Unovis: Epicenter of a
New World

Aleksandra Shatskikh

Unovis (the Affirmers of the New Art), though it has been
variously labeled a group, a collective, a school, a commune, an
organization, and a program, is a phenomenon without parallel
in the history of early Soviet art and defies classification. In its
origins and day-to-day existence, Unovis betrayed many
features of a sui-generis religious fraternity or variety of
Masonic lodge. Unovis itself, adopting the revolutionary
terminology of the era, preferred the description of a “party in
art.” This “party” of the artistic avant-garde, so its members
believed, was called upon to ensure, through both theory and
practice, the emergence of new forms of life via the evolution of
new systems in art. The wide range and variety of its
endeavors, its broad influence and tangible achievements, do,
however, permit one to characterize Unovis as a unique (and
largely realized) utopian model—firmly rooted in the ideas of
Russian culture of the first decades of the twentieth century—
of “art into life.”

Kazimir Malevich was Unovis’'s moving force and architect.
Like other leaders of the Russian avant-garde (such as Mikhail
Larionov, Mikhail Matiushin, and David Burliuk), Malevich
was endowed with exceptional organizational abilities. An
irresistible urge to forge artistic alliances marked his career
from the beginning; in Kursk at the close of the nineteenth
century, for example, he had set up a studio, patterned after the
Parisian academies, as a gathering place for artists with
common interests. The general situation in European art—
where the founding of one’s own movement, endowed with a
name, theory, and disciples, had become the pinnacle of self-
affirmation for the vanguard artist—added fuel to Malevich'’s
organizing efforts. In the mid-1910s, he assembled some ten
artists under the banner of the movement he had inaugurated
in painting, Suprematism. The group was called Supremus,
and only the events of World War I prevented the
undertaking’s achieving its full promise.

Malevich nourished the idea of establishing an authorirative
artistic center, which would fulfill multiple functions, over the
course of many years. The planning that came to final fruition
in the creation of Ginkhuk (the State Institute of Artistic
Culcure) in Leningrad went back to 1917. In September of that
year, Malevich, who had been elected president of the Art
Department of the Moscow Council of Soldiers’ Deputies,
wrote to Matiushin: “I've conceived a number of projects, to
wit, organizing the First People’s Academy of Arts in Moscow;
my idea was warmly received, and che ball’s rolling—soon I'll
open several small departments of those cells which on a broad
scale will constitute the Academy.” His work as a teacher in
the State Free Art Workshops in Moscow and Petrograd was an
additional spur to Malevich’s ambitious plans. And the Vitebsk
Popular Art School—especially during Malevich’s first year
and a half there—proved an ideal laboratory for the
development of Malevich’s ideas.

Malevich, accompanied by El Lissitzky, arrived in Vitebsk
from Moscow at the beginning of November 1919° and was
appointed to a teaching position at the Popular Art School, an
institute of higher education founded and headed by Marc
Chagall, a Vitebsk native. At the time, workshops were
conducted at the school by Vera Ermolaeva, Nina Kogan,
Lissitzky, Turii Pen, Aleksandr Romm, Chagall, and the
sculptor David Iakerson. Mikhail Veksler, Ivan Gavris,
Evgeniia Magaril, Georgii and Mikhail Noskov, Nikolai
Suetin, Lazar' Khidekel', Lev Tsiperson, Ivan Chervinko, and
Lev Iudin were among the students. Il'ita Chashnik, who had
spent a term at the Popular Art School and in the autumn of
1919 had enrolled with Malevich at the State Free Art
Workshops in Moscow, followed his teacher back to Vitebsk.

Malevich was immediately occupied with a number of
ventures. A week after his arrival, the Pervaia gosudarstvennaia
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vystavka kartin mestnykb i moskovskikh khudozbnikov (First State
Exhibition of Paintings by Local and Moscow Artists)—which
included works by Chagall, Malevich, Vasilii Kandinskii, Ol'ga
Rozanova, Robert Fal'k, and others—opened in Vitebsk.
Lectures and public meetings were held in conjunction with
the exhibition, and Malevich’s appearances at them attracted
large audiences. The chance to publish his theoretical text, O
novykh sistemakh v iskusstve (On New Systems in Art), written in
the summer of 1919, had been one of the motivations for
Malevich's move to Vitebsk. Now that complex treatise
furnished the basis for his lectures and speeches and was
augmented by the “Ustanovlenie A” (“Statute A”), written on
November 15, 1919. In the new appendix Malevich codified the
tenets he presented to his students.

Lissitzky and the students in his graphics workshop printed
On New Systems in Art lithographically and in an edition of one
thousand copies, as specified by Malevich.’ On New Systems in
Art was the embryo of the “visual book” subsequently
cultivated by Lissitzky. For Malevich’s followers and students,
the brochure was also painting’s “declaration of independence”
from objectivity, proclaiming the commandments of a “new
testament’—among which the most significant was the
injunction to introduce into art a “fifth dimension, or
economy.”

The zeal and homiletic power of Malevich’s lectures—he
had entered his prophetic period—worked their influence,
above all, on those in his audience primed to apprehend the
dizzying transition from figurative, representational art to art
that was non-objective. Lissitzky, Ermolaeva, and Kogan were
among the first to become fervent supporters of Malevich.

Almost in a matter of days, Lissitzky, an architect by
training and until recently under the influence of Chagall,
brushed aside figuration and the intricate decorativeness of his
earlier work—which had been strongly colored by the
traditions of Jewish culture—and plunged, with his native
facility and passion, into non-objective art. A vestige of his
stormy ‘romance” with Suprematism and its creator would
remain with Lissitzky for the rest of his life: the “transrational”
phrase from the opening of On New Systems in Art—"U-el-el ~ul-
¢el-te-ka,” which became a sort of anthem or motto for Unovis—
was the inspiration for Lissitzky’s adopted name, first El and
later EI'.*

Ermolaeva and Kogan had come to Vitebsk from Petrograd
(where their association began with the founding of the City
Museum; their assignments to Vitebsk by Izo Narkompros [the
Department of Fine Arts of the People’s Commissariat of
Enlightenment] came one on the heels of the other) and were
exponents, as their early works attest, of a figurative art
making decorative use of devices of the avant-garde. At the
Vitebsk Popular Art School, Lissitzky, Ermolaeva, and Kogan
popularized Malevich’s theories and formed among themselves
a group of “elder Cubists.”

The new artistic “party” grew at breakneck speed; as in a
fairy tale, events unfolded over the course not of days but of
hours. The tempo was set by the receipt, in November 1919, of
a significant (and sizable) commission—decorations for the
anniversary of the Vitebsk Committee to Combat
Unemployment—to be filled in a brief span of time: the
anniversary fell on December 17th. Malevich and Lissitzky
made the preliminary sketches and plans for the decorations,

fig. 1

Malevich (center) and members of Unovis en route from Vitebsk to the
First All-Russian Conference of Teachers and Students of Art in
Moscow, 1920. Lissitzky, Kogan, Ermolaeva, Chashnik, Khidekel |
Ludin, and Magaril are among those pictured.

fig. 2

El Lissitzky

Cover for Unovis Almanac No. 1, 1920.

Pencil, india ink, and gouache on paper, 35.5 x 25.5 cm.
Manuscript Division, State Tret iakov Gallery, Moscow.
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while teachers and students collaborated on their execution.
Intensive labor was required to produce the enormous number
of Supremarist decorative panels that adorned the White Army
Barracks building, which housed the committee, as well as
embroidered banners, slogans, and stage decorations for the
committee’s festive convocation. Such possibilities of practical
application were from the beginning Suprematism’s greatest
attraction and immediately won over the majority of students
at the Vitebsk school. Suprematism’s entry into the “utilitarian
world of things” would be the cornerstone of Unovis.

The aura in which Malevich and his work were bathed grew
tenfold in the wake of a trip by the Vitebsk students and
teachers to Moscow to view Malevich’s first solo show, open
from the end of 1919 through the beginning of 1920 at the
Sixteenth State Exhibition. (The architect Moiseir Lerman, who
was among the Vitebsk students, has described this trip and
the exhibition, as well as his vague recollection of encountering
Vladimir Maiakovskii there.)’ Malevich, their new leader, had
all the necessary credentials: revolutionary innovation in his
work, a fully thought-out theory, clear methods for advancing
toward the new, and superior artistic results.

On January 19, 1920, the Vitebsk students organized
Molposnovis (the Young Followers of the New Art). Nine days
later, they joined forces with their teachers, the “elder Cubists,”
and Molposnovis was succeeded by Posnovis (the Followers of
the New Art).

The members of Posnovis were determined to introduce
new forms into all types of creative endeavor, and the
celebration of Front Week in 1920 offered them an opportunity
to try their hand. They decided to present the legendary opera
Pobeda nad solntsem (Victory over the Sun) on February 6th, the
first day of Front Week; the stage and costume designs for this
production were created by Ermolaeva under Malevich’s
general direction (plate no. 152). Nina Kogan contributed the
world’s first “Suprematist ballet”—a curious and
underappreciated venture, astonishing in its conception: Kogan
proposed to show the “sequential unfolding of the movement
of forms itself,” crowned by the “supremacy of the black
square” (plate no. 151).° (It should be noted that the idea of a
“non-objective cinematography” put forward much later by
Malevich was to some degree anticipated by Kogan’s ballet.)
And Mikhail Noskov gave a public lecture on the new art (he,
together with his brother, Georgii, played a conspicuous role in
the life of the Vitebsk school, Posnovis, and later Unovis; after
1922, unfortunately, all trace of the brothers vanishes).

With these successes, the members of Posnovis grew
confident of their powers and resolved to represent themselves
henceforth not merely as followers of the new art but as its
attirmers. Unovis was born on February 14, 1920.” The name, an
acronym in keeping with the verbal shorthand and word
coining of the times, was greatly to Malevich’s liking—he
named his daughter Una in Unovis’s honor. And the new word
spawned others: #novisets (Unovist), unovisskiz (Unovistic), and
unovizm (Unovism). The ease with which “Unovis” entered the
Russian language was an acknowledgment of the reality and
vitality of a phenomenon for which no other word existed.

The months from November 1919 through May 1920
may be called Unovis’s period of Sturm und Drang.

Unovis’s problems, working conditions, and the nature of its
production are documented in detail in the typewritten
Al'manakh Unovis No. 1(Unovis Almanac No. 1), completed by
June 1920 (fig. no. 2)." A wealth of material by Malevich
himself appears in the A/manac, wherein he devotes significant
space to the notion of “collective creative work.” (It was the
precisely the possibilities for “collective creative work” that
kept Malevich in Vitebsk for two and a half years.) His article
"0 ‘Ia’ 1 kollektive” (“On the Ego and the Collective”)—in

which Malevich expresses the views that served as the
theoretical underpinning of Unovis—contains echoes both of
the philosophy of “communality” (filtered through the prism
of Russian Symbolism) and of the doctrines of the ruling
political party, which gave the collective primacy over the
individual: “‘Collectivism’ is one of the paths designated on
the road map to achieving the ‘world-man,’ but it is perhaps
still merely one of the necessary crossings restraining on its
main highway millions of egos; it offers only an instant of
forces converging for the perfection of the creative image of
‘being’; in it, each ego preserves its individual force, but in
order to move toward perfection the self must be destroyed—
just as religious fanatics destroy themselves before the divine
being, so the modern saint must destroy himself before the
‘collective” and before that ‘image’ which perfects in the name
of unity, in the name of conjunction.”

One of the practical consequences of Malevich’s theorizing
was a conscious striving among the members of Unovis for
impersonality and anonymity; they signed their works not
with their own names but with “Unovis.” Unovis was among
the first artists’ groups in the twentieth century—if not the
very first—to create and exhibit its production under a
collective name. (Obmokhu [the Society of Young Artists} was
for a long time credited with pioneering this practice.
Obmokhu’s group signature, however, arose out of entirely
different circumstances; it was the result of artel-style practices
in the executing of commissions.)"

The notion of “collective creative. work™ has not been a
recurring feature of Russian culture alone but has enticed
many of the great creative minds of our times. In
postrevolutionary Russia, however, the utopian doctrines that
had been one wellspring of the state’s ideology would be
turned upside down through the creation of a totalitarian
regime, and the country would pay a heavy price for the
attempt forcibly to translate speculative theories into reality.
The dark side of a utopia of enthusiasts creating a new way of
life according to a single blueprint compulsory for all would
very quickly take its toll on Unovis's founder and his
followers; Malevich would come to know the oppressive might
of the official art that eventually attained power and state
support. In 1927—with Ginkhuk, which had in some respects
been the successor to Unovis, already closed—Malevich
attached a note to the manuscripts he was leaving in the West,
explaining, with some distress, the nature of those texts:
“[Since I find] myself at the time under revolutionary
influence, there may be powerful contradictions with my
present form of defending Art, i.e., in 1927. These positions
are to be considered genuine.”" It must be said, to the credit of
Malevich and his colleagues likewise “under revolutionary
influence,” that they never resorted to violent action against
the “old guard.” The members of Unovis did not regard
destruction or abolition as their primary task; they were,
rather, creators and cultivators of a new art and a new world.
The legendary anecdotes about Malevich’s persecution of
Chagall prove, upon closer inspection, neither simple nor
clearcut.” And it is also worth noting that Pen, the academic
painter of the Wanderer school who was Chagall’s first teacher,
remained in his workshop at the Vitebsk school throughout
the period that Unovis was based there.

In Malevich’s eyes, “collective creative work” greatly
expanded the domain of the new art, and the introduction of
art into life was to be entrusted to a Council for the
Affirmation of New Forms in Art, an elected administrative
body that would be affiliated with the Vitebsk Provincial
Department of People’s Education. The “Plan raboty Soveta”
(“Agenda of the Council”), which was published in the Unovis
Almanac No. I, contained five lengthy sections.” A good
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portion of the council’s mission was realized by Unovis, even
though the Vitebsk authorities were, naturally, not inclined to
organize such a body.

Unovis went before the Russian art public in June 1920, at
the First All-Russian Conference of Teachers and Students of
Art. Led by Malevich, the members of Unovis brought to
Moscow an exhibition of their work, the Unovis Almanac No. 1
(which had been hurriedly prepared in time for the conference),
and Malevich’s On New Systems in Art. A specially printed
handbill, “Ot Unovisa” (“From Unovis,” fig. no. 3), was
distributed among the conference participants, who included
representatives from all the provincial Free State Art
Workshops as well as those in Moscow and Petrograd; the
handbill, which opened with an insistent “We want, we want,
we want,” issued this appeal: “Under the banner of Unovis, let
everyone join together to clothe the earth in new forms and
meanings.” Although the Vitebsk delegates missed the
opening of the conference and arrived near its end, their
projects and programs—notable for their careful thought,
scope, and clarity—their passionate speechmaking, and their
exhibition moved Unovis clearly to the fore.” It was also in
June 1920 that Unovis rose to preeminence among the new art
schools and that its influence spread to other cities: direct ties
were established between Vitebsk and Perm', Ekaterinburg,
Saratov, and Samara (in addition to Smolensk and Orenburg,
where followers of Malevich’'s—Wladyslaw Strzemifiski and
Katarzyna Kobro in the former, and Ivan Kudriashev in the
latcter—headed branches of Unovis).

[t was with public artistic work—the creation of a “new
utilitarian world of things”"—that Unovis launched its
expansion; during 1920—21, there was no undertaking or
holiday in Vitebsk in which Unovis did not have a hand.
Streets, buildings, signboards, trams, and even ration cards
were decorated with Suprematist designs (plate nos. 127-129,
144, 148—150). Unovis had for the time being to work within
the existing environment, and Suprematist designs served,
more often than not, as new ornaments for buildings and
objects of considerably older vintage. Yet the utopian idea of
transforming the world on the basis of the formal potential of
Suprematism had brought architecture within Unovis’s
compass. Architecture, it was generally accepted, was the
necessary starting point of a new synthetic style. “Having
established the specific plans of the Suprematist system,”
Malevich wrote in December 1920, “I am entrusting the
further development of what is already architecrural
Suprematism to young architects in the broad sense of the
word, for only in Suprematism do I see an era of a new system
of architecture.”

The European Futurists are well known for their
neoromantic schemes for humanity’s settlement of the cosmos.
Velimir Khlebnikov, Vasilii Chekrygin, and Malevich were
their Russian counterparts, whose way had been prepared by
Nikolai Fedorov's “philosophy of the Common Cause.” In 1918,
Malevich had described hypothetical architectural complexes in
such articles as “Architecture as a Slap 1n the Face to
Ferroconcrete.” The formulation “Suprematism is the new
Classicism” would come later, following Unovis's move to
Petrograd, but the need to create new architectural forms was
first recognized, and the initial planning steps taken, in
Vitebsk.” The architecture workshop (variously named at
different times) was one of the most popular at the Vitebsk
school and was headed by Lissitzky from the autumn of 1919
until his departure from Vitebsk in late 1920 (whereupon
Chashnik and Khidekel' became the workshop’s guiding
tigures). Lissitzky's talent for “integration” (as Selim Khan-
Magomedov has aptly described it) had exceedingly significant
consequences for Unovis."” Lissitzky fostered a strong utilitarian

-

15
Ay
i

al
)
-I. &

pHHUpAASpERAHME crapare sxpd sinyecie
S OYAAT AMNARREHG HE A3WHN AAAOHARM

Ml XOTHMM  Trode mams sespres cumis b TSS{rabaTao coRSNENE BITMT 00 ZEE o0
MLl ROTHNF O rrno cospiRasEceTn Srsg SMINE  TRNDW e oEea HuoTe

s oo DD RS e

: i
Pt
e ;
Az E - SN e s
- e N i i . i
TR 2Ry .
=
Fe i . T e | " "
'.-. % = "' - 1L - I3 -
e
H
a
1 s
|

Ll
e
i 1}%‘. j

]

;s

5

-

e
R L e R R Y et '_'_I'_' T
ks J'ﬁéampﬂﬁté%fsf gie
e . -

Mbl NNaH
cucTema

OpraHn3aums.

L

MAPORDK

CHM AN TE NADWA AW MWPOBOra MPOCTRARKETEA OF BCEM UAPNIED B MFM  RASTHGHOC T,

: L] = L Feha U b LT

: : Clmmaes nEEE PIROTEA - Ghtaie e sl dppoTopnel plss
il - | . ! ETRARE EROEF RAANA iR BT HOWATTIIAL S R AR W B ST PTEE NAmE YYRAISE

v i | f ; i ANe nbAUE TRYRERE U0 B Amd ENIEL NiEASETL,

@ b M Coasatrd TR BOMAS  AMEEIE 0 CHWET  mPp)Y ERAORG  EE-

¥rmepanTendd nosara wewyccrna, e,

HanpasnanTe Bale TBOpUe-

M CTBO N0 OTBRCY 2KOHOMHH

7 HOIENC

"Hgﬂmuﬂ'ﬁrr:uf ETAPFOTD MARA  WERYECTHE A4 BYAET RMMEFQEMO WA JALIWE A &A1
IBEIFHQHA -

!ilanTE YEPHE M KBALPAT KAK IHAK MHPORSKH INOHOM MM,
EPTUTE B BALUMX MACTEPCKMX KPACHBIM KEAAPAT KAK THAK

WhM AT oFeeT AHEOEAcE EuniiTE =g

Cofipats awmders A AJEENYS BpEEE TRdpTeoTIA lll‘p.ﬂ'rl- HO Lo
WhLE XOTHM  frdu propaan somes Qopuld Sreyooss  pRaslanus  Sepereos i
o b . i i,
[aranTe ERETWH BFDOCTA DpOLETI & FOWN Sprokvie ride ofh g oA
y : B Y HaEn Ak B mi,
w HoBSYOPM SATIONATIW NAQAWE DoamTReTRY BRAn Acdds 16
Baedl BWIAE W FONMTEE TRE BFOUNEM BCagM  OEESNTE  eiipaias d6
A g YAEOTO ST TP PARETARGN AR FTER T AW AUl BTl axneta
gt wder wiml Aopund TTR A=l BEBOSTE,

Ml cynpoMaTHA HOUDTE, VL FOARS MOEAW B SETATL, . WM
WEAGEL I F TR TPDEA BAE DRMIRATAE (TR VL auTaG, Wi il; L LT
TEpLE . WL ARl W E‘!mmﬂ! [ BESSELOREL Ba L UL L
oM QT OoEoms (18 DAEAY OTUGS B cgespefad @ aWip ceodne W
ETATETES Al ONE T EORG GSTASCIN, DTETR THLATF pas S7057 Spaspecau
B EEAHEAETEANWL MY AOHA 00 W cR0d moeull pduan ue Soofald o oax
ABEROAG WM OB ONADEM  TOPE W DEMOM, U OGoTRods Eu g0Ess  are
ComBLTHM ool THN N COAATAM &M A G ooandnm oTioad @0 Siae-
B impiliy ol pepas dpiad  eEmd My ds Apdaw’ osdtiorHaiue
'wgmﬁqm a Plpu  apyrEE, Wi oms dynesl  dATHEEApELWH
CHAEIEIRYE Q455

o M weaun Heddd TOpOAN,
Mus suaiie Sscsu seia iy O AAGET SN SEEOad
Hosamaphi ShooETs SROSENTTECHAN Mane BOTAA ddkueda planso
T FEEEA FTAPLMS N ocmdlFelice EanDets, 8 TR BTO JEm SeoLnn
mlinr R WS m Bia l.tllllﬂﬂ. TN BOW AT W EI'P'EIII'
*, .
oo M peoanans Womiclaieasi faar FROSNEE AR IeRELIETIRE
wgscn saiyeeved. W minges demiag wogueril s sleodemanenaa
M enlne URLE B WBTH R, FIRINE] SIS - pEaRTank
0 POpERARLL Wil PRYIHTE BE ATl 0 LA X N O eE PR,
TAFDA WAFAN MaP WIAT W SEARAERE WA SASR dpERT AR BIEAE  TRARTREG
“m papnge A e Fysad ctnpeMains oAl APAKTL (RN We o cRTERS @
m'.uh?.'ﬂu ale AoRaUd jpATRiE - SrisEl LERLTETLESE wredi
SPETINTE ETAE W AT RO

Lh e AR T R Y TR P AT Tome we duis

Hrds HIpRITES  Rers DT sdaye § @y sekdte sHofisiiiid ReayoaTe,
Cousumin e pabiEdd  BPOPIHASETSa RIS oTARES WUES 0 -Fl?lll-l' Tl
BISOTRATY USROS A0 B ;

OGS LTRNTD  AJSIFITRND  wabiises APIOETPRTTRL dETMdapy
wia sl Splems e ansye Al

M aeana cegesh memin cprewtl o Spsrsaeunll B O RMILE RS SR
meuyiTsa EyfElss JUTIPpRILL syupesTEaus B w Wl Fed  sofurred

N g L g N LTS -
Ha NYTh @AMHOM HUBMHCHOR 2 ol "ot e e v
R : 7| g L i : : I 8

i Pra AeSraSTRD | HEPTIMMES STApOrD.  dpesmersncs JEpE RETOEAS
w HIRANTTE aplde o oTAGA T LTI ST PR IEIINEE
R e U WA EULE W TR w0 e D o W

Tosspmsn Spocre. Opaapas: fnin YRpaiTE JiARE SAMTT wISTepeE
m ofpAsjeN AIREYG ApSETOPUE MAmarm ofosrn e
. Megmita B4 IOEEAE— HHEAPOGAAPMANNG CTEPATS HENYLCTES
dops W COIRAHNS HOBGFO.

Femaananusilte i8 SACTLE PAOGMERS ® NLTHTS 0 0L JASSCRTOR,

ITASTE ukeToponn® pes paospenments icsjars SRMNcE SyawTe-
pwm

1
IEsdm AFTEEE NE SAe DOMOFREETS Pl Eesnrs GAArs.
Hima uarmegacesd o Moy Gaame dEptee 0l entg e depil
W = 8 EAPTIEM DN ST CFANY S MEBLAWE S EecTRAN,

TUSSTEFAA  LCAGENEETW Bé NPATLTE SpIEES O Al TRESNTS TG akE
WHp BEAPSE FTOpe D CITREET RERD. —FAAd R UEDTAL VE HA B
CHEAY  Oa08Te | ard esfuime aoed seauwal fopeder.

Toppena FomngnanaiTe s PEORTEE 10 SPAFT B paus SfaE
W Oy ETalE fwe Y conBIeATe iNEGl WD BARS S apRARLW SRTTEDT

Lap 15 B TEE N

Hpagane casoer ool oyme A0S o UL EEEEW OB THRDpRSETRD
dnEy TR, ; !

Hinawn fanisy Bocreas Biis nisvs & apacesuy manay sumofl ssuse
i agpey o AE PYPAY SERGMD SEayoTa. ;

LTI ET RRCRERT BT e L T PO R T E TE L
8tk BeAFTRsIATIAAL Bo B RAEEE meipamid pakslye
ﬂ.:n-purl-lwaug:-h Ehudarres TN AR E gETeR IR R
SAE0F  ERIAERIREITRARD  BFTYTES FTIREACTE TRy
EFTALTI RS 0o pTliE LT EL] qmmmm HIpE
wimad e @2 A '!ﬁ'lll'ﬁ'l-'ul'llllﬂ s BRECTE 4TS
WA B OAEEAY W0En T o o Sulan.

Toopistaul KomuTey ywaswis.

AMCTOK.

BHTEECI'LDFD ||

PEROAMILLMM  WCKYCC TR,

90 ossis 1920

N ARCTORKE.

s
“:'r Ot et Sk e bl g s s s 3

TP T [ 6 naTRom g g P T e T
RATEEEES FF SefAimajiioe § e e il R e e
U R R Wl - F e MRV R 4T
LA s WA A e s 1
Ih'.lnl'llﬂlll W TrumE W PRI EMAR T B EPRLLERT jRail
BEERNMIMEA] Amsearls PIUTERBRANCE [T RRHRET KIALINTERS
R Rl PwLATRES SOLRATTIIE RACTOLEAT RO RS IRgRE AN
W TE A PR FT O PERLA TN DA T BRS TR T R
SAEN APFsl Rl B POpURAAR O ERiEee BifRES B4R e
AEEER TRIRRCROR AR RgaRAE iR Cpale 31 KR4I
argurgmen o b wetemn ares srn rank th Monsirina aus.
MAMGAR RMTE AR ST TAVECENT A g T TFe £7amd o
e 4 TEL TAMET B W R B owsrame wamncrene
HAEEET EIAAFETRBHEY BRI Mrm AR

W Therstoms mmwmi Smmsafatabeemsd sy ooy o brliip

pmta AAPTEE Weakee’ GFOLIRY MRl Nntesiunl &Ll
ais (AAFFE RARGAEERE B TINAL paEAl mACTETGERL TROEeD

thaigta N PTWEHARM dRERRmYrTARrie CYRTRORAANS S

“.' R e RAL Ly TF-Mpikpasivind P DATARS,
My ywowne CTAR WA BYTh RAmwew Wiotfamms DR0-
WEaH I WANIATETSE  ARGMARTORRR TREWCT
WHM  ORMEARATHNS PEACKPARATY BANEQALHL CElyleriC

rawry, HTusmam ammen & PRUBRWK HEoior el s
WALABHA g8 WP ARCTEARA ARCTRAEW ik § ¢ ¥orihe

puca Mo’ b womeron wuw un i Ywaecs gy pAmatTORE
i

FARAR B TEM HEymRaMEaR Ers !E-H.I-n:lll'l-l'-; FA) ETAR-
WHI WA ETY e ThESECRBA DIRTRA RS IRS I
BRERAATAET SCEm “AJMAMYuABara NPEACTABARTE RATEFR

AA B PEQANUMERHYID FNSAETWIG K BRBQARKLMY A e

fom APITERA CARAYNRRER AWETRRICN YRANWIA BREMT bl
FABMERHER WA ALA SUABAA, BRARMuNICEWR TRECTH FTOE
T hA TE RohPeck W CTATER REME@A wiates & flyieda-
6 meadadned B 0 BBEF DRLEFELHE LT
Tk WpH TREEWIA i O LR ATAEN B ERTIFCM KA jun
sl ke IWRERAIT SRR Rl PISRLHMA A ARk

ALHITE Pl AFiTere BpA@aFwnf  CRREM ToTea Ha A, HAB
AMCTOREA U7 cashe DWibenary Ynasres b joelna

CTATY THAM GITANGR APYaTH STHE gergiv el My 408
WOHW BPOBOANTE RAGF RiEW BEMAIMEND TAZPYIGs
EagryRTnmb R re MRk Ll uige RARTRodeA AaTThG
FHHBLE WA DCHBRE Fruhed NOGraammbl SvayT TES

OLHMAMmES Wl KptaPin Juadmal EWTH DEIRAMSR
M AArTEPeE i Poctui s b gAnsEANEY B ACH LTRIR
M R gl Tord BERBHENRRTE THOMUGTRA LLL Ll D

Eamibym s CAymmm P SpaMegnTs £10 MK RS T
wasThe NTPET MRE gAtEn AMATEREM Ymaunack, Ads.

BETURIR Thbat s A RAEES TARSRITIAARANLE e aBRR LRl (IR BEANA PARA anknd BEMER [CTL TROPERTM Sl
AAFE wagpiE ) MW mTERELL CETE IR ARG S AR e S o Polganad s l_r“.._fl_.“ TORAPHAH FABEIENTE BNW
mEC WG PRI T :--lltiﬂﬂl TRRPLOTIRS, W ROTHT EWTh AFTWTEMTORAM K o1 it UM A® =5 sl
R I T T mPatwl CAwiaE BYTYRAAMA B CVRPIT A TR O Y.
Y - P AT camny CEER, [eremy-wara AT E A -
8 r":.i‘l'".-‘l‘.' ARTHA FOTH WM WCMBRAANRAR B8 pada Ml
LR O MPQrPANALE YiEnes ; S Tas THOPMBCTRA W ECAR Mb BULT 34970 GEMMD
[kriill Wi §HPRAAY OIS kil TROSECTRATHERN A= CEES TP MOKARYHTEARS K40 MIBNTHE F rlad sacTpoloms
PomAineF T RACCTEA POWE BTALiM 'SIPGE BRILLE pATEUFGE BAEAAEHTA W IHAKA AR pauirs L TR T, g B BL T
S RyTh TR PR ARG TR AEMSSREAITARMAD EATW TRA CTROMTEAMTAA W MDOEPETEMER, vTd B BT :
DIHRTEARAY M R REEHA AL LA Brivcem Boh MALEs ERALTYRE
a0eerbver aremnpf a0 f. C Mithm ronoret cnomie B dAWnx ML MACTERCKMX EETh wink MRRLITON
nopbrde =i Bfe Tnhidnuﬂﬂmuﬁu AERPATHTR COREP@EHCTEA. E*H““Kﬂ”“ M-*LT?-r.mﬂ .
BHRMANKME JCAK THOFRTTH RELUA, WK TROPWTCE ANERORE  ATRAWAE-TRETRIECKI MR RARVANTETA RETOFRW W A
WP WHUMARIHES Mubhy O BEWA POPMYETCR RMIM v EVA PEDANTATOM BCEFS WMAOTAHEMD XAAA BRR-
FOPHIETER B PEAAWHOM TOARARCHO YBnALT) TFBk Auww 34 AMBELS YIEEQPD MOAYTWA RNEMTRA
AF WD 4TD BCAWAR By COTTARANA win coqasl BELET cPrawwdlisgl PAMBWTRE,
WA WA BEREGH, WP B, DIPTRA W Nk AT VTo coEllen Tosarnp i s nvne RAWEM E NG MAC
KD AMMABAD BT ANKEENM TON NN . HO roanest OFLE EM WEHOM YHORWER W30 num; :-”rf :‘-.;:. b
To WTH LT T ALFEME MAEMIHATH RFAMA 840 8 TOPRAR B BARIRARKIEE ‘Tm KV *
FORA. :
P P TG T UFER BTN LTEAD A GrAnGEYRE WA R RRpmAAw O J
WEAOE TAAD TEHTe OFEAHAIM. a1 ASAMEHS YERALTE ECTH HE L L LE L) n.;ﬁ;uru.::_ﬂ;?:.*
QIMETPYAMN MEMERTOR TORC T THA  GFTeewiE RO  A0AWHY HATIBABRTCR B MilER W T B

" AA BN CMCTEMY PEGAOAEMMEL MTAK MATID STERCHM- W0 A TIADA  BALER CHLIADHM.

Abes NAK CHARAMTAWTON WE “ET COCTAAT TRABHEM Wi cenuac me KonMPYEMR Pugerca n H.:; "#l
BEMAILM BEwA W ME IMAAMEE B AR REATOMACA RE- pavcaEs [lMLACLD, & :‘“'4'““'" ; Lﬁtﬂ:::.r . "_I'
Bos MAETOA YNE WAL Frim W LYNTEMA '“?‘ﬂn“tudh BLE aETe
B MAHE EaAHE ARaTAAM NS “w-;T.mL::u:'“ Eé::'.: :;15::{":;:&"“;“ T!DFW{T'{IH:WI

- K T LY 1Y i ’
:1:: ;::.::-. J:ﬂ:::m FALHAGT T BeGn MATY- FYMCERE HEDITD MW RA M |I:':"| " ‘:f'“'r WAL A%
P KAk W BCAKDE BOCTEWSTAR E6Th CXDWCTRYWPOBAN- MICOREPWENCTROM CORPEMEHRARIA.

Walh WIET TTore CTALE MATETRANGRRA FARTALTET-B Auzane Anpenens.

f UL s

EOTA © MATEPARRAMN !qu,:mmunn ALFE oR A AR " EI HL'-.A

WTEETAE SawTUdFewmn T KyABYET Fit ?.IE.'IJ:'T'HM F G E .E” m_y H E‘ .

CIHENIEAS - AHTER TEJ'HHHJ'E‘W“ NEBS Kivon M, B (7 RaR Tk PR WA §rea ey O A

BEE 1w rugme s W Ay TH TRMMEETEA M HIDEFETENSS  wem “-::I-': m‘-"‘:.u.: A .:;l.'::.uﬂ :,:_::._.," .-::': ey
2 o i ;

= aF 5 Cade
e Rt | ATy TR P s F LA N
ELERETRMRE SONLARERMY FAEMR FTIAHTAFHI-TEY ;:-r.ﬂl-"m:;?“:"4'-_-:{_:!5:1:::1-”-;;:- cisnd A

"
MWLM MAR SAEMEATH NSTOPATO TPEOMESER sevsum nim  smpiransrfaETis GeT Tafrems |
= 1 AL H‘."iﬂ"'* 1 Nk i wne RiFbEa '
TaA Ty AP Al T MW b TeaWuid aps SiohmFunke Il-cl-.'\-rlrp P R
. i

RATH
LI
AT
ol 1
(52 L]

LT 115

araipy 1 - H mpras L-H'H-H Balple & FEmni@iiedis FELE frasi T
i
Flaiynpiare |lﬁ-ﬂlli1—|i B Rl T
l‘z.,l..pl.. IFrasrel amy? SR PURA TSR Bl o el
e LG R LT

H.nrrtfu-

e e
bpapnnn i d S P T 1 | I.-T Fesppisy pmea misaTass
i ey AR ¢ e PR TR R e el
Wik oy B AYliaw

e
Myl P FFm TrUdTng Lagquenrm AL G e T dEr) o
AimTe ol Faya] Ras rEPEES Daygilme i d oo ey g el AR
L T 1T T

Frgisispol, Mavessfe oo nrmy

i .:r_p,-ph Pigams Frran
L T e N 1L L TR e LT =

sl mlinl L,
Ml Lawm¥ AT By Fe T AT F e mmti Rl L P
¥ BV bl

Wl KRR CREEE A gl aaEs s 1 * T
rmn:ﬂlﬂlﬂ FRArT WaigaTee NG MEYE TITC TAN A ay BE s i Fealmds & CF P ale
Tl ¥ -8 T . T b ol Bl iami s ¥ - S
H“m!‘ hlrE'h‘H |]_I'ﬁ I‘ -:“‘.. i IFA'W”“" uj -i‘u-.“"”nsp IF‘I.'.-II-I.&.I!-! .'-i-|-'\-|':-- Iu{. Wi a8, g
MCEiL |eiatnees | Argdds =R R AHETE T P gl wEFrlrT B o
H £ 1 ™ (L F] E." 1 f sCamniogfks ‘rine
THER  BaArapt T Belgeren ARETITTCM Wl 1 ' : ]
tenigiel §4 PECpurain  ByBiiRR Awet K4 TIRESEE — 1 e pri S PR ey e
i b et L M e AR TR GATRA R TRBREl 5% T FPmssaid o &
- Ea b FoAMALERE B A PP TR OTES B e UL e - L Y HOERE ol 1 z“ ALy - P
ES L . ; el S it L L G e L
CRTARA ME Ay rifage g mare RTHILE R e LB ¥ P TR ANl ! 0SS e
| & LA el LT T LI O] 191 [ RS
Thanm FoEm @A Wit P-Fllabagari 8l 1y e 4 P BT i _';Il'-:. + I.I I"‘E."F"‘:" 2] .-|. !"1:_._1' L ':_',;":I._l,._.*’.“'_ ;$-:= Aateanig Kb Tu g e
. 1LY i | = Aok 0y - Tl A L P b w0 O o T e g
8 A CLU TR B Ll e B = . - e S s RERA I
Menaaairi, W wmmata at rae e it v vk EEAW Wb TOROPMI O FEAAMYME BTEWATAERMA JA TS waf & fafe et LoL L B
[T D L L PN L AT CAARTRIE B MOTEPUA HET '-'.-:.F-I i B AL RS TSLE R AN - T
yoprtgn Ml waa B e ety a Tl PUsean f are TOPRR EULE ATRART b RATTH AR TED o Alida e r U amand o DR oEA R,
coat 1 oaTeqotefany v Mk (emimers 4 il O, TRUBNEC MO HAMNAL TO AP BUARM MY TR 3 AN e e
:mﬁ-;:}.‘l—.||q|nh=.|.|-||-|l‘_l-l'l-l"“'lﬂ-l Tare el TA RS el 'ﬂ-ﬁﬂ]-'- A mEAEm REAAMIME YR & PEhe L 4 1.

i a  Dmmgmii= W o TaaTe
1 bt Lo | |l B

¥ -11-_’ 9

fig. 3
“From Unovis,” 1920.

Lithograph, 46 x 37 cn.
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Manuscript Division, State Russian Museum, St. Petersburg.

fig. 4

Unovis: Handbill of the Vitebsk Creative Committee I
(November 20, 1920), with Chashnik’s project in center column.
Lithograph, §8.5 x I cm.

Manuscript Division, State Russian Museum, St. Peteriburg.



bias, and his professional training and striving for practical
results were the bridge that led the innovators of Unovis “out
of cold laboratories” and into the real world.

At the end of 1919, Lissitzky introduced three-dimensional
elements into his new non-objective compositions. Such forms
had, of course, been present in Malevich's earliest Suprematist
works: at the 0.10 exhibition (Petrograd, 1915—16), he had
shown a canvas incorporating a rectangular parallelepiped and
cube. Malevich, however, included three-dimensional forms in
his works only rarely, inasmuch as they engendered an illusory
space that was at odds with the metaphysical space of the
Suprematist canvas. Lissitzky’s “bars,” “plates,” and “cubes,” on
the contrary, became permanent presences in his work, their
execution betraying the practiced hand of the draftsman.

In Lissitzky’s elegant works created under the influence of
Suprematism, lines, planar shapes, and volumetric elements are
combined at will. The “war of opposites,” the disharmony that
inevitably arose between surface-planarity and spatiality, was
further exacerbated by Lissitzky's mixing of perspectives; he
constructed almost every form according to a different
vanishing point. The result was that each element “flew” into
the composition along with the space it occupied and the sdvig
(dislocation or shift) of colliding spaces provoked frustration in
the viewer (the sdvig, of course, would become a favorite device
of the Constructivists).

Lissitzky devised the name proun (from proekt Unovisa
[project of Unovis] or proekt utverzhdeniia novogo {project of the
affirmation of the new}) for these works only following the
birth of Unovis; one does not encounter the term before mid-
1920. (In Lissitzky's texts in the Unovis Almanac No. 1, the word
“proun” was not employed once, even though a version of the
composition celebrated thereafter as Proun 1A: Most 1. Eskiz
[Sketch for Proun 1A: Bridge 1, 1919—20, plate no. 205} appeared
as an illustration to one of his pieces. The formulations
Lissitzky did use in the A/manac—"projects for new forms of
utilitarian structures,” “elaboration of tasks of the new
architecture,” and “projects for monumental decorations”™—
show him groping for the label that would carry such weight
in the future.)

From the beginning, Lissitzky rejected any and all
orientations in space for his prouns; he intended them to have
neither top nor bottom, hence his use of varying perspectives.
It was in the logic of three-dimensional forms, however, that
they gradually grew heavy, were pulled “to earth,” and
demanded a reckoning with the laws of gravity. (It might be
noted that lakerson, also an architect by training—Ilike
Lissitzky, he had studied in the architecture and building
faculty of the Riga Polytechnic Institute, but his enthusiasm
for sculpture won out over his other interests; at the Vitebsk
Popular Art School, Iakerson replaced Ivan Til'berg as head of
the sculpture workshop”—made abundant use of three-
dimensional forms in his work during 1920, yet he did so—
and from the start—entirely in accordance with the laws of
gravity.)

This adaptation of the principles of architectural drawing
to Suprematism (a venture similar to that in which Gustav
Klutsis was engaged at about the same time as Lissitzky, and
perhaps even somewhat earlier) would be a catalyst for
Malevich’s arkhitektons.

The practical needs of the new state and of Soviet public
life, which yielded Unovis commissions for decorations for
speaker’s rostrums to be used at mass meetings and
demonstrations, were another factor in Suprematism’s turn
toward architecture during the Vitebsk years. Initially,
Malevich, Lissitzky, and others confined themselves to
decorating the rostrums’ fagades with Suprematist designs, into
which they worked slogans and inscriptions, and did not alter
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the basic shape of these primitive structures (plate nos. 130,
147). However, Chashnik—one of the most talented of
Malevich’s followers and only twenty-six at the time of his
death in 1929—created a project for a “tribune under the sign
of Suprematism” for a square in Smolensk. Chashnik’s project,
illustrated in one of Unovis’s publications (fig. no. 4), was later
developed by Lissitzky (plate nos. 140—141) and served as the
basis for his Leninskaia tribuna (Lenin Tribune, 1924, plate

no. 142). Though acclaim for the Tribune accrued solely to
Lissitzky, he always emphasized that the work was an “Unovis
project.”

Malevich’s Suprematist system was born of the all-
embracing Chernyi kvadrat (Black Square, 1915). The abyss of the
Black Square, its philosophical ambiguity—it constituted both
“all” and “nothing,” both “non-objectivity” and “omni-
objectivity’—made Malevich's masterpiece a sui-generis
“project,” a dense nucleus of meanings that Malevich spent his
entire life extrapolating. Suprematist paintings—self-sufficient
and primary “in the ranks of all the chings of the world"—were
the first issue of the Black Square and its infinitude: “With his
brush the artist creates a new sign; this sign is not a form for
apprehending what has already been prepared, built, and
brought into existence in the world—it is a sign of the new, of
what is in the process of being built and appearing in nature
through the artist. ™ These Suprematist canvases were,
Malevich wrote, sign-projects containing “proto-images of the
technical organisms of the future Suprematist {[world}].”* Thus
projection—the creation of blueprints or plans of the future
Suprematist organization of the world—became the essential
hallmark of Unovis’s collective work and “project” the chief
label for its production (a 1920 Unovis periodical, for example,
authored by Chashnik and Khidekel', was entitled Aero. Stat
1 proekty {Aero: Articles and Projects}).

The “utilitarian world of things” so passionately proclaimed
by Unovis did not coincide with the world that, during the
same period, the Productivists (the tuture Constructivists) were
seeking to create. Malevich and the members of Unovis wished
to comprehend the “real” foundations of the universe and its
“organic-natural transformation”—Suprematism acquired an
ontological dimension. Malevich devoted virtually all of his
time in Vitebsk to the writing of philosophical and theoretical
treatises—some of which have yet to be published*—which
defined the nature of the “utilitarian organisms” that made up
the “unified system of the world architecture of the earcth.” The
most advanced among Unovis's members understood and
shared Malevich’s views. Chashnik, for example, conceived
Suprematist works (which he called outright “blueprints” and
“plans™) as projects for and instruments of a new universe and a
new systematization of the world. The aims of the architectural
and technical faculty created in Vitebsk in 1921 included,
according to Chashnik, “study of the system of Suprematist
projection and the designing of blueprints and plans in
accordance with it; ruling oft the earth’s expanse into squares,
giving each energy cell its place in the overall scheme;
organization and accommodation on the earth’s surface of all its
intrinsic elements, charting those points and lines ourt of which
the forms of Suprematism will ascend and slip into space.”

The differentiation of rea/ nost' (reality) from dezstvitel nost’
(actuality) was one of the foundations of Malevich'’s theory.
“Reality” lay concealed behind the world’s objective envelope,
and this envelope had to be torn open and the shackles of
predmetnost' (objectivity) and razum (reason) broken in order to
ensure the appearance of a new “Realism”—first in art and
subsequently in the world at large. “Actuality,” by contrast,
was illusoriness incarnate, enslaving man'’s soul. Malevich and
the members of Unovis aspired to create a new “reality,”
whereas the Productivists and Constructivists remained, in the
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fig. 6
Unovis seal, reproduced in Lissitzky’s A Suprematist Tale about
Two Squares, 1922.

29



Unovis view, servants of “actuality” (“lackeys of the factory and
of production,” as Malevich acerbically described them). The
rivalry between Malevich and Vladimir Tatlin—who had taken
non-objectivity in such contradicrory directions—went back
many years™ and was manifest at the start of the 1920s in the
competition between Unovis and Inkhuk (the Institute of
Artistic Culture) and between Unovis and Obmokhu. The feud
came into the open in December 1921, when more than two
hundred Unovis works were exhibited at Inkhuk (members of
Unovis were there to elucidate their displays, while Malevich
delivered a lecture and participated in discussions).” The
antagonism berween Suprematism and Constructivism was
plain to see; the two movements seemed opposite poles in the
artistic transformation of the world.

(Lissitzky had been in Moscow from the end of 1920. A
member of Inkhuk, he espoused a diluted, compromised
version of Suprematism. Lissitzky and Malevich had gone
radically ditferent ways, though their personal relations—
unlike those between Tatlin and Malevich—remained intact.
The title of the journal founded by Lissitzky and Il'ia Erenburg
in Berlin in 1922, Vesheh |Gegenstand/Objet {Object], was a
programmatic one, announcing a certain polemic with the
“non-objectivity” {or “omni-objectivity”} of Suprematism.)

The tension between the poles of Suprematism and
Constructivism that colored numerous areas of early Soviet
artistic life existed inside Unovis, as well. It was not Lissitzky
alone who integrated impulses from one and the other system.
The canvases of Iudin and Tsiperson—who were staunch

adherents of Unovis—used layers of paint to achieve relief
effects; incorporated sawdust, shavings, sand, and even seeds;

and are evidence of the study in Vitebsk of the properties of tig. 7

heterogeneous materials and of attention to faktura (density). Members of Unovis, 1921. From left, foreground: Suetin (with black
Moreover, certain members of Unovis—Veksler, Kogan, squave sewn to his sleeve), Efros, Veksler, Roiak, unidentified, and
Georgii Noskov, Suetin, Khidekel', Chashnik, and Tudin— Chervinko; background: ludin, Chashnik, Ermolaeva, Khidekel'
graduated from the Vitebsk Practical Art Institute with the Kogan, and Malevich.

1

title of “artist-Constructivist.”
Unovis's pedagogical system was an integral part of its
work. Even while Chagall was still at the helm of the Vitebsk
Popular Art School, Unovis proclaimed the creation of a
“Unified Painting Audience.” When Chagall left in June 1920,
Ermolaeva became the school’s director; when the school was
as the Vitebsk Practical Art Institute, she became
rector and remained in that position until her own departure

reorganizec

for Petrograd in the summer of 1922 (Malevich was chairman of
the Council of Professors). The Unified Painting Audience was
based on the program evolved by Malevich in the Moscow and
Petrograd State Free Art Workshops. Ermolaeva and Kogan
bore primary responsibility for putting that program into
effect in Vitebsk, with Kogan in charge of the introductory
course and Ermolaeva supervising students’ methodical
progress through the disciplines of Cézannism, Cubism, and
Cubo-Futurism. (This advancement “from Cézanne to
Suprematism’ replicated Malevich's own evolution.) Malevich's
role was to analyze student assignments and independent work
through lectures and conversations intended to “diagnose” a
student’s talents and possibilities.

The implementation of Malevich's program did not,
however, go entirely smoothly, and his analysis of the obstacles
and their causes, as well as his careful observation of students’
progress 1n apprehending the ditferent systems of painting, led
him to what he subsequently labeled the “theory of the
additional element [ pribavochnyi element] in painting.” (In
Vitebsk, Malevich used the terms dobavka {supplement} and
dobavochnyi element {supplementary element].) The essence of his
theory was that each new trend in painting represented an
artistic complex begotten by one specific plastic “gene,” a kind
of formula-sign from which, as from the nucleus of a cell, the
complex organisms of Impressionism, Cézannism, Cubism, and
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fig. 8
View of the Unovis display at the Petrograd Artists of All Trends
exhibition, 1923,

fig. 9

Kazimir Malevich

“Unovis (Aff{irmers} of New Forms in Art): Manifesto of the
Suprematists,” May 2, 1924.

Malevich Archive, Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdanm.

so on evolved. The straight line—the track of a point moving
in space, and Suprematism’s fundamental stylistic
component—was declared the Suprematist “gene.”
Suprematism’s “additional element” was, however, a summit
few of Malevich’s followers attained (Malevich critiqued the
work of Ermolaeva and Kogan no less than that of his
students). In 1925, in his article “Vvedenie v teoriiu
pribavochnogo elementa v zhivopisi” (“Introduction to the
Theory of the Additional Element in Painting”), Malevich
would emphasize the Vitebsk origins of his theory and claim
that many of his students had been “ill” from the additional
element of Cézanne’s painting, and that they had found the
Cézannist Fal'k more attractive than himself (Fal'k taught in
Vitebsk for several months in 1921, and took a number of
Vitebsk students with him to the Moscow Vkhutemas {the
Higher Artistic-Technical Workshops}; though Fal'k was a
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member of the “old guard,” Malevich never abandoned his
sympathy and respect for him).”

To some extent, Unovis's pedagogical practices also
embodied Malevich’s notions of “collective reason” and
“collective creative work.” The most advanced students became
teaching assistants: they conducted classes, delivered papers
and lectures, and discussed and evaluated student work (and
each other’s). Gavris, Georgii Noskov, Suetin, Khidekel',
Chashnik, and Iudin were serving in such a capacity by 1921.
Khidekel' and Chashnik were responsible, moreover, for
making the architectural and technical faculty the apex of the
school. Chashnik wrote in 1921;: “The study and apprehension
of all systems of the new art in our painting faculties lead to
the ultimate real faculty, the architectural and technical
faculty . . . The architectural and technical workshop is the
crucible of all the other faculties of Unovis, to which all
creative individuals, as a unified collective of builders of the
new forms of the world, must aspire.””

As a thinker, Malevich encouraged reflection and theoretical
speculation in his followers, and under his demanding tutelage,
Kogan, Khidekel', Chashnik, Iudin, and others gradually
revealed a talent for both pedagogical and formal
experimentation. And in order to graduate from the Vitebsk
school, a student had not only to present the Council of
Professors with an art work as his diploma project but to
compose a theoretical treatise.” Chashnik drew a “Skhema
postroeniia Vit[ebskikh} gos{udarstvennykh]
khud{ozhestvennykh] tekhnicheskikh masterskikh”
(“Structural Plan of the Vit[ebsk] Stfatel Artlistic}-Technical
Workshops”), awarding to the student who had completed all
courses the title of “consummate learned architect.” Tudin
recorded his reflections on and experiments with color and
form (the latter conducted in close contact with Ermolaeva) in
his unique diary full of plans and tables. With the help of his
colleagues in Vitebsk, Malevich laid the foundations of the
“creative laboratory institute” which had been envisioned in
the “Agenda” of the Council for the Affirmation of New Forms
in Art and which would become a reality in Ginkhuk.

Malevich was the author of a vast unified oeuvre, in which
the plastic and the verbal, works of art and of philosophy, were
aspects of a single creative utterance about the world. The same
was true of the “collective creative work” of Unovis. The rich
and extensive body of writings by Lissitzky, Ermolaeva, Kogan,
Chashnik, Khidekel', Iudin, Mikhail Kunin, Gavris, Mikhail
Noskov, L. Zuperman, Osip Bernshtein, and others spans a
wide range of genres—essays, treatises, explanatory notes,
programs, projects, diaries, and letters—and 1s crowned by the
works of Malevich himself, which were published under the
Unovis imprint. Unovis's published works are, however, but
the tip of the iceberg. One can only hope that the important
documents still held in archives will be released and published
in the near furture.

[t had been owing to Chagall’s efforts, during his tenure as
Commuissar of Arts for Vitebsk, that a number of canvases by
Russian artists of all movements—from members of Mir
iskusstva (World of Art) to left painters—had been sent to the
city to form the basis of a museum of contemporary art. Under
Malevich’s influence—and Malevich had been one of the most
active of the museum reformers during the first months of the

Soviet state—the Vitebsk museum was quickly transformed
from a museum of contemporary art into a museum of
painterly culture. The Vitebsk museum housed the fullest and
most representative collection of Russian avant-garde works—
it had eighteen canvases by Rozanova alone—of any provincial
museum with the exception of the Rostov museum (whose
collection had been assembled by Liubov' Popova). Space for
the collection 1n Vitebsk was tight, and the majority of the

paintings were stored at the Vitebsk Practical Art Institure.
Temporary exhibitions of these works, often installed according
to Malevich’s instructions, were held at the school and served
as material for his lectures and critiques. Malevich, Iudin wrote
in his diary, “rendered a diagnosis” on the works of virtually
every member of the Russian avant-garde.

Unovis was a “party” that accepted all comers; anyone—
poet, musician, actor, or artisan—who wished to promote the
“augmentation” of the world with new forms could join. Natan
Efros, for example, who would become famous as a professional
reader and reciter of poetry, was a member of Unovis's
Tvorkom (the Creative Committee) in 1921. (Being a member
of Unovis was not, however, generally synonymous with being
a Suprematist—the Unovis member had to strive to become a
Suprematist.) In the autumn of that year, Unovis, in
furtherance of its goal of extending its influence to all creative
endeavors, inaugurated the “Unovis Evening,” a showcase for
contemporary poetry, music, and theater. The first evening in
the series, held on September 17, 1921, featured Efros in a solo
performance of Maiakovskii's Vozna 1 mir (War and the Universe),
with stage design by Ermolaeva and Tsiperson, and Malevich
reading his own poems.”

The Unovis “party,” like any other, had its own program
and bylaws. Applicants were required to complete the highly
detailed “Anketa Unovisa” (“Unovis Questionnaire,” fig. no. ).
A Working Committee, elected by all members and soon
renamed the Creative Committee, supervised all “party”
activities. (Once branches of Unovis had been established in
other cities, the Vitebsk committee became the Central
Creative Commitrtee.) It was a collegial body, with no
chairman; Ermolaeva was its secretary, and Bernshtein its clerk
until his early deach in 1922. Important documents were
endorsed with the Unovis seal (fig. no. 6), which had been
produced from a drawing by Lissitzky.” Malevich, Ermolaeva,
and Kogan were permanent members of the Creative
Committee during 1920—22; Lissitzky, Chashnik, Khidekel',
Gavris, Suetin, Georgii Noskov, Chervinko, Iudin, and Efros
all served on the committee at one time or another.

Unovis either organized or participated in a number of
exhibitions, the first in Vitebsk in February 1920, when works
by members of Posnovis/Unovis were shown as part of the
school’s student showcase. In June 1920, Unovis exhibited its
works at the First All-Russian Conference of Teachers and
Students of Art in Moscow. A one-day Unovis exhibition was
held in Vitebsk on March 28, 1921. In December 1921, again in
Moscow, Unovis exhibited at Inkhuk.” At a display in Moscow
in March—April 1922 of works by students from the provincial
art schools, those by Unovis were pronounced the most
interesting.” Another exhibition was held in Vitebsk in May
1922. At the Erste russische Kunstausstellung (First Russian Art
Exhibition) in Berlin during the autumn of 1922, Unovis
displayed its works in a collective entry. Unovis made its final
appearance at the Petrogradskie kbudozbhniki vsekh napravienii
(Petrograd Artists of All Trends) exhibition in Petrograd in 1923.
[ts sixty-odd entries, ranging from Cubism to Suprematism,
offered a summartion of its work and were exhibited—rthe
paintings of Malevich not excepted—under the group’s name
(fig. no. 8). ‘

Malevich and the members of his “party” assumed that
branches of Unovis would be established throughout the
world, and made several efforts at entering on the international
stage. Unovis sent materials to Germany in 1921, for instance,
and addressed a letter to Dutch artists in February 1922.”
Suprematism was “exported” to Poland by Strzeminski and
Kobro, who moved there in the early 1920s, and it served as the
point of departure for Strzemirski’s Unizm (Unism)—a Polish
term that echoed the Russian “Unovism.”
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When he established the Bauhaus, Walter Gropius
proclaimed a “joyfully creating commune, for which the
Masonic lodges of the Middle Ages are the ideal prototype” as
his goal. With its own watchword (the “transrational” U-e/-¢/ -
ul-¢l-te-ka), bylaws, program, and emblems, Unovis was akin to
such a Masonic lodge. The Unovis fraternity’s ritual extended
even to the clothing of its members—Malevich himself was a
prime example: his white apparel and white hat dramarized his
passage into white Suprematism, which carried the “white
world (world-structure), affirming the sign of purity of man'’s
creative life.” And in his diary Iudin mentions sewing a special
Unovis red jacket.

Unovis took as its motto Malevich’s Suprematist slogan:
“The overturning of the old world of arts will be etched across
your palms,” to which, a short while later, “Wear the black
square as a sign of world economy” was appended. And indeed,
Unovis's members sewed the black square, their “Masonic
emblem,” onto the cuffs of their sleeves—the part of their
clothing nearest their palms (fig. no. 7). Only Lissitzky
employed the red square as an emblem of Unovis (in his design
for its seal), and that was in tribute to the prevailing
atmosphere in society: “Draw the red square in your workshops
as a sign of the world revolution in the arts.” Malevich and the
true Unovis Suprematists always considered the black square—
the “icon” and “zero form” of Suprematism—to be the symbol
of Unovis.

The transfer of art-educational institutions from the
jurisdiction of Narkompros to that of Glavprofobr (the Chief
Administration for Professional Education) in 1921 marked the
beginning of difficult times for Unovis. The Vitebsk teachers
went unpaid for a considerable period; neither the central nor
the local authorirties offered the school any support. Unovis’s
utopian trust in the Soviet government’s desire to build a new
life on the basis of new forms in art was shattered and revealed
as untenable.

Ten students were graduated from the Vitebsk Practical Art
Institute in May 1922, after which Unovis ceased its activity in
Vitebsk. By the beginning of June, Malevich was in Petrograd,
to which Ermolaeva also returned; one after another, numerous
members of Unovis—including Suetin, Khidekel', Chashnik,
[udin, Khaia Kagan, Magaril, and Efim Roiak—followed suit.
Many among them became associates of the Institute for the
Study of the Culture of Contemporary Art at the Museum of
Artistic Culture (later Ginkhuk), where Malevich had been
named director. Yet even in Petrograd/Leningrad, Malevich
was unwilling to part with Unovis. His draft of “Unovis
(utvlerditeli} novykh form Iskusstva). Manifest suprematistov”
(“Unovis [Aff(irmers) of the New Forms in Art}l: Manifesto of
the Suprematists,” fig. no. 9) dates from May 1924.”° And at the
end of 1924, in an open letter to artists in Holland, Malevich
argued the necessity of creating “Unovises” throughout the
world.”

Malevich'’s efforts to revive Unovis in new soil did not,
however, meet with success. Under the weight of changed
living conditions and social patterns, the phenomenon born in
Vitebsk vanished. The furure will tell us the true worth of the
rich legacy that was left behind.

—Translated, from the Russian, by Jane Bobko
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