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INTRODUCTION

by David Ellion

It s nod wsual that iwenly-Iwo years
should pass afier the death of a well
known and respected artisi before a
complele retrospective exhibition of his
work is organised. Such however has
been the case with Alexander Rod-
chenki.

In making this book we have tried (o
provide nol only a factual breakdown
of what Rodchenko did and when,
with some opinions on his theories and
works, but also (o give a sense of the
feeling of the time — what it was like
to be a student (or teacher) al Vikho-
temas, or the sense of loss that must
have been widely feli on hearing of the
suicide of Mavakovsky,

Rodchenko was a revolutionary artisi
in both the political and sesthetic
sense. From ihe time of his arrival in
Moscow from Kazan in 1915, throough
o the end of his life, he believed thai i
was the role of the artist to act as a
catalysi for social change. In new
forms and new means of expression
Rodchenko hoped (o transform man's
perceplion of ordinary objecits — 1o
show things as they really were, o
sugpest how things could and might be.
He wotally rejecied the metaphysical
and the mystical in his work al-
though these ideas were current in the
works of such advanced arisis as
Vasilii handinsky and Karimir Male-
vich. Such tendencies seemed 1o be
ilusionistic, an escape 1o the past, an
avoidance of realily. Rodchenko
wished (o express in forms which had
no reference bevond themselves the
specific properties of ithe clemenis he
had emploved. Each painting became a
cxperiment in which the raw clemenis
of colour, form, space, Macture and line
became the prolagonisis, These paini-
ings und the consiruciions which re-
sulied out of them were always full of
energy, rich in their associations: under
the al first inscrutable cover of non-
objective forms Rodchenko enacted
dramas that are known to us all,

Rodchenko continued his systematic
work in both painting and three dimen-
sional construction uatil, in 1921, he

was led to what for him was the ulii-
migle stalement in painting: a construc-
tlon of three monochrome canvases in
red, vellow and blue. The reductive
tendencies of the dissolution of surface
which had assaumed an increasingly
imporiant role in his non-objective
painting, had been taken (o their wl-
male conclusion. A desire (o make &
painting which was complete in itself
withoul any reference (o outside influ-
ences had led him to distill swbject
mautler o & single element colour
within the co-ordinstes of the painted
canvas. As well as being the *‘last
painting”” this work marked his scver-
ance with the lasi remnanis of a **fine
art” painierly iradilion. Along wilh
oithers in a similar position such as L.
Popova, A. Yesnin and V. Siepanova,
he had decided that the arist should
make ari nol oul of inper compulsion
bul oul of a fecling of responsibility
towards his fellow citizens; he should
serve the community in the same way
as a docior or scientisi,

The namture of Russian society had
been trunsformed by the Revolution
and these changes had (o be communi-
cated to evervone through graphic and
indusirial design. The old forms impli-
cilly expressed the old ideologies; new
opporiunities were available 1o all and
g new, enthusiastic way of expressing
man’s relation (o the world had 1o be
found. The solution layv in Prodoction
Ari.

As the decade progressed the innate
visual conservailsm of ithe populaiion
ai large led to the criticism ol work
which expressed itsell as much through
formal innovation as through subject
matier. In the late 1920s such work was
denounced for Hs “‘formalism®.

To Rodchenko the visaal gquality of
his work always remained paramouwnt,
and his statement of 1915 that he
wished to show usual things in an
unusual way held irue ithroughoui his
life. In hiz photography in the late
19205 his devotion (o the unasual in ihe

usual, his rejection of the **felishisa-
tion of fact’, led to much eriticism. 1t
was claimed thai the dynamic close-ups
and obligue viewpoinis with which he
constrocted his pholographs were a
parady rather than an epitome of a
new Soviel reality.

From the beginning of ihe 1930s the
advanced arl of Rodchenko and his
conlemporaries did not receive official
support, The climaie had changed, and
al a time when the Soviel Union was
struggling with a series of Five Year
Plans 1o modernise indostry and agri-
culiure to establish economic viability
i was Tell that the simple rhetoric of
Socialist Reallsm provided a more
easily inlelligible framework for com-
municating the changes that were iak-
ing place. Like many of his colleagues
Rodchenko was wmol able (o comply
with this prevailing aesthetic and as a
resull e was thrown more and more in
upon himsell with few outlets for his
work. A reconciliation was effected
when in 1935 his photographs began to
appear in newspapers and magarines
again and even before then, with his
wife Yarvars Stepanova, he had made
a number of designs for books, peri-
odicals and photo-albums,

These years were difficali, yet Rod-
chenko continued (o work. The groups
of artists, his Iriends, who had previ-
ously worked together had become
fragmenied; some had died, those that
continued worked in isolation. Rod-
chenko continued and in 1941, when
writing his memoirs of his friend and
masier, Yiadimir Tatlin, he could
casily have been referring 1o his own
life and work: “*He was truly 8 greal
Russian painter who, althowgh he
would have liked recognition, waited...
and was prepared (o wall, And 1 am
sure that recognition will sull come 1o
him. Only true Russian painters can
work like this in the shade over the
yeurs withouwi iheir irue worih being
recognised. They have a greal love of
work mnd faith in the future, even
whilsi remaining unknown, sometimes
until death..."
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Untitled composition, tempera, 1917 Lintitled composition, ltrﬁprn. 17

Opposite page: Untitled composition, watercoloor and ink, 1919
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U'nthiled composition, lempera, 1917

Righi: “*Biriaks** project for o kiosk, gouache and ink, 1919




Non-nhjective composition, oil on board, 191920 mon-ohjective composiiion, ofl on wood, 1920
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“Champlons, England and France®', watercolour and coloured ink, 1919

Opposite page: Figurative abstraction, oil on wood, 1919
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Point composition on black. ofl on canvas, 1930

Opposite page: Uniitled composition, ol on wood, 1920
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“Knigi'' (Books}), window posier, 1925
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B o SRR R S P
ALEXANDER RODCHENKO

An iniroduction 1o his work by Alexander Lavrenticy

* Mol synihesis bul analvsis is creation.
Painiing is the body and creation is the
sol. My work s to creale new painting
and 1 have (o look at things as they
are.”” A. Rodchenko, 1919.'

“The art of the future will nol be the
cosy decoration of family homes. It will
be just as indispensable as 48-storey
skyscrapers, giant bridges, wireless,
geronnutics, submurines, eic.”

A. Rodchenko, 1920.°

Al Tirst glance the relationship ol an
artist to himsell, to his work and to its
developmeni is only & maiier lor the
history of ari, bul more imporiani is the
appraisal of the pasi according (o the
needs of conlemporary culivre., Only
some aesthetic values of the pasi are
now accepled, others are rejected. Both
the personal and the Tunctional are
important and when they meel art can
be bom. But what conditions or
problems lead the artist to do one thing
and not anciher? Whal compels him (o
work?

Evidently this is the area where
personal, biographical faciz and
impressions of events in the world
around him interiwine and compel him
to be what he is and experience
conlemporary reality in one way and no
ather.

In arl there are a multitude of
professions which create visually
beauiiful images: painier, sculpior,
grchitect, photographer.... At the
beginning of the century they were
joined by the designer....

It is difficult to imagine 3 man who
could master all of these things atl once.

One may doubi ihe competency of one
man in so0 many ficlds. Bul the reason
why Hodchenko could work success-
fully in differeni aspecis and genres of
art lkes in his creative method — (n his
extension of the range of aciivites
governed by artistic eriteria. Ariistic
considerations were applied in all areas
of life. This approach has always
existed in opposition to o narrowly
professionul outlook. But it depends on
there always being o new area of
activity, in this case design, which
aitempis (o embrace and explain
evervithing — including the develop-
mentl of owr consciousness (owards
nature and ourselves.,

For Alexander Rodchenko arl alone
cold noi  possess  such magical
qualities, and it was only when he
employved scienfific methods fo make
facis amd practical representations
combine that he began to move Torward
boldly into new areas, Science seems
infallible in its representation of man, il
sirives towards the objective reflection
of people’s lives, of nature. Science and
gt for Hodchenko merge into one
single process of cognition, character-
istic of s period when man was
reseprching  increasingly complex
phenomena (o gain & compléle masiery
of their laws.,

Rodchenko's library bears wilness (o
hiz undying interest in ficlds thai seem
far removed from arl: mathematics,
physics, asironomy, philosophy. For
Rodchenko, an ariist by edocation,
painting became a scientific and
crealive melhod of apprehending
reality. This method, which allowed
him to work in different media, became

confirmed through his practice. The
transference of these essentially isolated
represeniations of the world info the
sphere of human  life  allowed
Hodchenko (o combine unexpected
professions — artist and radio-engineer
for example.

In “*MNovyi LEF'" Rodchenko ironic-
ally reconciled these two activities: 1t
i interesting (o be doing experimental
photography bul aesthetics only makes
up about W% of a photograph. That is
why | am working with radios al the
sume lime — for discipline. There is no
maore than 10%% art in radios.'" In the
same nolchook he also wrote than he
wanled “‘art to be invention and
training'’, and that he wanted ““lo see
something new even in ordinary and
usual things"".

During his period of study at the
Kazan School of Ard, 1910-1914,
Hodchenko studied history of art
exhaustively and ithen began o
experiment with many different Kinds
of subject matter and media. 1l would
be a misiake to say that he worked only
from nature, as in the Kazan School of
Arl students were taught (o draw from
memory. Studenis had (o concenirate
on the most important feature of a
subject — the structure of the object/
still life/portrail — and if they could
nol record it from memory, then
nothing could be reconstructed later.
The perception and recollection of the
struciural festures of this or that
composition of colours or volumes
becomes almost a process of invention.
After all, invention Is a process of
creafion based on what has been
remem bered.

(O the reverse side of some drawings
by Rodchenko of 1920 are sketches in

Alevander Nikolaevich Lavrentiey {grandson of
A M. Rodchenko), Barm 1954, Trained s w
designer. Mow works in (he Department af
History mnd Theory of Deskgn al the Instfuie af
Indasirial Design i Moscow,

Untitled compasition, lnoeul, 1918

descriptive geometry made carlier in 27

Kazan which bear wilness (o (his
imporiani subjeci which infMucnced
him in ihe earliesi siages of his work.
Descriptive geometry developed his
analyiic, wolumetric-spatial way of
thinking and also the precision,
accuracy and definition of his graphic
design.

Each exercise was done very precisely
with compasses, drawing-pen and rler.
mow we no longer need wonder why
Rodchenko, the artist, had technical
drawing instruments, It seems (hal since
his time al the Kazan School of Arl he
had always had them on hand (o draw
the finest of lines.

This brings us (o another imporian
gquestion: how did line first appear in
Rodchenko's early graphic designs? It
wis (st used in an auxiliary role for
frames, sccents and then in the aciual
malerial of the drawing.

By the beginning of 1914, having
taken part in several art exhibitions,
Rodchenko had already begun lo work
s an independent artist. His favourite
themes were human fgores and his
aititude t(owards them was chiefly
conveyved by decorative means. The
background, whether archileciure or
nature, was brushed in by large broad
marks. Al fimes ihe development of the
background interesicd him more than
ihai of ihe figures and he would go on (o
make this the subject of independent
compositions, working on them from
MMy,

I'he background gives dimension and
foundation to a composition; its details
are always larger so that they will
contrasi better with the smaller figures




of people. It is therefore natural that
Rodehenko was interested in the rich
colours  and  decorative style of
Medieval and Eastern molifs, which he
collected in serapbooks. His reading
and passion for the work of Aubrey
Beardsley also contribuied (o his
invention of fanimstic forms of
architecture, clothes and poses.

Because of the techniques and
materials he used these are extremely
diverse works: watercolour, varnish, oll
paint, tempera, charcoal are all
employed, often (ogether.

Rodchenko used these maiterials to
trest the surfaces of his paintings; these
ranged from works with a thick, raised
uneven surface (o those with delicate
dubs of paint on ““levkas’” with the mosi
subile tonal iransitions in watercoloor.®
Rodchenko is however distinguished
from other artisis of this period by the
use 1o which he puis this range of medin
and compositional iechnigues. Tech-
pigue and maierial are closely
connecied, the manner of execulion
emerges 85 the owler manifestation of
the material (and for painting this is
fundamenial).

In 1915 Rodchenko single-mindedly
and acutely directed his work towards
the portrayal of everyday things. This
was his wvery first and earliest
“designer’s programme’”,

“Yes, | have found something (o
paint and think that it will be new and
daring. I shall free painting, even
Fulurisis’ painting from whalt it has up
until mow clung slavishly to.

I prefer (o see usual things unusually...
I have found an entirely original
p'lhIFI‘I

The date of that statement
corresponds approximately fo  the
periogd when Rodchenko was working
on m seres of asbstract  black
and white graphic designs and collages
made of multi-coloured pieces of
wallpaper. These collages, called **still
lives"", apparently preceded the graphic
designs. One of ithem was shown in 1916
ot the Fulurists’ exhibition *“‘The
Store™. Al the same exhibition
Malevich exhibiied his **slogisms' of
1913, for which he also used collage.
Hodchenko also showed his graphic
designs, which were drawn wiih
compasses, drawing-pen and ruler.

28 Im 1915, Rodchenkoe named these

works “"Compositions". Today we see
in them his attempis (0 create @
complele organism neither druwn nor
painted from nature bul constructed
sccording (o her laws. We should see
them as the realisation of cerlain
formulas of construction which are
uppropriate (o each particular tvpe of
compaosition.

li was in these works thai construction
was born; born because il developed
orgunically and not from fragments
broughi mechanically togeiher. Parts
of the works puolsate and move.
However the lorms in them are still only
linked compositionally and not
consiructively. They do nol yvei have a
deliberate spatial quality, bui line — the
future element of consiruction — does
appear here, in 1915, for the first time,

In 1922 Rodchenko was preparing the
monograph in which he iniended (o
explain ibe evoluilon of his work. By
ihai iime his piciorial meihod had been
brought o a peak in the works,
“Smooth Colour’', which consist of
ihree canvases evenly painied in red,
blue and vellow (1921)." ““the Last
Picture has been painted”’ was the title
of N. Tarmbukin's paper on these
works, which he read at Inkhuk. The
implications were clear to Rodchenko
as well, when in his monograph he
included as his latest works the titles (o
Dziga Yertov's films and the cover
lay-pul of the magazine “*LEF*". This
wis production art and his works from
this point can be seen extending in a
logical progression through the vears...

Following on from his discoveries in
painiing it is imporiani (o see in (hese
works how his attitude to the subject,
and s form, consiroclion and
appearance changes.

In 1917, Rodchenko was, at firsi on
canvas, invesiigating the possibilities of
using planes 1o make forms. He
discovered that “‘a given plane of a
given size can only be defined in space
by the existence of another plane on it
or crossing it."" (Hodchenko, 1922).
This law was discovered by Rodchenko
gnd pui inflc praciice in  the
iwo-dimensional space of a painiing.

Bui this also appears (o have been the
principle governing the construction of
the lamps for Filipov's *Café
Pitioresque®’. In these designs bright,
concave planes intersect one another

and are held firm st their points of
intersection. There s no  lnear
constroction here. The fundamental
and sole element defining form is the
plane. MNaturally the concept of a design
i# different from its  realisation.
Unfortunately, photographs of the
lamps mo longer exist. One can only
guess how the planes were fasicncd
togeiher, how the lamp was placed
inside, how the lght was in Taci
reflecied. ...

Installed these would have been
faniastic structures about hall a metre
high, the metal lampshades reflectling
light onio the ecabarei tables.
Rodchenko instinctively twisted the
planes so that they screened the glare
from the lamp at eye level. These lamps
spresd a comfortable light around
them. Uhe numerous gaps between the
planes, which were nod all joined
togeiher info & single casing, ensured a
consianl stream ol air for ventilation.

If we examine the work of 1917-1918
then we «can se¢ an  “obvious
constructive connection of forms"
which ““nof only have a piclorial uniiy
but an almost constructional one. The
whole system of forms Tolds away like a
folding chair but does nol come apart.
It i like an complete disciplined
organism only within the space of a
bourd, Here is a linear approach to the
depiction of forms on 8 simple plane, &
rendering of solid forms in paint,
mechanical colouring and a sharp,
linear definition of the edges. ™
{ Rodchenko, 1922),

In the paintings of this pericd colour
dissolves and curves the planes bul does
nod distarb thelr equilibrium.

The same struciure can be seen in his
architectural designs of 1918-1919. The
composition of a design for a
newspaper kiosk is buili on planes and
lines. The aim and purpose of each
detail is asbsolutely clear: the
consiruction here lies in the correlation
and distribution of the supporting and
supporied parts. However the spatial
“folding and dismaniling"® construc-
tions of 1918-1919 were even more
imporiani as prolotypes for these
wiorks.

It is charscteristic of Rodchenko lo
conceive of works as pari of a series in
groups. Even if he only managed io
realise one il was, all the same, thoughi
of as pari of a group — as one in a series
of works conforming fo some general

Standing construction, 1918

iheme. Here too the sense and beauty of
a work is noi o be found in each
separate piece bul in the logic of the
progression from one composition (o
another.

Each sculpture of 1918-1919 was an
imvention. All of them had symmeiri-
cal fronial projections, as is the case
with muany matural and technological
forms. There was alwavs a pillar at the
centre carrving the load and at the Tooi
@ stand. But each time the form of the
whole work and the means of fasiening
the parts were entirely new.

Pivoted constructions will appear
later in Rodchenko's architectural pro-
jects: a kiosk, Hall of Soviel Deputies
and oihers.

When he began work on this series of
sculptures Rodchenko used wvarious
materials: wood, veneers, lin-plate,
cardboard, nails. From work (o work
each piece became simpler and visually
moreé  distinet. The visual noisi-
niess seen in the nailed joints and coarse
textures of the early experiments
diminished and died out in the later
works. Once insicad of using nails he
had a betier idea of making a col-
lapsible sculpiure of cardboard (hat
coild be iaken (o pleces and was held
togeiher in iis slois by [riction. He also
discovered that planes placed perpen-
dicalarly to one another creale a sirong
and distinciive sensation of space. He
had discovered one of the mosi power-
ful resources of art: Yisual Logic. We
caun now see how each work stands,
balances and how one form flows out
of another.

The concept of serinl paintings and
graphic designs encourages the artist (o
iry o se¢ in one design all possible
modifications for future works., It is
possible thai ihe plastic source of later
kinetic forms lies here.

Rodchenko was able to realise these
ideas when he designed snd saw made
the Turniture and interior for the
Workers Club in 1925, which was
shown ai the international Exhibition
of Decorative Art in Paris. It was an
oblong room designed (o accommuodate
30 people and to be vsed as a reading
room, lecture hall, theatre and also for
various other occupations and games.

In order (o make all these changes of
function possible, he proposed a special
type of furniture. At the centre of the
room was 8 platform. For lectures with
dingrams or posters a parl of the

29
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platform could move to the side 1o torm
a vertical plane. A long podium could
be moved out from underneath (o be
used for exhibits and as a stage for
theatrical productions, A folding screen
could, if needed, be used as & curtain for
the theatre, As a whole the construction
looked lighi and graceful. The busic
maving and working paris were painied
red. The supporting construction was
neotral grey. In this way by simply
changing one ceniral ohject the whole
raom  could be converied (o m
specialised vse, The visual Information
could also be changed on hand-
operated rolling bands and adveriise-
menis for books were displayed on a sel
of revolving six-sided drums.

There was n chess (able in an area
specially marked off Tor play. The two
armchairs and chess board were one
functional piece and even ihis could be
made 0 move withoul disiurbing ihe
players — i1he colour of ithe pleces
could be changed withoui standing up,
as the hoard conld be furned and fived
in & new position. Hodchenko ex-
plained the principle which had go-
verned his direction of the building of
the Workers® Club when he wrote that,
“wlmost all the pieces are bulli on a
dynamic principle so that you can open
ol an object in o small space 1o work
and pul it back compactly afterwards,

Teinn A1 DHITQ I*:-_
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I consider this principle 1o be a chay-
acieristic typical of and inherent inm
conlemporary work.™

For ten years Rodchenko directed
work ai ithe metal-working faculiyv of
V¥khutemas according to this principle.
This was a period in his life of intensive
work and also simulianeously he began
io work in photography.

Rodchenko did not become involved
with photography by chance. He had
ithe same aliiiude o the process of
taking photographs, processing, prin-
ing, as he had (o technology in gene-
ral. The laboratory, the chemicals —
these were all 5 part of something new
and progressive. He designied and buili
his pholographic workshop himself.
Photography for him was not simply a
functional process; he saw il as a mod-
ern way of recording the world distinet
from ihe old, ireditional way using
brush and paini.

According to his own words he also
ook wp pholography because he
lacked photographs (o wse in pholo-
monlages. Since 1923 photomoniage
had been one of his mosi favourite
melhods of working; he took up pho-
tography in 1924, And almost imme-

diately in the spring of the same vear he
exposed 9 photographic plates 9 x 12,
which he used as visiting cards for the
rest of his life. The portraits of Viadi-
mir Mavakovsky taken on the same
day have been seen by the whole world
and we still continue to look at them
and marvel al ithe expression of the
poet’s face, marvel that such a sculp-
tured expression can be conveyed on &
iwo-dimensional plane, marvel st the
way in which the Innermost character
of the man is shown before our eves.
This small group of pholographs, In-
cluding portraits of Rodchenko's con-
temporaries and the porirait of his

Below: Design Tor chess board and chalrs
for the Waorkers” Clab, 1925

\
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mother, use the whole range of expres-
sive means open (o photography in
1924 1o the full. They are taken at eye
level directly in front of the seaied or
sianiding subject. The light is diffuse
coming from the north-facing windows
ol the workshop. The plywood wall of
ihe workshop forms the background.

Al Rodchenko's photographs of the
205 are worked oul intelleciually inm
order thal the essence of the world
should be conveyed. Rodchenko ad-
vised pholographers thai “‘{lne musi
lake several different photographs of
an ohject, from different places and
posithons as though looking it over',
For him photography was a means of
apprefending things — their life.

Lepih is created by o juxtaposition of
planes. Side-scenes project inilo the
close-up of an object mnd mrrest the
e¥e, murking off the space. Fore
ioriening allows an anexpecied swetp
iilo depth from the foreground back
inlo infinity. Even then Rodchenko
iised sky as the background (o his
Pholographs, It is light like the white
furiasce of a plece of paper. What
emerges B a silhooetie and photog-
raphy becomes an orginal dawing
een by a ““mechanical eye'.

Ihe serles of still-lives *Samoxveri'

1926 and ““Glass"" of 1928 on the other
hand are sel on & black background.
“Glass"', il twrns out, Is surprisingly
versatile: il is interesiing both tonally
and graphically, for its smoothness and
textures, iransparency and opagueness.

Of course this compositional system
has bis roois in Rodehenko's paintings
and this is one of the reasons why he
came (o photogruphy with a strong
feeling for the composition of a print,
Until the lasi moment of his life brush
and camera lay on his work iable like
symbols of the two sources of his
creativity — art and science.

oo And man is lefi as the measure of
evervihing.

The people he photographed walking
barefoot in shorts on asphalt. (**The
Road for a Woman'", 1925), are beaui-
iful and young, like the new world.
Such perhaps is the future of people
who are disciplined, clever, physically
well-developed.

And the Tuture was to be found in
people, in their faces. If they had been
phoiographed from & usual point of
view, they would not have seemed ai all
remarkable bui here the angle propels
them into the future, towards us in the
present day and past wos towards
IO arTow .

Workers' Club designed by Rodchenko for
ihe *“‘Exposition inlermationale des Aris
décoratifs"", Paris 1925,

(ipposite page: Metalworking Faculty (Mei-
fak) of Vikhutemas, 1926, Left to right: P K.
Lhigunoy, N A, Sobolev, £.M, Bykow.

1. Sialemenl from catalogue of X Stale Exhibd-
thon, Moscow, Jameary, 1919,

1. Malemend il XIX Sate Exhibition, Mosoow,
1920,

3. Published in “ Novyl LEF”, No. 6, 1927

4, "“Levkas™ is m plasier of paris ground (Rke
pessa) iraditionally used in the preparation of
boards for [kons,

&, From sm unpublished letier to Sirpanove,
IV1E.

f. These paintings were also called ““Pure
calour’”,
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“Concenilration of Colowr’, oll on canvas, 1918



Mom-objective painting: * Black on Black'', ol on canvas, 1918,

(pposite page: Line consiruciion, Hnocat, 1921
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Compostition, watercolour and ink, 1919










Spatinl construction, wood, 1920

'!'ipll_h.'l L:imhlrurllua. wood, 1920

Two views of “'Standing Construction (White Non-objective Sculpture)”, 1918.

Pages 4273



Below: Varvars Stepanove (second from right), with stodents st Ykhutemas, c. 1920 |

Spatial construction, wood, 1920-1

Bottom: Spatial coastructions, (third series), wood, 1920-1
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Four “*Hanging Construciions'", wood, 1920-1
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Two views of the second Obmokha (Soclety of Yoang Arilsis) exhibition, Moscow, May 1921

Alexander Rodchenko and the end of abstraci art by John Milner

“As a basis for my work | pmt no-
thing"', declared Rodchenko at the
time of the exhibition **Non-Objective
Creation and Suprematism’ in Mos-
cow in 1919, For a year he had been
evolving a method of painting and of
constructing objects which had led him
not only decisively away from the Su-
prematism of Malevich and his fol-
lowers bul also clearly towards o new
definition of creative activity which
proved to be ullimately sl odds with
painiing aliogeiher.

In 1918 and 1919 Rodchenko had
eviolved a means of piciorial consiruc-
tion which sysiematically undermined
ihose illusionistic pictorial conventions
ihai had conlinued even inio the ab-
siraction of Kandinsky and the non-
objective Suprematism of Malevich.
Hy turning his attention (o the succinet
manipalation of material elements in
hiz painting, Rodchenko was able to
establish & system where that process
of manipulation became the focus of

aclivity: the focus of attention no long-
er remained with the forms themselves.
These material elements tend (o be of
iwo kinds: the first comprises the spe-
cific material qualities of the pigments,
grounds and so on employed, and for
Rodchenko the imporiance of **hand-
ling"" lay in the revealing of the
malerials employed and their process of
application rather than in the sug-
gestions of a personal style or of spatial
recession. He employed many different
kinds of paint, including meiallic and
reflective painis and varnishes, as well
as gouache and oils, to emphasise these
material qualities and necessarily on
this level, the surface qualities of his
paintings also were emphasised.

The second kind of element employed
operated a5 an equivalent (o imagery
and af lexsi in its origing, though not in
its eventual outcome, owed a debt to
Soprematism and (o Malevich in par-

A RO TR
MATERIAL VALUES

ticular. Rodchenko had derived from
Malevich his use of geometrical form
and his vigorous dedication (o the
examination not only of painterly bul
abso of broader cultural gquestions, The
black painting with which Rodchenko
in 1919 replied o Malevich's **“White
on White'" was a rejection of the lat-
fter’s mysticism — but at the same lime
it was also a testameni lo the means
Malevich had established. Having said
this, it & crocial to consider Rod-
chenko's use of geometrical form sep-
grately from that of Malevich. For
Rodchenko, the square, circle and
siraight line were emploved for their
material and Impersonal character-
isthes; symmetry and repetition arise in
his work as far as possible from the
scale of the canvas and the dimensions
of the elements on it. In other words,
hiz personal involvement in terms of
gesthetic predilection 5 minimal and
his paintings are constructed rather
than composed. The use of material

distinctions, (for example a gloss sur-
face contrasted against a mallt one)
rither than tonal or colowristic distine-
lions, further reduced the possibilities
of suggesied picture-space with all fis
sllusions (o personal expression.

This material commitment on Rod-
chenko's part led to = rejection of
stylistic considerations whilst retaining
an imporiani role for facture. 11 was
impersonal in the clemenis employed
(for geometrical figures are common
intelleciunl property) and it foughi
against ilusionistic picture space by
employing the mosi direci means of
undermining it: ai first by reversing or
contradicting spatially suggestive con-
ventions and eventually by abandoning
them altogether. His frequeni wse of
mechanical means for making his cir-
cles and lines supported this exitra-
ordinary standpoint. These were later
joined by the camera,

Rodchenko was engaged upon an
investigation that in certain respects
was clearly an anti-art activity, rejecting
above all expressive abstraction.

By the dismantling of conventions his
work progressed (o defline new means.
Picture-space was amongst the first
of these conventions thai Rodchenko
meticulously and with impressive econ-
omy made the focus of his analytical
investigation. **The crushing of all
‘isms" in painting was for me the begin-
ning of my resurrection. With the fu-
neral bells of colour painting, the last
‘ism" was accompanied (o ils grave."
The linear paintings of 1919 clearly
reveal Rodchenko’s investigation i
work.

A nofe in Rodchenko's hand, dated
September Tih, 1919, describes four
such recenl paintings. Accompanying
the notes were drawings of the four
paintings and details of their sizes, The
four appear (o comprise 3 series. He
describes them as follows: (1) on a
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vellow ground (chrome) (40 x 68 cm,
width before height): (2) on white lead
(45 x 68 cm}; (3) on ochre (72 x B4 cm)
and {(4) onm green (46%: x 73 cm).
Mumber three on Rodchenko's list
appears (o be the painting **Line Con-
struction’’, 1919, now in the Museam
of Modern Arl in New York. For here
Rodchenke employs colour as =»
ground for linear elemenis. Each line is
even and flat without changes of appli-
cation, texture, colour or width; they
can be seen to move clearly scross the
surface of the painting. In this respect
Rodchenko s dealing with pictorial
consiruction of the most factusl and
maierial kind fo dote, As none of his
individual elements ix in jtsell s all
illusionistic no single element relies
upon picture space. On the other hand
spatial effects of considerable elabora-
tion do occur as ihe linear elemenis
react (ogeither. The manner in which
they do so is basically that employed in
the linocuts of 1918-1919 in which the
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relatively closed forms of certain paris
of the linoculs have beem deleted to
leave linear elements. The use of colour
grounds in this series of paintings is
also related to the lino cots where the
line incised into the lino becomes a
lit-ap and positive element in the prini;
in those paintings on a toned ground
{number two i on white), the linear
elements can be decisively (o cither side
of it tonally, The ground thus becomes
an active (one caought between those of
the elements upon it. In order to resist
an atmospheric perspective effect aris-
ing out of this (this can be seen, for
example, in parts of the MNew York
*Line Construction® "), dark lines pass in
froni of light ones and clsewhere light
in front of dark ones. This was not
passible with the linocul technigue.

Rodchenko's lines operate in three
more ways. Firstly they congregate o
esiablish edgeless (ranspareni plancs
that are no more than the sum of
related lines. The planar element in
Rodchenko's painting continues there-
fore 1o have visual density, scale and
spatinl extension withoul recourse o
firmly limited edpes, firmly established
surfgces or a firm commitment (o
colour, all of which Rodchenko had
rejecied earlier as they fostered o read-
ing of an image upon a ground. As in
his three-dimensional work of 1918 his
material is ultimaiely the ariculzie
manipulation of empliness and space.
Secondly, for all their even dedication
io the material surface which they
cross, whenever Rodchenko's lines are
diagonal, as 5 usually the case, they
imply perspective recession. This con-
founding of spatial systems, their mu-

AX

Line composition, ink, 1918

iual negation in a dynamic balance,
can be seen earlier in Hodchenko's
paintings. In the New York painting
transpareni planes inlerseci ai angles
implying complex spaces. The abrupi
halting, for example, of the dark di-
agonals in the upper halfl of the work
by a line comprising an almost vertical
opposing diagonal implies that this line
i the edge of a plane. Lower down the
arrival of comparable diagonals is un-
impeded so that the planar reading is
coniradicted. Indeed the crossing of
both sets of dark lines over a suggested
plane of white lines opens up complex
spatial readings of an aliogether dif-
ferent order, This opposition of spatial
devices was characieristic of Rod-
chenko in 1918-1919,

The third sense in which Rod-
chenko's lines are active is in construc-
tion, for their spatial interaction
implies spatial relations of planes how-
ever insubstantial and (ransparent.
They noil only form sircily two-
dimensional consirociions #scross a
painted surface, but also articulate the
shapes and surfaces of space within a
balanced, negated and contradiciory
picture space. The economy of Rod-
chenko's means of achieving this com-
plexity is stunning.

Surprisingly the elaboration of these
means was for Rodchenko not at all
incompatible, with the presentation of
recognisable imagery, During 1919 and
1920 figurative imagery refurned to his
work im & variely of ways: as collages
incorporating printed images and also
in designs for bulldings and costumes.
Bui evem in this work Rodchenko
manipulates the pictorial elements

Below: Nomn-objective composition,

oil on canvas, 1919

which comprise ihese figures (o avoid
closed forms and his suggesiion of
coptradiciory and implied planes in
them militates againsi the establish-
meni of credible piciure-space. The
relation of means o image in these
works is new and owes much 1o his
linear investigations of pictorial con-
siruction.

1920 saw the further removal of Rod-
chenko's activities away from spatial
illusionism toward the investigation of
facture (*‘fakiura’" — the signs of the
handling of 3 material). Further linear
works, now incorporating the circle,
often contain (as was the case in some
works made im the previous year)
smaller circles placed before larger
ones (o disrupt the implication of per-
speciive recession which would other-
wise arise. With means which are in
themselves impersonal, Rodchenko
creates and deflies piciure space. He
employs means which not only move
resolutely and evenly across the canvas
surface but which also suggest contra-
dictory and immaterial spaces. 11 is in
ihese works that ihe discreeiness of
Rodchenko’s achievement can  mosi
readily be appreciated. The sense of his
1919 statement that **as a basis for my
work | pul nothing'' may be seen 1o
conlgin an  implication of positive
achievement in opposition to ils more
obvious nihilism.

Increasingly his work becomes more
diagrammatic, his reliance upon speci-
fic gualities of scale, or even of ma-
terial becomes increasingly minimal,
The revelation of the handling of ma-

terials now becomes an imporiani bui
incidental Teature in his realisation of
gpeneralised conclusions in specific
form. The wooden constructions, both
free sianding and suspended, evolved
by Rodchenko in 1920 illustrate this
clearly. As in his lalest pictorial con-
structions employing ruler and com-
pass, Rodchenko buili up his work in
wood from the repetition of umnits,
These constructions are unlike the
three dimensional works of 1wo yvears
earlier in that they do ol attempl 1o
reiterate in three dimensions the planar
subiletics that Rodchenko had evolved
in painting. They only relaie closely (o
Rodchenko's curreni painfing in ihe
use of & repenied clemeni (o divide
space and provide siruciure, Planes are
suggesied by the abrupl termination of
clements al the level of a single, or
rather six, single surfaces. A number of
the wooden consiructions would it
into a rectangular box, a little taller
than a cube, with each of their cle-
menis contiguous with ot least one side
of the box. To a degree the wooden
eclements perform a role comparable
with the plane — suggesting the lines of
ihe linear painlings,

The use in these constructions of very
rough wood recalls the sirong “‘Tak-
iurn”" of other 1920 painting. The
process of handling the wood, sawing
it, in Fact, is not concealed for the sake
of finisk. Despite the diagrammatic
quality of certain of these wooden con-
structions (for example, their sym-
melry which s independent of parti-
cular materials), Hodchenko expresses
clearly the quality of the material used
and the method of its handling in these
embodiments of immaterial principles
of construction. Jusi as Tailin's pro-

Right: **Vibrating Structure”, metal, 1921

cess of construction was distinet by its
very nature from that of the engineer,
s0 Rodchenko's was distinet from the
traditional practices of the professional
craftsman in wood.

Despite Rodchenko®s concern with
material values, particularly that of
faciure, in individoal works, his geo-
metrical elements were impersonal or
supra-personal in thai they comprised
common intelleciual properiy which
may only be exemplified in bul never
exclusively aliached io & particular ma-
terial manifestation. In  this sense,
Rodchenko's process of consiruction
became  independeni  of  particular
forms and of particular materials, de-
spite the solidity and precision of his
work. The wooden constructions of
1920 for the first time carry these char-
acteristics of construction bevond indi-
vidual considerations, for whilst their
material is emphatically wood, and
whilst they are still very much the work
of Rodchenko, they are above all em-
bodiments of geometrical construction
thal would be undamaged by execution
in other maierials and by oiher hands,
This remarkable achievement look
Rodchenko ouwl of the realm of non-
objective painting and perhaps oul of
the realm of arl aliogether by under-
mining the personal link beiween the
artist and his work. These consiruc-
fions were no longer only visual — they

did not rely upon aesthetic sensibility;
they were notl irreplaceable and were
nil therefore precious or valuable;
they were easy (0 make and required
little or no aesthetic education to do
so. Yeu, they were still constructions:
culiural objecis, which were communal

rather than individual property. Parti-
cular realisations of the constructions
would not affect their essential char-
acteristics: these were constructlons
beyond the reach of non-ohjective ar.

Elaborate symmetries and the inver-
sion of elements led 1o the hanging
pieces, Rodchenko's most complex,
impersonal and uliimately scaleless
works. Some of these were exhibited in
the crucial second exhibition of the
“Obmokhu’ group in May 1921. The
circle, the square, the triangle, the hexa-
gon and the ellipse were manipulated
into subile and complex three-dimen-
sional structures that arose directly
from the original shape and concentric
culs within ii. The nature and degree of
Rodchenko's achievemeni ns an anii-
artist and the degree of his removal
from abstraction is clear for he had
produced impersonal work from imper-
sonal elemenis, continaing an investi-
gailion withouwi reference (o sivle, ex-
pression, scale or material. These works
iogeiher with ihe paintings exhibited ai
ihe exhibition **5x5 = 25" in Moscow
in 1921 are the limit of his mapping of
creative activity independent of exiter-
nally imposed requiremenis. Having
reached a crucial point in his dissection
of culiural activity, Rodchenko relin-
quished what little remained of the
personal in his work as he undertook
the exploration, instead, of creative
work within 2 communal context fo-
wards politically committed ends. Both
*Obmokhu'* and 5 x § = 25" were
commungl ventures in themselves. Rod-
chenko contributed to both, offering
works that represented lucidly the axial
poini of his developmeni and ihe
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conclusions that emerged from his
investigations.

Small original drawings were given
away in the catalogue of *'5x 5 = 15",
and in Rodchenko's case the precioas-
ness of ihe ari-objeci was furiher ai-
incked in his sequence of works en-
ililed and comprising, togeiher, ihe
“Last Painting"".

Rodchenko's coniributions io
"5 x 5§ 15" were characieristically
austere. Drawings for the eatalogue
comprise a few lines, sometimes one,
drawn in crayon on squared paper. For
all their simplicity, these linear draw-
ings shared qualities with the wooden
unit constructions made by Rodchenko
in 1920. They comprised units single or
repeated in an arrangement thal was
reversible and syvmmetrical in a8 number
of wavs.

IThe painiings which Rodchenko ex-
hibited in this exhibition were equally
elemeninl constructions. He wrote in
the calalogue, “*Atl the preseni exhibi-
tion for ihe firsi time in arl the three
primary colours are declared’”. His ex-
hibits included ihree monochrome
paintings, **Pure Red Colour'’, **Pure
Yellow Colour®®, **Pure Blue Colour®’,
They corresponded (o the thres dimen-
sions of colowr. As his catalogue draw-
ings had described elements of (wo-
dimensional construction and as his
wooden unil works of 1920 had de-

54 scribed elements of three-dimensional

construction, so here Hodchenko is re-
turning (o the two-dimensional canvas
surface and describing in three works
together, the elemental dimensions of
construction in colour. The separation,
emploved by Rodchenko over a num-
ber of years, of colour from plane in
piciure-space, was mainiained. *‘Fak-
tura’" was malniained, however illu-
sionistic picture space was finally re-
linguished as the canvas became @
coloured surface permiiting no ap-
parent recession. That the surface was
one of three, emphasised the abandon-
menl of the “*special" piciure-space of
gach canvas: they were now evidenily
three aspects of a single construction in
the prime dimensions of colowr. The
canvas ilsell became a mere unit, an
element, an object that was merely parn
of ithe consiruction. Painting, for Hod-
chénko, no longer proferred special
piciorial qualities Tor construction: i
had become one sei of malerials
amongsl many.

For Rodchenko, 1920 saw his creative
energies shifl their sphere of activity.
The question of whether he had been
an artist or an anti-artist became final-
Iy resolved through practical involve-
ment in public and communal work.
His contribution o the history of Con-
stroclivism was vital yel self-effacing,
as il continued (o be in the Productivist
period after 1921, where his relaiion (o
ithe role of designer was every bil as
complex as had been his previous rela-
tion 1o the role of painter or sculplor.
In communal work on furniture,
posiers, [ilms, exhibitions, books and
many oiher activities Hodchenko's dis-
creel and impersonal manipulation of
elemenis grew no closer (o aesthetic
eriteria; it was seen much more as work
than arl, and in these works no rappro-
chemenl was sought or Tound with the
pesthetic gualities fought and ander-
mimed in his dayvs as a painter. In this
respeci Rodchenko shared a plaiform
with his more explicilly ideological
conlemporaries, in particular Ossip
Brik who in 1921 was an aclive orga-
niser of Inkhuk and a key Nigore in jis
investigation of the theory of creative
activity, In a statement on November
24ith, 1921, Ossip Brik announced the
renunciation of art as a distinctive acti-
vity scparate from broader socially
oriented creative activity. Hodchenko
and twenty-four others Tollowed Brik’s
lead. The siep by step evolution of
Rodchenko's study of construction led
him in November 1921, to stop paini-
ing altogether and fo view his own

Dppodite page: The view from Rodchenko's studio, Kirov Street, Moscow

creative work as an active contributory
element in the creative work of the
large social body. This relation inher-
ent in the “*Biziaks'' Kiosk and other
architeciural projects, in his own non-
personal works and in his recent aban-
donment of painterly concerns in the
work for "5 x 5 25", here became
explicii. Consiruction had led him oul
of painting. Il was construction with
all of its implications that he continued
io investigaie with tenacity. Brik's an-
nouncement of November 24th, 1921,
marked the coming together of theore-
ticians and the practitioners of con-
struction. The social dimension which
in 1920 had been inherent in works by
Rodchenko and others, now became a
primary consideration. For the tweniy-
five who followed Brik's lead, the pur-
suil of arl was typified by an ouillived
and self-sufficient devolion fo easel-
painiing: the activities of painiers were
considered ““merely almless'". Instead,
the tweniy-five proposed *‘the abso-
Iuteness of production art and of con-
simiciivism as ils sole form of expres-
ston"'. Brik im 1921 had already eluci-
dated his theories in **Art inlo Produc-
tion"", a collection of texis published
by the “*prodoction-art council of lzo
Sarkompros™', We know™ ', he wrote,
*“ihai so-called pure ari is a crafi like
any oiher. We do not undersiand why a
man who makes piciures is spiritually
superior (0 & man who manufaciures
fabricz’’. And jusi as Brik wished io
identify artistic creativity with work,
s0 he wished, too, for the converse of
this: “*We wani every worker who gives
a definite form and colowr fo an object
to understand why precisely this colour
and this form are necessary. We wani
the worker (o cease (o be a mechanical
execulor of some plan that is alien o
him. He musi consciously and actively
participate in the process of creating
things. Then there will be no need for a
special group of artist-decorators.
Artistry will blend into the very crestion
of things"".

For Rodchenko as a constructivist,
creative work was incompatible with
gesthetic predilection. Il this was anti-
art, the tenacity and lucidity of Rod-
chenko's investigation was as original
as il was impersonal. It was an achieve-
ment (0 be recognised, as it was an
invitation 1o self-effacement, com-
munal work and an intimate involve-
meni of the creative person amongsi
the public growth of creative activity.

., 1927. The Vikhutemas building ks (o the left
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56 *Luckily I'm not like you, which gives

me the sirengih (o veniure furiher and
further into the barren desert. For the
transfiguration is (o be found there...
My philosophy is to desiroy the old
towns and villages every fiflty vears, to
banish nature from the realm of arl, o
suppress love and sincerity in arl, bui
under no clrcumstances to drain the
living origins of man (war)."

K. Malevich, leiier io A. Benols, 1916

There is a sirange passage in Rod-
chenko’saulobiography concerning this
first meeting with Malevich. It took
place in Moscow duoring the winier of
1916 at the time of the exhibition ** The
Store"" (*'Magazin'") where Rodchenko
showed his non-objective works of ar
for the Mirst time.

“*Malevich came up (o me and said:—
Youare the only painter here, but do you
know what you are doing?

— | don"i know,

— o you know that evervihing they're
doing (the other exhibitors) has already
been seen and done? 11's all out of daie.
Now there is something new in the air,
something closer to ourselves, some-
thing more typically Russian. Thai's
whal I'm working on mysell and | can
see il in your work already, intwitively, I
can feel it"s there!™"

It is no colncidence that these words of
Malevich were engraved in Rodchenko's
memory and (hat he recalled them
twenty five years luter in his auiobiog-
raphy. They reflect, with the pertinence
that only sudden revelations can con-
tain, the true essence of his approach (o
i,
This interpretive hypothesis must not
be understood in purely critical terms,
bul rather as an approsch o the troe
essence of the artisi's formal aitiludes,
the internal stracture of his plasiic
sysiem, the first functional characier-
istic of which lies in the amazing dyna-
mism of his stylistic changes. (Between
1914 (the year we can take as the starting
point of his independent creation), and
1923 (when ai the age of thiriv-three he
had unquestionably achieved a maturity
and stability in developing the set of
formal characteristics which defined
“ihe Rodchenko stvle’') several radical
stylistic changes had taken place. These

changes were so radical thai ai each ihe
ariisi seems io adopt an attitude diamet-
rically opposed 1o the one preceding.

The skilful arabesgues of “‘art nou-
vean' (1913) and the affectation of
highly varnished Chinese curios (1914)
are succeeded by a shon period (winter
1914-15) of hazy Cubism **4 la Marie
Laurencin'® (theatrical characiers, cos-
tume designs for ““The Princess of
Padua® by Oscar Wilde). This very same
style is replaced at the end of 1915 by the
caleulated coldness of the firsi non-
objeciive works, in which mechanical
piroueties are drawn with the help of
precision insirumenis — the slide-rule
and the compass. Once he had achieved
the dexierity of crafismanship in 1914 —
ihe delicaie flinesse of his Chinese curios
bears witnessto this — he repudiated this
very skill (“*the hand-instrument is
neither sufficient nor precise™ he said)
for the sake of “‘new instruments enp-
able of working the surface plane in o
simpler, more suilable and more ade-
quate way"'. Buot this purely formal
tendency is nol the resull of a need for s
iphilosophical) iranscendance of ihe old
logic of object-representation.

Il we refer 1o Vikior Shklovsky's
“ohjective’” theory, o theory developed
il the same time (in aboui 1916) which
climinated any symbolic connotation
from inierpreiaiion of art, them Rod-
chenko's work, unlike that of Tatlin,
Malevich or the other non-objective
artists, is the best — if nol the only —
example of materially objective formal-
ism; “*formalism"’ in this context being
understood in the new sense given fo il by
the linguistic theories of the time.

The year 1917 siands oul because of the

same variely of research, for next to
wholly mon-objective works, we [ind
works which explore the problem of ihe
intersection and transparency of planes
ns well as figurative compositions in
which problems of mass and weighi
seem (0 preoccupy ine artist.
The overtly futurist style of the period
— Tatlin’sinfluence is especially percep-
tible in this aspect of Rodchenko's work
— i8 discarded a few months laler io
allow for a more piclorial manipulation
of planes. This sudden change with its
declamatory insistence on the Mgural
uapect of non-objective plastic represen-
fation conirasis onmce sgain with the
anecdotal, narrative sspect of those
compositions of 1917 which were over-
loaded with formal elements,

Rodchenko's paintings made in 1918

constitlute perhaps the mosl original
phase of his entire piciorial work. As we
can leamm from the calalogue of ““The
X State Exhibition: Non-Objective
Creation and Supremalism®’ (January
19190, this resulis from siricily maierial
and visual researches:

Works from the first hall of 1918,

A rigorows immobile construction of
coloured surface planes.

A simple construction of colour

Texture

Movemeni of colowr in relation to form
{lor the lirsi time colour moves awas
from form).

A constrociion of calour on ovals,
Ihe colour which & withdrawn from ihe
suriaee plane i reconstrocted on the
avals bul ® no longer subordinaic 1o
thiem

Colour sliding on jo ihe ovals.

A variely of colour and texiure on the
same surface plane.

Works from the second half of 1918,
A construction of Mclo-writing in
colour

Ihe colour which renews itsell [reely
becomes its own objective
Luminescence of colour.
Lighi-colours

lTexiure of colours,

Absiraction of colnur

IThe withdrowal of luminosity (withowi
an abject, colour ar light)."*

Theexplanaiion given by the painter of
his system — the title of the rexi is
“Rodchenko's system®* — may seem a
litile chaotic and almosi contradictory.
If this' is so, ii perhaps resuliz from
the formal and stylistic confusion and
from an elemeniary lack of command
of syntax (which inevitably upsets the
lngical sequence of the discourse); yel
these do asseri the painler's purely
ahbjective tendency, his wish 1o avoid the
symbolic supersiruciure which can be
grafled on to non-objective creation
from ihe very moment of its conception.

“Literature and philosophy are for
specialisis in those subjects, 1 am the
inventor of new discoveries in painting.
Christopher Columbus was neither a
writer nor a philosopher, he was merely
the discoverer of new countries’. Fol-
lowing this, s guotation by Otio Weinin-
ger, used by Rodchenko in ihe same

Amdrei B. Nakov is sn an Blstoriam who bas
sludied and published widely on the inple of 20k
cemiunry Hussian art. He bs resident o Paris and
way organiser of the echibiion ““Liberaied
Coblour and Form™, Edinburgh and Sheffieid,
I¥7R,

catalogue ai first sighi seems somewhat
superficial, bul fariher explains his
g-theoretical and totally anti-idealistic
frame of mind: **The murderer sirives (o
prove, by the act of murder, that nothing
exists’’. This is much more than a
frusirated attempt a1 provincial sophism
und we should noie, in the reference to
this maxim by Weininger, the announce-
ment, x5 early a8 Janoary 1919, of
Rodchenko’s oliimate positive experi-
ence: the idea of the “last paintings’;
these were nol lo appear uniil Seplember
1921. When seen in this formal-
materialisi lighi, ihese ideas seem no less
radical, bui iheir audacity is somewhai
diminished by the materially experi-
mental justification that the reference (o
Weininger unequivocally implies. It is
mare than a suicidal gesiure—as it is de-
scribed in M. Tarabukin's commentary,
“From the Easel io the Machine'" — and
we must see in it the audacity of encom-
passing the unknown. By means of a
frontal artack onthe essence of represen-
tation in painting, Rodchenko wanted io
revieal its limitations by the reduction of
the semantic connotation o a demon-
stration of minimal materials: one single
colour (withowl conirasi or opposilion,
thus in 8 sigie of absolute neuirality
which excludes any polarisation or dis-
course) and & completely newtral formait
{square or almosl square forms). Does
nol this **murder of painting”*, which
took place in 1921, certify, as Weininger
foresaw, the absolute vitality of exis-
fential activily against which the mur-
derer siumbles blindly- and impotently,
unable to act? In 1919, Rodchenko
comes close (o # Kind of semantic
“fabularasa” which follows Malevich's
“Black Square™* (1915}, the first **zero
diegree’” in painting. This approach pro-
vides him yel again with the antidote (o
the rich and formal non-objeciive lan-
guage he had developed in various pic-
lorial works in 1919,

It is not surprising that all the inter-
preters of nop-objective painting 1ook
Kodchenko's “black circles™ 1o be a
truly pictorial (thus purely stvlistic) re-
sponse (o Malevich's while Supremat-
iam; this results from ihe stricily lormal
attitude adopted by a large group of the
followers of non-objeciive ar al the
fime. In many respecis this view is
incorrect, especially with regard to the
cultural meaning of forms, their philo-
sophicaliconology. During the winter of
1918-191% the philosophical symbolism
of Malevich's white Suprematism had

moved furiher and further away from
the ideology of form as such, which is
ultimaiely derived from the formalist
and materialist sesthetic of " Arn lor
Ari’s sake™, an ideal by which Rod-
chenko was undoubtedly influenced
during his artistic training. A1 this point
we can see¢ the philosophical differen-
listion between the symbolist basis of
Malevich™s aesthetic ideal and Rod-
chenko®s pure larmalism, ihe origins of
which can be found in ihe Mamboyant
decorative elements of “‘art nouvean®*
— fthe Tormalist sesthetic ideal “*par
excellence”.

This tendency, which was diamel-
rically opposed (o the philosophical
bases of white Suprematism, is made
explicit in the text by Rodchenko on
“Lime™, writien in May 1921: “*Non-
objective painting has dedicated itself
exclusively to its specific tasks... it has
cultivated colour for its own sake... the
final phase of this wnderiaking has
been achieved with the atizinment of a
menochrome intensity sithin the limiis
of one single colour, & unigue intensity
(undiminished and unintensified)'",

As eardy a5 February 1919 ihe
painter plunged info a new sivlistic
dispuie, that of “*linearism"’. This mew
process seems (o place itsell in opposi-
tion to the preceding phase, o seek
“the total victory (of the line) which
reduced the last vestiges of painting:
that is to say colowr, tone, texture and
surfiace plane o — nothingness. The
line iraced a large red cross on ihe
concepi of painting.'' As 1 conse-
queénce of this phase of semantic sup-
pression, Rodchenko finished in Sep-
tember 1921 by radically questioning
the very essence of representation in
painting in the work shown in the
exhibition 5 x § = 15", held in
Moscow that sulumn.

Omece sgain purely formal compari-
son, one that doesn't take the philoso-
phical symbolism of forms (Malevich)
into account, falsifies the analysis. Al
first sight it seems 0 be Hodchenko
who most radically abandoned picior-
inl practice {in his case (o fake up
photography), whereas Malevich con-
finned o teach a system of Supre-
maiist forms at **Unovis®™, in Vitebsk .
Mevertheless the transcendence of a
certain pictorial practice led Malevich

towards a new kind of plastic concep-
fualisation, whereas Rodchenko re-
mained a visceral painter who merely
changed the (ools he worked with,

A new logic of practice is revealed in
the internal dynamics of Rodchenko's
work. The extent to which the blinding
brilliance of these intuitive changes,
based on ihe mosi elementary logic of
*formal counterpoint®’, could bear ihe
seeds of new expressive procedures s
evident in omne of the artist’s leasi
known works: a long composition on
paper dated “‘winter 1942437, In
order (o free himself from ihe posi-
cubisi sivlisation of decorative forms,
which had developed in his painitings
around the years 193941, Rodchenko
had resorted 1o a plclorial process
which consisted of s very antithesis,
Thuz he produced an awiomatic and
gestural painting that was an amaring
anticipation of Pollock's *‘drip paini-
ing"* and Hartung's Tury of “*eleciric™
limes.

Rodchenko's work provides a model
of artistic development based on the
radical alternation of  successive
phases; this seems over the pasi half
century (o have become one of the
currenl bases for a sapra-sivlistic aiti-
tude, which works as g much more
general level than ihai of iraditional
unitary form, of form in the sense of
o model to be improved™. Thus
“siyle™, which in the clussical tradition
expresses and consolidates the meaning
of plastic creation, is now replaced by o
relationship between different series of
works and i is their juxtaposition in
iime which enables us to perceive the
painter’s fundamental inlention.,

The recent evolution of American an
from 1960 onwards shows the vitality
of this new siylistic siruciure and il we
look back a litile furiher into the past
we nole thai Marcel Duchamp sug-
gested o similar creative attitude in
which sivle transcends a highly indivi-
dualistic approach (o become the end
resuli of a series of inventions. It is
only in the analysis of their logical
sequence that we are able (o fully com-
prebend ihe real intention of the ari-
i5l"s approach and o understand the
true essence of his message.



S8

Nosocrs! TENORHCTS

Markompros/Olver Cramwell™™,

collage, 1922,

Opposite page: Cover, festuring Lilva Brik, of Mayakovsky's
poem, “Pro Eio™ (Aboul This), 1923.

Pages 60/T1: Twelve pholomontages by Rodchenko illasirating the
lexi.

Poges 68 io 71 were nol included in ibe original publication Fuge 69
his mever previously been published.

“Pro Fio*" describes the poet’s affair with his lover, Lilva Brik.
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Untitled collage, 1919
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‘Fence! Hread! Land!™ photomonisge of V.1. Lenin from the photo-album **First Cavalry*®, 1937
—

Dppaesite page: Photomontage (S 1513




FOCYAAFCTRENHOE
NIAATENLCTED

*La Huberhom'® (Beyond the Fronilers), 1930, Oppasite page: **Political Fooiball®', ﬁhmmﬁlﬂé [rom *‘Ffa Rubezhom®*, 1930
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Anti-fuscist pholomoniage from ' Za Ruberhom




Alexander Rodchenko as a graphic artisi by Szymon Bojko

?E, Alexander Rodehenko was borm @i o

fime when the accelerniion of boih
socinl  consciousness and  cultural
change in arl were transforming Rus-
siun society, At the beginning of the
iwenticth century there was massive
cluss conllict and sesthelic revolution.
By heralding 3 new sensitivity for the
man of the indusirial era, the ars were
disposing of proviacialism and of a
limiied and pairiarchal world outlook,
IThe movemend Tor this revival of ar
staried around 1'MMd with the Modern-
ism of artists belonging (o the World of
Art movemeni (the Russian varety of
Arl Nouvean) and did not stop at half
measures. The generatlon which had
losi heari with academic realism and
with ideas of a didactic mission for the
artist had reconsidered the axioms,
Judgements and ideas which had be-
come immured in the artistic theory
and practice of previous generations,

The early work of Rodchenko reflects
over @ very short period, the mosake of
such chunges. He arrived in Moscow In
the first years of the Firsi World War.
He came there after art stodies in
Kazan, s university fown where he was
brought up and educsied. News from
the outside world reached such pro-
vinces with difficulty if mt all. Neither
his father — a stage-property maker al
the local theatre, nor his mother — a
washerwoman, oould have assisted
their son in the shaping of his con-
sciousness and his aspirations. Yet his
adapiation o new conditions i{ook
place rapidly. Continuing his ar
siudies i ihe Siroganov Arl Instilule
in Moscow, he look parl in many
evenis of historic importance. Mow he
came (0 know the artistic formations
nearest [0 himsell lrom personal exper-
ience and nod from reading. Well-
differentinied groups and movemenis
still existed side by side: Colourism, the
Cerannists, the followers of the Ecole
de Paris, snd of German Expres-
sionism, and the Faovisis; there were
exhibitions by artists grouped in the
“Raave of Diamonds', ithe “*Donkey's
Tail"", and in ithe more radical **Union of
Youth*". The modernism of ithe World
of Art was also not yet extinet bul hy
this time there appeared Cublsm and
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Caver Tor s port Talio of lnocuts, 1919

Futurism in their specific Russian var-
ient of Cubofuturism. The march of
innovations and discoveries became
more and more intense, and in the
perind 1913-16 it became more like o
landslide. Unending refutations and
counter-lendencies became a  wide-
spread phenomenon; as Malevich an-
nounced the mew order of Supre-
matism, he was opposed by Tatlin's
Constructivist vislon of the world.
Hodchenko was faced with a choice as
io which path he should follow. His
conviclions and assthelic sympathies
graviluled towards the svani-guarde
originafing from Fuiurism, and it was
with this avant garde that he identified
himself. But in this development he
wis nol free from some diversion;
olher ways were nod at first alien to
him, noi even excluding ihe **Modern-
il stvle. An analysis of his drawings
and graphic work proves that he iook
advantage of various valuable experi-
ences. The pen-drawings and gouvaches
of the period 1910-13, which have re-
cenlly appeared In Karginov's book, as
well as many other examples of his
work known from the family archive,
point (o their relationship with the
formal manner of Art Nouveau, repre-
cented in Russian Modernism by such
painters us Borizov-Musatlov, Somov,
or Henols.

Mor can we exclude the probability
thai he also adapied Aubrey Beards-
ley’s sivlistic legacy in connierpoiniing
the elements of line and infill, the thin
ling and the plane, black and white 1o
make use of their expressive and linear
comlours, We could suppose that this
was the origin of Hodchenko's
estimution of linear values and his
sensitivity to the constructional value of
lime in modern art, which he expressed
in his statement on the “*Line"" of 1921.

His incidental interest in Modernism
very quickly gave way to Cubism in its
developed, syothetic phase, and then,
#5 if in a sequence, i was placed st the
mecling-point of Fulurism and Supre-
matism, in order to stay (o the end true
o Consirnctivisi ideals.

Passing through successive siages of
mastering the current langoage of art,
he investigated various aspects of form

wilth incressing technical efficiency,
Cubbsm marked the tuming-point.
Having shown the possibilities of free-
ing oneself from the oulward appear-
ance of things, Cubism opened a per-
spective lor o new way of comprehend-
ing space and mass. Fulurism was
connecied with ihe cafegory of
moverient. resched by purely graphic
means with the elimination of illusion
and of literury undertones. Supremat-
ism ensured maximum conciseness
through the rejection of the lasi
remnanis of figuration and the working
oui of a sysiem of non-objective Torm
us the basis for new planar, spatial and
colour relations. Suprematism, consi-
dered by some Soviel art historians a8 a
departure from Cubizsm, contained an
imporiani  melaphysical  motivation
which Rodchenko did moi share. Al-
though he was opposed 1o Malevich in
respect of the motivation behind Pro-
ductivist art, he found In his painterly
theory some points of suppord which
wire important for himself.

Already in 1915 Rodchenko mani-
fested the need to express his attitude
to the world through complex geomet-
rical structures. These were small-size
Indian-ink drawings made with insiru-
menis wsed for techmical drawing:
ruler, compass, ruling pen. The techni-
cal abjectiviiy of the drawings, ai Limes
ihey seem like engineering drawings,
pressaged luter designs. At first, the axis
of the structure was provided by a
circle, arcs, which passed inlo groups
and spirals of rhyvihmic and somelimes
decorative expressive forms. In the
nexi phase, the alphabel of lines be-
came more rigorous (he also made the
following aesthelic recommendations
to his students ot the Basic Design
Studio of the Vkhutemas): the vertical,
the horizontal, the disgonal — this
wiis, he said, the material with which
one could put the image of the world
in order. Cabisi and geometrical prin-
ciples served Hodchenko as the basis
for a serics of innovalory graphic
designs sand cycles of drawings. They
included an album of dresses (never
made) for A. Gan's play ““We" (1919-
20y, where the human silhouweiie,
marked out by a dismembered mass,

wygmeon Bojko b o erbile amd ar Bbsiprian resl-
dent in Warsaw. Me has extenshvely sesearchiod
grapne gri ol the tvwmnlies I\ (he Soveel | nbon
il has wriliem 8 nmmber of cuislognes  snad

bivaks aE the sabject.

wis trmnsformed into an ideogram — a
graphic sign devoid of any psyvcholo-
gical element. A similar tendency Tor
using a schemaiic graphic design ap-
pears in a series of drawings on sport,
cilled “Champions™ of 1919, which
was siriking in its lnfe-Cubist delorma-
fion of the human hody and grofesque
tresiment of the subject. The simpli-
city and logic of modular, rhythmic
and repeated geometrical motifs, was
applicd in designing patterns for the
teatile induosiry, as well as in designs
for stage seffings (as in *‘Inga™, 1929;
“The Bedbug™, 1929, and for film
decor as in *“The Joumalisi"', 1927)
The characteristic of Rodchenko's
work mentioned earlier, which was ex-
pressed in the union of @t and poblic
life, evolved with an intelleciual move-
menl developing al the time which
entered twentieth century cultural his-
tory as Constructivism. Looking at It
in retrospect, with reference to Russia,
Constructivism was nol josi one of
several current trends in art bui a deve-
loped artistic outlook encompassing in
its intellectuul scope the whole spiritual,
cognitive and material activity of man.
It tended (o create an ideal model for
“Constroctivist life'", rationalised and
guided by an economy of (hought and
action. The victory of the Revolution in
Hussin, despite ithe whaole heritage of
ignorance and economic underdevelop-
ment, seemed (0 open the perspective
for o real embodimeni of such a disiani
aim. Declaring (hemselves for the
Revolution, and coniributing to the
consolidation of its schievemenis, the
Constructivists expecied to be able to
inlroduce their own programme for a
new oullook. This was the programme
of the Left Front of Art and its leading
figure, Mavakovsky. In the “LEF"
periodical, and later, after an interval,
in **Movyvi LEF"", it was proposed, nol
infrequently in a declamatory way, 1o
interprel the guality of life and Socialist
culture in a Constructivist way, The
piast was linished, and the chiel targeis
for criticism were the selflish middie-
clasz signdards which were ihreaiening
the new life. A typical representative of
evervihing owoideied which, being
conservalive, stood in the way of mosi
developed forms of life. It was no mere
phaniom. It existed, fook on =&
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revolutionary pose, adapied lisell by
the law of mimicry, and was still @ force
io be reckoned with. Yet, in spite of its
revolutionary fervour, afler several
vears, a8 8 result of developments
unfavourable for the avani-garde of the
“LEF*", Constructivis ideas were ruled
oul.

At n soirée held fo commemorete
Rodchenko in 1957 in Moscow at the
Journalisis Club, ihis drama was
characierised by the notable writer S.
Kirsanov in the following way:

“...Rodchenko, Mavakoviky and
others...iended (o create new art,
itnking a break with the past as their
poini of departure. Thelr hate of the
pasi was not just negative bul was an
indispensable step leading (o the new...
The pasi, which meant the previous
social formation, spread fo everything
which was lavish, starting from
ornaments on the ‘plafonds’ in
landowners® houses, and ending on
pink lampshades in middle-class rooms.
These intruded insolently into the Mats
of the new communily.... An ascelism
of simplicity, straight lines, and a
rejection of embellishments... A
depariure from ascetic habiis, and ihe
drawing of a curigin of oblivion over
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them, has led (o mass-spreading of
middle-class art.... And vel, we were
forming & highly-motivated art of
simplicity and more suliable 1o forms of
new life.... than the one which is
supposed 1o be the arl of the new
community.... Therelore, in looking at
covers and posters designed by
Rodchenko 1 see in them ihe leaven-
ing for that which failed 1o develop. [ is
sud that middle-class art has pul an end
to these beginnings....""

It i& fitting 1o develop the observa-
tions jusi guoied on asceticism and
simplicity as positive delerminants of
Rodchenko's art which were consisient
with its anti-middle-class edge. Here 1
shall limit myself to jusi ome part
of i, namely 1o that of the graphics of
the mass media, including typography.
In this field, the spirit of innovation
and experiment was developed inten-
sively; it did not vield 10 ploneering
works made in Western Europe, and
often ook precedence over them.
Whal became a harbinger, beralding a
break with the aesibetics of exclusive
and richly ormamented prinig, highly
clevaled by the Modernism of the
World of Ar movemeni, were the
volumes of Fulurist poeiry by Khleb-
nikov and Kruchenykh, published in
1912-13. In order to oppose “‘ele-
gance'", these volumes featured the
vatlues of “‘poverty”": using low-grade
paper, semi-crafll production with
stone lithography, and with parts
added by hand. There was no trodi-
tional illustration; its place was taken
by freely loid oul pages, with reference
to Futuristic poetic stylistics, They
were  [olklore-inspired (o a larger
degree than in any other Ewropean
country. Relaxation of the canon of
illustrated books seen, for example, in
the interpenetration of words and pic-
tures, had oullined further develop-
menis, They made an impact on the
theory and practice of Russinn Con-
structivisis. El Lissitzky deliberaied on
a “visual book" the construction of

which was based on ivpe, whilst the
kinetics of succeeding pages were deve-
loped as if according to the rules of
film; for Rodchenko, graphic design
belonged to the mass medis and was
subject 1o general rules of visual com-
munication, which meani thal com-
munication muost be a coded sign, un-
ambiguous and objectivised, free from
ornamental supersiruciure. Socon there
began to appear books which still
today are examples of o search Tor a
new formula for book illestration. The
most important were: *“The Story of
Two Squarcs” and “For Reading
Aloud™ by Lissitzky, Rodchenko's
pholomontages 1o Mavakovksy's
poem “‘Pro Eto"" (About This), books
for children designed by (he sisters
Galina and Olga Chichagova, as well as
photomoniages by Klutsis and Senkin
for n popular publication on Lenin,

While Lissitzky laid stress on the dy-
numics of functional typography, and
the ‘cinematographicity’ of the book,
Rodchenko was more inferesied in iis
iecionics, lexture and consiruction.
The consclousness of a dialectical con-
nection of these calegories, and thelr
joint action, assisted the artist from the
starl in painting, in spatial construc-
tion, in design, and in graphics for the
mass media. 1919 had marked ihe be-
ginning of the firsi collages, which
were an introduction (o (he compli-
caled problems of the texture of a
forms: compaositions resulling from the
pssembling of bits of coloured papers,
fragments of packaging, wallpapers,
entrance tickels, cuttings from publicity
material and advertisements. These
were devised from Cubist collages by
Picasso and Brogue, as well as from
collages by ihe lialian Fuiurisis Severini
and Carri, and by Russian ariisis:
Malevich, Puni, and Rornova. The
series of ““fopical®” typo-rollages of
1922 did not produce anything new,
cither, even though they were of some
interest on account of the satirical
conteal coded in them. But it was not

umniil the experience gained during work
on Mayakovsky's poem ‘“Pro Eto'
(1923} that Rodchenko was able to start
on & mature compositton, which was
pol just an llustration batl & particular
visual commentary. This resulted from
o personal acquaintance with the life
and lover of a friend, and alse from
fecling the climate of a period, as well
as s material and moml realities.
Moreover, by now the artist feli easier
with material of a mechanical origin
and introduced photography, which
faced the anonymity of print with a
form of counterpoint — the value of a
document.,

All this time Rodchenko osed the
work of a professional photographer,
named Sterenburg, bul it was a sign of
his interest in the new medium. He
ook up photography a vear later and
this made a greal impact on the whole
of the furiber development of his
work. In his reminiscences, wrillen
down later, we read: “'ln connection
with work on pholomoniage, | became
occupied with photography mysell.
This was a case of necessity, since |
always needed 1o enlarge, reduce or
reproduce. | bought two cameras 134 x
15, with & triple extension of the bel-
lows and a Dugor lens, a camera lor
reproduction, and a  pocket-siae
Kodak." He nlso noted earlier on: *1
was the first to make pholomontages in
the Soviet Union; st first for the
“Kinofot™ periodical, and later for
posters for films by Vertov and Eisen-
slein... It was exactly for that reason
that Mayakovsky wished that | should
make pholomontages for his poem.”™
(From an unpublished tvpescript.) I is
of lesser imporiance thai Klaisis
claimed priority (see, for example,
“Dynamic City'’, 1919), while Lis-
sitzky practiced this medium simul-
taneously with Rodchenko. The essen-
tial point is that photomoniage, siem-
ming oul of formal investigations of
Evropean art (Cubism, Futurism,
Madaism), found & wide response
among the common people. It was the
langunge of the streel, belonging o the

First posithumous exhibition of Rodchenko's work, House of Journalists, Moscow, 1957

same family of material as the Tilm
documentary, propaganda poster,
decorations for celebrations of revolu-
tionary anniversaries, and streel spec-
tacles. Prevaleni in various forms, in
the course of lime it was transformed
into a popular form of art, like a cheap
print of previous ceniuries.

The beginning of pholomoniage co-
incided with the birth in the Soviei
cinema of an original film language
using exclusively visual means, ihe
main ides of which was monfage. By
using moniage, Mflm gave an intensified
vision by revealing the invisible con-
nexions belween  phenomena  and
objects. Rodchenko's pholomontages
fulfilled @ function similar to that of
Yerov's chronicle **Kino-Pravda®® and
also had o similar structure; simulia-
neous action, superimposition of two or
more frames, the showing of detmil
in close-up, the rhythmical use of mul-
liplied elements, the fealuring of per-
spective foreshorienings....

Rodchenko had produced only a Few
posters which wsed photomontage in
the sirict sense. The most interesting of
ithese are ihree versions for Veriov's
“Kino-Pravda'', conlaining all of the
above characteristics.

Most graphic posters belonged to the
artistic partnership of Mayakovsky
and Rodchenko, being sel up and
active in the NEP peried, in order (o
satisfTv advertising commissions. The
need for visual advertising appeared as
a resull of the coexistence on the na-
tiomal scene of the nationalised and
privaie seciors, The real sense of NEP
sdveriising was nol s0 much commer-
cial, since there was still a scarcity of
goods, bul for propaganda purposes.
The aim was to stress the dominating
role of the nationalised commerce and
services. In this way Mayvakovsky
understood advertising and he wrole
propaganda pocms and slogans for il.
He showed unusual inventiveness in
devising slogans and rhymed texts for
posters, packaging, leaflets, sign-
boards, kiosks, and wall advertising.
All Moscow was dominated by pro-

ducts of the parinership, who signed
themselves as “‘advertising construc-
tors"". These advertisements hit pede-
sirians’ eves with a sirong geometric
drawing, large arcas of pure colour,
clear letiering, and an amusing text.

The design of letiering and iypo-
graphical layoui opened a separate
chapler in the practice of Ruossian
Constructivism. In this area, subject to
technological determinants, there was
a confrontation between the rules of
Constructivist architectonics and the
requirements of perception — between
legibility and economy. According (o
Constructivist theory, there is an inter-
dependence between the visual compao-
sition of the text and its semantic nota-
fion. Simce ihis composition s go-
verned by laws of ivpographical mech-
anics, il must refllect the course and
rhivihm of its conients. Following these
pssumplions, Lissitzky, Gan, and later
Telingater, thelr junior, analysed the
text and broke it into parts of varyving
rhythms. Rodchenko did not go as far
in iypographical radicalism. He rather
consolidated the iexi. ioking care io
keep his lettering in sirict order. His
lettering, with its varieties and shades,
i5 charncterised by a  horizontal
rhivthm. Heavy sanserif letters with
sharp edges, most often condensed and
with small spaces, static and with a
coarse appearance, supplement the
graphics with thal ascetic simplicity
mentioned earlier by Kirsanov, Hand-
drawn leliering designed by  Rod-
chenko became the basis for extra bold
sanserif iype in his country. Popuo-
larised in the press, on book covers,
and in innumerable beadings, it now
appears as an historic docuoment of that
time. In the minds of several genera-
tions, this form of lefiering was identi-
fied with the siyle of the new ant of the
Revolution. The coarseness of forms,
their bulkiness, and lack of decoration,
corresponded (o the purism of life
itsell and to the atmosphere of renunci-
ation for & betler future.

A
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1921, Alexander Mikhailovich
Rodchenko ended one career in arl and
began another. Declaring thai *‘ihe
downfall of all the isms of painting
marked the beginning of my ascent,”
he abandoned scolpiure and ensel
painting and furned instead o domes-
tic design, typography and photog-
rophy. Along with Viadimir Tatlin
(1885-1953) and others at Inkhuk (an
acronym flor the Russian **Institute of
Artistic  Culture™) in 1921, Rod-
chenko perfected the *‘productivisi®
aspects of Constroctivism: fe., the
creation of mass-produced utilitarian
objects for everyday use, the simplified
forms of which embodied an ideal of
machine-made precision. Throughout
ihe 19205, Rodchenko devoied his
efforis increasingly 1o printed modes
of communication: 1o books, posters,
and film-titles. His book designs are
parficularly nofleworthy nol only as
examples of the synthetic approach o
arl promulgated by the Constructivisi
avani-garde, bui also as vibram mani-
festations of the dynamic oplimism
inspired by the young Soviet Union.
Experimental **modern’ literature and
book design in Russia date from as
early as 1910, bul post-Revolutionary
activity in the arts encouraged ihe
greatest proliferation in number and
variety of avani-garde books and peri-
odicals. Selecied book designs by
Rodchenko are discussed below both
us oulstanding examples of the colla-
borative efforts of artisis and writers in
the two decades following the Revolu-
tion and s iMustrations of his indivi-
dual approach to typography and
pholomonisge.

As did many Russian and wesiern
European artisis during the ieens and
iwenties, Rodchenko used collage in
order to exiend painting beyond its two

dimensional confines, By introducing
textured elements onto the canvas, col-
lage also provided the opportunity to
incorporate evervday objects, or frag-
menis ol them, into artworks,

Pholomontage dates from ithe late
leens, when it was developed simul-
tancously in Russin and Germany. It
involved the manipulation of one or
several photographs in a variely of
ways, such as the combination of iwo
or more pholographic images into a
single print, the combination of
multiple exposures on a single negative,
or the combination of several negatives;
it could also include prints obinined by
directing light through cut-outs or by
objects laid onfto photo-sensitive
paper. However, an even broader defi-
nition of pholomoniage as any combhi-
nafion of pholographs with fexi,
colour or drawing apparenily guided
Rodchenko's own designs. In  the
words of the German Dadaisi Hannah
Hach (1889-1978). whose photomon-
fnges displaved a sirong affinity o
Rodchenko's own work in that me-
ilium, **Our whole purpose was o inte-
grate abjects from the world of ma-
chines and indusiry in the world of
art.""

Roedchenko's involvement in book
design was both political and artistic.
His work as chiel designer for ihe
journals LEF {Levyi fromi iskussiv:
“Left Fronl of the Aris""), from 1923
fo 1925, and jis successor *‘Nowvyi
LEF" {**New LEF'"), from 1927 1o
1928, demonsiraies his susinined com-
mitmeni to the lefiisi principles estab-
lished for art and life during the Revo-
lutionary years of the 1920s. The
second number of “LEF™ carricd an
exhortation entitled ““Comrades, Or-
ganisers of Life!”" Printed in Russian,
German, and English, this declaration

Cagil Harrenns & a6 g0 hodlan, shoe lves In
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of Visdimir Tatlin, snd early Soviel book desbgn

called on artists (0 ““exercise yYour ar-
tistic strength to engirdle cities umtil
you are able 1o take part in the whole
global construction! Give the world

new colowrs and outline!... Break
down the bammiers of beanty for
heauly ‘s sake...”” In response (o the
claim that *“‘only Ociober has glven us
new. remendous ideds thal demand
new  arlistic  organisation,'”  Rod-
chenko produced covers, tille pages,
ilMustrations, and layouts for “LEF"
and “*Novyi LEF”, charged with en-
thusiasm for innovaiive art forms as o
manifesiniion of the new social and
artistic organisation of Soviet life. His
designs employed a wide range of Con-
siruciivisi typography, technological
und industrial imagery, photomoniage,
and illustrations of new artistic me-
thods and products,

In 1923, “LEF's" cditor-in-chief,
VYipdimir Mavakovsky (1893-1930),
wrole in his autobiography: *...one of
the greatest achivements of “LEF" [is]
ihe de-aestheticisation of the prodwe-
tional wrts, Constructivism. A poetic
supplement: agit-arl and economic agi-
fation..."" Rodchenko's Constructi-
vist typography and design for “LEF"
was decidedly ““unsesthetic’” In s
boldly coloured, geomeirical precision,
which related it directly (o “*produc-
tional™ art. Just as “LEF'" itsell was
to play an “‘sgit-role’” in the develop-
menl of the Soviel arts, its logo epito-
mised the Constructivist forms that the
{visual) arts were aboul to lake. This
synthesis of style and intent in Rod-
chenko’s work conforms fo the dicia
established by El Lissitzky (1890-1941)
in his manifesio “*The Topography of
Typography,"” published the same year
as “LEF's" lnception:

1. The words on the printed sheet are
learnt by sight not by hearing.

L. ldeas wre communicated through
conventional words, the idea should be

given form through the letiers.
3. Economy of expression — oplics
instead of phonetics.
4. The designing of the book — space
through ihe maierial of ihe iype, ac-
cording (o ihe laws of ivpographical
mechanics must correspond (o the...
content.”
For Rodchenko, as for Lissiizky, ihe
pciual letiering “‘en page’” had to func-
flon not only on & substantive level
bui emotionally and visually as well.
For example, large-scale letiering
dominates the cover of “*LEF", occu-
pyving one-third of its surface and com-
manding visual attention through its
massive proportions and hold two-
colour composition.

Rodchenko had begun o experiment
extensively with pholography during
the early “LEF"" years, and pholo-
moniages dominmie ihe covers of
“Movyi LEF'; architectural frag-
menis, poriraiis, figures, ships, and
emblematic forms fill the allotied
spuce, with the title letiering sometimes
relegated to a single corner. Here, Hod-
chenko has separated typography from
iMustration, exercising a clear prefer-
ence lor the pictorial lmage over the
printed one, and his decorative place-
ment of the titlhe “*Novyi LEF" seems
far removed from the brashly *‘her-
aldic™” role of the earlier **LEF"" logo.
Rodchenko’s later covers display gremt-
er contrasis of colour either in two-
colour ivpography or in monochrome
letters against & coloured background,
and the shape of the letiers L E F was
aliered. For “*Novyi LEF'" Rodchenko
abandoned the precisely geomelrical,
angular 1ype of “LEF's"" "L E F" In
favour of an almost fanciful siyvle of
lettering, characterised by ts plasticity
ind bulbous, curvilinear forms. This
change seems to have been motivated

Cover of " Bimmes'", 1929

by Rodchenko's desire to ensure that
the asesthetic integrity of the tvpog-
raphy would not be subordinated (o
the increasingly  dominant  photo-
graphic illustration on the covers of
“Novyi LEF",

The poel ¥Viadimir Mayakovsky and
Rodchenko both shared LEF's activist,
productivist approach to arl and life,
and the numerous designs thal Rod-
chenko created for his friend’s books
during the 19205 attest to their com-
mon afflinities. Rodchenko's photo-
montages for Mayakovsky's personal
exegesis, ““Fro Eto" (**About This""),
in 1923 express the two greal passions
of the poet’s life: his lover Lilva Brik,
and his desire for a revolutionary so-
ciely.

This series of photomontuges, eighl
of which {excluding the cover) were
included in the published version of (he
poem, are intimately tied (o the narm-
tive and styvle of Mayakovsky's texi.

LEF's standard definition of creative
wark as an agent in the transformation
of socicly was reinforced by Maya-
kovsky's memorial poem **Sergein
Eseninu® (**To Sergei Esenin™*), pub-
lished in 1926, one vear after Esenin (b,
1895) committed suicide in a Leningrad
hotel aller writing a valedictory poem
in his own blood. The final lines of
Esenin’s poem conclude that:

In lite dving is nothing new
Bui meiiher is living, of course, new,

Saddened and mngered by  Esenin's
negativism, Mayvakovsky responded
poetically with his own exhortation to

crealive labour:
In life it is not difficall 1o die.
To make life is Tar more diffical...

Why increase the sulcide rafe?
Betier o increase the Mow of ink!

19— FOCM3AAT — 29

Rodchenko's cover for ihis poem 33

depicis & railroad bridge seen head-on
with a black dise superimposed on iis
iracks, over which the book's fitle is
inscribed in red. The disc ambiguously
suggests the mouth of a tunnel and the
engine of an oncoming locomotive,
inviting the reader towards its dynamic
force and rhythm. Close examination
reveals that there are stalks of wheat
inscribed within the disc, an allusion fo
the co-existence of the Soviel econo-
my s agriculiural base with its growing
industrial capability. This alternative
verston of the Soviel hammer-and-
sickle no doubl summarises Mava-
kovsky's recent whistle-stop  lectiure
tour through the Russian countryside
1o speak on poeiry (o provincial sodi-
ences. The illusiration on the rear
cover reinforces this analogy. A
worm s-eve=view photograph of a tall
building (in fact the eight storey block
in which Rodchenko®s studio was sifuo-
ated) forms the background to another
moniaged dise which illusiraies a peas-
ani hut.  For both Mayakovsky and
Rodchenko, these juxtapositions of
urban and rural imagery represented
pleas for a8 united effort (o build the
Soviet Union, an appeal made all the
more urgent by contrast with Esenin’s
suicide. Although shaken by Esenin’s
death, Mayvakovsky's response was,
characteristically, nol to mourn bul to
seck action. He declared that workers
would need the conceried energy of the
entire human race in order (o carry oul
their revolution; snicide was unthink-
able.

Among the many impediments (o the
creafive construction advocated by
LEF was taxation introduced under the
Mew Economic Policy, or NEP, of
1921-1928, Mayakovsky voiced his
scornful opinion of the new taxes in his
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poem “‘Razgovor 5 Fininspekiorom o
poezii (A Conversation with o Tax
Inspecior sbout Poetry™ ), pub-
lished in 1926. Following the venerable
Ruszian literary tradition thai extends
from Gogol and Dostoyevsky, Maya-
kovsky satirised the pompous bureay-
cral with caustic humour. In a phoio-
maontage on the frontl cover, the author
stares oui al the reader while the ax
inspector poinls an accusing finger at
him. Both figures hold paper in hand,
but, as Mayakovsky poinis out in the
poem, they deal in different currency,
Says the poet to the inspecior:

A rhyme is

A bill of exchange

In your jargon...

A poel is forever

In debt ta the universe,
He pays his percentage
In pain and snguish,

Mayakovsky taunts his relentless perse-
culor with the prospect that the poet
will ultimately prevail by virtue of his
unigue contribution to the fulure.

In keeping with Mayakovsky's tone
of lighi-hearied banter, Rodchenko's
cover does nol show Mayakovsky in
direct physical confrontation with the
tax inspecior. Instead, the poet seems to
ignore his antagonisi as he unfolds g
piece of paper — presumably his poem
— mnd lurns ioward the reader, as if
enlisting his or her approval. The rear
cover hus become @ virtual icon of the
Revolutionary period: a photomoniage
comprising a photograph of Maya-
kovsky's head topped by a globe which
is being circled by three seroplanes,

The romantic theme of aviation also
dominated the front cover of “LEF",
No. 3, and “Let: Avio-stikhi'* (**Fly-
ing: Aviation Verses'"), both published
in 1923, In the latter, a black sero-
plane Mies stralght upward, as if break-
ing forth from all earthly bounds (here
represenied by the book cover). The
bold red and white lettering of the title
is composed of the same mechanically
precise siyle of the aeroplane iiself,
**Avio-stikhi™ is printed below, within
a triangle whose downward-pointed
apex forms a visual counterpoin to the
rising nose of the plane.

One of the most dramatic examples
of this fascination with flying appears
in Rodchenko’s logo design of 1925 for
the “‘Federatsiin™ Publishing House,
in which two semi-circular forms con-
tmining the words ““Federatsiin™
(Federation) and  ““ledatel’stva"
(*'Publisher"") surround a central verij-
cal form that can be taken to represent
both » pen and a rockei ship blasting
IIJ:I’I' — un allusion (o ihe artlsi’s convie-
tion that boih the printed and **de-
signed’’ word possessed the power of a
rockel. Rodchenko and his contem-
poraries believed that print was all the
more potenl when combined with
mechanical imagery (acroplanes, in-
dusiry, skyscrapers, radio towers) since
advanced techmology was & crochal
component of the Soviet self-image
during the 1920s.

A favourite symbol of modern prog-
ress was the Eiffel Tower, which was
hailed in Russia as a pioneering iri-
umph of industrialisation and a har-
binger of the new urban technology. In
1923 Mayakovsky composed a poetic
address 1o the Eiffel Tower entitled
“Parizh’" (**Paris"). Calling for a re-
volt against the decadence of Paris,
Mayakovsky invited the personified
lower (referred 1o im the fexi as a
“‘Bolshevik™") 10 remove itsell to the
LISSR,

I'he bridges,
maddencd by ihe trafiTic hell
will rise From the river bonks

al Paris...
Come, iower!
To us;
You

there,

are much more
needed !
Steel-shining,
smoke-piercing,
wi'll meet you,

By inviling the Eiffel Tower to soar
above the spacious visias of Moscow,
Mayakovsky was metaphorically ex-
pressing his compatriots’ uwioplan vi-
sion of a new society supplanting the
ouvtworn relics of OId Russia. Never-
theless, Mayakovsky's lascination for
city life was ambivalent, being tinged
with the alienation and paranois of the
solated individual:

| furrow Paris
s ierribly alone,

i"s terrible — nobody
Arotind me

nuios fManiasise a dance,
around me — .,

In 1925, Mayakovsky completed a
second work entitled ' Parizh'’, a book
of poems that included *““Gorod™
(**The City™") and ““Verlen | Seran™
(“¥Yerlaine and Céranned, exuberani
verses in the enthusiastic veln of the
1923 poem. Rodchenko's cover for the
later book consists of an aerial photo-
graph of the Eiffel Tower, seen rising
above the crowded clty. Similar bird's-
eye-views of cithes and clusters of
modern buildings, which appeared fre-
quently in Soviet illustration during the
19205, were especially prized, not only
because they provided an  wrban-
confexiual view of buildings, bul also
because they implied the use of an
acroplane,

Two other major book covers of the
1920s, Rodchenko's designs  for
“Birnes” (**Business'') and *“Geroi
Tekhniki'" (**Heroes of Technology'),
were also composed around aerial city
views although here it was New York
rather than Paris that provided the
paradigm of modernity.

"‘Ilfurs". published by the Literary
Centre of Constructivists under the
editorship of Kornelii Felinsky
ib. 1895) and lgor Sel'vinsky (1889-
1960}, is an anthology of ideclogical,
critical and fictional writings, and a
noteworthy product of the Cenire's
intention o emphasise technological
demands in iis revolutionary activity,
In his essay, *‘Konstruktivizm | Soisia-
lizm** {**Constructivism and Social-
ism""), Zelinsky explains that the title
of the anthology is a transliteration of
the English word **Business' (which in
Russian is “delo"), which he cites as
the **lifestyle’” of conlemporary Amer-
icun capitalism, manifested in the
“hooting machines™ of indusiry that
strain man’s energy in order 1o gEner-
ate profits. True progress, however,
cin ‘nnl]f be approached through
“Socialist business,” organised ac-
cording (o Construciivisi principles of
collectivity and necessity,

Rodchenko's cover design  duly

plludes 1o Zelinsky's ideas concerning
ihe greal physical and urban polential
of 2 business cenire.
The large scale and bold placement of
the anthology's title above the photo-
moniage, and the publisher's name and
date below it, recall the prinfed agii-
prop  devices (posters, commercial
signs, political slogans) thalt were
highly visible in Soviel citles during the
19205,

The detective story with an American
theme or hero was @ popular exlension
of the Russian mania for urban Amer-
ica. More or less the equivalent of an
American dime-store movel, Marielia
Shaginian's**Jim Dollar" sagain * “Mess
Mend: ili lanki v Petrograde (*‘Mess
Mend: or a Yankee in Petrograd®') is
an exciting mystery series (that com-
hines Russian enthusiasm for the vigor-
ous pace of American life with typical
soviel satire aimed a1 American capi-
julism and bourgeois lifesivle. Rod-
chenko's varioosly coloured photo-
monigges for ihe **Mess Mend'" series
are among the mosi imaginative pro-
ductions of ihe 1920s.

A different photomoniage illustrates
(he theme of each number in the **Mess
Mend™" series. All of the covers are
dominated by images of mysiery and
danger, such as a sinister black hand, a
licking bomb, or human figures poised
in tense confrontation. The individual
components of the montages, and their
juxiaposition on ithe cover, tend lo-
wards the bizarre and the incongruous:
for example, & colossal dinosaur, a
modern pockel walch, and a man's
head, all roughly the same sire. A
viried assorimeni of machines, wve-
hicles, buildings, animals and human
beings is assembled (o create 8 compo-
site view of the modern world. The
seemingly irrational relationships of
scale, disjunciure of anatomy, and
frenzied activity presented on each
cover convey the excitement, intensity
and dynamism of “Mess Mend'". As
the film director. Lev Kuleshov (1899
1970 remarked, **In detective litera-
ture, and more so in the American
detective scenario, the fundamental
clement of the plol is an inlensity in the
development of the action, the

Logotype lor ** Federatsiia®" publishing howse, 1925
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HE dynamism of construction....”

The rear covers of this “*Jim Daollar'
serics are equally complex, funcltioning
a5 independent iypographical designs
as well as relating thematically 6o the
text. The back cover of Number 10,
“Veryw soveln” (“Explosion of the
Soviet™") illustrates this poini. A large
clockface and quesiion mark enforce
ihe suspense cregied om the fromt
cover's pholomontage of a Soviel
meeting and a tlicking bomb, The vary-
ing scale, tyvpeface and placement of
the title lettering that surrounds ihe
clock enhance the sense of expeciancy.

In his use of Constructivist lettering,
non-ohjective elements, spatial dynam-
ism, photography, photomontage, and
bold colowr, Rodchenko joined Lis-
sitzky in creating a graphic revolution
thal exploited the printed lelter or
word both as an independent wnit of
design and 4@ narrative elemeni.

Rodchenko's design  for Maya-
kovsky's ““No. 5 (an abbreviation for
the Russian, Novye stikhi — ““New
Verses'") presents the title lettering in o
bold and emphatic manner. Large scale
and conirasiing backing colours
transcend any purely verbal funciion
and jdeniifly ihis i(vpography as
significant graphic design in i3 own
right. Liszitzky's design of the froni
cover of Mavakovsky's book Khoro-
shol (“Fine™"), a poetic celebration of
the tenth anniversary of the Revolution,
employs  the same (vpographical
approach: precise letlering, boldly
printed in black and red with white,
However, ithe leiters are amanged so
that they hover on an undifferentinted
white background, thereby suggesting
ihe indeierminable spatial extension
thai Lissiizky had formulaied in his
“Prouns’ as early as 1919, In conirasi,
Rodchenko's red and black rectangles
provide his letters with a  solid
backdrop, against which they appear as

bolder, more sutonomous graphic ele-
menis. The fact that the titde had
already been abbreviated by Mavakov-
sky may well have infuenced
Rodchenko in his decision o treat it
primarily as typographical, rather than
anarrative, image,

With these innovative designs,
Rodchenko and Lissitzky extended the
traditionally passive cxperience of
typography to include kinetlc and
dynamic elements. This new dimension
b especially evident in Rodchenka's
cover designs Tor Mikolal Aseev's (| 1859-
1%63) 1923 publication of *‘lzbran:
Slikhi™" (**The Choice: Yerses'") and for
Muayakovsky's “Toda | obraino™
(" There and Back ™) published in 1930,
the vear of the poei’s suicide. In
the earlier composition, Rodchenko
opposes the colours and directions of
the collection’s title and the author's
name. ““lzbran™ is wrilten in orange
letters that can be read only by turning
the book ninety degrees (o the right,
whereas (he black lettersof **N. Aseev™
are superimposed onto the title and read
verfically down the fronl cover. This
manipulation of the visual experience
through u kinetic reaction — whether
real or implied is a basic principle of
Constructivisi design.

Mayakovsky's poem is bound within
one of the most striking covers ever
produced. Four black  pointed
elemients, arranged vertically, dominate
both covers. Two horizontal red bands
that run across the covers unify the four
black “‘arrows", thereby integrating
them into the book's basic horizontal
formai. The fromi cover is Turther
enlivened by the title typography: a
conmeciive “i"" {and) relates “‘tuda™
(there) and “‘obratno’ (back) both
narratively and visually, its assymetri-
cal, curvilinear form contrasting with
the otherwise rigid letiering, and
establishing a continuous rhyihm {hai
leads the eve both vertically and
horizonially.

Lefi: Front and back cover of ¥. Maya-
kovsky s poem, **To Sergel Esenin®', 1926,

Opposite page, lefi to right: Covers of
“Eyphilis,

Mayakovskys 1924;

Ehrenburg's ** Materalisation of Fantasy™,

1927; and Plavakovsky's ** A Conversation
with 8 Tax Inspecior about Poetry™, 1926,

When the Soviet Union made s
“international début™ st the 1925
Exposition Universelle des  Aris
decoratifs el indusiriels in Paris, it was
Rodchenko's cover for the USSR's
decorative  arts  calaloguwe  thai
introduced new Russian design (o an
eager audience in the Wesi. Reciangular
panels in red, black and grev form a
Constructivist background (o the bold
red letiers “*URSS" rendered even more
prominent by the clarity of their forms
und diagonal alignment. In his designs
for Sergel Tret'iakov's (1892-1939)
“Den Shi-Khoa: Bio-Interview™, pub-
lished in 1930, Rodchenko demonsi-
rated that Constructivist graphics and
ivpography could be continued
elffectively from the cover throughout
the text. Dedicated to ihe new China,
Tret'iakov's book recounts the auihor's
own experiences in the Far Easiazif ina
tour conducted by a guide named **Den
Shi-Khua'. Rodchenko emphasised the
book s numerous documentary photo-
graphs with non-objective configurat-
lons of borzonial, wvertical and
diagonal lines that clearly separate
illustration and text while reflecting
geomeiric design-elements that appear
within the pictures. These linear forms
also  appear  independenily, as
Constructivist clichés al the beginning
and end of each chapier. When used Tor
chapter headings, these designs
surround bold-face ivpe in order 1o
command visual atfention (the letiers
recall *LEF's™ typographical design in
everything but their small scale). At the
conclusion of every chapter, the linear
patierns are scl with graphic precision
en page along rhyvthmic, sometimes
diagonal, axes characieristic of Russian
avani-garde ari.

Even as late as 1930, the heritage of
Constructivism — peomelry, clarity,
and rhythm — remained u vigerous
element in Kodchenko's book design.

Photomoniage and superimposed
cuposures marked many of Hod-
chenko's book covers of the 1920s. For
exnmple, an undaied photograph from
that period shows both a fronial and a
profile view of o man. This double
cxposure relies on tonal contrasls as
well as vadations of pose to distinguish
the two images. The result s an
extended physical and psychological
defimition of the subject, which,
sccording fo the Formalist critic Viktor
shklovsky (b. 1) approaches the
fourth dimension. Rodchenko used
underexposure and pholomontage in
his cover design for Mavakovsky's
“EillisT (Syphilis) of 1926 and for [Via
Ehrenburg’s (1861-19%67) **Materializ-
aisiin Fantastiki™ (The Muaterialisation
of Fantasy) of 1927, The cover poriraii
for “*Siflis"" is so heavily underexposed
that it appears to be a pholo-negative.
Fhe forms are seen as black shadows
and bright light rther than as solid
shapes, an cerie, unnaiural effect that is
retnforced by ihe superimposition of a
disc of light across the head, over which
Rodchenko has projecied a horizonial
hand containing the title. The choice of
tille was no doubt motivaled by
Mayakovsky's anti-bourgeois stance:
slso, “‘siflis"* rhymes with Tiflis, the
home of **Fakknign™ Publishers and a
hothed of Russian avani-garde activity
lollowing the Revolulion.

Un the cover of **Materializatsiia
Faniastiki'', beams of light cross a
portrail head, transforming it from an
anonymous [ace inlo the subjeci of
Kodchenko's design. The luminous
rays, which are printed in red, seem to
emanaic from the tille printed to the left
o1 the illusiration, alsa in  red.
Rodchenko thus demonsirated the
‘'materialization of faniasy'’ { i.e., the
function of film itself) in this static
Piclorial suggestion of the cinematic
Process,
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Along with oiber revolutionary arlisis
in Russia, Rodchenko considered film
an essenlial medium for Soviel psyeho-
logical and social expression. Film was

regarded first by  the Russian
avani-garde and later hy Soviel
officialdom as the only ar form

appropriate to modern life. As early as
1913, Mayakovsky claimed: ““The
theater moves fowards s own
destruction and must hand over its
heritage (o the cinema. And the cinema
indostey, hranching away from the
naive realism and snifice of Chekhoy
and Gorky, opens the door (o a theater
of the fluture — linked to the anl of the
acior,” Beginning in 1922, Rod-
chenko  designed  titles  for  the
“kino-Pravda™ docomentarnies on the
USSR, directed by [Dxiga Yeriow
(1896-1954). Ehrenburg’s theoretical
history of film offered Rodchenko
another opportunity to manifest his
pronounced affinliy  for clremato-
graphic lechnigues.

Three=dimensional cul-out figures
and animals that Rodehenko designed
for Tret'iakov's children's  book
“Samozveri®® further extend these
principles of spatial dynamism and
movement. The slmost sculptural,
angular forms of the characters
agpressively  challenge  ithe  fwoe
dimensional guality of the book, and
the plays of their shadows en page
energizes ihebackground and projects
ihe book-space inlo an almost theatrical
selling.

Rodchenko ulso designed film posters
and used cinematic effects in his own
photography . an aspect of his work that
was strengihened by his Triendship with
Yertov and his acquaintance with
Kuleshov and Sergei  Eisensiein
(1291-1948). He also designed books
for “*Kino-pechat’’ (The Film Press),
which had published *“Materializaixiia
Fantastiki’”, and in 1936 collaborated
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wilh his wile Siepanova on the cover 87
and layoui of a volume on the Soviet

cinema, prodoced by VYOKS, the
Russian agency for publication and
disiribuiion of information on the
Soviet Union abroad. In this later
book, pholographs are printed on the
covers and Interior in the form of
filmstrips. On the front endpaper a
porirait of Lenin is repested several
times within a lilm-strip format over
which a red Mag has been monlaged. A
dig-cut  fold-oui  photograph of a
cingmatographer's conflerence includes
a “‘see-through’” opening that reveals a
portrail of Stalin from a photograph on
the following page. A lissue overlay
with a silver-leaf profile of Stalin also
coniains his pronowncements on the
importance of cinema, printed in red.
The lightweight paper acls as a recessive
foil for ihe ifaciile qualities of ihe
silvered  illustration and the red
ivpography. The assymetrical place-
ment of iy pographical chapter headings
and photographs en page make this
book one of the latest-known examples
of an innovative formail derived from
the Constructivisis®  experimental
approaches.

Sowhere gre such fechnigues more
evident than in one of the mos
extrnordinary productions of the 19.30s:
ihe publication of English, German,
French, and Spanish editions of the
perindical “S5SH  na stroike™”
("*USSR in Construction’’). Edited by
Maxim Gorky (1868-1936) and a
collective board, ihe magazine was
organised to presend the varied facets of
the Soviet Union, covering such iopics
as ihe ouvilving republics, individual
indusiries, and the military. Rodchenko
and Stepanova collaborated on the
design of several issues between 1933
and 1940, Geometiric photo-formula-
fions emphasize their subjecis: for
example, @ triangular pholograph



shows a horse pulling a tractor, which is
aligned aguinst the frame of the
hypotenuse, therehy conveying a sense
of motion and distance from the
photograph onto the page (MNo. 8,
1934); and a photograph of runners is
sel in page dingonally, as a wvisual
expression of the subjects” dynamic
activity (MNo. 11-12, 193B). These
photographs are accompanied by
large-ivpe captions, whose messages are
exclamatory and oplimistic in  the
tradition of “*LEF' and **Novyi LEF"'.
Enlarged or telescopic views and
unexpecied vaniage points of photo-
graphs ihai appearcd in many of
Rodchenko's periodical designs reflect
Rodchenko’s experiments in phoio-

graphy from the mid-1920s on.
Although the siress on  so-called
“factography’" promulgated in the

lnter issues of “*Movyl LEF had been
extended during the 1930s into official
pressure for straighiforward reportage,
Hodchenko nevertheless continued to
produce book designs that portraved
Soviet life through artistic means. Of

special mote s the exaggerated
perspective in his pholographs and
montages for “*Novvi LEF" and

“USSR  in Construction™. Here
Rodchenko wused worm's-eve and
hird"s-e¥e views in order 1o manipulate
the reader’s visual experience. By
removing the subject from lis logical
conlext, Rodechenko locuses atlention
on the integral formal elements of the
image. For example, the repetition of
apariment balconies or frees empha-
sises the intrinsic rhythm of ordinary
objects and also suggesis the cinematic
process. Serial images of this sort —
reminiscent of Mim sirips — alternaie in
Rodchenko's work with close-up views

S8 of human objects, observed with the

imtensity of a “‘camera-eye’ that
embody his personal interpretation of
the Soviel vision of a future constructed
wilh human resources.

Rodchenko did nol suffer the harsh
fate encountered by many of his
avanl-garde compatriots, whose work
was condemned outright or cruelly
ignored — for **incomprehensibility to
the masses’". Because of ihe clarity of
his ivpographic design, and the faciual
basiz of his pholographic experimenis,
Rodchenko’s work was more adaptable
than the non-objective arl of Tailin,
Malevich (1878-1935). and others, to
increasingly siringent official demands

for artists to produce “‘a  troe
historically concrete depiction of
reality...combined with the task of

ideslogical transformation and educa-
tion of the workers in the spirit of
Socialism®.

Although many of Rodchenko's
pholomoniages manifested suspect

experimental or *artistic’” aspecis, and

therefore were nol thought suitable for
a popular readership in Russia during
the 1930s, many of his pholographs
were suilable for various propagan-
distic books and jowrnals, notably
“USSR in Construction™. By 1940,
when Hodchenko and Siepanova
designed a special issue of “USSR in
Construction™ devoled 10 Maya-
kovsky, Rodchenko's career as 28 book
designer had virtually come (o an end.
He continued (o produce phoiographs
and posiers, yvel ithese were far less
adveniurcus and innovative than his
earlier works. lromically, he also
relurned (o painting, the arl which he
had abandoned in 1921 in favour of
industrial design and ""Comfot""
(Communisi-Fulurist) publications.

As eurly as 1923, in the premiere bsue
of “LEF", Ossip Brik had wrillen:
“Rodchenko i patient. He will waii:
meanwhile he is doing what he can — he
i= revolotionising taste, clearing ihe
ground for the future nonacsihetic, bui
useful material culture.” Rodchenko
had, indeed, revolutionised taste,
guiding it towards more functional,
proletarian, and Constructivist con-
cepis. Ultimately, however, reactionary
culiural policies and the imposition of
Social Kealism as the one official style,
following government decrees of
1933134, effectively suppressed
Constructivism,. Even though he was
denied proper credil for having
achieved a  revolulionary  ariform,
Rodchenko's contribution to twentieth
century design remains significant, noi
only within the context of Soviel design,
bul as a progenitor of principles which
have formed our own artistic heritage in
the West today,




Ossip Brik

() Photography pushes painting aside.
Painting resisis and is deiermined not
io capitulaie. This & how the baiile
must be interpreted which started a
hundred years ago when the camera
wus invented and which will oaly end
when photography has finally pushed
painting out of the place it held in daily
life. The photographers” motlo was:
precision, speed, cheapness. These
were their advaniages. Here they could
compele with painters. Particularly in
the case of portraits. Even ihe mosi
gifled painter cannol schieve the de-
gree of faithful reproduction of which
the eamera is capable. Even the guick-
esl painter cannol supply a porirail
within minuies. The cheapest painting
s more expensive than the most expen-
sive photograph, Afier porirails land-
scapes were f(ackled, reproductions,
genre pictures. And all had the same
advertisemeni: precision, speed, cheap-
ness. The painters recognised the dan-
ger. The success of pholography was
ennrmous. Immediate steps had (o be
iaken. A stromger counter-attack
mounied.

Cheapness and specd could hardly be
Tought. The camera works more cheap-
Iy and quickly. Precision can be dis-
puted, So this was where the attack was
cenlred.

Photography is not coloured. Paint-
ing is. This means that painting repro-
duces an object more faithTully and is
without rival in this respect.

This is how the painters argue. And
the consumer had (o be convinced of
this. Bui ihe painters were wrong and
many are still wrong today.

It is true that in life we do see objects
in colour. And a painting reproduces
these objects by means of colours. But
these are different from nature, nol
identical with her. Painting cannod
trunspose real colowrs, il can only copy
— maore or less approximately — o tini
we se€ in nature. And the problem is
nod how (alented a painter is, but is
basic 1o the very nature of his or her
work. The colour media with which s
painter works (oil, watercolour, size)
have a different effect on our eves than

A WY
PHOTOGRAPHY VERSUS PAINTING

This article first appesred in *“Sovelskol Folo™, No. 2, 1926

the mys of light which give diverse
colours to objects. However much the
painter tries 5/ he cannol go bevond the
narrow limitz of the paletie. 5 he can-
nol give @ picture those colours —
cither in guality or in quaniity — which
objects possess in reality.

Photography does not yel reproduce
exacl colouring, but at least it does not
Talsify an object by giving it ithe wrong
colours. And this is an advaniage noi
io be underestimaled.

The most sensitive and progressive
painters have long since grasped thai
precision of colour reproduction s not
ol all ensy and that the principles of
painterly colouring are nol identical
with those of reality. So they declared;
“Precision & nol the ultimaie aim."”

The painter’s task certainly does nol
consisl in showing an ohject as i is bui
rather in recreating it in a painling
pecording to differeni. purely painterly
luws. What do we care for how an
object looks? Lei observers and pho-
tographers deal with thai, we — ihe
painters — make pictures in which
nature is not the subject bl merely an
initial impetus for ideas. The painier
nol only has the right to change reality,
it is virtually his duly (o do so; other-
wise he is noi o painter but a bad
copyisi — a pholographer.

Life cannot be represented in a paint-
ing, it would be senseless (o imitate it;
thai means it must be recreated on
canvas in a separate, paimterly way.
This is the idea behind the theories and
schools of painting  which  have
emerged since the middle of the 19th
century under the names of Impres-
siopism, Cubism, Suprematism and
many oihers. The painters’ repudiation
af the idea of reproducing nature
marked & decisive divide between pho-
tography and painting. They had
separale insks which could not be com-
pared. Ench Tulfills its own iask. The
photograpber captures life and ihe
painier makes piciures. A photograph
transmils oo colours ai all; a painiing
gives a consciously different, non-real
colour o an objeci. The situation
seems clear. But here, in Soviet Russia,
an interesting artistic phenomenon can
be observed, namely the attempt by the

(hsip Brik (IEEN-1945), = wriler, eritle asd
ihcorelbciin, was o lesding cxponent of Fulurism
snd & founder member of OPOYAZ, the For-
malisi growp, He helped form ihe LEF group and
wis u leading supponier of Productivist s,

painters (o regain lost positions and (o
strive for the reproduction of reality in
lime with phoiography. This is relecied
in the activities of the AKhRR (Asso-
clation of the Visaal Artists of Revolu-
tionary Russia) The social roois of this
phenomenon are guite obvious: Firstly
un immense need for a visual record of
the mew life. Secondly a lot of painters
who abandoned their sivle because no-
body wanied io buy their pictures, and
thirdly far less artistically cultured buy-
ers who do nol distinguish belween an
exact reproduction of an objeci and an
approximation. The attempl by the
AKhRR to resurrect the so-called
paintery realism is completely hope-
less. One of the representatives of the
AKhRE said in 2 discussion: **As long
s pholography is not sulficiently ad-
vanced in this couniry realistic painting
is mecessary.”” This *“as long as"" shows
up in & nutshell what the work of the
AKHRR means. As long as we do
nol have enough automobiles we will
have to go by horse-drawn carts. But
sooner or later we shall go in aulo-
mobiles.

The photographer caplures life and
evenis more cheaply, quickly and pre-
cleely than the painter. Herein lies his
sirength, his enormous social impor-
iance. And he is not Trightened by any
outdated daub.

But the photographers themselves do
nol realise their social imporiance.
They know they are doing a necessary,
imporiant task, bul they think they
are only artisans, humble workers far
removed from artists and painters. The
pholographer is enormously impressed
by the fact thai the painter does not
work (o commission bui for himself,
that paintings are presented in large
exhibitions with varnishing days, cata-
logues, music, buffet Tood and
speeches, that long essays giving an
exaci analysis of composition, strue-
fure, brushwork and colour scale are
wrillen on every picture, every painter,
and that such exhibitions are reparded
as cultural events. All ithis confirms
him in the iden that painting is iroe ari,
photography merely an insignificani
crafl.

This explains every pholographer's

The AKBRE was wn sbbreviation for " Assocja-
ther ol Astisls  of Revolutboonary  Russia®
tsiimededd b 1932, M4 abm wes ba promole realisil
i which depicted the everyday Gife of ihe prole-
iaf mAd prasaniry. s members retaited (o the
sdithriy o ihe ninciocrih confury foalisl padmi-

yrdl declared thiels wppaasiiben e |elljals

dream 1o achieve 5 painterly effect in
jjis photographs. It also explains the
gitempls 1o lake artistc photographs
and 1o work on them *‘so that they
ook like reproductions of paintings®.

The photographer does nof under-
stwnd thal this chasing aflter painterly
aitlivndes and the slavish imitation of
painting destroys his crafi and takes
awiay lhe forcelulness on which its so-
cigl imporiance s based. He moves
gway from faithful reproduction of
nature and submits o aesthetic laws
which distori this very natore. The
photographer wanis to attain the social
recognition which the painter enjovs,
This is a perfecily normal wish, But il
B nol fulfilled by the photographer
following the painter, bul rather by his
opposing his own ari 1o thai of the
painier. I ihe phoiographer follows
ihe main principle of his crafi, which is
the ability 1o capiure natore faithfully,
he will a5 a matier of course creale
things which will have just as sirong an
elfect on the spectator as the painting
of an arlist, whoever he may be.

I'he photographer must show that it
is not just life ordered sccording (o
aesihetic laws which is impressive, bat
aleo vivid, everyday life itsell as it is
transfixed in a technically perfect pho-
leegEraph.

By battling against the sesthetic dis-
tortion of nature the photographer ac-
fuires his right 1o social recognition,
and not by painfully snd oselessly
siriving to imitate models alien to pho-
lography.

T'his is not an easy paih, bui it s the
only true one. It Is nol easy because
neither here nor in the Wesi is there
even the beginning of a theory of the
arl of photography, the art of how o
make highly sccomplished photo-
graphs. All that is being written or said
on the subject is reduced cither (o a
series of technical tips and prescrip-
linns or 1o hints on how (o achieve
painterly effects, bow (o make a pholo-
graph nol look like a photograph.

And yel some arlisis and painiers do
eiisi who have abandoned painiing in
favour of photography; people whao

undersiand that photography has i
mission, its aims, ils own development;
there are some among them who have
already achieved certain results in this
Meld.

Whai s necded is ithat ihese people
somehow exchange their views, tell
each ather of their experiences, unite
their powers in a common effort, o
common battle against the painterly
element in photography and towards a
new theory of the art of photography
which is independeni of the laws of
painting. The experiences of those peo-
ple who have previously been painiers
are particularly interesting in this con-
exi.

Former popes and monks make thi
mosl convinced campaigners againsi
religion., Nobody knows ihe mysieries
of churches and monasieries betier
than they, The best fighters against
painterly  aesthelicism  are  Tormer
painters. Mobody knows the secrets of
artistic creation betler. Nobody can
expuse the falseness of artistic repro-
duction of reality better. They have
conscionsly moved away Trom paini-
ing, they will consciously fight for pho-
tography. One of them 5 A.M. Rod-
chenko, once a brilliant painter, today
a commilted photographer. His photo-
graphic works are little known by the
general public because they are mainky
experimental. The public wamis defi-
mitely finished products, bul for the
professional phoiographers, for those
who take an interesi in the develop-
ment of a photographic arl, an ac-
quaintance with Rodchenko's resulis is
indispensable.

His main task is (o move away from
the principles of painterly composition
of photographs and (o find other, spe-
cifically photographic laws for their
making and composition. And this
musi after all interest everybody who
does nol see pholography as a pitiable
crafli bui as a subject of enormous
social relevance, called upon 1o silence
painting’s chatter about representing
life artistically.

]
PHOTOMONTAGE

Vurvarg Stepanova

written in 1928, [irsi
“Foltografic""; Prague,

This ariicle,
appeared in
1973

A group of artists on the lelt anistic §Y

front has given s attention 1o the
problems of productions] art. This
shift of intéerest has dictated a change
in the basic method of work, in the use
of technigue and media (o express
docamentary truth. This had led as (o
use photogruphy as a viable method of
communicaling realities.

In photography — more than in other
forms of communicaiion I mges
musi transmit the phenomena of the
external world. And this places consi-
derable responsibility on the artist,
Penodicals, newspapers, book illustra-
thoms, posters, and all other (vpes of
pdvertising confront the ariisi with the
urgent problem of how o record the
subject in documeniary lerms. An ap-
proximaied design cannol fulfill this
challenge, this necd for documentary
truth, The mechanical complexity of
the external Forms of objects and of
our indusirial culiure forces ithe artisi
concerned with prodoction — the Con-
structivist arlst — to move from his
imperfect methods of druwing a sob-
ject fo the application of photography.

And so photomontage was born.
Photomonlage the assemblage and
combination of expressive clements
from individual photographs. In our
country the first photomonlages were
crealed by the Constrociivist AJM.
Hodehenko in 1922 as iHustrations to J.

Self portrail
by Rodchenko, 1922




Poriruii of Ossip Brik, 1924
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Portrait of V. F. Stepunova and L. Popova, ¢. 1913

shots are nol Tragmenied and have all
the characieristics of a real document

IThe ariist himsell muost take aup pho
tography. He searches for the parficu-
lar shod thal will satisly his objective
il MOnIagIing someone eclse's phioto-
gruphs will noi Tallill his needs. Hence,
the arist moves Trom an arisie mon
jape of pholographic fra

rmenls o s

v istinciive shoolime of nealins

This wax the puth of A.M R
chenko thie  Tirst  pholomoniagisl
From 1924, Hodchenko worked with
s Chmern Instead ol he |||II'_;|I|
Imermle ;|||:|I||||||-:-i,|-_-.\, he now used a
moptage of individual photographs or
i sertes of individual photographs. The
valae of the pholograph isell came 1o
SSUIME primary imporiance; the pho-

graph i5 no longer raw malerial Tor

maonlage or Tor some kKl 1l ol Hisiraléd
composition but has an independent
and complele Tolabiy

In the Mlinal stage of phoiomoniage
we nobe thal virtoally every artist who
has some connection with the poly
graphic industry has equipped himsel]
wilh o camera. Pholography 8 the andy
medinm that can provide him with the
iraditional meihod of drawing while
allowing him io fix and record ithe

fealily around us

Vervarm Fyodorovne Siepasove (T894 1958
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Posier for Dielga Yertov's fim, “ Kino Glae' (Cinema Eve), 1923,
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Posier for ** Balileship Polemkin®", 1925
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Righi: Poster for galoshes, 1923, Texi by Mavakovsky wriiten in
Persian reads: “* Amongsl the Easiern peoples the camels wear the

Opposite page: Poster for Deiga Vertov's Mlm, **One Sixih of ihe
World", 1926
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E.P, poster 1o promole the purchase of shares in " Dobrolet™”

[The State merchant air service], 1923 -




Aelow: Drawing, wriling and dining table designed in Rodchenko's  Below: Design for film e of Deiga YVertov's newsreel, " Kino
Pravda', 1923 -

tudiomt Vkhulemas, ¢, 1924,
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\bhowe: Deslgn Tor o teapol, 1922
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Above: Film tiile " Okilabriu®™, 1923,

Above: Film tide *“*Fobui®™* for “'Kino
Pravda'®, 1923. . -

Lefi: Diesign Tor a worker's suii, ¢, 1921

Upposite page: Painted advertisements by
Hodchenka on the Mossel'prom  siore, _ 55

Muoscow, Pholo taken in 1925
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WORKING WITH MAYAKOVSKY 4cunic rodchento
I

These recollections, written in 1940, first appeared in **V Mire Knig"', No. 6, Moscow, 1973

102 | exhibited 57 works at the XIX State

Exhibition. The exhibition was opened
an 2 October 1920 in the “*Salon®™ on
Bolzhava Dmitrovka. Mavakovsky was
at the Private View.

From ihat time | began {0 visii Vodo-
pyany Lane, near Myasnoiisky Gaifes;
my fricndship with Ascev and others
also dates from then.

From the first Mayakovsky called me
“old man'" amnd | him Volodya, al-
though he was only (wo years younger
than me.

1923, Volodya wrote **About This"™;
he read the poem for the first lime in
Vodopyany. The room was light blue
and Tive-sided boonded by a stove, a
table, Lilya Yurevon Brik's bed and a
piano. As always there was a greal
crowd of people and some sal on the
bed. | made a notice, “*No sifting on
the bed®'. 1 also made a lamp for the
light out of plywood and iracing paper.

ALY, Lunachuarsky and N.N, Asgev
were there. | don’t remember who the
olhers were.

Voledva read with unusual anima-
tiom.

Afer the reading there was a shor
discussion. Anatoly Vasilevich com-

menicd approvingly.

I began work on the pholomoniages
for “*About This"'.

1 did the cover and cleven moniages,

I then began work on adveriisemenis
for the society “Dobrolet’. 1 made
badges and a poster. “*Anyone who is
a0l @ sharcholder of Dobrolet is not a
cllizen of the USSR,

One evening we were sitting in a small
café on Tver Houlevard — Vaolodya,
Aserv and 1. They began 1o mock
the Dobrolet verses, knowing that
I had done the poster bul supposing
that the lines had been written by
some bad poet. | took offence and
upbraided them for nol writing texis
for advertisemenis and said thai 1 had
writlen (hat text and that il had turned
oul that way by chance; | had simply
shoriened and rearranged the texi 1 had
been given.

I do not know if this spurred Volodya
on or if he was alresdy thinking of
doing it and therefore noticed the post-

er but shortly afterwards he asked me
to do the posters for GUM: **English
Tobacco™, “Moser Clocks™, **Duich
Butter” and others.

Our joint work began. This was our
stamp: *“*Advertisemeni Construciors
Mayakovsky-Rodchenko'. We baoth

worked with great enthuziazm.

The texts, written by Mavakovsky on
various scraps of paper, were noled
down al the piano in Yodopyany Lane.

I would go to the Brik’s aparimeni on
Vodopyany Lane, (it was a few doors
away from my homel, and wail while
Yolodya wrole the iexis, sianding ai
the plano. Somelimes he would walk
aboui the room beating oul the rhythm
wilth his hand and then again lean on
the piano and begin fo write.

Arriving from dachas, towns and
villages

o need (o wear ol shoes searching
immedintiely

In GUM you'll flind evervihing,

precisely whal you want guickly and
cheaply.

vee Work on Soviel advertisemenis —
the creation of our new type of adver-
tisement — went at full speed.

Volodva would write the lexis in ihe
evening and would iake or deliver
orders during ihe day.

I and iwo studenis from Vkhutemas
would draw antil moming.

This was stock-jobbing, not done Tor
money bul in order (o promole the new
advertising everywhere.

All Moscow was decorated with our
work.... The Mossel’prom signs. All
our kiosks, .. The Gosizdat (State Pub-
lishing House) signs — *“black, red,
gold" ... Rerinotrest, GUM, Ogonck,
Chaiupravlenie.

Wi made about 50 posters, 100 signs,
wrapping papers, dust covers, wrap-
pers, illominated signs, adveriizement
drums, illusirations in magazrines and
papers.

Our work over several years on this
woild alone fill a book.

In the evening Volodys himself
would draw ilusirations and posters
for advertisemenis,

Here = a note:

*“Rodchenko,

Come round a1t once with a drawing
pen, without delay. V. Maovakovsky."

1 go and if turns oul be needs (o write
a fexi or draw something. He did not
like squaring up and meassoring, he
liked to do evervihing by hand, (o draw
everything straight off with a pencil,
afferwards io ouiline evervihing in ink
and then paini ii.

It obviously came (o him easily and
he worked with pleasure. It was a

relaxation for him and he became jo-
vial snd easv-going. Volodva had a
very serious aititude 1o the work on the
Soviel advertisemenis. He even com-
piled a price list of every advertisement
in the Union, these were ratified, and a
tariff was sei on evervihing in them:
text, design, artistic realisation. | made
an album of owur works (o show o
clients.

In the morming he would go and take
orders, note down the print run and
thematic specifications. Often there
was 8 large quantity of accounts, of
boring books, which he would read
and then write down the numbers,
themes, eic,

I would arrive at 7 or 8 in the evening.
Sometimes he Tinished wriling the texts
while | was there, sometimes they
would already be ready. With the lext
wiiild be 1 drawing, he could not help
doing one, although each time he
waould say *°I drew this bul of course
you don’t need it 1 did it just (0 make
it clear."

After | had the measurements and
fitles of the works, I would go home
and ai once get down (o skeiching. The
boys, stedenis from Vkhuotemas,
would come and having set everything
up in my stedio, set (o realising the
designs. | made the sketches, oversaw
their realisation, execuied the crucial
bits myself and sstablished the propor-
tions.

Sometimes we worked unitil dawn. At
11 in the moming | would take the
posters (o Yolodya or he would call for
them. In the evenings the same thing
would be repeated plus sometimes o
revision. The number of works was
always increasing and | collapsed Trom
lack of sleep, fell il with anaemia and
nervous disorder; il was necessary (o
cul down on work. Yolodya enlisted
Levin and Lavinsky and began 1o do a
lot himself.

Wherever he was — in institutions,
publishing houses, editorial offices, —
he alwuays drew in friends to help.

Volodyn usually delivered the work. 1
was with him on only two occasions.
Firstly because 1 did not know how (o
take or deliver orders and secondly
becanse 1 didn™t have the time...

I remember him delivering the posters
Io Chainpravienie. One of the posiers
“stuck’’, i.e. raised a doubl in some-
one. Someone said, ““Why doesa’t the
Chinaman have a plait?"" On the poster
the Chinaman was drawn full face,

walking with raised arms and in his
hands fes — chesis in an arc in the air
fram one hand o the oiher. The
Chinaman looks up st them as il he

were  juggling. Volodya  answered:
“There is a plai but il is at the back, if
vou turned his back, the plait would be
visible. Another man asked “*Why do
ihe chests siay in the air lke that? It's
unréal.”” Volodya, **The Chinese are
famous as jugglers™. Laughter. The
posier was aocepled.

Working on photomoniage | hegan
in be Interested in photography —
something would have (o be copled,
enlarged, made smaller.... | bought
mysell two cameras — one 134 x 18
with & friple extension and a Dagor
lense and the second a camera for
reproductions and a pockel-size hodak.

I did not have an enlarger and |
constanily looked for one in shops. In
ihe shop BEKA on Tver Streel | found
u suitable enlarger — I put my hand in
my pockei — ihere were 180 roobles
and | needed 210, Having hastily paid
180, I said thai | would bring ihe resi
immediately, | ran oui of ihe shop and
wondered, walking along the sireet
whom | could borrow the money from.
From the Briks, from Volodya? Buil
they would only be home in the even-
ing.

And suddenly there he was right in
fromt of me., “What's up old man?
You look very crushed.”” Immediately
withoul explaining anything 1 said, **1
need ihree chervonisy! ™™ Yolodya gave
them o me and | hastily hurried back
away from him. | went into the shop,
puid and dragged the lamp home, rest-
ing on the windowsills of shops.

Sadly 1 thought:*You idiot not 1o
have iaken more from Volodya for a
“h___..

I dragged it up to the Bih Moor. An
sgitaied Yarvara Stepanova mel me. 1
seemed YVolodya had ielephoned 1o ask
what was wrong with me. He had met
me in w state, 1 had asked for three
thervonisy and, having taken them,
rum off somewhere withoul saying any-
thing. ..

It is only & small incident but it has
stayed in my memory... Volodya's aiti-
lude 1o his friends was very sensilive,
attentive,

Volodys was alwavs looking, observ-
ing. He was interested in everyone. He
did mot retire into his shell. There was

Lefi 1o righi: Shostakovich, Mavakovsky, Meverhold and Rodehenko.

Photo by A, Temerina, 1929

always a crowd of people at his house
and ihe crowd always grew, it didn’t
diminish.

On my first visit to Mayvakovsky's
dacha in Pushkino in 1924 1 had a
small camera 6.5 x 9 called n Tenax
with a 4.5 lens,

It was Sunday. ¥Yarvars and | arrived
wl 12.00. Thirty people were already
(here. Tea and other things were on (he
table.

There were people in the rooms, on
the balcony, in ihe garden — every-
where. Some were plaving gorodky,’
amongsl them was Yolodya, who hit
wiih his lefi hand.

The whole crowd sal down (o lunch.
While the ice cream was being ealen
Yolodya went oul. | also left to have a
look at the garden and take photo-
graphs. 1 caught sight of ihe ice cream
man on the back porch. Spooning oul
several portions and placing them on
the Moor. Scottie (the dog), it seemed,
adored ice cream and Volodya was
muking sure that the ice cream man
aciually gave Scottie the ice cream that
had been ardered for him in full.

Of course | arranged evervone in a
group: Mayakovsky, Lavinsky, Grink-
rug, Shklovsky, Levidov, Aseev,
Levin, Kol'tsov. | put one chair on lop
of anoiher and poured magnesiom inio
the ashiray. | pul owi ihe lighi and
focused by the light of a maich. Every-
one sal in darkness. | it up and took
my place by Mayvakovsky. While the
ribbon was buming, VYolodya said
“Mind you don't burn the house
down!"" There was a terrible noise —
and the photograph was taken.

The room was full of smoke, the
windows open.

Once Volodya asked me to prini a
photograph of Lenin, | had reproduoc-
tions of photographs in the Lenin Mu-
seum. | broughi him iwo, one of
Lenin's hesd pholographed while he
was spenking and the other of Lenin
standing on a lorry on Hed Square. He
hung them in his room on Lubyunkn
Sireet. The pholograph of Lenin talk-
ing hung on the wall until the lnsi.

Obviously once when he was looking
al this photograph he wrote the poem,
“A Conversation with Comrade
Lenin''.

1925 Volodya was a member of the
International Paris Exhibition of 1925
Commitiee ai the Academy of Aris and

at his request 1 was commissioned (o 103

produce the ““Workers" Club™ as an
exhibit for the International Exhibition
in Paris. | also had i0 make copies of
the posiers we had done for Mossel'-
prom, GUM and Rezinotresi.

They accepted the club, both model
and designs bul due (o a shoriage of
time, they decided it should be com-
pleted in Paris, 5o | had (o go (o Paris.

In addition to the Club | had (o see (o
ihe painiing of the inside and oulside
of our stand, devise a lvoui for the
three rooms in (he Grand Palais and
s 1o fis execution and ihe distribution
of the exhibits.

In shori, there was much (o be done.

I lefit in March 1925 and set 1o work.
Exery day in Paris from ten antil six 1
wis 2l our siand and ai home as well |
sketched the designs. | worked for
three months.

Volodya also arrived in Paris, he was
aboutl 1o go (o America. We spent
several evenings together. He showed
me Paris, introduced me 1o Elsa Triolet-
Aragon and Léger.

Ehrenburg also showed me Paris, |
already knew his wife, L. Koznitseva
from Moscow. She had siudied under
me in Vkhutemas,

The Ehrenburgs sometimes asked
“Why is ari necessary?' because 1
always said that when | saw only an
and no technology.

Al that time 1 only scknowledged
technology.

Yolodya soon lelt for America. It
seems he wasn't ai the opening of the
exhibition.

Unexpectedly we were assigned three
rooms in the Grand Palais. We did not
have the money (o sel them up and
didn't even know if we had enough
exhibits. The Grand Palais had already
been in use Tfor a long time hoosing
exhibitions and therefore the walls
were dirly, inliy, with holes where nnils
had been and in the Moor as well. The
light from above came through dirty
window panes.

One problem came up: how (o set it
all up cheaply, quickly and originally.

This s what 1 thought wp: light
shelves of plywood, walls papered and
then painted and the fMoor... the Moor
coloured with a mixiure of soot and
glue. | pul screens on their sides and
painted them — grey, while, red. There
was 0o inscription proclaiming USSR
or the colour red o be seen as you
enlered from rooms belonging to other
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couniries, Polund for example but as
vou moved across the room you were
enveloped more and more in red and
then saw the fery inscription USSR
where vou had entered.

Well visitors carried the black foor
and its black sool info other stands on
to light blue and gold carpels... There
were complaints bul that did not help,
we pleaded that we had no money.
Finally they laid down strips of carpel
for us ai their own expense.

Yolodya and 1 were awarded a silver
medal Tor ithe advertisemenis and 1 was
also given iwo medals for the theatre
and the interior. We would have re-
ceived the gold medals bui af that fime
France's relationship with LSSK was
niol very good and she did not encowr-
age agil-prop.

| pul a large number of books and
magarines in the Workers' Club, Every
day the public stole them and we silent-
Iy replaced them. The Commitles
poinied oul o0 us thai we had few
guards and thercfore people siole
things. Buil we asked what we could do,
we were poor. Then they gave us an
“apenl”’.

Y came Trom Comrade
Krasin thai all of ws, workers on the
stund, who had come from Moscow,
should be properly dressed.

Our Ceovermmen! Commissar, Fyoir
semeonovich Kogan bought a top hat
for the opening of owr stand and the
cpening of the exhibition. 1t lay in a
wonderful hatbox. Bul the opening
was postponed and in the meanwhile
Rogan's children jumped (rom a char
on fo the hat and pul il away dgain in
the box. When il was time (0 go (o the
opeaing the top hat now had the ap-
pearance of an ordinary hat. But Pyoir
Semeonovich did nol lose his head and
pever pul il on bul always carcied It in
his hand.

T—

order

Stepanova and 1 were Iavited 1o a
rending of the “Bedbug™. | don't re-
member who was there bul [ think it
wis on laginka.

I remember in parficular how Maya-
kovsky began the reading of the “*Bed-
bug"'. Il was so unexpecied and so
original...

The rehearsals were already in pro-
gress and for the firsi pards sel in the
preseni day Rukryniksy had made the
designs. But for ihe fulore, set in 1979,
designs had not been made at all.

But Volodya, apparently, persuaded
Meyerhold and asked me (o design . 1
guickly devised a scheme and while his
assistants bailt it | hurriedly made de-
signs for the costumes, there were n
greal many of them.

Meyerhold did evervihing himself
and iherefore he liked voung unknown

arlisis, whom he could lead.

But he knew thal this was not the way
io handle me and gave me compleie
freedom of action and did not cross me
in anything. Only, during the last days
when construciion was broughi out of
the studio and was housed temporarily
in the anditoriom, he sinied that i1 was
very gloomy and that i wouldn't do.
When some of the (inished cosiumes
wiere shown on the sel he declared that
they would not Fit in al all.

Bui 1 observed calmly: Lei's see it all
on ihe sel this evening and then we can
argue aboul this and decide ii.

The workers began (o mouni ithe sel
anid, having arranged evervihing, |
wienl home (o luach. A rehearsal with
sl and cosiumes was sel for thatl even-
ing.

I arvived late on purpose and when |
wilked imto the hall the rebearsal was
already in progress. Volodyva was the
first to come ap o me, he shook my
hand and said " Thank-yvou™" and thai
he was very pleased with evervihing.

I remarked gloomily thai Meverhold
wasn'| saiisfied.

Volodyva said that, on the conirary,
he was delighied.

Meyverhold also congratulated me as
il noithing had happened earlier that
day,

i —
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14 April 1930... I bhad been in the
planetarium, where | was organising an
anti-religious exhibition, sinée morm-
ing. Yarvara telephoned me and sad
“Yolodva has shol himself™".

Whal, is he...?
Yoes, dead.

It was sirange and abswurd
gullty of it?
Perhaps, parily, we were
Bul he was so sirong!
And he suddenly crashed down, as if
siruck by lighining.
But how could this be?
And still MNectingly, **perhaps nol com-
pletely... perhaps there s stll hope...

But when | went into the dining room
and saw the peoaple, the faces and that
strange silence...
1 S SE———— Y E—
[ — R — e o —
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.« He lay in his tiny room, covered with
a blanket, shightly turned (o the wall.

Slightly furned away (rom everyone,
s0 strangely silemi. And this arrested
And this dead calm.

I ook five photographs and went
home burdened by that dead silence.

hays of sormow began... evervone
wanled porirails. A lerrible mood, o
sil here in a darkroom with Maya-
kovsky appearing on &
plain plece of paper in front of you.

Il was bruial... bui for him, neces-
SATY.

Varvara luid owi the **Lileraiurnays
Garein'' dedicated (o the memory ol
the greai proleiaran poel.

And the last lay-out was completed, i
showed the grave in the Union of
Wrilers on Povarskaya.

But bere nol withouw! a struggle; |
foughi with MNowers...

They wanied (o heap him with Mow-

time...

continually

ers, they broughi more and more...
Suddenly evervone began (o bring
Mowers all the organisalions, edi-

torial offices, printing houses....

| wanied (o preserve a cerlain sever-
ity, a hatred of vulgarity.

I was continually taking Mowers
AWAY ...

Agmin | felt this emptiness in the
gugrd of honowor, the absurdity of
death...

But how many people the people
kept on walking by, there was no end
Lo them. ..

I'his was the man who said he ““drew
na response Trom crowds' .

.5« W hen they brought the coffin, the
palice could not hold back the crowd,
people broke through from side streels
ihe whole time and continually upse
the proceedings.

IThey hung up f(lags and Maya-
kovsky's verses on the buildings.

If Yolodyae had seen thai, he would
have understood that he was not alone,
that he had a response, that he was
loved, thal he was needed.

But he swayed slowly on the lorry, on
the iron platform bailt o Tallin's
design by Vkhutemas students, dully
rumbling and severe,

He Moated past slowly

I'he most alive of ihe living

The energeiic commander of the new
revolutionary froni of the arts.
The great proletarian poet
USSR,

of the

& rilEdil

Sage sel for Mayakovsky's ' Bed Bug™ , 1929

Lop: Mayakovaky s Mait, 1928; Lefi to right: Mayakovsky, Stepanova, El Lissitzky and Lilya Brik




SERE . .
VKHUTEMAS

Recollections by one of Rodchenko's former students, G, D, Chichagova

106 In August 1920 my sister, Olga Chicha-

gova, and | decided 1o join ithe an
studios.

It was rumourcd that the so-called
*Free Siudios’” were being reorganised,
that ihe leaching programme was belng
revised and thai new, progressive ari-
ists were belng drawn in as teachers.

By 1 September the lisis of studenis
who had been accepted had been pui
up in the hall of the new building of the
former Stroganov Institute on Rozh-
destvenka (now Zhdanov Street).

It turned out that | had been accepled
and had been pul in Rodchenko's stu-
dio. 1 had not heard of thai ariisi’s
name nor of the names of the oither
teachers, for example, Drevin, Udal®
tsova, Baranov-Rossiné, eic,

My sister, (Mga Dimitrievna, had been
enrolled in Baranov-Rossiné's studio.

There were eight studios or disci-
plines on the foundation course and a
different teacher (mught painting in
each discipline. For example, Discip-
line Mo 5: Construction. Teacher:
Alexander Mikhailovich Rodchenko,
Problems of this discipline: the clear
definition of form, precisely pluced on
a plane or in space.

As so, the first lesson. A man walked
inte the studio, he looked from his
appearance like a combination of pilod
and motorisl. He was wearing a8 beige
juckel of military cui, Gallifet-breeches
of a grev-green colour, on his Feel
were black boots with grey leggings.
On his head was a black cap with »
huge, shiny, leather peak. His Tace was
very pale and had regular Teatures, his
lips stood oul by thelr brightness from
the pallor of his face. The shining eves
were dark, outlined with thick eye-
lashes.

I immediately saw that this was & new
tyvpe of man, a special one. His way of
talking and his behaviour towards us
was nol that of & professor. Having

examined us (there were twenty of us),
wilhout any preamble, he silently sel
ghool composing a still life oul of the
things he had broughi. We saw thai
these things echoed the colour of his
clothes: beige and black, shiny and
black, mati, several shades of grey

MNone of the things that evervone was
used fo see in contemporary painiing
was in that still life. There were no
bright materials, ruddy apples, richly
and ormamentally decorated plates.
Here is a description of what he made;
in the background was a picce of ply-
wood, a litile distance away was a
black, lncquered square. To the right a
bent Mgure cul oul of aluminiom. Here
stood a rolled up piece of whilte paper.
To the left near the fronl was o grey
photographic developing tray shot with
blue and in the foreground a glass ball
frosted on the inside.

The still life stood on a tall, wooden
stand at evelevel.

Rodchenko's apartment consisted of
two rooms. The first room was small
with windows looking onto a narrow
streel. The second room was very big
and had windows overlooking Volk-
honka. The apartment was evidently
an official one since Rodchenko was
chairman of the purchasing commis-
sion of piclures by conlemporary ari-
ists for musenms in Moscow and iis
periphery. The big room, it seems, was
intended for meetings of the commis-
sion and served ai the same time as his
siudio.

I remember on one of the visits,
Rodchenko, perhaps at our request,
showed us some of his works. Bul we
saw n greai number of his works at the
exhibition | would like to describe
here,

The exhibition of painting in 1920 in
which Rodchenko, Kandinsky and
olher artists parficipated, was put on in
the exhibition rooms on Dmiirovka

Svomas, Yibotemes, Vihuieln: in 1918 the old
Moscow Instiiule of Palnting., Sculpiure and
Architecture and the Stroganoy Art School were
imtegrated 10 form the Free Ar Siadios
iSvomas), This was renamed Yihutemas | Higher
Stmie Ari-Technical Stmdios) n 1920 snd ihen
Vikhuicin {Higher Siate Ar-Techuical Imstliute)
im 1926, Vihuiein was disbanded in 1930,

Galing Chichagova (I1891-1%57) sudied a0
¥ihotemas wader Rodchenko and Iater graduo-
aied in iypography, Worked with her sister (Hga,
and illwsirsicd & large number of children's
bioks. She contribaied o the lniernaiional Press
Exhibition in Cologne, 1928,

(mow Pushkin Street). Few of us had
had the opporiunity {o see painting like
Rodchenko's before, We had all visited
the Morozovsky Museum on Prechi-
stenka, (now Kropotin), and the Shu-
kinsky Museum in Maly Znamensky
Lane, (now Gritsevels Streel) many
times, We loved Cézanne and Picasso
very much but were little acquainted
with abstract painting. The room,
where Rodchenko's piciures were, was
very big. Strengih and deeply consi-
dered problems could be feli in ihese
huge, coloured, piciorial canvases. It
was especially interesting for us, the
students from discipline 5, to look ot
his painting. We could already under-
stand his works since we worked in that
plane. Nobody who has not seen Rod-
chenko's paintings of thal period can
imagine how strong the impression
they create is. There was something
thrilling, staggering in them.

We all went to thal exhibition to-

geither and of course (o the privale
view. | do nol remember il the cata-
logue was printed. On the wall by ihe
entrance into Rodchenko's room hung
o iypewritten text setting forih Rod-
chenko's views on conlemporary and
future art. On ithe lasi day of ihe
exhibition Rodchenko ook down thal
texi from the wall and gave it io me. 1
guoie some of his declarations:
“*The ari of the future will not be the
cosy decoration of family homes, It
will be just as indispensable as 48-storey
skyscrapers, mighty bridges, wircless,
seronautics and submarines which will
be transformed into ar.*

These words, which seemed in ihose
times unrealisable even in ihe distant
future, have been conflirmed in our
time. In actual facl anists now work
successfully on ihe construction of the
indispensable things around ws. They
work in Indusiry; in 8 very short while
not one thing will be produced without
the participation of arfisis of the stamp
of Rodchenko.,

AR T
WORKING WITH RODCHENKO

Recollections by Zakhar Mikolaevich Byvkov

| had taken seven courses in metalwork
gl the Stroganov Institute before |
wenl (0 Ykhutemas. From 1918-11
| was in the Red Army and was demo-
bilised **to complete his siodies™; as il
was  pul in my Pl pETS, al
YVkhutemas,

At Vehutemas | metl my old friends
from the Stroganov Institule, N,
Prusakov, L. Zharova, K. Kodova,
. Alexandrov, P. Glushkov, A.
Saumov, P. fhukov and others.

We applied to the board of
Vkhutemas, (io P. Novitsky), for
permission to work independently and
to sel up a3 siudio “withoul a super-
visor'", This they allowed us 1o do,
There were ten people in owr groap and
we were assigned a huge room on the
top Moor overlooking Rozhdestvenka
Sireel as g studio. We worked together
amicably and enthusiastically. We
made up u large library using our own
books, picked up guite good props and
invited in & model,

During the day we painted, drew,
buill things and in the evenings sitling
wrotind the stove we would read and
argee a lot about art.

In 1923 M. Prusakov and L. Zharova
transferred to the textile depariment,
K. Kozlove and A. Naumaoy to the fline
irl depariment and the others (o the
department of graphic design. As a
metalworker and a Siroganoy engraver
I trunsferred o A.M. Hodchenko's
studin. He was ai that time ihe head of
ihe metal-working depariment and al-
ready had a group of cighl men under
him. | immedintely **found myself™* in
his studio. Being 8 metal-worker 1 had
masiered all the skills: assembly, refief
wiork, engraving, filigree work, solder-
ing, beating and other techniques. In
the Stroganov 1 had stodied drawing,
Walercolour painting, modelling and
composition but having had the train-
ing had found no creative oulet .

What should one do in 2 new Soviel
YUE? (Institute of Higher Education)
Where should | direct my skill? In
which field should | work?

I had not vet worked this all out
clearly for myselfl and the simple wish
lo do everyihing in g new way was nol
enough., For me and all the group,
Professor Rodchenko was the man
who (aughi us o undersiand ihe con-
temporary situation in a creative and
concrele way. He indicated and re-
vealed anew ouor place in production
art. As a man with advanced ideas and
creafive ability in many Ffelds, he
tnught us a lol.

I formed a close relationship with
Alexander Mikhailovich from the very
beginning. | spent a lot of time in his
studio. He acquainted s with the pro-
grammes, lectures and notes (hat had
been drawn up. Il was while we were
still studenis that Rodchenko recruiied
me and iwo of his pupils, Prokhor
Fhigunov and Nikolai Sobolev, 1o do
the artwork on the advertisemenis
which he and Mayvakovsky produced.

The work was organised in this way.
In the evenings after studying we three
would usually go with Rodchenko to
his aparimeni. He would ring up Viadi-
mir Mavakovsky who wouald read oul
ihe iexi of ihe new posier. Rodchenko
wollld wrile down the iext and in froni
of us immediately and very quickly
skeich owilines in black, blue and red
crayons on paper, usually squared,
from the pile that always lay on his
desk. He drew them stralght off with-
oul making any corrections. Yery oc-
castonally if the first draft did not
please him he would make a second
und sometimes a third., 1 still have some
of these drafis. On the reverse side of
the drawing he immediately wrote the
name of the person who should realise
it. Explanations and remarks abouol
colours were given verbally. | worked

Lfakhar Bykov (born TA98), gradusied from ihe
Stroganoy Institute in 1917, Stedied o Vioiemas
192328, For cighl sears be diredled work in
Industry and then warked for the Ars Commilles
af the Academy of Architeciune, USSH. Rector of
the Moscow Higher Imtituie of Indasinial A,
(Formerly 1he Strogamoy Imstibele), sinee 1945,
Caorrespondent member of the Academy ol
vrchiteciune of 1he USSR, Honowred Worker Tor
e Arts, HaksH. Professor.

with Hodchenko on ndt‘rnis-rmmts.m

dusicovers, labels and posters for sev-
eral vears and leammi a great deal.

I still have drafis for the Tollowing
POsters:
1. Al that we have left from the old
world are the cigarettes “*Ira’’.
2. All smokers evervwhere always
prefer “*Red Siar'',
3. Don't tell fairviales, a pen will
never describe **Mossel'prom®”  ciga-
relies.
4. There never have been such good
dummies, suck them "till you're old.
5. Muargarine — allention of the
working masses — three times cheaper
ihan butier, more nuiritioos than other
fats.
6, Down with incoherent drunkards.
Drink Kayl'bakhovsky beer, drink the
beer wilth the double gold label.
7. Every spice vou need from mus-
tard (o pickles.
B. Stop! Are yvou gelling hungry?
Call in for three minules — we'll send a
iwelve course meal for supper.
And others, in all 11 posters.

Alexander Rodchenko would give us
paper and materials and having re-
ceived our briefl laie in the evening we
would leave. We would work through
ihe nighli and deliver the compleied
posiers by morning.

All the works would be rolled up.
Rodchenko would carry them off (o
Mavakovsky and ithey would be
printed that same day. The whole time
we were working there was almosi
never an alteration or correction. 1
still remember how Rodchenko could
plways work al speed, with inferest,
purposefully, in step with life.

This is what I tell my own pupils
aboul in the Department of Design
{established in 1945 a1 the Stroganoy
Instituic).
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Alexander Rodchenko's photographic method by Huberius Gassner

108 Rodchenko developed from painter to

pholographer in sudden jumps, vel so
consistently that this developmeni can
be seen as an example of the Tusion of
external and intermal factors which can
govern an artist’s work, So the change
in Rodchenko's choice of mediom is
determined as moch by the discussion
among Constructivisis and  theore-
ticians of Productivist art aboul an ar
which would be at once avani-garde
and socially enguged as by the inner
logic of his own artistic development.

Rodchenko’s monochrome pictares
of 1921 were thought by the contem-
porary art critic N, Tarabukin to be the
ultimate paintings, He thought they
were the lnst Mash of lght from a dyving
“Fine Art"" and signified the inevitable
diplectic abolition of ils aulonomous
power by so-called Productivist ari.
“Utilitarian-reproductive art’" (Arva-
iov) is seen as part of this Productivist
arl a5 much as the construction of real
objects for daily use. It is discussed in a
book by Tarabukin, published in 1925,
called **Art of Today"" in which he deals
with the design of posters, popu-
lar prinis, adverfisemenis, books,
hook-covers and periodicals from a
Productivist point of view. In a sepa-
rate section he discusses the *‘aims of
the reform of photography'', saying
that this reform  enimils  the
ahandonment  of (he naturalistic
reproduction  of reality, so  thai
sterectyped copying is superseded by an
artistic interpretation of reality which is
achieved by a process of deformation in
the photograph. The manipulation of
negatives, positives and of lenses as well
as changes of focus and angles are seen
as wavs of “‘pholographic reform’’.
This reform BB nol jusi an anistic
experimeni by enibusiasis — as are the
experiments in the field of ‘fine’ art —
but is closely connected with the vital
tnsks of agitational art, that is with the
iypical manifestations of contemporary
artistic culiure"".

Revolutionary developments in film
had already been discussed earlier by
the Constructivists, and agitational
alms and formal experimeniation are
even more closely bound up with ihis
medium than with photography. In
1922 Dziga Vertov published the mani-
fesio *“We' in “*Kinofo1™, the polemi-
cul periodical of Productivist cinema-
fography edited by A, Gan, and
headed it with a constructivist drawing
by Rodchenko of 1915, The manifesto
already towches on all the main issues
which were io occupy Soviel avani-
garde photography in the "20s. Verioy
defines film as “*movement art™. lis
central aim is the organisation of ihe
movemeni of objects in space.,

The impeios which Rodchenko's geo-
melric drawings had on Yertoy's arl of
moving film was nol jusi one-sided: it
had repercussions on  Rodchenko's
own work. He changes hiz tools: com-
passes and ruler give way (o scissors,
the movement of objects s organised
in photomoniages rather than in ab-
sirncl constructional drawings, Two of
his first photomontages are published
in 1912 in the same pericdical,
“Kinofot™, and betray the direct
influence of Vertov's manifesto prinied
iwo numbers previously.

For Yeriov as for Rodchenko the
movemeni of objects which is the spe-
cific subject of photography and lm
could not be reconciled with the inter-
pretation of human psvchology as
shown in the theatre. The Construc-
tivist artisis were nol interesied in
man's emotional upheavals but in his
ecceniric movements in space. Their
fascination with mechanics degrades
man (o an imperfect machine. **We
somelimes exclude man as the subject
of film because he is incapable of being
guided by his own movements'' de-
clared Yertov in his manifesto, and
continued; **Our path goes from the

Huberius Gassner i5 @ oritie and anl hisiorian
resident in Hamburg, He has beem involved in
the organisation of & number of eubibitons of
1T Soviet wrl in Germany and s @i present
preparing an exhibitlon of work by Gostay
Klutsis (o be hebld in Frankfur and Oxford,

wallowing bourgeois via the poetry of
machines o the perfect electrical
man""

For the Constructivisis of that time
the incarnation of this future mecha-
nised man was Charlie Chaplin (see
Lev Kuleshov on Chaplin). Rod-
chenko admired the mechanical preci-
sion of the movemenis of Chaplin's
body which were adapied 1o the move-
menis of objects in his (lms, This
“master of detail'” as Rodchenko
called him *“‘takes up objects, throws
them intoe confusion and then demon-
sirales their nature by the way he
moves himsell, by behaving in a con-
fused way''. By abandoning the Mow-
ing movement of the human body in
favour of an ediied sequence of pariial
movemenis the body comes (o resem-
ble the moving parts of an instrument
and more generally the technical world
of machines. There are two ways (o
achieve this aim: in the first case the
technical world enters man’s inner na-
ture, virually invades him, a5 in
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Cover phn_lumun tage of ** Kinofol

Charlie Chaplin, 1922 -

Chaplin's expressive movements, in
Hodchenko's drawings of machine-like
human flgures of 1919, or in the ten
variations on the Chaplin theme which
Rodchenko's wife, Y. Stepanova,
made for his Chaplin manifesto of
1922, Pholomontage in which cut-oul
frugmenis are reassembled continues
this process. In the second case the
cumers and the person photographed
keep their distance. The camera circles
round its subject and — by using vari-
ous angles and focuses — dissects it
inlo @ series of separate views which,
because they are all differeni, produce
& full image of ihe subjeci when taken
together, even if they do nod add up (o
a unified image in ihemselves,

Eodchenko's photographic method is
characierised entirely by this second,
analyiical, approach 1o ihe reality
which lies belore the camera. This is
already seen in his first photographs.
In his memoirs, “*“Work with Maya-
kovsky ™', he says: *‘In 1924 | took six
photographs of Mayakovsky:
L. Waist-length portrail, with a ciga-
refle (American focus)
L. Wiih a hat, down 1o the knees
4. With a hat, full-length, showing
his hands
4. Head, full-face
5. Sitting, down to the knees
6. Slanding, full-length

=0 (he six variant portraits of the man
whi was then the mosl famous Soviel
poet are not the oulcome of different
situations — which would have given a
narrative characier 1o the sequence —
but solely of changes in camern focus.
The background behind Mavakovsky
remains emply, non-spatial and fai;
the figure’s sculptural form is clearly
8¢l off from it in the various versions.,

By excluding all deiails and descrip-
live hints of specific circumsiances
from the subject of the photograph
Rodchenko — in a manner typical of
the Constructivisis — reduces objecis (o
heir assumed essemce which he be-

Tass Speaks...

lieved to lie inm their constructional
organisation. For him the basic con-
structional element is the line. Just as
the Constructivists Lissitzky  ond
Moholy-Nagy used light in their ant o
show movement which Tor them was
ihe substance of all phenomenn, so
Rodchenko and his pupils used lines.
Like his paintings, graphic works and
three-dimensional ohjects, his pholo-
graphs are linear constructions, now
made by means of light and shade,
conbours of objects, rectangular frame,
figures, background and surfuce con-
irasts which together create o complex,
taui web of interrelations.

In the six Mayakovsky porirmiis he
still wses these formal devices relatively
sparingly, even though Constructivist
ideas are already behind them., Com-
pared with Moholy-Nagy's siriking
contemporary portrail photography of
ihe poet which is taken obliquely from
below and uses strong shadows, leav-
ing two thirds of the face in the dark,
Rodchenko's well-lit frontal and three-
quarter views seem almosi classical.
Bul there is a development within ihe
series. Mayakovsky's seated Mgure is
pul full-length in the centre of the
picture and fills it. This photograph is
carcfully arranged, down to the lasi
details: ihe slightly obligue position of
the paris of the body corresponds (o
the cross of lines on the back wall, the
hand holding the clgarette is a1 righi
angles to the hand holding the hat — so
that the cross-shape ks repeated on dif-
ferent axes — one shoe is shown from
the side, the other from the front, and
boih are ihe same disiance from the
fromt and back of the narrow pictorial
space. Yel the pose does nol seem stiff
and artificial, the relaxed posture and
the piercing eves looking out from
under the shaven head create a balance
1o the formal construction. This pholo-
graph belongs 1o the fine tradition of

', Trom the periodical * 30 Days"", 1929

individusl porrait stodies by the
artist/ photographers of the nineteenth
century; it i reminiscent of Nadar's
and Carjat's photographs of Baude-
laire. As in their case the friendship
between pholographer and sitter has
made it possible 1o achieve & successful
synthesis of the various features mak-
ing up the facial expression of the
sitler.

This is the look Rodchenko wanted (o
capiure. In three fromtal close-ups
which emphasise the contours and size
of Mavakovsky's head even more he
iries (o fix the image of the poet on the
plate. The exact symmeiry and fron-
tality of these poriraiit photographs
makes the intense faciul expression
contrasi with the rigid composition
even more than is the case in the seated
porirail. These three shois mark Rod-
chenko's move away from ihe norms
of traditional portrail photography.
They can be seen as the forerunners of
the “*Pioneer Series™ of 1930 in which
exireme viewpoinis from above or
below abstract and formalise faces and
figures almost bevond recognition.

These photographs musi have con-
vinced Rodchenko that it was impos-
sible 1o achieve one synthelic pholo-
graph in which all the faceis of a sitter
were combined. In fact the very dis-
similarity of several exaci, documen-
tary snap-shots of a person shows up
how impossible it is fo provide a fived
image of a man in one picture. His
identity is really always made up of a
conlingous assimilation of varying
experiences and can thus only be por-
traved in g sequence. Hodchenko saw
how in modern times the unified view
of the world and of life was disinte-
grating and concluded: “*Donr'l (ry o
cplure a man in one synithelic portrail
but rather in lots of snap-shois taken ol
different times and in different circum-
stances!"’



The apparent disadvantage of pho-
tography — that it can only provide a
section, limited in time and space, of
an object and nol a comprehensive
view — % seen by Rodchenko and the
oiher Constructivist pholographers as
ils very sirength. Photographic tech-
niques allow the photographer (o selec
and fix individual aspects of reality as
often and quickly as desired. Thus an
oplical analysis is made possible by
irucing and comparing varving and
conlrasting views of a single subject. |
will call such a series of snap-shots of o
specific subject “*al different times and
in  different  circumstances™  {(Rod-
chenko) an analytical sequence, 1 think
this s Rodchenko’s mosi imporiam
contribution to the history of pholog-
raphy in the twentieth century, much
more imporiant than his exireme per-
speciives from above or below, or the
dynamic diagonals of his obligue axes.
Both these devices were wsually and
still are discussed in the coniexi of
individual pictures, but they gain their
significance only as parl of such
sequences where they are conceived
and shown as one of several possible
points of view,

For Rodchenko the imporiance of
ihis shifli from the porirail ariisi’s
method of selecting and synihesising (o
an unfinished series of snap-shols mak-
ing up a sequence is noi confined (o
poriraii phoiography. He sees it as
only one example of 8 much more basic
hisiorical change in the attitude (o per-
ceplion; an example “*of the first great
clush of art and photography, of the
baiile between eternity and the
moment”” (Rodchenkao).

The Constructivists in particular are
charscterised by iheir analytical aiti-
tude towards art and their analytical
approach 1o reality generally. A.Y.
Babichev, the leader of the *“Working
Groap for Objective  Analysis®™ 1o
which Rodchenko belonged, wrote:
“Arl Is an informed analysis of the
concrele tnsks which socinl life poses....
If ari becomes public property it will
organise (he consciousness and psyche
of the masses by organising objects and
ideas.”" (1921)

Scientific and visual analysis as an
instrument for emancipating the masses
by organising mass consciousness: (his
is an advance into collective infercom-
munications which a lew vears later the

Iluphntnnrlphtrs who wsed analytical

sequences would also proclaim as their
aim, thus fulfilling — at least in ten-
dency — Tarabukin's demand for a
close connection beiween pholographic
experimenis and agitational ari.

The Tunctional aims of the Construc-
fivisi pholographers are mol jusi the
resuli of their socinl engagement bui
also of their deflinition of consiruction.
In 1921 the *“‘group for ohjective
analysis'' started a discossion on the
concepis of ‘‘composition” and
“construction”’ in which the most
important Soviel arlisis participated
over @ considerable length of
time. The Constructivisis saw (hese
two concepls as the main conirasting
principles of traditional and modern
art. Composition meant a static order
building up o harmonious and hermetic
unity in 8 work of arlt which remained
ineffectively illusionisi. Construction
meant organising the movement of
objects (o create new movements. Rod-
chenko gives an explicitly Tunctionalist
definition of consiruction: **Construc-
tion is a system which realises an object
by using maiterinls fonctionally and
predetermining the effect.” Constroe-
tivism is thus seen from the beginning
by iis leading represeniaiives as move-
ment art in fwo senses, capluring
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Radio Tower ** Kominiern*®, from the
periodical **Radio Listener™, 1929
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movemen! and itsell moving, and the
transition from painting and drawing
to photography is based on this search
for dynamic construction and ils power
to influence the speciator,

Even before Rodchenko personally
took up photography he listed the mo-
tives which were 1o make him use
photographs in a Constructivist way:
documentary photography was conclu-
sively Tactual; it had a powerful effect
on the specisior; and pholomoniage
made dynamic consiruclions possible,
The iwo lasi possibilities are already
exploited in 1923 in his pholomontages
for Mayakovsky's poem “*Pro Elo® in
which he uses newspaper clippings as
wiell us A. Sterenberg’s photographs of
Mayakovsky and Lilya Brik. The poet
and L. Brik look up from these mon-
inges al the spectator with wide-open
and piercing eves. This Expressionist
device used (o intensify the effect s
also taken over, as has already been
mentioned, in Rodchenko's own first
photographic portraits of Mavakovsky,
even though their construction is very
different from Sterenberg's shots, Bui
Rodchenke abandoned this psyvcho-
logical shock effect in 1924; il cannol
easily be reconciled with ihe Construc-
tivists' siand against psychology and
their colleciivism, and is replaced by
shocking perspectives,

The psychological effect of such un-
usunl angles of vision produced by the
wnconventional positioning of the
camera wis examined in R. Arnheim’s
book on **Film as Ari*" in 1932, and the
author agrees with Rodchenko's argu-
menis aboul the **navel-perspective’’.
Armheim says about the photographer
whi lakes a shol of his subject from
ahave or below or tilts it: **By reprodu-
cing the object in an unusual, siriking
view he forces the specialor o pay
more aitenfion, (o do more than jusi
take mote, Inthis way the object shown
somelimes becomes more real, makes a
maore vivid and compelling impression
.o But the new way of photographing
objects is not just vsed as an alarm
signal or a trick (o entice the spectator.,
By showing the object from a speci-
fically chosen point of view it can
interpred it (more or less profoundly)...
The strange and vnosual guality of
such a point of view s stimulating “to
see an object in g different light'), and

ihrough the image isell uwnknown
characierisiics of an evervday object
are exposed.’”  Virtuwally the same
arguments are used by Hodchenko o
defend his choice of perspective agninst
the mavel-Tollowers™".

But io avoid misundersiandings Rod-
chenko siressed that ithe “new vision'
was nol dogmatic aboul taking shois
from above and below. The conven-
tional angle was not lo be exchanged
for anolher, more effective one, bui
photographers had (o learn through
their medium ““to show the world from
all points of view and (o teach the ability
to see il from all sides’. He was
oo committed to analyvtical experi-
ments and disliked svstems (oo much
1o believe that his choice of perspective
was generally and ultimately binding.
He explained thai his confemporary
preference was generally and  uli-
malely binding. He explained that his
contemporary preference for worm-
and birds-eve-views came from the in-
fluence of the urban and indosirial
environmeni on human percepiion.

A photomoniage of 1926 for the
cover of Mayakovikyv's poem dedi-
cated (o 5. Esenin i an impressive
example of this hisioric change in per-
ception. On the left hand piciure Rod-
chenko Tits a circle into his shol of a
high-rise building taken from below,
and n this circle s a wooden village
hisi, phoiographed withoul perspec-
iival distortion. By s use of per-
speciive  this  piciure  convincingly
demonsirates how space is perceived
differently in town and country. — The
phitomontage on the right hand side is
concerned with the perception of time.
Again o circle is Miued into the picture,
this time into the receding iron arches of
o railway bridge, shot in such & way that
the speed of forward movement can be
imagined. The circle contains sheafs of
corn which seem 10 move slowly in the
wind, symbolizsing the cyclical rather
Ihan linear, movemen! of nature.

This pholomoniage of conirasting
shots gives a vivid image of the differ-
ence belween historically and spatially
separate ways of perceiving (and at the
same lime il s a visual metaphor for
the simulianeous experience of dif-
ferent ways of life by Esenin, the urban
poet of village life). Later Rodchenko
lends (o present images from a general-

Iv urban, indusirial poini of view. In
his  pholo-sequence "Pushkino-
Wood® for instance he shows each
““tree taken from below pointing up,
like an industrial object — a chim-
ney'". In such piciures all polnts of
view are again reduced (o one single
one, namely the one identified with the
era of technology. The usual choice of
perspective changes from an instr-
ment of visual analysis (0 a formal
stereolype which hides rather than re-
veals the subject and shows ils move-
meni sel in a preconceived paiiern
raiher ihan in its ever changing form.

But in mosl cases Rodchenko faith-
fully Tollows his own analviical
demand: ""One has (o take several dif-
ferent shots of a subject, Trom dif-
ferent points of view and in different
situations, as il one examined it in the
round rather than looked through the
same key-hole again and again."’

In the early stages Rodchenko usually
photlographs one object, such as a per-
son, house, town square, glass jug,
trees, a machine,.., from various
angles. From 1928 onwards he tends (o
dissect whole complexes of objects,
such as the radio tower, the editorial
offices of ihe ielegraphic agency TASS
or a car factory, with his camera and
pul these new views of evervday sub-
jecis imio a sequence. In ihese se-
guences Rodchenko achieves a fourth
method of showing movement which
still remains the main alm of the con-
structivisis, even If the concept of
movemenl has changed.

This series of dynamically con-
structed photographs of individual ob-
jects in movement which already use the
principle of stringing together dif-
ferent moments of movemend are fol-
lowed by the ““determining of a fact
within & time coordinate’’, as Sergel
Tret"lakov said, “‘the determining of a
process” which be calls the **biography
of an object™. By ielling the spectator
aboui objecis ihese “‘biographies™
should make the objects capable of
informing him also about the people
who use them. So the photographic
sequences of the **factographers™ are
constructed to show *“‘nof the indivi-
dunl human being who passes through
the system of objects, bul the ohject

which passes through the system of
human beings'. In 1929 Tret'iakov
demanded that “‘Tactographic® liters-
ture should provide books on subjects
like the Wood, Bread, Coal, Iron, The
Locomotive, The Indusirial Concern
and Rodchenko was the firsti who
opiically recorded biographies of such
subjects with the camera, usually ac-
companied by precise information, as
in the periodical **Daiesh’ (Forward)
or in literary essays, as in the periodical
H30 Doed™" (30 Days).

With these biographical seguences
Rodchenko closely approaches what
W. Ranke (with reference (o Heinrich
Zille's photographs) has called "“analy-
tical documentary pholography’’.
They show processes which no longer
just trace movemenis of objects, but
their developmeni within the frame-
work of the indusirialisation and col-
leciivisation of ihe couniry. Bui ihey
Inck the critical, or even accusalory
ferment  which  distinguishes mosi
social photographs. They are docu-
ments of limited progress, not critic-
isms of the status quo. — In the early
*3s Hodchenko changes from these
hiographies of objecis 1o  pholo-
reporiages which no longer demon-
sirale the process of perceplion and the
functioning of ohjecis, as ihe se-
quences had done, bui tell ihe specia-
tor by means of pictorial stories aboul
the construction and use of new objects
by and for the people. Im them the
literary script has taken the lead, visual
analysis has become secondary. One of
the best of these pholo-reporiages by
Rodchenko deals with the building of
the White Sea canal. The photographer
stayed al the building site for two years
(1931/2) 1o take his pictures and thos
sturied the development  which
Tret'iakov demanded of the *“‘facto-
graphic’’ photographer in 1931, a de-
velopment ““from the photographic
sequence (o long-term  pholographic
observation™. This means that the
more or less accidental images of
objecis in movemeni are changed into
a precise, systematic record of the his-
tory of individual and collective lives
and circumstances. ““We build system-
atically, we must also photograph
sysiematically! Sequence and long-
term pholographic observation — thail
is the method!""

111



Page 1 14: Varvara Stepanova, ¢, 1923

Page 115: Viadimir ¥Visdimirovich Mavakovsky, 1924

Ippomdle page: Hodchenko s mother, 1924
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The courtyard &t Kirav Street, 1928







Upposite page: Yiadimir Yiadimirovich Mayakovsky, 1924







pposiie page: Alexander Vesnin, archiiect, 1924
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Faxi driver, 1933
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Top: Varvara Rodchenko listening to ibe rudio, 1932, Opposite page: Nikolal Aseev, poet and critic, 1930
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Page 124: Yevghenya Lemberg, photographer, 1935, Page 125: Serged Tretlakov, asuthor and critic, 1924
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Opposile page: Acrobal, 1937

Circos, 1937.

Alexander Rodehenko in 1947, Pholograph by V., Kosvrigin
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LINE

These notes by Rodchenko were wrilten for a lecture given ai Inkhuk in 1921

Initially, painting set iisell the exclu-
sive aim of painting objects and human
beings as if alive — 2 they are in actual
fact — and 1o the point of 1o1al decep-
tion or illusion: and it did this so that
the spectator would think that this was
simply a slice of life and nol painting.
This entailed a lot of hard work and
persistence, butl very soon this became
imadequste — more imporiani (asks
emerged.

What lives should live In the picture
+ss bl it became essential to compose
the plcture in varying proportions, to
compose it differently to how il exists
in reality, to distribute its clemenis in a
cleverer, more noble and elevated fa-
shion, 1o reveal what is important in
the subject while more or less concenl-
ing evervihing else, (o seleci colowr,
shades and overall tone with the ut-
most harmonay and restraint, elc.

Because of the long, persistent work
underiaken in order 1o atiain all the
effecis of painiing which rarely moved
bevond ihe same poini, an absiracied,
“non-living"* thing began (o appear in
the painting: this was something more
important, more essentinl and more
professional — “PAINTERLINESS",
facture of the surface, all kinds of lghit
effects, Lasierung, lining, fixing, eic.
In other words, a painterly approach to
the picture was crested. Thenceforth
the picture ceased being a picture and
became painting or an ohject.

This new approach, *‘painterliness’’,
hax since become an mmutable truth
and the criterion for any work of paint-
::. particularly for figurative paini-

g

Why has this forinitons element been
clevaled (o such permaneni heighis?
Yery simple — this 5 a professional
approach to painting. It is the very
essence of painting as such,

Painting owes its whole evolution ex-
clusively to form: hardly ever turning
back, it has advanced constanily and
so consistently and logically that it"s as
if a straight line can be seen for ever
indicating n forward movement.

This line integrates what precedes and
what follows into a single organism.
Thus, by developing vertically and hor-
izonially, painiing wiilised all ihe po-
tentials of its specific characier and
atinined incredible refinements, bor-
dering on Epicureanism.

After exploiting the object In every
possible interpretation, from Realism
and Mupturalism (o Fulurism, painting
reached Cublsm and, almost with a
knowledge of anatomy, dismembered
it — until painting al last freed itsell
completely from this defence and
reached non-objectiviiv.

After rejecting object and sobjeci,
painting began o occapy itsell exclu-
sively with iis own specific tasks: these
expanded and more (hun replaced the
ohject and §ts interpretation which
painting had excluded.

Subsegenily, non-objective arl re-
nounced the old means of expression in
painting: il introduced new methods of
painting, (ones more expedient for its
forms — geometrically simple, clear
and precise), printing with a Ma-edged
brush, with colouring, rollers, press-
ing, eic. The brush gave way (0 new
instruments with which it was con-
vemiend, easy and more expedient (o
work the surface. The brush, which
had been so indispensable In painting
which transmitted the object and bis
subileties, became an inadequale and
imprecise instrument in the new, non-
ohjective painting and the press, the
roller, the drawing-pen, the compasses,
etc. replaced it. (First appeared in the
works of A, M. RODCHENKO at the
exhibition of the Leftist Federation in
Maoscow),

Compared 1o form, colour in paint-
ing scarcely evolved. 11 advanced (rom
grey (o brown, from brown (o pure,
vivid colour and back again: and this
interchange was a fermibly wniform,
monolonous rotation. Pure colowr {the
spectrum) did exist in painis, but paini-
ers killed it by mixing it (o get different
fones. The fone appeared in painting
exclusively because of objectivity, be-
cause of the aspiration (o transmil na-
fure. Until recent limes i existed in
painting as a special sccomplishment
of painterly culture and sttained a kind
ufl browny-orange mess, downright
ugly.

The Impressionists turned (o the
specirum, buil again adapied il 5o as io
transmit an impression, (he air, Kghi,
ele. The Expressionists alighted on
colour as & game of coloured spotls, as
omamcntation.

lnkhak: lasthtuie of Artistic Cultore, Moscow,
foumded in May 1920; also had affilations in
Prirograd snd Viiebak.

Mom-objective painting cultivated
colour as such: it occopied itsell with
its total exposure, with its processing
and conditioning and gave it depth,
intensity, density, weight, etc. The ul-
timaie stage inm this process was ihe
alininmeni of monochrome intensily
within the confines of a single colour
and intensity (no decreasing or increas-
ingh. (Works shown at the 1918 exhibi-
tion Non-objective Creation and Su-
prematism, Moscow ); can serve as
examples of this — works by ROD-
CHENKO (black on black) and
MALEVICH (white om white) were
exhibited simultaneously).

Lately | have been working exclu-
sively on the construction of forms and
the systems of their construction and 1
have staried (0 introduce LINE into
plane as a new clement of construction
(RODMHENKO's works of 1917-18).

Al last the meaning of LINE has been
elucidated in Tull: on the one hand iis
fecetal and lateral relationship, and on
ihe other as a factor of principal con-
struction in any organism in life as a
whole — so0 (o say, the skeleton or the
basis, the framework or sysiem. Both
in painting and in any construction in
general, line is the first and last thing.
Line is the path of advancement, it is
movemenl, collision, il = [acetation,
conjuncition, combination, section.

Thus, line has conguered evervihing
and has destroyed the lasi citadels of
painting — colowr, tone, faciure and
plane. Line has bid a red farewell 1o
painting § (X1X Staie Exhibition, Mos-
cow, 1920 ). Works by RODCHENKO
— lines proclaimed in painting Tor the
first time).

In putting line in the forefront — line
s an element by whose exclusive
means we can construct and cresle —
we thereby reject all sesthetics of
colour, facture and sivie: because
evervihing that obstrucis construction
is style (e.g. Malevich's square).

Line has revealed a new world-view
— o construct essence, and nol (o
depict, 1o objectivise or to non-objec-
tivise; to build new, expedieni, con-
stroctive stroctures in life, and mot
from life or outside life.

A construction is a system by which
an object is realised from the expedient
utilisation of material together with a

predetermined purpose.
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PRODUCTIVIST MANIFESTO

Written by Rodchenko and Stepanova in Moscow, 1911

130. li is the task of the Constructivist

group (o direct moierialisi
tivisi work towards communisi ends,

COmsiruc-

Ihe group iackles ihis problem by
means of sclentifle  hypolheses, I
Slressies ow Recessary il & 1o wilin A
synibhests of eologieal and [ormal
pEpects, #0 thal studio work can be
directed (owards praciical aotivily

When the group started s work s
programme  included the f[ollowing
jdealoglcal lefels:

1 It s exclasively based on scienmiilie
commansm which 5 kel based on
the thesry ol historical materialism

2 The knowledege of the endeavours
of ithe Soviets has made the group
change iis experimeninl activities from
ahstract {(iranscendenial) (o real works
3. The speciflic elements involved in
the work of this group, that & " 1ek-
fonika ", construction and **Fakiora™,
provide ideclogical, theoretical amd
practical justification for the (ranspo
sition of ithe maierial elemenis of in-
dustrial colture into volume, plane,
colour, Space and lghi

The comimunist expresston of ma-
terialist construciion is based on these
premises,

Ihese three leneis creale an organic
link between the two spheres of ldeo
logy and Torm

“Tekionikn'' has s origing In the
structure of communism and the elfec-
tive exploiation of mdusirial realities

Construction is organisation. [ uses
the resdy made saobstances of (hings.
Constroclion is shaping, going after
exireme solgtions, yel M does make
allowance for fariher
work. "'Faktura™ ks the name given by
the group (o carefully chosen and efl-
fectively vsed materials whivh neither
hinder the progress of consiruction nor
limit the " Tekionika™"

The muaterial elements are:

leclome

1. Maierials generally. Knowledae of
their origins and changes due (o Indos-
trial and produciion lechnbgues. Their
naiure and their significance.

2.  Intellectual maierials: Light,
plane, spuce, colour, volume. The

Consirociivisis treat  intellecinal and
concreie malernials in the same way
The group has the following fuiure

mlims
1 ldeologicnl aims:

al o prove the incompatibiliy of or-
fiste petivily and intellectonl produc-
fion through word and deed

b} To make
traly paritcipale i the bullding up ol

imlellectual prodociion

Comminist culture. a8 an  elEment

efjiial in value with others.

2. Practical aums:

a) Press activilies

b} Prodoction of plans

el Organisstion of exhibitions

di Establishing contacis with all the

productive oentres and main bodies ol

ihe wniied soviel insiliutions which

muake communisti life a practical
renliiy.

3 Propaganda aims

al The group is committed (o 8 menc

fesx Theghl against art in general.

b} The group proves that there cunnod

be any consmienl development [rom
Ihe arl Torms of the past (o the ¢om-

mumnist forms of constructive huilding
Conslrociivis] sioprans:

1 1dawn with art, long live technical

SUH'NCT

2. Religion is a lie. Arl is o lic.

3. Desiroy ihe last remaining stisch-

meni of human thought o an

4. Down with the conservation of ar
tistic traditions. Long live the consiruc
tivist technician.

5. Down with art which only ob
scires Lhe inmcompeience of the human
rAce.

B, The collective ari of loday s con-
struclive life.

Dssip Brik

This article first appeared in *"LEF"

No. 1, March 1923, .

Rodchenko was an absiract ariisi. He
has become a Constructivisi and pro-
duciion arisi. Noi just in name, bul in
praciice. There are arlisis who have
rapidly adopied the fashionable jargon
of Constructivism. Insiead of “‘com-
position’" they say “‘construction’’,
instead of ““to write"" they say “‘lo
shape"', insiead of *“‘to create’ — “‘to
construct”"*. But they are all doing the
same old thing: little pictures, land-
scapes, poriraits. There are others who
do nol paint pictures, and work in
production, who also talk about ma-
terinl, fexture, construction, but once
again oul come the very same age ohd
ornamental and applied types of ar,
litile cockerels and MMowers, or circles
and dashes. And there are still others,
who do nol paint pictures, and do now
work in production — they *‘creatively
apprehend'” the external laws of colour
and form. For them the real world of
things does nol exisi, they wash their
hands of . From the heighis of their
mystical insights they contempiuously
gaze upon anyone who profanes the
“holy dogmas"" of artl through work in
production, or any other sphere of
mulerial culiure.

Rodchenko is no such artisi, Rod-
chenko sees thal the problem of the
ariist is noi the absiraci apprehension
of colour and form, bui the practical
ability 1o resolve any (ask of shaping a
concrele object. Hodchenko knows
thai there aren’i once-for-all sel laws
of construction, bui that every new
insk must be resolved afresh, stariing
from the conditions set by the indivi-
dunl case. Rodchenko knows that you
won'l do anything by sitting in your
own stedio, thal yon must go into real
winrk, CRrry your own organising taleni
where it is needed — into production,
Many who have glanced a1 HRod-
chenko's work will say: ““Where's the
Constructivism in this? Where's it any
different from applied art?’" To them |
say: the applied artist embellishes the
object, Rodchenko shapes il. The ap-
plied artist looks ai the object as a
place for applylng his own omamental
composition, while Rodchenko sees in
the object the material that onderiies
the design. The applied artisi has no-
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INTO PRODUCTION

thing 1o do if he can't embellish an
object — for Rodchenko, a complete
lnck of embellishment s & necessary
condition for the proper construction
of the object. It is not sesthetic consi-
deralions, bul the purpose of the ob-
jeci which defines (he organisation of
its colour and form.

Al the momeni things are hard for
ihe Constructivisi-production-arisi.
Artisis turn iheir backs on him. Indu-
strialisis wave him away in annoyance.
The man in the street goggles and,
frightened, whispers: “‘Futurist!" I
needs ienacily and willpower nol 1o
lapse into the peaceful bosom of ca-
nontsed mrl, (o @void siarling to
“‘create’” like the ** fair copy’* artists, or
I comcocl ormaments fﬂ-l Tups and
handkerchiefs, or daub pictures for
cosy  dining-rooms and bedrooms.
Rodchenko will nol go astray. He can
apit on artists and philistines and as for
the industrialists, he will break throogh
and prove (o them that only the produc-
tional constructive approach 1o the
object gives the highest proficiency (o
production. Of cowrse, this will oot
happen guickly, It will come when the
guestion of *“quality'’ moves o the
forefront: bul now, when everyvihing is
conceniraied on **gquantity”’, what ialk
can there be of profitability?

Rodchenko & patieni. He will waili;
meanwhile he is doing what he can —
he is revolutionising (aste, clearing the
ground for the future non-asesthetic,
bt expedient, material culiure.

Rodchenko is right. It is evident (o
anyone with his eves open that there is
no other road for arl ihan inio produc-
tiom. Lei the company of *‘fair-
copyisis™ langh as they [loist their
daubings onto the Philistine aestheies.

Let the “‘applied artisis™ delight in
dumping their “‘siylish ormamenis’" on
the factories and workshops,

Let the man in the street spit with
disgusi ai the fron constructive power
of Rodchenko's construction.

There is 8 consumer who does not
need pictures and ornamenis, and who
is not afrald of lron and steel. This
consumer is the proletariat, With the
viclory of the proletarial will come the
viciory of constructivism.

Stepanova and Rodehenko, 1921, Siepanova’s paintings can be seen in the background
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L e N
VLADIMIR TATLIN

Extracis from Rodchenko's recollections, writien in 1941, of working with Tailin on **The Store™ exhibition, 1916

I first met Tatlin al Vesnin's house
where | had gone with Yarvara iwho
knew him already) 1o look for a
stretcher. | was living with YVarvara in a
very small room about 10 metres square
and 1 had just decided (o start on a big
canvias bul | dida"i have a siretcher nor
money (o buy one... When it came (0
buying canvas 1 had (o be content with
cotiom which 1 prepared myself... Tai-
lin had also come to see Vesnin and |
was introduced to him,

-« Some time afier, Tatlin came round
to my plice and looked al some work;
he liked what he saw and said:
“We have organised a group exhibition
which will include works by Tatlin,
Popova, Udal'tsova, Exter, Pestel,
Kliun, Bruni and Malevich to which we
will mow add those of...Rodchenko.
The costs of the exhibition will be
shared amongsi the exhibitors bui as
you ceriainly have not goi much money
you will pay by working just ax I am
doing mysell! I'm in charge of the
administration and the hanging: vouw
will be my helper and what's more youo
cun sell the tickets... ok?"’
““Certainly,"”” | replied. And so we then
hired an empiy shop, 17 Peirovka
Sireel, for n month and began 1o hang
the work. The shop comprised two
rooms: one large, the other smaller but
going back further. In the first room we

hung Tatlin's connter-reliefs and works
by Popova, Exter, Udal"tsova, Branli,
Kliun and Malevich. In the second
room were Yassilieva, myself, Pestel
and later the voung Ostelskov who was
included in the group. It is in this way
that | got my Tirst showing in Moscow.

I showed “Two Figures' a
non-figurative work of 150x100cm,
several small canvases and some
graphic works — also non-figurative.
Udal'tsova showed Cubist works, as
did Popova, Kliun, Malevich and
Pestel. But Bruni showed a1 broken up
barrel of cemeni and a pane of glass
which had been plerced by a ballet, both
of which were bound 1o arouse the
indignation of the public. During ihe
day few people came through. Those
that did were all of different types but
were composed mainly of those who
had come in by chance, they either
laughed or got wsngry. On some
occasions some of them gol interested
and even began to admire the work. |
tried io give some explanation of the
works that were shown with my skeichy
knowledge and non-exisienl compre-
hension of Cubism. Some visitors saw
such works for the first time and tried to
understand them. They came back
several fimes, listened 1o my
explanations and thanked me when they
undersiood. Some of ihem even
became enthusiasis. Boi the one
difficulty was in talking about the work
of taleniless artisis, the camp-followers
of Futurism. Bui in this exhibition there
were no true Fulursis: there were
mialnly Cubists and abstract artisis,

During the Opening Malevich eame,
and no one knows why, provoked. a
scandal sgainst Tatlin, I did not whaolly
undersiand what had happened bui |
withdrew my canvases from (he
exhibition. 1 liked Malevich's work
more than thai of ihe oihers — excepl
of course for that of Tatlin, They were
fresh, original and had no resemblance
io anyihing by Picasso. Bui Malevich
himself, | did not like. He was...noi
sincere with disagreeably shifty eves; he

wis most infatuaied with himsell and
seemed particularly biased in  his
judgemenis.

He came up 1o me and said;
*You are the only painier here, bui do
you know what you are doing?™”
“I don't know,""
“Do you know that evervihing that
they've done has been already seen and
already made? All of that is out of date.
MNow we musi make new (hings,
something nearer ourselves, someihing
more Hussian. That's what 1 am doing
mysell: and you already are intnitively
doing the same, it"s in the air. Yon
should come round and see me."" And
he gave me his address,

I ofien weni round io Tailin's house
and I respected him greatly, considering
him then — as [ still do now — as a
masier. That's why [ told him all about
this. **You shouldn’t go round 1o see
him**, he said and I didn’t go there.

Viadimir Evgrafovich Tatlin lived at
Staro Bassmannoya, on the eighth or
ninth floor, in @ Mat belonging 1o the
raflway administration. He had made a
siudio in the loft which he heated
himself. The studio was very strange; It
was mude with greal sheets of plywood
which served as partitions. And there he
lived, all alone. And as was fitting for a
former sailor, everything there was
clean and well laid out.

He was then working on designs for
Wagner's opern “*“The Flying Duich-
man'’. He did these without a
commission, simply for himself... He
was making designs for costumes and
architectural details for the sels. 1 was
then asionished by their impressive
quaniity and by all ihe variaiions on a
simgle detall... He was iruly a great
Russian painter who, althoogh he
would have liked recognition, waited...
and was prepared to wail. And I am
sure that recognition will still come to
him. Only troe Russian painters can
work like this in the shade over the years
withoui their true worth being
recognised. They have a great love of
work and faith in the future, even whilst
remaining unknown, sometimes until
denth....
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A FEW WORDS ABOUT MY FATHER

Varvara Rodchenko

In 1909, when my [ather was 17, he
made a collection of butterflies. This
occupation so fascinated him that he
copied the names and descriptions of
the external appearances of the insecis
from a “Foology"" of insects into an
exercise book. This small calico bound,
black book has been preserved, It was
called an “* Anthology®* hecause later, in
19909-11, Rodchenko liked (o note down
in it thoughts that corresponded with
his frame of mind and pleased him.

In it are guotations from Dante,
Rodin, Oscar Wilde, Viclor Hugo,
MNekrasov and Belinsky, Valery Bryusov
and Charles Baudelaire.

“*The soul of man is the greatesi wonder
of the world"". Dante

“*Moi one greai arlisi sees objecis as
they are in reality. IT he did, he would
noi be an ariisi.”" Oscar Wilde
“Reconcile yoursell {0 my muse

I do not know any other tune.

He, whao lives without sorrow and anger
does nol love his homeland." M. Nek-
rasoy

In the ““Anthology'’ the poems and
quatations sometimes aliernate with
tiny pen drawings: vigneties, [and-
scapes, minule portraits of writers,
Mallarmé for example.

My lather used to say that his wriling
wis 30 liny in his youth that people
often could not read his notes or lel-
lers.

A book containing his early poems
und sonnels has been preserved. The
tiny, clearly spaced Mgures run like an
omamental seript, like a spider’s web
across the paper...

+»» Rodchenko was not able (o have a
secondary education but although not
asccepled formally as a student, he was
allowed (o witend the classes at the
Karan School of Art. Having sindied
there he could only graduaste in four
subjects from the school of general
education (3 church-run nstitution)
and on finishing received this testi-
oy

This certificate is awarded 1o the son
of a peasani, (o Alexander Rodchenko,
who having joined the course In the
depariment of drawing as a voluntary
student in the month of Seplember, has
completed the Tull course of the Karan
Art School in the Fine Arl depariment
exemplarily and made good progress in
drawing and painting bui could noi
enjoy the rights extended (o those who
have compleied the course of the
above-mentioned school as he had nol
taken o course of General Education
and does nol have proof of having
completed such a course af anoiber
institution of General Education. In
witness of this siand, this official seal
and signaiure.

. Rodchenko moved to Moscow in
1915 and lived with V.F. Siepanova in
V.¥. Kandinsky's apariment on Dolgy
Lane for some time. Kandinsky had a
huge nparimeni. His mother and father
lived on the first Moor. There was a
pinno in the sitting room. Rodchenko
loved music and would sometimes fm-
provise al the piano although he did
nol know a note of music,

In 1922 my father was given a studio

on Myasnitskava Streel (now Kirov
Sireet) by Vkhutemas. V.F. Stepa-
ROVE Wrole:
“In the middle of the studio stands a
long shelf for books. It divides the part
used as a studio from the room where
we live. Technical books, books on
radio engineering, perlodicals.

YVarvarn Hosdcheibko was bom b 9IS, Aler
Fnssbing 1 ise Maoscow Jastilale ol Polygraphy
abir worked on the lay-owl sf beoks. She has
deslgned more thon (00 bosks, amongst them:
A serles ol albums of drowings by 5. Elsemstebn,
1% T- T,

N Bk ol Lyrics™ by Semeed Kifsafay, |6,

The Albmpm “Mayakowky ihe Aridsd'', 1963,
A manograph od AN, Hedcheaks by L.F.
Valkov-1 amml, 1968,

i by @ photegrapher and member of the Unbon

of Jourmalists snd the Union of Arists.

Folders of work, boxes of photo-133

graphs and unsorted malerial rolled wp
in paper. This is the photograph ar-
chive bought at Sovkino lasi vear Tor
six roubles. This was all in 8 damp
cellar, the bulb fused and they were
finally put into sacks in darkness....

The laboratory is made oul of card-
board on a wooden frame, The parti-
tion leading oul into ihe sindio is
pasied over wilth posters from Dobrolel
und Kino-Glaz,

Rulers, instruments, wire, saws and
aiher things hang on the walls.

In ithe laboratory everyihing is
painicd black. A table with flaps and
drawers, an enlarger, varions chemi-
cals, utensils, scales,..""

In 1932, when | was 7. the partitions
dividing ihe room were made of ply-
wood and were painted with white gloss
paint. The large rmoom was the
studin. The photography workroom
was partitioned off in a corner, the
spuce above it was used for sioring
things. Holls of paper, consiructions,
dusty canvases and models of furniture
for the theaire made of wooden slals
lay ihere. The plywood nexi io the
ceiling did not fil well and banged in
the wind.

My grandmuother, Olga Evdokimova,
iall and plamp in a soft flannel skirt,
would often draw for me. She had
learni (o read and draw onaly st the end
of her life. In her drawings people were
shown in profile with long noses....

In summer runner beans grew on the
balcony. My father loved (o sunbathe
and would lie for u long time on the
chaise longue.

Ladovsky, the archifect's, balcony
was next (o the plywood parition.
They would chat leaning across the
railings, Ladovsky had red hair, light
blue eyes mnd a (reckled nose. He
talked in u slightly hoarse lisping voice.
He would come out on (o the balcony
in a hlack cap and red dressing gown,
My Father and he worked oul a new
plan of all the rooms and after repairs
ihe apartmenl wus rearmanged accord-
ing to thal plan. It has remained that
WHY ever since....



“Expressive Rhythm'', goaache, 1943-44 j—

135




136 Many

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

people snd organisations
through their kindness, co-operation
and hard work have contributed to the
making of this publication and io the
exhibition with which il coincides. 1
should like to thank evervone who has
been involved in the project for their
help and commitmeni.

Special thanks should be given io
Varvara Rodchenko, the arisi's
daughter, and o her son, Alexander
Lavrentiev, who have both given their
full sappori (o the exhibition from ihe
start. They have willingly provided in-
formation and photographs and have
both written contributions especially
for this catalogue; lastly, they have
kindly agreed to lend foriy-three works
from ihe Rodchenko Archive to the
exhibition.

Generous loans have also been made
by George Costakis from his collection
and by the Museum of Modern Ar,
New York, the largest institutional
holder of work by Rodchenko in the
West.

Others who have kindly loaned work
to the exhibition or who have given
help in some other way are the Albright
Knox Gallery, Buffalo: Arteluche,
Rome; La Boetie Inc., New York: The
British Library, London; Bruce Fine
Art, London; Les Buckingham, South-
ampton; Galerie Jean Chauvelin,
Paris; Il Diaframma, Milan; Galerie
Gmurzynska, Colgne; Wilbelm Hack
Museum, Ludwigshafen; Annely Juda,
London; David King, London; Galerie
Liatowitsch, Basle; Professor Lubomir
Linhardt, Prague; V. Marcadé, Paris;
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Photographs: La Boetie, Inc., New
York; Srymon Bojko, Warsaw: The
British Library, London; Bruce Fine
Arl, London; Jean Chauvelin, Paris:
Creative Camera Yearbook, London:
Ex Libris, New York; Huberius
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Photographs were specially made for
the exhibition by Graham Bush, Alex-
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“Non-ohjective composition: black
on hlack™, 1918, in the collection of
the Museum of Modern Art, New York
is mot in the exhibition and does not
appear in the catalogue section, its
details are as follows: ofl on canvas:
B1.9 x 79.4cm; gift of the artist through
Jay Leyda.

Full details of all other works illusi-
rated can be found cross-referenced in
the catalogue section,
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