defin ed by those key aesthetic decision s that had already been mad e in the 1920s; as 

was often the case in the Soviet Uni on , no one actually ever count ermand ed these (so 

that they still remain in force until today, at least in part). One of these decision s concern ed 

the statu s of the artw ork, the plane of its existence, and its ftmctional surfa ces. It is thi s 

decision that pro vides the point of departur e for the followin g text. 

At a hi stori cal gatherin g held at Moscow's Institut e of Artistic Culture (INKhU K) in 

Novemb er 192 1, the criti c Osip Brik claim ed that man y arti sts had already withdrawn from 

easel paintin g,' that is-w e mi ght add- from static art on a verti cal plane, a pr actice whi ch 

calls for a passive, comm ercial recep tion of the ar twork . The cons tru ctivists ann ounced 

that they had departed into produc tion, bu t in a mor e profolll1d sen se, their departur e was a 

turn to the hori zontal plane of socia l int eraction . The entir e system of Soviet art institu ­

tions- incluclin g both official and un official circles-was n ot constru cted around the art ­

work and its paths to consumpti on , but around the arti st , whi ch is why the Soviet art 

system did no t cons ist of mu seum s and galler ies, but of com mu ni ties an d groups. According 

LO the origina l idea behind iLs founda tion in 1932, the Soviet Art ists ' Union was a collective 

au tod idactic circle of sorts , based on the exchange of experience and the mutual stimulation 

of creativity. In order to fulfill this fun ction , th e Arti sts' Union establi shed the ins tituti on 

of "arti stic councils" (soviets) , bodies of deliberation wh ose ro le was not only to accept or 



decline artworks for publication, but to "educate" errant union members through collective 

(self-) cri ticism. During the period after Stalin's death, many artists became dissatisfied 

with the concrete makeup of these official "artistic councils." This gave rise to un official an. 

Yet even if unoffic ial art pre sented an alternative to the official an system, it remained 

wi thin the framework of the same Comm unist mode l of creativity, accord ing to which live 

in terac tion betwee n artists is more important and more productive than the comp leteness 

and form al perfec tion of their artworks. 

This pri vilegin g of the axis of social int erac tion also ent ailed the accen tuation of art's 

repro du ctive distribu tion ; art spr ead to its audience h or izont ally and was delivered on 

horizonta l m edia, through books, textbooks , magazin es, and postcard s. In the Soviet Union, 

almo st all books were publi shed wi th illu strations , and m agazines often cont ain ed draw­

ings , so that the pu blication of repro ductions represent ed an altern ative to th e mu seum s, 

whil e paint in gs were und erstoo d (and kept on deposit) as or iginals from whi ch p ostcard s 
were print ed. 3 

In practice, h owever, easel paint in g was not on ly replaced by "horizon tal" form s of 

repro du ction that symbo lized th e social dimen sion of Soviet art . Even in th e 1920s, its place 

was also being taken by "n ew verti cals." whi ch stood for the dim ension of the state's politi­

cal power . Fro m the first years of the revoluti on onwar d, arti sts dreamed of techn ologies 

for the sug gestive broadcasting of im ages ont o vertical screens, from whi ch they mi ght be 

read simultan eously by a mass of people. The arti sts of the 1920s drew proj ects of "ra dio ­

orators" with pro jection screens, inspi red by television . Images on vertical sur faces- int end ed 

for ma ss-recepti on, ori ginating from a sin gle sour ce, whi ch was con cealed from the con ­

sumer - were the sour ce of arti stic and ideological auth ority for the entir e durati on of the 

Soviet peri od. Well into the 1980s, the state exert ed total cont ro l over everythin g that w as 

sh own on verti cal surfa ces: it controll ed m ovies, billboa rds, posters, panel-paintin gs , exhibi ­

tion stand s, and w all newspap ers. It goes with out saying tha t the state also continu ed to 

control traditi onal paintin g, whi ch was still exhibit ed in mu seum s, even if th e paintin gs 

them selves had now become littl e more than id eological billb oard s. 

Rotatin g one and the sam e m edium from the hor izontal plan e to the verti cal plane­

mountin g newspap ers ont o walls, for an examp le-s ignifi ed its radi cal "officialization ." 

The arti sts of Moscow conceptuali sm later worked w ith thi s gesture: Kabakov exhibit ed 

postcards on wa ll m ounts allegedly mad e by his characters-collectors, whil e Dmitr y 

Prigov app lied cert ain m agical "wor ds of power" to the broadsh eets of the Pravda in hi s 

n ew spaper serie s ("Perestroika," "Gorbachev," etc.). In contra st, tran sp osing "verti cal" 

m edia to the hor izonta l plane signified the potent ial appli cation of a crit ical dim ension. 

(For in stance, durin g the late 1970s, Soviet stud ents tr ied , as a joke, to play card gam es 

with postcards of Politburo memb ers, attemptin g to figur e out whi ch of th em was the 

"ace" ·> capable of " trumpin g" all the rest). Even in the context of Soviet censors hip , hor i­

zontal media were still loaded with the po tent ial for criticism . After all , newspapers, 

journal s, or books are never present ed as all-in -one icons; instead, they unfo ld as dis­

cour se, imp lying a histori cal narra tive and stimu lating th e recip ient 's critical faculti es. The 

recipient -reader always has at least a hypothetical possib ility for supp lying some form 



o[ feedb ack. In contrasL, the recipient -spectaLOr of vertical media is captive Lo a one-si ded 

bro adcast. IL is precisely for Lhis reason that Soviet illu sLrators always had the reput ation of 

being m ore progr essive than Soviet paint ers in term s of bOLh aesLhetics and politics, which 

is why unofficial an (and Moscow con ceptualism in parti cular) drew man y of iLs proLago­

nists from Lhe world of book illu stration. (These included Kabakov, VikLOr Pivovarov, Vadim 

Zakharov and many others.)' 

Wh ile iL was possib le to exen tota l contro l over all of the coun try's vert ical media, 

it was jusL as imp ossible to keep its horizonta l media under contro l. This eventually led Lo 

th e schi sm in Soviet art of the postwar period, whi ch resulted in official an (i.e., art 

distribut ed throu gh state-co ntroll ed chann els) and un official art (i.e., art that circulat ed 

through alternative networks). 

These un official networks were founded on sp ecific techn ologies (e.g., self-p ublishin g, 

or "sami zdat," whi ch was typed out on a typewriter and spread from person to person), but 

they were also often purely imaginar y (e.g., artworks that consisted of littl e more than a 

dialogu e with anOLher auth or). At the sam e time, as I have already m ention ed, the maj ority 

of Moscow conceptua lises mad e their livin g in the system of media distribmion, through 

maga zine s and publi shing hou ses, and grew up on fertile , "horizontal" terrain, whi le Sots 

Artists worke d legally in the "vert ical" sphere, manufa cturing statu es of Lenin or fairy-tale 

animals for childr en's playgrounds . As a resu lt, they had different points of reference: while 

the conceptualises dedica ted themselves to the criticism of texts and communication, the 

Sots Artists critic ized the imag e as a medium for the politica l pow er of the state. 

Neverthe less, we wo uld be introducing a simp lification of Man.ichaean proportions if 

we were to divide the entir e Soviet art world into vertical ( official, affirmative, and conform­

ist) and horizontal (unofficia l, crit ical, and indi vidual) spheres. As early as the 1920s, Soviet 

artists began advanc ing a "third path" or a "third dim ension" that wou ld represent the 

dialectic betwee n the vertical and the hori zont al, a space in which state and society or the 

individual and the co llective lie in constant interp lay. 

In this space, the artist can still inhabit a critical po sition. How ever, th.is position 

cannot be taken for granted, nor can it be consid ered as somet hing static. Instead , it needs 

to be continua lly investigated and refined. It is preci sely this po sition that made it po ssi­

ble to criti cize Communism from within its own camp, and not from the positions of 

"anti -Soviet" dissidence usually ascrib ed to all unoffi cial cultur e and, for that matter, to all 

"goo d" artists who worked on the territory of the Soviet Union. This type of immanent 

criticism really did take place, even if it still needs to be recogni zed in tho se works that 

are usually und erstoo d as belon ging to "o fficial" or affirmativ e art. By the same token, we 

w ill need LO recognize that those works usually und erstoo d as "unofficia l" do not only 

contain a critiqu e of Conmrnnisrn, but also a fascinat ion for the grand iose, uLopian space 

that Comm uni sm Lhrew open . 

The first artisL to comp leLe Lhe historical turn in the direc tion of a three-dimensional 

dialectic between the vertical and the horizontal was El Lissitzky. In the early 1920s, he pro­

posed to show his abstract composit ions (" prouns") on a number of axes of projection. 

Citing the memoirs of Sophi e Kiippers, Yves-Alain Bois link s thi s decision wi th Lissitzky's 
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impression of books lying on a low table, which can be seen from different angles. Bois 

int erpr ets this as a rotation onto the horizontal plane, which enables Lissitzky to und erstand 

artworks as documents and texts in a way that prefigures conceptualism. Bois sees this turn 

as a break with the suggestions, catharses, and illusions that painting and cinema represent; 

according to Bois, Lissitzky has succeeded in pulling himself out of the dangerou s swamp of 

devices that lead to the "aesth etization of the po litical." 

However, th ere is some thing missing from Bois's appraisa l. Since Lissitzky had sworn 

allegiance to dialectics, h e knew th at one could not on ly look at the horizo n tal plane 

from the top dow n , but also from the bottom up. In one of his "proun " texts, h e suggests 

that we look at it from all sides, "pee rin g down from above, investigatin g from below." ' 

In another text on a book by the archit ect Erich Mend elssohn , he notes that "in ord er to 

understand som e of the ph otogr aph s you mu st lift the book over your head and rot ate it." ' 

From the late 1920s onward , in search of an artistic lan guage for communi sm, Lissitzky 

begin s to sense that the path to this language does n ot lie in flattening or "puttin g down" 

reality ont o the sur face of a pi ece of pap er, bu t in "lifting" it into a suggestive, collectivizing , 

synth etic artwork, which should be loo ked at from "th e botto m up. " Lissi tzky arti culates 

thi s new perspective in hi s exhibiti on designs, in which he does no t on ly cover th e walls bu t 

also the ceilin gs wi th a con tinu ous ph otomont age. (Examp les includ e the Soviet Pavilion 

of the Int ern ational Press Exhibit ion of 1928 in Cologne, and especially th e Soviet Pavilion at 

the Int ernati onal Hygi ene Exhibiti on of 1930 in Dresden .) 

On e of the best spaces to sub late the difference betwee n the verti cal and the hor izon­

tal is the sky, the vault of heaven , which , of cour se, is associated wi th the cathedral dom e. 

It would go far beyond the scope and the needs of the pr esent text to cite the hu ge list 

of wor ks in Soviet art that depict the sky and aviation . On e exampl e is enou gh : in 1927 , 

Vladimir Mayakovsky noted that the kind of emotional up swing that took place in the 

ma ss demons tration s of 1919 (when the dem ons trators m arched off straight to the front) 

was no long er possible. The on ly m eans of comp ensating for its absence would be to 

laun ch airp lanes int o the sky, creatin g "sup erflu ous movem ents: h eads throw n back, look­

in g up ward." ' Incidentally, the Stenb erg bro thers depicted the sam e kind of m ovement 

on their pos ter for Dziga Vert ov's film Ilic Man with a Movie Camera ( 1929). 

In forcin g the spectator to "th row his head back to look up ward ," Lissitzky opts for 

a type of suggestive int egrit y remini scent of th e sacral space of a cathedral. Doesn 't it follow, 

then , to accuse him of "aes theticizing the political" and of creating a dangerous cath artic 

illusion ? Perhaps we should pay closer attention to Lissitzky's own wo rds: "peer in g down 

from above, investigatin g from below." To observe from above means to look at th e book as a 

"thin g" or an aesthetic object; to investigate from below m eans to gaze at the airpl anes fly­

in g overh ead and to experi.ence euphor ia wi thout losing th e power of critical reason in the 

process. Thi s m ay be difficult, bu t it is not impossi ble. Furthermore , it seemed to Lissitzky 

that on ly this kind of gaze-w hich includes a measure of belonging tha t is not accomp lished 

from som e exterior point of view but from "w ithin "-co u]d be tru ly o bjective. Gilles 

Deleuze writ es about th.is pheno m enon of the Soviet avant-garde in examining Dziga Vertov's 

theory of the kino-eye as an attempt at a dialectical, non- linear, "onmi faceted " gaze . In his 
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utopia of the "gaseous state of matter," everything is connected Lo everything else, so that 

the gaze is necessarily ob jective. ' In fact, this is Soviet art's Great Utopia: the thirst for a syn­

thesis of the vertical dim ension of power with the horizo ntal dimension of sociality, of 

hierarchy wi th democracy. All works of Socialist Realist painting implicitly assum e thi s kind 

of (heavenly, paradisiacal) space; they are always imagined in lhe sky, above our heads, even 

if they phy sically hang in frames on the wall. 

Both in reality (architecture, film, painting) and in discour se, the creation of thi s 

space-unified though not tota litari an-was an aesthetic and ethical challenge that Soviet 

art and society were on ly able to answer in part; as we know, their "totality" becam e 

"totalitarian" all too often. De-Stalinization in art-the critical reflection on the images 

and attitudes of art from the epoch of Stalinism that took place in the art of the t96o s and 

t97o s-en tailed a criti cal reading of thi s type of dialectical, omnifaceted space . This 

requires special emphasis, sinc e Western critics often deprecated Stalinist arr as "flat poster 

painting" without really considering its real dimensional dialectic. In fact, it was on ly 

the art of the 1960s that used poster painting as a means of criticizing Stalinism with its 

"heavenly" dialectic of space. 

Un official arr did not have a monopoly on this cri tical reflection, however: instead, it 

also often came from the official camp. In other words, criti cal reflection could often be 

found in art that was distribut ed thro u gh chann els owned by the state. Probing the ground 

for a new critical approach, the earliest post -Stalinist pi eces from the late 1950s and early 

1960s were actually mad e in the framework of the Arti sts' Uni on. Their authors belon ged to 

what Soviet official art critics described as the Austere Style,"' a mov ement of youn g artists 

that emerged in the aftermat h of the Twentieth Party Congress, at whi ch Nikita Khrushc hev 

unma sked the Stalini st "persona lity cult" (as h e put it) and called for "the return to the 

norms of Lenini st party life." (Th e truth about labor camp s and political repr ession s was 

partly revealed but ascribed to Stalin' s per sonal "mi stakes" and the lack of health y co llec­

tivism.) It was only in the 1970s that Sots Art and tho se Moscow con ceptualists who worked 

with Soviet emblem s (such as Erik Bulatov or Kabakov) put forth their own type of criti cal 

reflection on the art of Stalini sm. 

A few example s: 

1. In 1957 , when the debates around Stalin 's cult of personali ty had reached their peak, 

Gelii Korzhev-who wou ld go on to become one of the most signifi cant Soviet painters­

began hi s triptych Communists. In the triptych's centra l panel, Raising the Banner (plate 228), a 

partic ipan t of the revolution of t905, a worker, is pi cking up the fallen flag from the hand s 

of his dead comrade. This imag e literally illu strates the Twentieth Party Congress idea of 

the necessity "to raise the banner of authentic Leninism.," to use a common new spaper 

cliche of those days. The political position of the artist -a dedicated Communist-Leninis t­

subsequently repelled the entire artistic community. This did not on ly includ e tl1e dissident 

unofficial scene (whi ch ignor ed Korzhev comp letely) but also the lib eral and the high 

official communities, which, of course, were also crypto-anti-Soviet. Still, the painting 

Raising the Banner does not only represent the artist's political po sition, but also stand s for 

the aesthetic principles that this position entails. It confronts us with nothing less than a 
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reflection on the theme of the frustrated monumental painting. To "raise the banner" also 

means to "raise the image," LO reinstate it to its lost position, so that it might become more 

than just a flat, propagandistic vertica l, gaining the dialectical contex t of an "omnifac eted," 

aeria l (read social) space . According to the notions that dominat ed the 1930s, the slogC1n-a 

text hovering in the sky, betwee n verticality and hori zontality - had become the key work 

of Comm uni st art. It is thi s state that Korzhev's bann er is referring to. 

Created und er the imp ression of a trip abroad, the painting Artist ( 1960-6 1), also 

suppli es an indir ect in sight into the author 's system of values: a street artist draws portr aits 

mad e to order on a street som ewher e in Europe. No t without sympa thy for the eccentri c 

dreamer, Korzhev empha sizes that the porn·ai t of the m elancho lic girl in the black sweate r is 

execu ted in extreme ly bright color ed past els. But n1ost importantly, the drawing lies 

direc tly on the ground . This horizontality is tragic (to Korzhev) because it symbo lizes a con ­

nection of an exclusive ly personal qua lity, of the au thor to the client, bearing witness to 

the artis ts' social obscur ity. In his own works, Korzhev gives prefere nce to a shocking ly dra ­

ma tic verti cality, whose frame of refere nce is obviously motio n -picture pro jection, both 

in term s of compos ition and in term s of painte rly qu ality (e.g., the series Burnt by the Flame 

of War, 1957-60 ; plate 230). Incident ally, thi s reveals the m echanism s behind Soviet art as 

a whole. These works are so expli cit that they corr espond to Clement Greenb erg's 

definiti on of the "m edia -criti cal" art of m oderni sm ( a definiti on he posited ro ughly around 

the same tim e, by the way), whi ch accentuat es the flatness and the two- dim ensional natur e 

of the canvas as the basis for paintin g. 11 However, the basis of the Soviet arti st's art lies in its 

proj ective nature, in cinema rath er than painting , which is wh y it hardl y exclud es narrati ve 

and illu sioni st elem ents. 

2. A compl etely different vari ety of Soviet paintin g can be found in the work of Dmitr y 

Zhilin sky, another "official" arti st who was close to the Austere Style in part. In h:is early, 

progr amm atic paintin g Gymn(lsts of the USSR ( 1965 , plat e 233), we see athletes in whit e uni ­

form s, shown in a stran gely con centrat ed mom ent (before a comp etition , perhap s). They 

almos t seem like m emb ers of som e qu asi-m onastic ord er that emb odies the phy sical and­

to an even greater extent - the int ellectual dignit y of the human bein g. 

But is thi s human bein g a Soviet human bein g 7 This que stion is difficult to answer. 

Zhilink sy's allusion to the paintin g of the early Italian Renai ssance- it is execut ed in 

temp era on a woo den board, alm ost like an icon- does not only have an aesthetic dim en ­

sion , but is also impli citly political. The fact that Communi st art had refused easel paint ing 

so prog rarnma tically enta iled a ban on individual percep tion , and on what is known as 

the tradi tion of humanism as a who le. Soviet art history saw easel painting as a ho ldover 

from capi talism , a form of pathologica l degeneracy that had been gradually distorting the 

organic integrity of collectivist monumental art sin ce the Renais sance. 

Zhilin sky is critici zing Stalinist Socialist Realism for i.ts imp ersona l quality: one of the 

gymna sts peers into the spectator 's eyes so poig nant ly that his gaze is und erstoo d as an 

indication of the rich inn er worlds of all the others. Although thi s per son detaches from 

the group, Zh:ilinsky also simul taneous ly suppli es us with an unambi guou sly positive 

apprai sal of collectivity, a po sitive appraisa l that can be found in an even stronger form in 
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much of his subsequent work, which draws upon icon painting and even Russian 

Orthodox ideals. Zhilin sky attempts lO embody the typical Soviet idea of developing one's 

personality for the collec tive's benefit in a form that is located somewhere between the 

fresco (as a fact of collective experie nce) and the easel painting (as the experience of indi ­

vidualism). Thi s being the case, the "verticality" of the fresco is organic and cannot be 

tilted or tur ned in any other way; it is not impo sed upon the spectalOr, but belongs to hi s 

or her physical system of coordinates. It is this type of suggestive device that Zhilinsky 

attemp ts to use as a poin t of or ien tation. 
3. As one of the sensational canvasses of the time, Builders of the Brntsk Hydroelectric Power 

Station ( 1960-6 1, plate 232) by the young rnem ber of the Artists' Union , Viktor Popkov, 

was amon g the first pieces to be pain ted in the Au stere Style. Even if thi s movement was 

seen as breakthrou gh in the direct ion of the truth , the painting is only true to life in its 

details (e.g., the band aged finger of one of its hero es) . On the wh ole, h owever , it places its 

bets on stren gthenin g its rh etoric and not on weake nin g it. Its h eroes stand in the fore­

ground as if on the edge of a theatri cal stage, in the lim eligh t, largely lookin g directly at 

th e spectator; this Brecht ian mi s-en-scene is remini scent of the devices used by the theater 

director Yuri Lyubimov in th e Taganka Th eater, which was so popular in those years. The 

veracity of the Austere Style lies in the openn ess of its rhetor ic; it represents an avant-garde 

med ia consciousnes s, instead of pr esentin g itself as realism. 

The arti st's pr ogram is a fund ament al refusal of th e aesthetics an d ethi cs of "omn ifac-

etedn ess," of the "aerial" instance that gives form to thi s omni faceted objectivity. It is 

no coin cidence that th e paint in g itself is dry and hard . (Thi s is exactly what the Austere 

Style was accused of by its criti cs). Popkov's hero es are not sh own in the sky on som e 

constructi on cran e (w hich is how a Socialist Realist arti st would h ave paint ed them) ; they 

are not juxtaposed to any absor bin g spatial perspective. Instead , Popkov return s the paint ­

in g to one-dim ensio1~al verti cality, clean sin g it of everythin g excessive and thu s h eroi zin g 

it, openly admittin g that hi s paintin g is actually a p oster. 

Neverth eless- and thi s is an im.portant detail- Popkov assesses the verti cal stru ctur e 

of the poster, prop agandi stic in natur e, as som ethin g un conditi onally positive only because 

it is represent ed by people an d n ot by pur e signs. In Popkov's paintin g, the build ers are in 

the foregro und , whil e the structur es they have built in the backgrotmd are almost invisible; 

it is alm ost as thou gh Popkov h as invert ed the theatrical mi s-en -scene of the kind of con­

structivist decora tion s we associate with the sketch es of Liubov Popova from the 1920s . Even 

the contro l flags that the girl is holdin g are dem onstratively lowered. Here, th e art ist is 

in dicating hi s commi tment to figura tive pain ting, free of the influ ence of planar abstraction . 

From the Soviet arti st's point of view, n othin g but thi s "p eople's painti n g" can supp ly a space 

for genu in ely criti cal statem ent s, free because they are not expr essed in the routini zed, 

embl ematic form s of Western post-abstract m oder ni sm . 

4 . As strange as it rn ay seem, the structure of Popkov's pain ting-a lineup of peop le 

in the foregrot md and a distant background-is remin iscent of the paintings of Eric Bulatov 

and their grid of signs direc tly on the canvas's surface. Inciden tally, both artists reproduce 

(and analyze) th e parad igm of Soviet poster pain tin g itself. For Popkov, there is a great deal 
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of positive honesty in this form: his message is that "our only weapon is rhetoric." Perhaps 

one cou ld say the same ofBu latov. 

It is com mon practice to read his paintings against the ethical and political horizon of 

opposition to the wall of ideology. In thi s reading , everything that is situated on a vertical 

plane is marked negative ly ( e.g., the bars of military decoration s on the programmatic 

painting Horizon, 1972, etc.). Today, however, the painting Long Live the CPSU ( 1975) with its 

gigantic red letters agains t a blue sky, for examp le, appears somewhat differen tly. Rather 

than betoken ing a dem onization of Comm m1ist sym bolism, it seems to express a fascina ­

tion wi th its imma teria l nature. A sim ilar fascination promp ted Olga Rozanova to dream of 

paint in g wi th rays of light in the air in 1919. Incident ally, the slogans that Kom ar and 

Melamid execut ed at the very beginnin g of the Sots Art move m ent ( 1972)- in w hich 

th ey signed Soviet texts like "Our Goal Is Commun ism! " wi th their own nam es-ex press 

the sam e kind of int erest in disemb odied texts. This same fascina tion comp elled Kom ar 

and Melamid to turn to the pr actice of simulated adverti sin g as soon as they emi grated to 

the Uni ted States in the mid - 1970s. In 1986, for in stance, th ey enthu siastically used 

the Spectacolor ligh t board in New York's Tim es Square for their proj ect "We Buy and 

Sell Souls." 

Comm ent ators often say that Bulatov's work presents an elegy on the experienc e of the 

loss of depth, whil e the hor izontal plane has becom e a ut op ian dim ension of genu in e reality. 

Then again , one mi ght say instead that Bulatov's wo rk depicts the verti cal and hor izontal 

planes in a dramatic state of mutual misund erstandin g. In Krasikov Street ( 1977, plat e. 239) , 

for exampl e, a strin g of people walk in to the canvas toward Lenin, w ho greets them energe t­

ically from a hu ge poster. However, ju st as in the case of the lines in front of the Lenin 

m ausoleum, a genuin e m eetin g is imposs ible: two levels ofr eality fail to int ersect in a tragic 

way. The thir st for a dialectic ut opia is still there, but the mac hin e that produ ces thi s ut opian 

dim ension has already been brok en . 

5 . In Ilya Kabakov's fam ous installation The Man Who Flew into Space ( 1981- 88 , plate 255) , 

we see a roo m whose inhabit ant has disapp eared by m akin g use of a special machin e of his 

own devising. Catapultin g him thro u gh the ceilin g and int o the sky to catch a curre nt of 

air- the h ero has calculated hi s trajectory in advance-t hi s ma chine h as m ade it possible for 

him to flee thi s roo m forever . 

The walls of the orph aned roo m are covered by Soviet po liti cal posters, whi ch the hero 

has bou gh t inst ead of more expensive w allpaper. These po sters have already given some 

criti cs occasion to compar e Kabakov's installation to Lissitzky's exhibi tion designs (such as 

the Soviet Pavilion at the Int ernal Press Exhibiti on of 1928 , whi ch was already ment ione d 

above) , whi ch are usually considered as som e of the mos t (aesthetically) success ful examp les 

of Stalini sm 's political self-adverti sem ents. 

It is possib le that Lissitzky him self wou ld not have proteste d this compa rison, had he 

been able to see Kabakov's ins tallation. In any case, the "Press" exhibit ion included a round 

ceilin g panel with a spiral-shaped inscr ip tion tha t read "Workers of the World, Unite !" 

and "USSR" ( all in German), which , of course, was nothin g less than an invitation to "fly 

away" from the Western world and to land in the Soviet Union. 

37 2 

. - -- . . 

UAIJA UEnb -KOHHYUU3H I 

Vi1aly Komar "nd Alex"nder Mcl"mid, 

O u1· Goal Is Comm LLI1ism! 

(from !he Sots An series) , 1972 . 

P"inI on red clo1h, 39 .5 x 193 cm. 

J"neVoorhees Zimmerli An Museum, 

Rutgers, S1a1e University of New 

Jersey, New Brunswick, The Non on 

ond Nancy Dodge Colleciion of 

Nonconformist Art from Jhe Soviet 

Union 

Documeniary photo9roph of Collecrive 

Actions Group's Sloga.n,April 1978; 

wording on banner Jronslates, " I am 

no! complainin9 obout anything, 

and I like everythin9, despite 1he fuel 

1hot f h,ive never been here and know 

1101hing abouI Ihese ploecs." 

lfVfAl'l/.r,<'AMJr /1 



Usually, Kabakov's installation provokes the conclusion that iLs hero (and, as we know, its 

author) has fled a world filled to the brim with propaganda to the realm of authentic free­

dom. But what if we were to assmne something different ? Perhap s the hero did not find his 

freedom after com pleting his journey, but in the proce ss, or beLter yet, even befor e ever 

departing, while building the machine and making scientifi c calculati ons (in his free time)? 

What if Kabakov's in stallation is really all about the freedom of creativity and self-realization , 

and not about escape? If this is the case, then the installation can be read as follows: 

descended from Lissitzky's photomontage, the Soviet po sters contain homeopathic doses of 

Communism's emanc ipatory impu lse. It is their (somewhat hysterica l) energy that has 

activate d th e mad inventor's impet us, forc ing him to fly up and away without allowing llirn 

to relax in his roorn tho ughtl essly, like a peti t bourgeo is. He owes everything he has, includ­

in g his liberation, to thi s energy. 

Once we have unde rstoo d thi s, we will no t be too surpr ised that the unofficia l artists 

of the 1960s and 1970s were m ore int eres ted in the poss ibilit ies tha t the dialectical "om ni ­

facetedn ess" of Soviet space h ad to offer, whil e th e arti sts of th e Austere Style denied 

them selves its bene fits, feelin g that they had sworn etern al allegiance to paint in g, which is 

always flat in natur e. 

Translated from the Russian by David Riff. 

, . Karl Ma rx an d Fr iedr ich Enge ls, "Th e Germ an Id eo logy ," 1846 ( 1968) , Marx/ Enge ls Int ern et Archi ve 

(marx ists.org) 2000, http :/ /www .marx.ists.o rg/a rchive/ marx/wo rks/ 1845/ger man- ideo logy/c ho 1 a.htm #a+ 

2. See Christina Lodder, Russicrn Con.nrun ivism (New Haven:Yale Uni versity Press) , p. 90. 

3. I have discussed thi s lOpic in a mo re e labo rate essay: Ekaterina Degot , "The Collectivi zatio n or Mo dernism . The 

Visual Culture of the Stalin Era," in Dm1m Fnctory Communism, ed. Boris Groys , Max Ho llein (Frankfurt: Shirn Kunslhalle, 

2003) , pp. 85- 105. 
4 . In Russian, the wo rd tuz (ace o fnump s) also means "boss " or "top brass."- Trans. 
5. For a more detailed discussion, see Ekaterina Dego t, "The Paper Media o f Moscow Con ceptualism- Moskauer 

Konzeptualismus," (Samrnlung HaraJampi Oroshakoff Sammlung, Verlag und Arch iv Vadim Zakharov. Kupferstichkabineu, 

Staatli che Mu see n zu Berlin. Co log ne :Verlag der Buchandlun g Walter Koe nig, 2003 ), pp . 17-23 . 

6. El Lissitzky, "PROUN. No t World Vision s, BUT-wo rld rea lity" ( 1922) , in Sophi e Liss itzky-K uep pers, El Lissitzky. 

Life, Letters, Texts (New York: Th am es and Hud so n , 1992 ), p. 347 . 

7. El Lissitzky, "The ArchiteCl's Eye," in P/10togruphy in the Mo<lcrn Era. European Documents and Critical Writings, 1913- 1940, 

ed. and w ith an introduction by Christopher Phillips (New York:The Metropo litan Museum of Art, 1989), p. 12 1. 

8 .Varvara Stepano va, Chclovck ne Mozhet Zhit Bez Chuda (Moscow: Sph era , 1994) , p. 203. 

9 . Gilles Deleuze , Cincmu, .The Movcmen1- lmage (Londo n:Th eA thl o ne Press, 1992), p. 8of. 

10 .The Russian surovy stil is translated variously as "Severe Style" and "Austere Style" (cf. Manhew Cullerne Bow n, 
M<llthcw CuHcrnc Bown: Soci(Jlist Realist Puintin9 (New Haven and London:Yale University Press , 1998). Surovy, in this case, 

does no t co nnote "strict" but rather indicates some thing basic and "primary," so that "austere" is probably the better 

translation.- Trans. 
I I . Cleme nt Gree nberg, Modernist Paint ing (New York: Arts Yearbook, 1, 1961 ). 
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BETWEEN PAST AND FUTURE 
ALEXANDER BOROVSKY 

The popular expre ssion, "Russia is a coun try with an unpr edictable past," appli es to its 

history of art as well. The 1nodern-co n temporary paradigm is comp licated by its conti nu al 

app eal to the past. This relates no t so much to art crit icism, for it was born to propos e 

new versions of hi story. More import ant is th e question of how the mo dern-co nt emporary 

paradigm develop ed wi thin th e art itself. Enti re strata of art are continu ally revisited, and 

the classic Soviet avant -gard e was subj ected to thi s process m any times: it was present ed in 

em otional and ironi c cont exts, and occasionally ruthl essly appro priated by the philosophi cal 

and speculative discour se. Socialist Realism in recent decades was politi cally ostracized, 

cond escendingl y cont extuali zed in the int ernational art of its tim e, and used as an object of 

play and con cep tual discour se. At pr esent, som e yow1g arti sts are turnin g to it in the search 

for a nationa l, or just the opp osite, a tran snational identity. 

The most recent stratum, so-called unofficial art, is also being rethought. The fact chat 

Ru ssian con temporary art is still in ferment and h as not stabili zed and forma lized is a reality 

that does not suit many people. They cry to overcome that situ ation on the level of personal 

crea tive proj ects (as if everythin g had finally become a norma l representat ive of the inter­

nationa lly convertibl e main stream, un oppressed by all that history, philosophy, and culture) 

and on the instituti onal level ( the First Moscow Bienna le of Cont empor ary Art, h eld in 

Janu ary 2005, was pr esente d as a hi stori c attempt at full-fledged reintegration int o the main ­

stream globa l art world). I, h owever , find that instabilit y and ferment that characte rize 

con temp orary art in Russia to hold m eanin g and form. If you take a numb er of signi ficant 

and absolutely different works : Molevich's Square ond Fisa Zaitseva's Window ( 1985) by Eduard 

Sht einb erg , The Man Who Flew into Space ( 1986 , plate 255) by Ilya Kabakov, Land of Malevich 

( 1987) by Alexan der Kosolapov, Mother ond Child ( 1986) by Leonid Sokov, and The Origins 

of Socialist Realism ( 1982-83) by Komar and Melamid, it becom es obvious chat a them e com­

mon to all of them, in one way or anoth er, is their relationship to Russia's artistic legacy and 

how they selected their particu lar theoret ical framework-critical, existentia l , metaphysical, 

or playful. 

The hi story of contemporary Russian art begins w ith its opposition to Socialist Realism. 

Sotsrealism, as it is known, was a powerful phenomenon with ideological -conc eptual, for ­

mal, stylistic , in stitutional , and even sacred compon ent s. As a dire ct tool of the Communi st 

regim e, it neverth eless could not have becom e a vital ph enom enon w ith the support of 

Joseph Stalin and hi s cultural henchm en alone. It rested also on a cert ain cultur al traditi on . 

Russian arti sts had always been both fri ght ened and attracted by the id ea of bein g part of the 

state. Even the young and dari ng "Amazo n of the Russian Avan t-Garde" Natalia Goncharova 

admitt ed ," Art that glori fies th e state was always the most ma jestic and most perfect art." 

The relationship betwee n art and the auth ori ties in Russia, regardless of the character 

of the regime, has always involved an arch aic signi ficance and sub stance . First of all, the 

relationship is about power. From the second half of the nin eteenth centur y, when Russian 
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artists first began to reAect on their position in society and in the state, art not on ly served 

the regime but had pretensions to a certain power of its own (spiritual, ideological, 

aesthetic). Classic Russian prose writers understood that mode of the arts-from Nikolai 

Gogol's prophetic The Mysterious Portrni L ( 1842) to Gleb Uspensky's short story "She 

Straightened It" ( 1885). These ambitions were most frankly revealed in the avant-garde proj­

ects of the 1920s : the artis ts wanted to identify themselves with revolutionary changes 

and dreamed of creating a new reality on at least an equal footing with the new state. In the 

mo st paradoxica l way, tho se ambitions made art vulnerable to appropriation by the state 

in the period of totalitarianism. The artists of the avant-garde considered themselves demi ­

urge s. The major artists of the Stalin era, who fully delegated their powers to the state, did 

not. They felt themselves clay in the hands of the Chief Demiurge, a situation in which ther e 

was modesty that was greater than pride. By the 1950s, Sotsrealism was weak and ill: its con­

tent had been exhau sted and the sacred elemen t had been lost compl etely. The state was 

banking on the artists' servility and on the observa nce of the ideological protective rituals. 

This suit ed the majority of craftsmen artists , but not the great artists, even those in the offi­

cial camp-and there were such artists . Thus, the herm etic building of academic art created 

by Andrei Mylnikov, Evsei Moiseenko, and Dmitry Zhilinsky in the late Soviet era was a 

reaction to the new situation in the state system: a position completely privileged but w ith ­

out a hint of elitism. To some degree (for all these artists, quite pamper ed by the regim e, 

had no intention of giving up their privil eges) , thi s was a form of escapism: since you have 

assigned us a pur ely ornamenta l or ritual ro le, they seemed to be saying, we are heading 

off into aesthetic ism, to serving the ideal, and so forth. Even the powerful painting of Gelii 

Korzhev, which turned the archaic and often simp leminded narrative element into a strong 

expre ssive gesture, seemed overly independent, in its real, not mythologized, democracy. 

The impr ession was that the authorities wou ld have settled for a more routine art practic e 

that carried no message but showed signs of obedience and of following the rules of the 

game. On the whole, in the late Soviet period, a few major artists created, within the con­

fines of Socialist Realism, several other realisms and neor ealisms that could easily have been 

related to certain Western versions of figurativism . (Today, in fact, the sad narrative parabl es 

of Natalia Nesterova, who was only minimally affected by official art as it died away, are 

in demand by the internationa le of figurati vists.) But the system, though it had lost int eres t 

in the creative and sub stanti ve aspects of its art, still did not relinquish its conn-ol. That 

control depended on isolation, and wit hout Western contexts those various realisms were 

reduc ed to local ph enomena. 

Strange as it may seem, unofficial nonconformist art also arose out of frustrated arn.bi­

tions for power. The creative youth in the late 1950s had many issues with the regime, 

not only about "life in art," that is, questions about socia l statu s, distribution of goods, free­

dom of exhibition and realization of their works, and so on. They demanded answers not 

so much about the quotidian aspects of an but about its very existence. (Before World War 

II, the poet Boris Pasternak, in a telephon e conversation wilh Stalin, suggested with 

marv elou s naivete that they talk about "life and death," and naturally, the ruler ended the 

call.) The regime refused to deal with them directly, outside the official institutions of 
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Soviet cuhure (which transmitted the state's nonstop monologue through its bureaucrats). 

When the regime did talk to artists directly-let us recall the famous outburst by Nikita 

Khrushchev, then leader of the Party and the state, at the exhibition in the Manezh in 1962-

it was unreasonab ly aggressive.' Being personally at war with the regime, facing constraims 

and even expulsion (in many cases provoked by the victims of the regime themse lves) was a 

situa tion that, paradox ically, satisfied artis ts of the modernist pers uasion: after all, it was a 

form of dialogue. If they expe l me, that m ean s they heard me o ut and rejected me, went the 

thinkin g, so at least now I can take my personal pos ition and mythology to the West. On ly 

the m asters of pos tmoderni sm (first and foren1ost, Ilya Kabakov and the conceptu alists of the 

older generation , and sub sequ ently the Sots arti sts) violated that atavistic seriousness in 

their relations with the regim e, giving their own position toward it a personally whim sical 

and pri vate colorat ion. The situa tion of man y mod erni st artists who end ed up in the West 

is cur ious and inst ru ctive: they were clearly dissatisfied by the course of arti stic pro cess out ­

side discourse with the authoriti es. They did not take seriou sly the powe r of a curator or 

dealer (som e tried to achieve a mut ual power, whi ch led to num erou s mi sund erstandin gs 

wi th dea lers) and clearly yearn ed for a relationship wi th the state. As soon as the opp or­

tunit y arose, they ru she d back to Russia, trying to establish personal relation s wi th mayors 

and pr esidents as represent atives of the state. The patern alism of these relationship s m ay 

seem hard to und erstand , to put it mildl y, in the West. But in fact, it su gges ts a pro foundl y 

archaic yearnin g to identif y oneself as a certain type of Russian arti st. The postmo dern arti sts 

aut omati cally accepted the Western rul es: it is difficult to im agin e, say, Kabakov persistentl y 

trying to get the attenti on of the powers that be. 

At the same tim e, even the subsequ ent gen erati ons periodically feel an atavistic n eed to 

work out relation s with the state throu gh the most radi cal criti cal gestures (a theme in 

the work of Alexander Brenn er, Oleg Kuli k, Avdei Ter-Oganyan, An atoly Osmolovsky, the 

Blue Noses, and Marat Guelm an, a dealer who for m any years explored the them e of 

social activism in hi s authori al exhibiti ons) . The fact that the state almo st never reacts (with 

som e excepti ons, includin g the recent scandal ous incident with the Caution! Religion 

exhibiti on, which did irritat e state ins titut ions) ' is perceived by the art ists as an insultin g 

indiff erence : nothin g personal , no blam e and no pr aise. No real repr essions, eith er. 

Let us return to the genesis of cont emp orary Russian art. The shestidesyatniki (people of 

the sixties) initi ated cont emp ora ry Russian art and rem ain its pr imary force. In the early 

1960s (for the first time in decades), they ente red int o conflict with the USSR's arti stic strate­

gies and mor es and in effect created an und ergro un d movement. They remain active artists 

of an acut ely individ ual direction. The rang e of their goals is impr essive- from the m od­

erni st heroic gestur e of Ernst Neizvestny to Kabakov's conceptual and meticulous work and 

personal relationship with the Soviet enviro nm ent; from the profo und ly indi viduali stic , 

self-absor bed m etaphysical paintin gs of Dmitr y Krasnopevtsev and Vladimi r Veisberg to the 

refined techniqu e of the Sots artis ts, who juggle mythological memes of mass consciousness; 

from the psychedelic painti ngs of Vladim ir Yakovlev, which draw you into their emo tional 

field (as in llis famous flowers, which paradoxically resonate, in their symb olism and sexual­

ity, with the flowers of Georgia O 'Keeffe) to the subtle visual archeo logy ofDm itry Plavinsky. 
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But for the majority, there remains the shestidesycllniki's greedy (and na1ve from a post­

modernist ironic position) faith in the creative spiri t, wi th its formative and life-building 

potential. Oscar Rabin's seminal Passport (plate 236), created in 1964, cominues Lo amaze 

with its active presence in our consciousness ( or rather in the consciousness of peop le 

brought up in the Soviet era). Mikhail Rogi.nsky went even furth er; in the sixties he persist ­

ently painted the reality of the impov erish ed Soviet lifestyle- doo rs, Primu s stoves , cafete­

ria s-so free of the conventiona l "artistic" mann er that many con sider him a forer unn er of 

Sots Art. I do not think so: h e was unlikely to have been concerne d w ith socially critica l 

gestures. The reduc tion of social and aesthetic concerns freed him to deal with objects per 

se, in a heighten ed, alm ost tactile way. A special, nonmim etic groundedness of the visual 

image in the consciousness is the them e of Oleg Vassiliev's 0fionyok No. 25 ( 1980, plate 242), 

painted fifteen years later in comp letely different media and style: the banal photo cover of 

a popular Soviet maga zin e is "illuminated" by some perceptiv e £lash that leaves a trace on 

the retina and the rnemory. Vladin1irYankilevsky's Triptych No. 14: Self-Portrait (In Memory of the 

Artist's Fc1ther) ( 1987 , plate 249) blends elem ents of the quasireal and the transcendent. The 

central part - the stoo ped figure of an elderly Muscovite in a baggy coat reading a newspaper 

in a jolting metro-literally objectifies (the artist u ses found objects) the specific time and 

place. The same figure in the right and left parts of the triptych, given in silhouette in the 

light and against it, cuts into another dimen sion of time. 

Interest in gly, thi s transcendental im.pulse permeates works that are figurative and far 

from one another in plastic form. There is nothing surprising in the fact that the tran scen­

dental impul se permeates abstract works . 

The reemergence of abstract art (which originally spro uted in the 1910s in Russia, 

before it was assiduously trampled to death, seeming ly forever) began in the second half 

of the 1950s and was related to that same generat ion of shestidesyatniki. What had revived 

the process? It can be interpreted in political terms: a weak post-Stalin thaw, an attempt to 

ge t out from under the totalitarian aesthet ic, a turn toward representing the spiri tual 

and the "hierarchy of spirits" (Nikolai Berdyaev). In addition, abstract art ( especia lly after 

the American exhibiti on in Sokolniki Park in 1959, which had a powerfu l impact on young 

artists) was associated with the very concept of modernity. The temptation to use its lan­

guage in order to be part of that same modernity was great. But the most important aspect 

had to do with artistic consciousness: abstraction was the enzyme in the long-ripening 

proces s of the personali zation of Soviet art. 

This did not mean that there was a predetermined abstract consc iou sness: what mattered 

was that through abstract ion many artists discovered the pos sibility of creating individual, 

per sonalized pictur es of the world. They discovered it and went their own way. Tho se who 

remain ed true to abstraction laid several fundamental paths for its authority, so to speak. 

Thu s, still in the 1950s Yuri Zolomik ov created hi s first "signa l" comp ositions-s ign s with ­

out denotati on , a proto -imag e of a semio tically compre hensible picture of the wor ld . 

They were works conceived as a systemati zed proj ect, like the tables of Kazimir Malevich 

and Mikhail Matiu shin, but with a mor e psychedelic char acter. At that tim e, the works 

ofVladimir Slepyan, Dmitry Leon, Mikhail Kulakov, Lidia Masterskova and other Moscow 
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abstractionists rapidly LOok on a meditative, spir itual subtext. There was also an anthro polog­

ical-archeo log ical vector in Russian abstract an (which related to the Native Amer ican 

mythology o f the founder s of Abstract Expressioni sm) . The great est developm ent was the 

geometric proj ect (Francisco Infante, Vyacheslav Koleichuk, Lev Nu sberg and the Dvizhenie 

[Movement] group, Mikhail Shvartsman, Shteinberg, Vladimir Nemukhin). These arti sts 

existed as a group in name only-the conceptualized technique ofKoleichuk and the sacral­

ized plasticism ofShvartsman are hard LO unite, yet the force of attraction is still stronger 

that the force of repu lsion: "Matter always falls into some of our mathematical frames, for it 

bears the weight of geometry" (Henri Bergson). 

Perceiving the energetic impulse of Suprematism, Infante LOok its space -forming 

activity in a new direction in the 1960s. Rejecting both the global idea of Suprematism­

going int o the world's cosmic space-and Max Bill's ban on "naturalistic representations," 

he preferred working wi th real topo i. He placed materiali zed, "ob jectified," geometric 

objects in a natura l environm ent. This created a synthe sis- Infante called it an artefac t­

which can be fixed only by photograp hy and exists on ly in that state. The artefact (photo­

graph) is the resu lt of a planned act of shap e-for mation. But it is at the same tim e a 

process-the process of the appearance and fixation of multifaceted and often w1planned, 

spont aneous connect ions among subj ective, artificial, and natural form s, as a resul t 

of which the most paradoxical tran sform ation can occur. The metaphy sics of Sht einberg's 

works is tied to a contin ual appea l to "th e spirit of Malevich ." However, these "spiritualist 

seances" are deepe ned and actuali zed by two situati ons that are un expected in Infant e 

Supr emati sm: the mu seum situation (h en ce the classical tona l painting) and the existential 

situation (from which comes the desire to make the me ssage biographi cal and imbue it 

with personal spirituality). 

The mo st powerful mov ement in cont emp orary Russian art, which was very much in 

demand in the int ernational context but retained its Soviet character, was Moscow con cep­

tuali sm. Its main figure was Ilya Kabakov, and he was joined by Viktor Pivovarov, later 

to be followed by the Collective Action group (Andrei Mona styrsky, Nikita Alexeyev, Gelii 

Kizelvater, et al.); the founders of Sots Art (Vitaly Komar and Alexand er Melamid, Alexander 

Kosolapov, Leonid Sokov, et al.) wer e in the orbit of conceptua lism; and the next generation 

was repr esent ed by the "medica l herm ene uti cs" group (Sergei Anufriev, Yuri Leiderman, 

Pavel Peppersh tein, et al.)-just the list of names shows how strong ly compartmentalized 

thi s movement was. Moscow concep tualisrn, like all othe rs, presum es treating everything 

that exists, including art, as a text. Textuality pre sum es a procedure of tota l commentary. 

There is commenta ry on reality as text, on the dep iction of reality as text, and even on the 

com m entary on the depiction of reality as text. The procedure of commenting is related LO 

the concept of a successfu l act of speech (as in How To Do Things With Words, 1961, by J. L. 

Austin, a founder of the speech acts theory, who maintains that there are verbs that do not 

merely describe but actua lly create reality). Commenting as a process has no end, that is, 

no final truth. This creates a need for constam change in the observer's position (and in Lhe 

position of the observer's observer), in fact the issues of positioning form the nerves of 

Moscow conceptua lism . 
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Kabakov and Pivovarov insisted, in their earlies l works, on the impersonalily of their 

experi ence. Conseq uent ly, Lhey ceded the narraLive to numerous "Lellers," like Prirnak ov 

Sitting in the Cupboard or Arkhipov Looking OUL the Window (Kabakov) or "dramatis per ­

sonae" or "agents" (later, Pivovarov), w ho personified the topographic and spatial siLua-

tion ofpos ition.ing. (Igor Makarev.ich's subseq uent Triptych: Ilya'sWardrobe [PortrniL of I/ya 

Kabakov] [ 1987, plate 250] sub tly thematized that stra tegy.)' In his early albums, Kabakov pro­

posed the posi t.ion of abso lu te nonengagement and .independence (for, stric tly speak ing, 

progra mm atic escapism , the demo nstrative flight from reality even into meta ph ysics, still 

pres upp oses, in the oth er shestidesyatniki, a certa in dependence on that reality). He fully 

adm its the existence of reality, includin g Soviet reality Moreover, he accent s and even docu­

m ents the objectivity of its exis tence (Answers of the Experimental Group, 1970-7 1, plate 237) , 

bo th in hi s own consciou sness and ou tside .it. This begs the qu estion of stru gglin g again st 

tha t reality, rejectin g it , or pushin g .it out of one 's mind. Art ists of the m oderni st type and 

gesLure, in accordan ce with the liberal tradi tion , compar ed the Soviet state to the Leviathan . 

Therefore, one had to figh t it . The strateg y of pos tmo dern conceptualism was different. Their 

freedom was not in strugg le but in the choice of po sition regarding Soviet ma terial. This 

position can be conce ptu ally analytical, or it can be playful. It can be distan ced or pro ximate, 

to the point of mimi cry (Kabakov's appropriation of the lowes t forms of Soviet visual prod­

ucts-s tands, p ostcard s, and so on). There are distinctions by type of posi tion- inside or 

out side the "Soviet body." (Th.is is the basis of the poe tics of Eri c Bulatov, an arti st who con ­

ceptuali zes percepti on and wor ks subtly with the compr ehension of app earances: those 

received thro ugh perception and those inculcat ed ideologically as pi ctures. Tbe impul se to 

position was taken up by Gri sha Bruskin: in his works he sees him self as a collector and sys­

tem atizer of the Soviet exp eri ence , creating hi erarchi es and lexicons.) But m ost impor -

tantl y, this position can only be p ersonal , pri vate, auth ori al. It is chosen by the ar tist, not 

force d up on him . In thi s strat egy of n onin volvem ent arti sts saw the hi gh est degree of inn er 

freedo m. And in fact, thi s sn·ategy proved itself, allowi ng them to conti nue an ind ep end ent, 

uni versal comm ent ary in the West, opera ting within different d.iscom ses of power. 

Let us note: Kabakov and the arti sts of hi s circl e did not tease the dyin g Soviet Leviathan. 

In som e sense, they h ad a stake in its existence, as zoo log ists are int erested in the existence of 

a rare, vani shin g species. The next generation of the Moscow conceptu al school did n ot 

avoid the temp tation to p ull the old beast's tail. The Sots arti sts m en tioned earlier manipu ­

lated Soviet myth and ideo logy mem es: deconstructi ng them , splitti ng them, and tmn ing 

them inside ou t. There w as no sacred cow the Sots artists did no t take on: Lenin and Stalin , 

the Auro ra and the mausoleum, state seals and awar ds, the red Pioneer Lie and the hon or 

boards. It looked as if everythin g was headed , as with Marx, toward a part ing wi th Soviet 

history Moreove r, that iconograph y was then in demand in the West: red uced to iLs simplesL 

form , the Soviet Uni.on went dow n easily (Especially in con junct ion with the dic hes of 

America n mass culnir e: in the 1980s almos t all the Sots artists moved Lo New York and dili­

gemly spli ced the Soviet wi th the Am eri can.) A joke's a joke, but it 's not enough to fu1d a 

p lace in the hi story of cont emp orary art. A layer deeper than playing with myth memes was 

the issue of selectin g an arti stic lang uage, in its his tor ically determ ined drama . Kosolapov's 



Vitaly Komor c111d Alexander 

Melc1mid, I Saw Stalin Once Wben 

I Was a Child ( from Nostalgic 

Socialist Realism series) , 198 2- 83. 

Tempern c111d oil on canvus, 183. 2 x 

137.8 cm. The Museum of Modern An , 

New York, Helenu Rubinstein Fund 

Vludisluv Mumyshev-Monroe, 

The Ideal Couple, 2004- C-prinl, 

60 x 80 cm. Courtesy XL Gallery, 

Moscow. 

Lcmd of Malevich (1987) uses a Socialist Realist hit.Alexander Gerasimov's painLing Stalin and 

Voroshilov on a Walk ( 1938): the Kremlin wall and the leaders as Russian folk tale hero es. Only 

one thing is added-right on the wall it says: "Malevich ." It really is funny, but as in Dada, 

there is much behind the humor. Later, the philosopher Boris Groys expounded the provoca ­

tive thesis that there was a similarity be tween avant-garde and proletarian projects. The 

Meeting of Two Sculptures ( 1986, plate 244) by Sokov and The Origins of Socialist Realism 

( 1982-83) by Komar and Melami d are essen tially about the same thin g. I think that there is 

one more , rare ly no ted , aspect in Sots Art : the discour se of the to talitarian childh ood. Sots 

arti sts were the last arti sts to com e out of a deeply Soviet backgro und : for all their conce ptual 

nihili sm, they were seriously affected by the Soviet sub conscious. 

Sots Art used them es of taboos in adolescent consciousness, taboos that mixed childi sh 

sexuality and state repr ession . That is essentiall y what Kom ar and Melamid' s series Nostalgic 

Socialist Reolism ( 1980-8 4) is about: the first sexual stirrin gs in adolescent s wearin g Pioneer 

ties, the terrible, pun ishing gaze of Stalin through the window of hi s passin g car. 

In the early 1980s there came a gen era tion that w as psychologic ally free of the issues of 

Soviet ident ification, with all its headac hes and phantom pains and strategies for neutra lizing 

them. They felt at hom e in the tran snational conte xt, despite their m arginal situation in 

society : nothin g kept the expo nent s of the Apt-Art Gallery from creat in g the ir own version 

of New York's New Wave in their pa thetic Moscow apartm ents or the Lenin grad "n ew 

arti sts," first o f all Timur Novikov and Sergei Bugaev-Afr ika, from living a la Warh ol. The 

Lenin grad wild m en created their own vital (and in som e, synchrono us) versions of 

new expr essionism. In the 1990s, Novikov expr essed the doc trin e of n ew Russian classicism , 

shar ed by a large group of adept s. The cult of the Beautiful , Lofty, and Classical , which a 

pri ori did n ot fit the postm oderni st m entalit y, w as neverth eless reflected in a fully concep­

tual way, nam ely, along the High and Low divide. Novikov used thi s ambi valence in hi s tex­

tile collage tapestri es ( see plat e 252) , surroundin g ph oto images of classical m odels with 

hom espun fram es. This repr esent ed a tou chin g desire to hu mani ze and domesticate the 

beautiful, to fence it in as somethin g private. For an und erstandin g of the poe tics of the new 

classicism , thi s is a symb olic gestur e as one of the last attemp ts in the last cent ur y to "save 

Beauty" with one's own hand s. 

In a review of the First Moscow Bienna le of Cont emp orary Art , the Artforum cri tic John 

Kelsey, speaking of the Srarz exhibiti on at the Moscow Museum o f Cont emporary Art and its 

exponents Oleg Kulik, Vladis lav Mamysh ev-Monro e, the AES+ F group and the Alexand er 

Vinogrado v and Vladimir Dubo ssarsky duo, said that Moscow has its own YBA generation 

(referrin g to Lond on 's Young British Artists) . Althou gh each of these arti sts has his own 

hi stor y (for in stance, Kulik, the "man-dog " and creator of the Anirn.al Party, has long been 

kn own for bis social activism ), in today's cont ext they can be perceived as a group, toget her 

in the spoLlight, ready for Saatchi-es qu e sensa Lions . It is not on ly a qu estion of the expense 

of these pro jects (which are large-sca le and costly) and their expos ur e, thoug h they have 

bee n feedin g on m edia and public-re lations supp ort for a long time and have the qualiLies of 

forced spectacle, perfection of present ation, and a h ealth y sense of what mu seum s and gal­

leries like (and why n ot, alth ough such pr acticality and open corn.petition in the mai ns tream 
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is rather new for the Russian art scene). More important is this: the traditiona l reflection of 

contem porary Russian an on its position in life and history , and the nonstop transmission 

of art istic doubt stops here forever. There is simp ly no place for them in today's strong focus 

on expan sion . The concep t o [ sovremennoe iskusstvo, or cont emp orary an , in Russia pre sup ­

po ses a certain blessed vagueness caused by remini scences and appeals to its own past. But 

here everything is differ ent: conc entra tion, mu scular ity, a readin ess to leap. It is typical 

contemporary art in a clear conventional fram ework . This func tiona lity is appare n tly neces­

sary today. In the me taphor of the leap, I find som ething else much sweeter, which is 

clearly out side the m ains tream : a different scale, a cosmic one . Some thing like the good old 

story Dostoevsky told about Russian schoolboys who felt ready to correct the map of the 

starry sky. At the Moscow Biennale, this scale was addr essed by Valery Koshlyakov's in stalla­

tion Cloud (2004 )-a m odest but insistent attempt to reach the sky. And o f cour se, it 

brin gs to mind the central theme of Kabakov that goes back to his early album s, The Mon 

Who Flew into Space ( 1986). What a powerful tripl e leap- to pu sh off from land and from the 

avant -garde cosmog enic myth : the Letatlin, which never did fly, but whi ch accumulat ed 

over the years a giganti c und erground force . Then, another point o f departur e: the Soviet 

apartm ent , clum sy, dilapidat ed, wing less, but parado xically, a hum an environm ent. And 

so through the ceiling and straight into space' I think that besides everything else, this mar ­

velou s work, The Man Who Flew into Space, can serve as a m etaphor for the state of Russian 

art that constant ly turns to its past in its leap into the future . 

Translated from the Russic111 by Antoni nu W Bou is. 

1. On December 2 , 1962 , N ikita Khrushchev visited Ll1e exhibiti on marking li1e li1irtieth anniversary of the M oscow 

branch of the Union of Artist s at the Central Exhibiti on Hall (form erly know n as the Manege). The General Secretary o f 

the Communi st Party was harshly critical o f the yo ung artists w ho had bee n allowe d to ex hibit ulllraditional wo rks, 

launchin g an angry tirade w ith po litical ove rto nes and o flen pro fane language. Khrushchev 's reaCLio n, w hich was large ly 

provo ked by Lhe rivals o f lhe yo ung, info rmal an isls, escalated inro an o ffic ial ideo logica l camp aign against any di ver­

ge nces fro m the Party line o n arl. Follow ing lhis episo de, Sovie t an splil inlo Lhree distinct branches-of fic ial, unof ficial. 

and underground. 

2 . Caution, Religion! o pened at the Sakharov Muse um and Public Center in Moscow o n January 14, 2003 . Forty artists 

too k part in the event, ex hibitin g many provoca tive wo rks intended LO elicit sharp publi c debate. On January 18, 

parishio ners ofli1 e St-Nicola s- in-Pyzhi Church atte nded the show and threw black and red paint over the museum wall s 

and ex hibits.The visitor s were acc used o f hooli ganism, a charge dismissed in summ er 20 03 . Insteacl, a crim inal charge 

was brought again st the curators o f the ex hibiti o n- Yuri Samodur ov, Lyudmila Vasilovs kaya, and artist Anna Mikhalchuk . 

On March 28, 1 005, the Taga nsky Districl Court in Moscow co nvicted Samoduro v and Vasilovs kaya o f"kindlin g relig io us 

dissent," finin g each o f them 100 , 000 rubl es (about $3,50 0). Mikhalchuk was acquitt ed . 

3. The hero is the artist Ilya Kabakov, an o bserver pee ring o ut o f a wardro be. He is, of co urse, driven into the 

wa rdrobe by the ci rcu mstances of Sovie t li fe. The s ituatio n can , however, g ive rise to alternative interpretatio ns. One is Lhat 

he himse lf c hose this pos ilio n, w hich evo lves from lhe w po logica l to the socia l, prov id ing a degre e o f independence from 

the Soviet envi ron ment ( there is nowher e further for him to be drive n; his perso nal space is red uced tO a.n absol ute min i­

mu m) . There wo uld also appear to be a hint at the concep ts of an ambush or reco nnaissance- although the ob server is 

co ncealed, mu ch is revealed to him . The se nsatio n o f the inev itabilit y o f his jump ing o ut at the right moment also arises. 







228. GHIi KOI\/.Jll\, H.\ISJNGTIH 

DANNIR, l')',7 hO. 011 UN t \"'\ \S, 

t,;6 X 290 CM. SL\TI HIJS,IAN 

MUSHJ!\I, S1. PrTH\SlllJR(, 



229. VERA MUKHINA, PORTRAfT OF 

COLONEL llARlYUSUPOV, 19+2. 

BRONZE, H. 49.5 CM. THI STAT! 

TRETYAKOV GAU FRY, MOSCOW 

130. (OPl'OSITE) GIii! KORZIIFV, 

THE TRACES 01' WAH (FROM THF BURNT BY 

THE FLAME OF WAR SERIES), 1957 60. 

Oil ON CANVAS, 200 X 150 CM. STATE 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM , ST. PETERSBURG 





231. TAIR SAl.,\KHOY, PORTRAIT OF THE 

COM l'OSFR KARA KARAEV, 1960. OIi 

ON CANVAS, I 21 X 203 CM. l!H STATL 

TRFTYAKOV GAi I ER), MOSCOW 

232. (OPPOSITL) Vl!;.TOR POPKOV, 

BUI ! DFRS or THL BR,\TSK HYDROELFCTRJC 

POWER STATION, 1960 61. OIi ON 

CANVAS, 183 X 300 CM. Tiff STATE 

TRETYAKOV GALLERY, MOSCOW 





233. DMITRY ZHIUNSKY, GYMNASTS 

orn11, USSR, 196~. G!SSO AND Tl'MPl'RA 

ON PLYWOOD, 270 X 215 CM. STATE 

RUSSIAN MUSEUM, ST. PETERSBURG 
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234- VIKTOR IVANOV, IN THE CAFE 

GRcCO, 19N• OIL ON CANVAS, 18,; X 

205 CM. THE ST/\TE TRHYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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!3~. (OPPOS!TF) V . IKTOR POPK 

"THEH'S 0VERC0 01, 
ON C\N . AT, 1cqo 72. 01! 

. \AS, 176 X 
TRLTYAKO\' 120 <_~!. nn q\TI· 

G~I I fRY, MOSCO\/\ 

236. OSCAR RABIN p ' ASSPORT 196 

OIi ON CAN · ' + VAS, 70 X 90 CM 

PRIVATE COi.UC . I ION, N!W )FRSFY 
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237. IL.YA KA!lAli.OV, ANSWliRS OF THE 

HPFIUMENTAI GlWUP, 1970 ·7 I. FNAM Fl 

ON FIBERBOARD, 1+7 X 376 CM . THE 

STATE TRETYAKOY GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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238, ANDRU MONASTYRSKY, 

CANNON/GUN, 1975. TEMPERA, 

PAPER, AND C~RDllOARD, ',6 X .,6 X 

62 CM. Till STATF TRFTYAKOV 

GALLERY, MOSCOW 
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239. ER I C BULATOV, KRASIKOV STREET, 

1977. OIL ON C ANVA S, 1.\0 X 19 8 .5 CM. 

JAN E VOO RHE ES Z lMMERl.1 ART MIJSEIJM, 

RIJT GE R S, TH E STAT E UN I VERSIT Y O F 

N.EW )l 'll SEY, N.EW BRU NSW ICK, 

THE NORTON AND NANCY DODGF 

COLiECTfON OF NONCONFORMIST ART 

!·ROM TflE SOVIET IJNION 

240. (OPPOSITE) fRJC BUI.ATOV, 

SUNRISE OR 5tJNSH, 1989. Oil 

ON CANVAS, loo X 200 CM. LUDWIG 

l'ORUM FUR IN'fERNA'flONALF 

KUNST, AACHEN 
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241. (OPPOSITE) VITALY KOMAR AND 

Al l'XANDl'R MHAMID, I ENJN I JVFD, 

LENIN l.lVES, LENIN WILL I IV£ (fROM 

TllE NOSTALGIC SOCIALIST REA I.ISM 

Sl'RIES)' 1981 82. on ON CANVAS, 

183 .X 148 CM. COLLECTION 01· 

JORN DONNLR, !IHSINKJ 

242. 01 IG Y,\SSII IIV, OGONYOK NO. 21, 

1980. Oil ON lANVAS, 122 X g1 ,/ CM 

JANI V<101\JIHS /IMMIJUI \RT MUSIUM, 

lrnTGIRS, TIH ST~T!· UNIHRSIT\ 01 

NlW JJ,.RSH, NIW BRUNSWICK, 

rll~ NORTON .~ND NANCY DODGE 

COLUCTl()N 01· NONCONfORMIST ART 

HIOM Tin SOVll"I' UNION 
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2+3· BORIS ORLUV, fMPERJALTOTEM, 

1989. PAfNTl'D ALUMINUM, 254. X 

139.7 X 91 .4 CM. COi LECTION or 
AUXANDRE GU\TSMAN, NEW YORK 
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244 . (LEFT) LEONID SOKOV, THE 

MEETING OrTWO SCULPTORS, 1986. 

BRONZE, 48.9 X 40.2 X 16.9 CM. 

SOI OMON R. GUGGFNIHIM MlJSfUM, 

NEW YORK, GIIT, JOHN SCHWARTZ 

92.4030 

14\"- (RIGHT) GRISHA BRUSKIN, 

BOYWITfl A SMAl.l HAG (!ROM THL 

BJRTH OFTHE HERO S[RIES), 1987 90. 

STAlNll'SS STEEL, 141.l X 83.8 X 

40.6 CM. CO\JRTFSY MARlllOROlJGH 

GALLERY, NJ:W YORK 

40 1 



2-j.6. ~!IKHAJL ROG!NSKY, BUFFET, 

1981-82. ACRYLIC ON PAPER l',0 X 

169 CM. INTERNATIONAL FOUNDATlON 

Of RUSSIAN AND FASTERN EUROPEAN 

ART (INTART). NEW YORK 

2.J.7. (Ol'POS!TI') NATAL!!\ NESTFROVA, 

METRO ' ' REVOLUTION SQUARE", 1988. 

orr. ON CANVAS, 160 X 200 CM. 

LUDWIG-fORUM !'UR INTERNATfONAU 

KUNST, AACHEN 

40 2 







148. (OPl'OSlTF) IGOR MAKARFV!Cll, 

TRIPTYCH: POI\TRA!T OF IVAN CHUIKOV, 

1981. O IL ON WOOD, 212 X 137 X 

8 CM. ST.1TF l\USSIAN MlJSFUM, 

ST. Pl'TJRSBURG 

249. Vl.<\DIMJR YANh.lLEVSKY, Tllll'TYCH 

NO. 14: SELF- POI\THAIT (MEMORY or 
THE ARTIST'S FATHER), 1987. MIXI-D 

MEDIA, 19~ X 360 CM. STATF RUSS IAN 

MUS!-UM, ST. PETERSBURG 



1 1 

250. IG0R MAKAREV!CH, TRIPTYCH: 

ILYA'S WARDROBE (PORTRAIT OF ILYA 

KABAKOV), 1987. MIXED MEDIA, 209 X 

7', X 60 CM. S1AH RIJSSIAN MUSEUM, 

ST. PHFRS!l!JRG 

Z\"I. (OPPOS!Ti.) IGOR MAKAREV!CH, 

TH!PTYCH: PORTRAIT OF ERIC BUlATO\, 

1988. C0MPRJGNAno WOOD AND 

ACRYLIC RLSIN, zoo X 105" X 

22 CM. STAT!' RUSSJ ,\N MUSIUM, 

ST, Pl'TERSBURG 

406 







2,;2 . TIMUR NOVIKOV, AIRPORT, 1983. 

PAPER, OIL, CHALK, LOIOR roll, 

STAMP, AND C:OLIAGI• ON Ill ACK 

FLANNEi, 237 X 237 CM. ST,\TE 

RUSSIAN MUSIUM, ST. PI.Tl'RSIHJRli 

lB. (OPl'OSITE) Sl'RGl'I BUG.~! V, 

INDUSTRIAL UNCONSCIOUS II, SKl'TLH 

1·01\ MIR: MADI- INTfH 20TH CENTURY, 

1000. SHU AND PHOTOGRAPHY ON 

l'NAMH, 319 X 161 CM. STAH RUSSIAN 

MUSEUM, ST. PETFRSIHJRG 



2~4· VL•\DIM!l\ DUBOSSARSKY AND 

ALEXANDU\ VlNOGHAllOI', TROIKA, 

1995. Oll ON CANVAS, 240 X 600 CM. 

XI GALLERY, MOSCOW 

4 10 
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255 . ILYA KABAKOV, THE MAN WHO 

FLEW INTO SPACE ( FROM THE TEN 

CHARACTERS SERIES), 1981-88. WOOD, 

RUBBER, ROPE, PAPER, ELECTRIC LAMP, 

CH!NAWARE, PASTE-UP, RUBB!.E, AND 

PLASTER POWDER, 96 X 9S X r47 CM. 

MU SEE NATIONALE D'ART MODERNE, 

CENTRE GEORGES POMPIDOU, PARIS 

2!,6. (OPPOSITE) OLEG KULIK, 

COSMONAUT (FROM THE INSTALLATION 

MUSEUM SERIES) , 2003. WAX, MIXED 

MiiDIA, AND VITRINE, 16s X 175 X 

60 CM. XL GALLERY, MOSCOW 

4 12 





2~7, 2~8. VADIM Zi\KHi\ROV, 

TIU HISTOJ!Y OF HUSSIAN AIIT-l•ROM 

THE AVANT GARD1TOTIIE MOSCOW 

SCHOOL OF CONCEPTUAUSTS, 2003. 

PHOTO REPRODUCTIO NS AND Pl.i\STJC, 

360 X 60., X 390 CM. MUSEUM FUR 

MODERNE KUNST, f'RANKJ•URT-AM-MAIN 

4 14 
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