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1 9 2 0 " by El

This collection of published statements by Russian artists and critics is intended to fill a considerable gap in our general knowledge of the ideas and
theories peculiar to modernist Russian art, particularly within the context of
painting. Although monographs that present the general chronological
framework of the Russian avant-garde are available, most observers have
comparatively little idea of the principal theoretical intentions of such movements as symbolism, neoprimitivism, rayonism, and constructivism. In general, the aim of this volume is to present an account of the Russian avantgarde by artists themselves in as lucid and as balanced a way as possible.
While most of the essays of Vasilii Kandinsky and Kazimir Malevich have
already been translated into English, the statements of Mikhail Larionov,
Natalya Goncharova, and such little-known but vital figures as Vladimir
Markov and Aleksandr Shevchenko have remained inaccessible to the wider
public either in Russian or in English. A similar situation has prevailed with
regard to the Revolutionary period, when such eminent critics and artists as
Anatolii Lunacharsky, Nikolai Punin, and David Shterenberg were in the
forefront of artistic ideas. The translations offered here will, it is hoped, act
as an elucidation of, and commentary on, some of the problems encountered
within early twentieth-century Russian art.
The task of selection was a difficult one—not because of a scarcity of relevant material, but on the contrary, because of an abundance, especially
with regard to the Revolutionary period. In this respect certain criteria were
observed during the process of selection: whether a given text served as a
definitive policy statement or declaration of intent; whether the text was
written by a member or sympathizer of the group or movement in question;

whether the text facilitates our general understanding of important junctures
within the avant-garde. Ultimately, the selection was affected by whether
translation of a given text was available in English, although such previously
translated statements as Malevich's "From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism" andNaumGabo and Anton Pevsner's "Realistic Manifesto" have
been deemed too important to exclude. In some cases, specifically in those
of the symbolists and the "French" faction of the Knave of Diamonds, no
group declaration was issued so that recourse was made to less direct, but
still significant pronouncements.
Categorization presented a problem since some statements, such as David
Burliuk's "The Voice of an Impressionist" or EI Lissitzky's "Suprematism
in World Reconstruction," are relevant to more than one chronological or
ideological section. Similarly, the choice of part titles cannot be entirely satisfactory. In the context of Part П1, for example, it might be argued that
Olga Rozanova, in "The Bases of the New Creation," was not advocating a
completely "abstract" art (as her own contemporaneous painting indicated)
and was merely developing the ideas of Nikolai Kulbin and Vladimir Markov; but it was precisely because of such a legitimate objection that the term
"qonobjective" rather than "abstract" or "nonrepresentational" was selected, i.e., it denotes not only the latter qualities but also the idea of the
"subjective," which, in the context of Rozanova and Malevich, is of vital
importance. Again, the inclusion of Pavel Filonov in the final part rather
than in an earlier one might provoke criticism, but Filonov was one of the
few members of the Russian avant-garde to maintain his original principles
throughout the 1930s—and hence his stand against the imposition of a more
conventional art form was a conclusive and symbolic gesture.
Unfortunately, many of the artists included here did not write gracefully
or clearly, and David Burliuk and Malevich, notably, tended to ignore the
laws of syntax and of punctuation. As the critic Sergei Makovsky remarked
wryly in 1913: "they imagine themselves to be writers but possess no qualifications for this." 1 * However, in most cases the temptation to correct
their grammatical oversights has been resisted, even when the original was
marked by ambiguity or semantic obscurity.
Since this book is meant to serve as a documentary source and not as a
general historical survey, adequate space has been given to the bibliography
in order that scholars may both place a given statement within its general
chronological and ideological framework and pursue ideas germane to it in a
more detailed fashion. In this connection, it will be of interest to note that
* Superscript numbers refer to the Notes, beginning on p. 298.

photocopies of the original te,^ f^ve been deposited in the Library of The
Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Apart from the rendition of the Russian soft and hard signs, which have
been omitted, the transliteration system is that used by the journal Soviet
Studies, published by the University of Glasgow, although where a variant
has already been established (e.g., Benois, not Benua; Burliuk, not Burlyuk;
Exter, not Ekster), it has been maintained. Occasionally an author has made
reference to something irrelevant to the question in hand or has compiled a
list of names or titles; where such passages add nothing to the general discussion, they have been omitted, although both minor and major omissions
have in every case been designated by ellipses. Dates refer to time of publication, unless the actual text was delivered as a formal lecture before publication. Wherever possible, both year and month of publication have been
given. In the case of most books, this has been determined by reference to
Knizhnaya letopis [Book Chronicle; bibl. R n ; designated in the text by
KL]; unless other reliable published sources have provided a more feasible
alternative, the data in Knizhnaya letopis have been presumed correct.
Many artists, scholars, and collectors have rendered invaluable assistance
in this undertaking. In particular I would like to acknowledge my debt to the
following persons: Mr. Troels Andersen; Mrs. Celia Ascher; Mr. Alfred
Barr, Jr.; Mr. Herman Berninger; Dr. Milka Bliznakov; Miss Sarah Bodine; Mr. and Mrs. Nicholas Burliuk; Miss Mary Chamot; Lord Cherman; Professor Reginald Christian; Mr. George Costakis; Mrs. Charlotte
Douglas; Mr. and Mrs. Eric Estorick; Mr. Mark Etkind; Sir Naum Gabo;
Mr. Evgenii Gunst; Mrs. Larissa Haskell; Mr. and Mrs. Leonard Hutton;
Mme. Nina Kandinsky; Mme. Alexandra Larionov; Mr. and Mrs. Nikita
Lobanov; Professor Vladimir Markov; M. Alexandre Polonski; Mr. Yakov
Rubinstein; Dr. Aleksandr Rusakov and Dr. Anna Rusakova; Dr. Dmitrii
Sarabyanov; Dr. Aleksei Savinov; Mr. and Mrs. Alan Smith; Mme. Anna
Tcherkessova-Benois; Mr. Thomas Whitney. Due recognition must also go
to M. Andrei B. Naglov, whose frivolous pedantries have provided a constant source of amusement and diversion.
I am also grateful to the directors and staff of the following institutions for
allowing me to examine bibliographical and visual materials: British Museum, London; Courtauld Institute, London; Lenin Library, Moscow; Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; Museum of Modern Art, New York;
New York Public Library; Radio Times Hulton Picture Library, London;
Royal Institute of British Architects, London; Russian Museum, Leningrad;
School of Slavonic and East European Studies, University of London; Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; Sotheby and Co., London; Tay-

lor Institute, Oxford; Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow; Victoria and Albert Museum, London; Widener Library, Harvard.
Last but not least I would like to extend my gratitude and appreciation to
my two editors, Barbara Bum and Phyllis Freeman, for without their patience, care, and unfailing cooperation this book would not have been possible.
JOHN E. BOWLT
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Although it is fashionable and convenient to accept the period 1890-1930 as
a cohesive unit in the history of Russian art and to regard it as encompassing
the birth, life, and perhaps premature death of the Russian modern movement, these forty years of intense activity were essentially the culmination of
a cultural evolution that found its genesis in the first radical movements of
the 1850s. And however cursory, any survey of the achievements of the
Russian avant-garde must be carried out not in isolation, but against the
background of the key artistic attainments of the second half of the nineteenth century. This introduction, therefore, will examine briefly not only
the tendencies within the period with which the book is concerned, but also
the organic, evolutionary causes of their emergence and development.
". . . an authentic Russian art . . . began only around the fifties."

1

The decade of the 1850s marks a significant turning point in the process
of Russian culture and provides a justifiable date for establishing a division
between what might be called the "classical" and "modern" eras of the
Russian visual arts. Until the middle of the nineteenth century, the Russian
school of easel painting, as opposed to the Moscow and provincial schools
of icon painting, had been centered in St. Petersburg, where the Imperial
Academy of Fine Arts had engendered a neoclassical, idealist movement.
Divorced from the mainsprings of indigenous culture, Russian academism
remained imitative of the models of the Western masters and based its artistic ideal on the technical skill and rigidity of canons inherent in the art of
classical antiquity.

By the early 1850s, however, the academy was beginning to lose its
cohesion and supremacy as a combination of disturbing circumstances gradually made itself felt. It became obvious that ecclesiastical and "salon" art,
for which the academy received and executed commissions, had become
moribund, devoid of inspiration. Students at the academy began to sense the
evident discrepancy between what they were expected to depict and what
they could depict—if they turned their attention to contemporary social reality. The advent of a democratic intelligentsia led by Nikolai Chernyshevsky
assisted significantly in the formation of a new artistic consciousness: Chernyshevsky's tract Esteticheskie otnosheniya iskusstva к deistvitelnosti [The
Aesthetic Relations of Art to Reality], published in 1855, exerted an immediate and profound influence on certain already dissident artists, such as
Vasilii Perov, who suddenly found their own conceptions clearly mirrored in
such tenets as "that object is beautiful which displays life in itself or reminds us of life." 2
The practical extension of Chernyshevsky's doctrine was the action undertaken by fourteen students of the academy who, in 1863, protested against a
set piece for an annual competition and withdrew from its sphere of influence. Seven years later it was some of this group who formed the nucleus of
the famous Society of Wandering Exhibitions. Championed by the important
critic Vladimir Stasov and later patronized by the collector Pavel Tretyakov,
the Wanderers erected a new artistic code founded not on pure aestheticism,
but on social and political attributes. In this way, thanks particularly to such
impressive painters as Ivan Kramskoi and Vasilii Surikov, the realist movement came to dominate the artistic arena of the 1870s and 1880s.
The Wanderers, although compared sometimes to apparently similar
Western artists such as Courbet and Daumier, were a distinctive group
somewhat isolated from Europe. Indeed, their domination of the progressive
art scene in Russia, together with their own nonchalance toward, or even ignorance of, modern Western European trends, contributed, for example, to
the sudden but anachronistic recognition that French impressionism enjoyed
among Russian artists and collectors in the late 1890s. Conversely, their
isolation contributed to the West's failure to recognize them, although their
formal and stylistic uninventiveness would, in any case, have found little
sympathy with a taste nurtured on the impressionists* unprecedented effects
of light and color.
Because of their close affinities with their social and political environment, the Wanderers must be judged, inevitably, in such a context. One
critic, writing in 1915, was able to sense this in his appraisal of Hya Repin,
perhaps the most famous of the realist Wanderers: "Repin outside Russia is

unthinkable. Accept him or reject him, he is outside personal evaluations, he
is from the people and is popular in the real sense of the word." 3 But
despite the revolutionary fervor of the initial Wanderers, their artistic system
soon lost its trenchancy of purpose. Their very positivist conception of the
ideals of painting proved to be a double-edged weapon, since their attempt
to observe and criticize concrete reality discouraged individualistic superimposition and hence reduced spirituality and artistic flexibility to a minimum.
By continually associating a picture with extrinsic factors, by aspiring to go
beyond the confines of the frame—often witnessed by figures moving or
pointing to something outside the canvas—the Wanderers neglected the picture as an independent work of art. The overall result was a noticeable
weakening of technique and of painterly effect, especially as the original
Wanderers were joined gradually by less gifted painters who reduced the
philosophy of their elders to badly executed sentimental views of nature.
This decline in easel painting with regard both to technique and to aesthetic value was matched by a similar degeneration within the context of the
applied and decorative arts. The impact of Russia's rapid industrialization
after 1860 was felt appreciably in the countryside as peasants turned to the
towns for employment and abandoned their traditional way of life. One of
the consequences of this social transformation was the neglect of traditional
peasant art by the peasant himself, and his methods of wood carving, dyeing, embroidery, and lubok making 4 were faced with extinction.
Aware of the impending crisis, a few people took measures to preserve
and maintain the sources of peasant art. Paradoxically, the task of saving
this national cultural heritage was undertaken by the very classes that had
contributed to its erosion—industrialists and wealthy aristocrats. Chief
among these were Savva Mamontov and Princess Mariya Tenisheva, both of
whom were subsequently to contribute funds to Sergei Diaghilev's famous
review, Mir iskusstva [The World of Art]. In 1870 Mamontov purchased an
estate, Abramtsevo, and there founded the artists* colony of that name,
where so many of Russia'sfin de siecle artists lived and worked. Influenced
by the teachings of William Morris and deeply interested in Russian peasant
art, Mamontov aspired to revitalize the best traditions of his native culture
by applying them to the production of ceramics, woodwork, and theatrical
decor designed by professional artists, such as Viktor Vasnetsov and Mikhail Vrubel. Princess Tenisheva's estate and art colony, Talashkino, near
Smolensk, was an enterprise essentially similar to Mamontov's in its ideals
and output and was particularly active in the fields of furniture and fabric
design. But although Talashkino witnessed the sojourn of many important
artists and although its trading links stretched as far as London and Paris,

Talashkino remained dominated by Abramtsevo—mainly because of Mamontov's more expansive, more forceful personality. Nevertheless, with
both ventures we can perceive the beginning of a rapprochement between
Russian art and industry that would reach its creative zenith in the dynamic
designs and projects of the early and mid-i920s.
In spite of their vital inspiration, the artistic achievements of both colonies, but more especially of Abramtsevo, were often versions of peasant art
adulterated either by an unprecedented mixture of local styles or by elements
of art nouveau that the artists of that age had inevitably assimilated. Such
features were particularly manifest in the theater and opera sets displayed at
performances of Mamontov's private troupe in the 1880s and 1890s in Moscow and other cities. Despite the difference in temperament, despite the fundamentally Muscovite character of Manontov and his colleagues, it was,
however, the St. Petersburg World of Art group that more than any other absorbed and developed this artistic heritage: the innumerable theater sets, costume designs, and indeed the whole decorative, aesthetic production of the
World of Art painters owed much of their stimulus to the stylization, formal
simplification, and bold color scale of the Abramtsevo artists. Witness to
this debt was thefirst issue of Mir iskusstva, which contained a controversial
series of reproductions of Vasnetsov's work. Indeed, Vasnetsov and Vrubel
were but two of a great number of artists whose peasant motifs, bright colors, simplified composition, and pictorial rhythm heralded the marked tendency toward "geometrization," stylization, and retrospective themes that
figured prominently in both the World of Art and the neoprimitivist movement.
Despite the restoration of certain values of traditional art forms that took
place at the instigation of Abramtsevo and Talashkino, the position of easel
painting as such in the 1880s and 1890s had reached a state of prostration
quickened only by the powerful figures of Isaak Levi tan, Repin, and the remarkable Valentin Serov. The exhausted doctrines of both the academy and
the Wanderers created an impasse that bore the fruits only of weak technique
and repetitive theme. Just as forty years before, Russian art had needed,
above all, a thematic and stylistic resuscitation, so now, on the threshold of
the twentieth century, Russian art demanded a new discipline, a new school.
This was provided by the World of Art group, led by Aleksandr Benois and
Diaghilev, through its journal, its exhibitions, and its many general artistic
and critical accomplishments.
Contrary to accepted opinion, however, the World of Art was not an
avant-garde or radical group, and despite their dislike of the realists, such
members as Benois, Lev Bakst, and Konstantin Somov were traditionalists

ar heart, unready to accept the later achievements of the neoprimitivists and
cubofuturists. Nevertheless, the World of Art painters did, in several ways,
prepare the ground for the imminent progressive elements of Russian art—
primarily in their inclination to consider the picture as a self-sufficient work
rather than as a descriptive or tendentious essay. Even in their decorative
art—book illustration, costume design, etc.—their conceptions were strikingly independent of extraneous functions, a principle maintained by the
second generation of World of Art artists such as Sergei Chekhonin. On the
other hand, their technical finesse, however brilliant, was indicative of their
conservative discipline, of their respect for an Alexandrine culture whose
grace and symmetry did not allow for revolutionary innovation. At the same
time their cult of Versailles, whose "theatricalization" of nature they
counted as the eighth wonder of the world, oriented them directly toward the
decor and costume designs for which they achieved renown. The fundamental doctrine, then, of the World of Art might be formulated as "art for art's
sake," although it must be emphasized that the group never published a
manifesto or even a code of conduct. The aestheticism of the World of Art
artists, their alienation from social and political reality (at least until 1905),
and their flight to a subjective and individualistic world linked them closely
to the symbolist literary movement, and this in turn stimulated that aspiration to synthesism so characteristic of Russian art during thefirst quarter of
the twentieth century.
But apart from technical mastery in painting and graphics, the World of
Art deserves recognition in other spheres, notably in those of ideological
propagation and of art criticism. Diaghilev's series of exhibitions, which
demonstrated the latest trends in national art, touched off that incredible
boom in Russian art exhibitions that spanned the period 1900-30. Perhaps
the most impressive of the World of Art exhibitions was thefirst, in 1899, at
which not only group members, but also Western contemporaries such as
Degas, Monet, and Puvis de Chavannes were represented; and perhaps the
most avant-garde of the original series was the exhibition early in 1906 at
which Alexei von Jawlensky, Pavel Kuznetsov (leader of the Blue Rose
group), Mikhail Larionov, and other innovators were well represented—as
indeed they were in the Russian section organized by Diaghilev at the Paris
Salon d'Automne in the same year.
In its many theoretical and critical contributions, the World of Art merits
distinctive acknowledgment even though its aesthetic criteria differed profoundly from those favored by the subsequent groups of the avant-garde.
The World of Art members were able to apprehend and communicate the
subtle changes not only in the art of their time, but also in their social and

cultural environment as a whole, to which Benois's many publications and
Diaghilev's famous speech, " V chas itogov" [At the Hour of Reckoning], 5
bear convincing testimony. The gift of rational and incisive criticism that the
World of Art members displayed was the result partly of their cultural universality and partly of their innate sense of measure; neither quality distinguished the theoretical contributions of the avant-garde, and in fact, it was
their very extremism, irrationality, and ebullience that created the explosive
and original ideas for which they are remembered. The moderns retained an
energy, a primitive strength that the World of Art, in its "weary wisdom," 6 lacked desperately: it was the youthfulness, the wholehearted passion for painting, and the contempt for artistic norms possessed by the new
artists outside the World of Art that ensured the dynamic evolution of Russian art after 1900 and turned Moscow into a center of avant-garde activity
until well after 1917.
"Artists of the world, disunite!"
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Although at the very beginning of the twentieth century St. Petersburg
was still the focal point of Russian art, outside the capital—particularly in
Moscow and provincial centers in the south—a distinct movement opposed
to the ideals of the academy, the Wanderers, and the World of Art alike was
gathering momentum.
Indicative of this trend was the exhibition entitled the "Crimson Rose,"
which opened in Saratov in May 1904. This exhibition pointed to a new
approach to painting, almost to a new school, for in contrast to the precise,
refined works of the World of Art, it contained a series of pictures with
"allusions to human figures" 8 representing a "sharp departure from the
naturalistic study of nature into a world of fantasy and painterly fable." 9
Among the leaders were Kuznetsov, Nikolai Sapunov, and Martiros Saryan,
who three years later were to form the nucleus of the "Blue Rose" exhibition in Moscow. The content of the "Crimson Rose" show demonstrated the
direct influence of the symbolist painter Viktor Borisov-Musatov, whose retrospective fantasies of forgotten estates haunted by the illusive forms of
aristocratic ladies recalled, in turn, the canvases of Maurice Denis and Puvis
de Chavannes. It was the formal elasticity and emphasis on mass rather than
on line peculiar to Borisov-Musatov that was developed by those young artists who in 1907 contributed to the "Blue Rose" exhibition. It is suggested
sometimes that Larionov was the organizing force behind the Blue Rose
group and its single exhibition, but this, in fact, was not the case, for although a close colleague of Kuznetsov and his circle, Larionov did not

adhere to their principles of mystical symbolism. Undoubtedly, he was, like
them, influenced by Borisov-Musatov early in his career, as was his close
collaborator, Natalya Goncharova, but by 1907 he had broken with the master's traditions and had already embarked on the path of innovation that was
to lead him immediately to neoprimitivism. In any case, the essential direction had been given to the Blue Rose at the Saratov exhibition, to which, incidentally, Larionov had not been invited, and the success of the future Blue
Rose members at major exhibitions of 1905 and 1906 in Moscow and St.
Petersburg pointed to their cohesion as a group—especially in the face of the
World of Art's decline. Theirfinancial organizer, the banker Nikolai Ryabushinsky, although in no sense a paragon of taste, spared no effort to champion their cause and devoted much space in his journal, Zolotoe runo [The
Golden Fleece], to reproductions of their pictures; above all, it was thanks to
his generosity and enthusiasm in promoting them that the Blue Rose and,
later, the neoprimitivists made the impact that they did.
For the Blue Rose artists, art was a theurgic force by which to move per
realia ad realiora. Their resultant dismissal of concrete reality and their
concentration on the spiritual and the mystical led to the "trembling silhouettes and blue diffusions" 1 0 of their delicate but distorted depictions. At the
same time—and because of their neglect of representational value—the Blue
Rose painters gave their attention to such intrinsic properties as color, mass,
tension, and rhythm; this new conception of artistic purpose, combined with
their conscious or unconscious neglect of technical accuracy, produced a
series of unprecedented abstracted visions. It was relevant, therefore, that
David Burliuk should praise them so highly at the "Link" exhibition of the
following year at which extreme elements were already present, for it was
with the Blue Rose that the Russian avant-garde really began. But the "Blue
Rose" exhibition itself marked the culmination of the group's collective
search, and the very name, a horticultural fiction, proved to symbolize not
only its philosophical aspirations, but also its inability to exist alienated
from life.
The ideas and ideals of the Blue Rose, not formulated or published as
such, 11 were quickly overshadowed as more assertive artists came to engage
public attention with their new and provocative achievements. This is not to
say that the highly subjective art of the Blue Rose provided no artistic
legacy; the little-known but very important so-called Impressionist group,
supported by Nikolai Kulbin, Mikhail Matyushin, and others, and the more
famous St. Petersburg Union of Youth movement, shared many of the Blue
Rose tenets and favored a subjective, intuitive approach to art, as Kulbin's
and Vladimir Markov's essays emphasized so readily. Their concentration

on the irrational, psychological conditions of the creative process can be
linked, in turn, with a tentative, although untitled, expressionist movement
in Russia to which one might assign David Burliuk and, perhaps, Pavel
Filonov.
On a different level, the aspriation toward synthesism and the highly individualistic interpretation of art germane both to the Moscow symbolists and
to the St. Petersburg "intuitivists" can, of course, be identified with Vasilii
Kandinsky. And while Kandinsky had no direct contact with the Blue
Rose—he was, in fact, nearer to the St. Petersburg stylists in the early and
mid-i900s—he sympathized unquestionably with their spiritual search, as
his essay "Content and Form" (see p. 17 ff.) would indicate. Furthermore,
Kandinsky was in communication with Kulbin and his circle, witness to
which was the fact that Kulbin read "On the Spiritual in Art" on Kandinsky's behalf at the St. Petersburg All-Russian Convention of Artists at
the end of 1911; in addition, Kandinsky's ideas on color and form had much
more in common with those of the Russian symbolists and, specifically, of
Kulbin. In this respect the whole problem of symbolist art and its influence
on the development of Russian abstract painting, particularly on the formation of synthetic/subjective abstraction (Kandinsky, Kazimir Malevich) as
opposed to analytical/objective abstraction (HI Lissitzky, Vladimir Tatlin), is
one that deserves serious study.
Since the emergence of the Blue Rose group in the early 1900s (although
it was not named formally until 1907), it had become increasingly evident
that the evolution of Russian art would be maintained by provincial forces
rather than by a sophisticated "capital" movement (to use David Burliuk's
ironical term 1 2 ). It is significant that most of the neoprimitivists and cubofuturists came from rural communities; and undoubtedly, their direct contact
with traditional peasant art shaped much of their theoretical and practical
work and instigated their discovery and advocacy of Russian national art and
of the Russian primitives, such as Niko Pirosmanashvili. It was, in fact, at
the regular Moscow Association of Artists' exhibition in April 1907 that the
first definite tendencies toward a neoprimitivist style were presented: it was
immediately clear from the vigorous canvases of such contributors as Goncharova, Larionov, Malevich, Aleksei Morgunov, Vasilii Rozhdestvensky,
Aleksandr Shevchenko, and Georgii Yakulov (also, incidentally, Kandinsky) that the trend was away from nebulous shapes and allusive subjects,
from subdued color scale and absence of narrative, toward new, vivid, and
dynamic conceptions of form, mass, and color. The predominance of still
lifes and portraits (the latter almost absent at the "Blue Rose") indicated

further the choice of genres that was to be favored by the new Russian
painters at least until 1912.
These salient features of what came to be known as neoprimitivism dominated Russian avant-garde art between 1908 and 1912, the period that witnessed the sudden appearance of "wooden spoons instead of aesthetes'
orchids." 1 3 The recognition and impact of such art forms as the lubok,
signboard painting, and children's drawing had already been witnessed during the 1880s and 1890s as a result of the Abramtsevo and Talashkino activities, but the second wave of interest created a far less stylized; far less aesthetic product. The neoprimitivists, in fact, found in naive art a complex of
devices that had little in common with the basic aesthetic of Western idealist
painting, and these they emphasized often to the detriment of mimetic value.
Their disproportionate concentration on such specific artistic concepts as inverted perspective, flat rendition of figures, distinct vulgarization of form,
outline by color rather than by line, and consequently, the shift in visual
priorities began a process of reduction that one is tempted to relate ultimately to Malevich's White on White (1918).
In a lecture in 1938, the painter Kuzma Petrov-Vodkin summed up this
period of artistic fragmentation: "There was no school. . . . In Moscow,
Zolotoe runo was ending its days in languor . . . the banner raised by
Shchukin began its revolutionary course. Young artists bristled up . . .
became anarchistic, and rejected any teaching." 1 4 The banner raised by
Sergei Shchukin—and, one should add, by Ivan Morozov—was a reference
to the two large collections of contemporary Western painting that both men
had accumulated by the mid-1900s.
The effect of canvases by Cezanne, Derain, Gauguin, Matisse, Van
Gogh, etc., on the young Moscow artists was considerable, although not
exclusive. The private showings of these collections undoubtedly influenced
the aims of certain movements within the Russian avant-garde, but there
was, after about 1910, an equally intense reaction against them, notably by
Goncharova and Larionov, who declared their allegiance to indigenous traditions—as Goncharova indicated in her speech on "Cubism" of 1912 (see p.
77

ff.).
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This dual attitude to the Western masters produced two distinct trends
within the Russian neoprimitivist movement, a phenomenon noticeable especially in the framework of the Knave of Diamonds group. This important
group, convoked by Larionov and Aristarkh Lentulov in 1910, divided
quickly into "Russian" and "French" factions after its first exhibition,
December 1910/January 1911. This inner divergence culminated in the de-

parture of Larionov and his sympathizers and their formation of the Donkey's Tail group later in 1911, while the more academic faction of the
Knave of Diamonds retained the original name and changed the organization
from a mere exhibition platform into a formal society. As such, the Knave
of Diamonds maintained a cohesive, although increasingly eclectic front
until 1918, and since it looked to Paris for inspiration, such highly competent members as Robert Falk, Petr Konchalovsky, Aleksandr Kuprin, Ilya
Mashkov, and Rozhdestvensky were labeled variously as Cezannists and
cubists. Larionov, on the other hand, attempted to base his new conception
of art on indigenous and Eastern stimuli and hence disowned any relationship with Western painting; but in fact, as his futurist and rayonist statements reveal, Larionov was not averse to borrowing certain concepts from
Italian futurism, but they did not form the basic substance of his artistic
tracts. In contrast to the articulate Larionov, the "French" members of the
Knave of Diamonds were comparatively reticent, an attitude paralleled in
their more detached, more measured approach to painting. Although they
did not issue a joint statement of intent, we can accept Ivan Aksenov's critique as their formal apologia and can summarize their artistic credo as the
"deliberate simplification and coarsening of form and the resultant condensation of color and precision of line." 1 5 Under the influence of cubism,
most members of the Knave of Diamonds moved from decorativeness and
polychromy toward a more acute analysis of form and a more architectonic
composition. But however distorted their pictorial interpretations, they never
lost contact with the world of objects and remained at a stage before nonrepresentation. Even at the end of 1914, when French cubist influence was
most pronounced, the critic Yakov Tugendkhold could write of their current
exhibition that the "sense of reality . . . and the gravitation toward the
beautiful flesh of objects has again been found." 1 6 Always opposed to
caprice and debilitating psychological connotations in art, the majority of the
^French" Knave of Diamonds artisbs were among thefirst to accept the, xcalist principles of AKhRRJ Association p i Arti&t^^f ^
, ж, tKet еадЩГЙгов"^

One of the most "recognizable characteristics of the more derivative canvases of the Knave of Diamonds members is their lack of movement, their
often monolithic heaviness. And it was this in particular that distinguished
them from the "Russian" tendency of neoprimitivism favored by Goncharova, Larionov, et al. The latter artists' evident interest in the dynamic
qualities of the canvas—tension, rhythm, contrast—led them immediately to
the principles of Russian cubofuturism and rayonism. Although Filippo
Marinetti's "Futurist Manifesto" was published in Russia in 1909, and ex-

tracts from similar Italian declarations appeared in the review Soyuz molodezhi [Union of Youth] in 1912, 17 Italian futurism as a whole was interpreted very freely by Russian artists and, while exerting a certain
influence, did not constitute a key element of the Russian avant-garde. Suffice it to say that futurism in Russia came to embrace all extreme movements
in art and literature from neoprimitivism to suprematism. It was because of
this that Larionov managed to include both futurism and rayonism within a
single manifesto. To a limited extent, the Italian and Russian versions of futurism did share one common essential, i.e., the concept of dynamism, of
mechanical ®aYement,--and it was this in part thafgave 1 mpetusTolffifex ~
treme leftist painters, who quickly condemned the Knave of Diamonds as an
academic flower. Futurism and rayonism, however diverse, reflected the
new reality of urban civilization, of men dependent on machines: such
famous canvases as Goncharova's Cats (1912), Larionov's Glass (1912-13),
and Malevich's Knife Grinder (1912) are linked closely to the concepts of
speed, light, and energy.
It is a curious paradox, however, that both Larionov and Malevich could
have reacted against their own dynamic, industrial conceptions of art and
subsequently have imbued rayonism and suprematism with spiritual, astral
qualities. In a letter to Alfred Barr in 1930, for example, Larionov could
describe rayonism in terms rather different from those in his "Rayonist
Painting" (see pp. 91 ff.): "Ultimately, rayonism admits of the possibility
of a definition and a physical measurement of love, ecstasy, talent—those
spiritual qualities of the lyrical and epic state. . . ." 1 8 It was this marked
tendency toward an intuitive, theosophical fourth dimension (and not toward
a Western, temporal one), this "painting of the soul" 1 9 that formed the
genuine and original contribution to the international cubofuturist and abstract movements.
As the old traditions collapsed, numerous groups arose, for the most part
intensifying the process of disintegration, while, inevitably, not always advancing valuable replacements. Such a criticism might be leveled at some of
David Burliuk's theoretical and practical endeavors, which were often the
product of unbridled enthusiasm rather than of systematic thinking. But
Burliuk's saving grace was his elemental vitality and unflinching organizational support of progressive art. Even after the Revolution, on his emigratory journey to Japan and the United States, he found time to contribute to
exhibitions and discussions of the new art in central and eastern Siberia.20
Sensitive critics such as Benois tended to dismiss his work outright and even
invented the verb burliukat, with its derogatory meaning of "to fool
around." The verb was applied to many artists of the time who took advan-

tage of the contemporary cultural atomization to produce works outrageous
and sensational, but capricious and ephemeral; on the other hand, there were
many who searched dutifully for a style, a system that they attempted to
base on definite, meaningful principles—such as Malevich and the neglected
Shevchenko.
In this respect it would be erroneous to assume that those who tended
toward complete abstraction were necessarily more gifted, more independent
than those who pursued a middle or more conventional course. One of the
distinctive features of post-1910 Russian art was its intricate complex of
groups and subgroups whose ideologies and creative output were by no
means always oriented exclusively toward abstract art. Apart from the
Knave of Diamonds, the Impressionists or "intuitivists" of St. Petersburg,
led by the "crazy doctor," Kulbin, made a valuable contribution to the development both of art theory and of actual creation without resorting to
complete abstraction. Kulbin's theory of the triangle,21 his lectures on free
art (which, according to a contemporaneous observer, resembled a "fast
gallop along . . . all kinds of aesthetic conceptions" 2 2 ) were an attempt to
regard art in nonliterary terms, i.e., to seek an aesthetic value system
founded on artistic properties other than mimetic accuracy. In this way, Kulbin, together with David Burliuk, Markov, and Olga Rozanova, were already anticipating Nikolai Punin's call in 1919 for a purely "scientific" art
criticism (see pp. 170 ff.).
To some, the theory and practice of Kulbin and his associates, such as
Matyushin, were a fashionable gesture, an appendage to the postsymbolist
decadence of spiritualist seances, table tapping, and erotic mysticism that
had flowered on the heritage of the Blue Rose. Yet however controversial
they were, Kulbin and his circle, some of whom moved within the wider
context of the Union of Youth, played a very important ideological and organizational role in the cultural arena as a whole: it was on Kulbin's invitation that Marinetti visited Russia for thefirst time in 1914, it was with Kulbin's encouragement that artists such as Filonov and Rozanova came to the
fore and that, in turn, the whole synthesist endeavor of the avant-garde
achieved its profound and permanent results.
The rapid development toward, and confirmation of, "art as an end in itself" was stimulated in particular by three exhibitions organized by
Larionov—the "Donkey's Tail" (1912), the "Target" (1913), and "No.
4" (1914). Essentially, the first was a demonstration of Larionov's and
Goncharova's latest achievements in neoprimitivism and futurism, exemplified by several of Larionov's Soldier pictures, and left comparatively
little space for the no less exciting contributions of Marc Chagall, Malevich,

Tatlin, and the painter and critic Markov. Organizing the "Donkey's Tail"
exhibition in direct opposition to the second "Knave of Diamonds" exhibition, which had just closed, Larionov voiced his disdain forcefully: "My
ЩК is not tn nqpfinn the new art, because aftgiUhat it would cease to be
new, but as far as possible to try to move it forward, After organizing the
"Knave of Diamonds two years ago . . . I did not realize that under that
name would arise such a popularization of works that have nothing in common either with the new art or with the old. . . ." 2 3 The second exhibition, the "Target," was more precise in its ideological proclamatTon~ancI, in
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Larionov ' s Hayorust ISausage and Mackerel (1912), but also in its abstract
development, e.g., Goncharova^s
?erception-4&lue and Brown
(T913). a •
CSnonW staged the exhibition "No. 4," which, although subtitled "Exhibition of Futurist, Rayonist, and Primitivist Pictures," was primarily a display
of rayonist and so-called pneumorayonist works. Larionov's preface to the
catalogue underlined the contemporaneous orientation toward painting for
painting's sake, even though most of the exhibits were still representational
or at least thematic: " 'Exhibition No. 4' is the fourth in the cycle of exhibitions organized by a group of artists who have nothing in common except
youth, a forward striving, the solution of mainly painterly problems, and a
uniform mood of feeling and thought. . . ." 2 4 Apart from the "electric"
and rayonist pictures by Larionov and Goncharova—some of which, significantly, were called ' 'constructions" \postroeniya]—the ferroconcrete poems
of Vasilii Kamensky and ShevcRenko s essays in dynamism exemplified the
fundamentals of cubofuturism.
Rayonism was again represented by Goncharova and Larionov during
their reappearance in Moscow at the grand "Exhibition of Painting. 1915"
in March of that year. 25 However, their efforts were overshadowed by other,
more audacious contributions, and the whole exhibition proved to be a sensational scandal: "the Burliuks hung up a pair of trousers and stuck a bottle
to them; . . . Mayakovsky exhibited a top hat that he had cut in two and
nailed two gloves next to it. . . . Kamensky asked the juiy persuasively to
let him exhibit a live mouse in a mousetrap. . . ." 2 6 Such diverse artists as
Natan Altman, Chagall, and Kandinsky added to the pictorial kaleidoscope;
but perhaps the most original and valuable contribution was by Tatlin, an
artist who, together with Malevich, would exert a profound influence on the
remaining phases of the avant-garde movement. It was evident from Tatlin's
exhibits, one of which consisted of a "leg knocked off a table, a sheet of

iron, and a broken glass jug," 2 7 that he was concerned with constructing a
work of art by combining and contrasting the intrinsic properties of various
materials. This move away from the surface of the canvas to a three-dupensjor^jconcejgtion had, of course, alreadyTed~Tatlin to the creation of his
reliefs and counterreliefs; two of his painterly reliefs were presented at the
parallel exhibition "Tramway V," organized by Ivan Puni in Petrograd.
The year 1913, therefore, pinpointed two distinct |efl<jpncies within the
avant-garde movement: one toward volume, the other toward plane. Tatlin
and Malevich emerged as the respective leaders of these two fundamental
but contradictory concepts.
Although Malevich was represented at the "Exhibition of Painting.
1915," it is not known precisely which works he showed because his contributions were not detailed either in the catalogue or in the reviews. It is
doubtful that he sent examples of suprematism since at the concurrent "Tramway V" his canvases, such as Portrait of M. V. Matyushin
(1913) and Englishman in Moscow (1913-14), were still representational.
Although in his writings Malevich dated his formulation of suprematism in
1913, we do not have concrete evidence in the form of exhibition catalogues
and contemporaneous descriptions that would corroborate this assertion. On
the other hand, it is entirely possible that by 1914 Malevich was already
thinking in terms of the "new painterly realism," since his paintings and
graphics of the time had definite alogical, abstract elements. In any case, the
idea of art as something beyond representational value was, of course, not
new and had been propounded by Kandinsky, Markov, and Rozanova at
least as early as 1913; undoubtedly Malevich relied on certain of their ideas,
particularly those of Markov, and expanded them into his theory of suprematism, which saw its written and visual propagation at the very end of
1915. At the exhibition "0.10," organized by Puni (December 1915/January 1916), suprematist compositions occupied the center of attention, and
their effect was augmented both by collective manifestoes (see pp. n o ff.)
and by a collective picture painted by Kseniya Boguslavskaya, Ivan Klyun,
Malevich, Mikhail Menkov, and Puni, presumably according to suprematist
principles. In addition, Malevich accompanied his own contribution by an
independent declaration in the catalogue: "In naming certain pictures, I do
not wish to show that I have regarded real forms as heaps of formless painterly masses out of which a painterly picture was created having nothing
common with the model." 2 8 It should, however, be noted that although
many of the contributions were exercises in combinations of purely painterly
elements, the word "suprematist" did not accompany any of them.
The "0.10" exhibition was memorable for publicizing a second innova-

tion—Tallin's artistic method: not only was a whole rQQmb.deyoted to his
reliefs, but a pamphlet on his reliefs and comer reliefs was published simultaneously. Unlike Malevich, however, Tatlin had previously exhibited his
abstract works several times since his one-man show in May 1914 and had
already influenced younger artists, such as Lev Bruni, so that their combinations of materials and textures on surface and in space were the dominant
feature at the "Shop" exhibition, organized by Tatlin in February 1916.
This exhibition served essentially as a vehicle for advancing both painterly
and constructional reliefs (by Bruni, Klyun, Tatlin), but the ideological opponents (Malevich, Lyubov Popova, and Nadezhda Udaltsova) were well
represented too, despite the fact that Malevich submitted no suprematist
works.
Although the "Shop" was the last major exhibition of the leftists before
the Revolution, Malevich, Tatlin, and their confreres did not diminish their
artistic activities. But however much the developments of suprematism and
the counterrelief constituted audacious advances in art and however farreaching their effect, ultimately they questioned the very legality of easel
art: it was felt that the absolute in art had been reached, and although
Malevich beckoned us to the zero of form, he provided no function for art,
no pragmatic justification. As early as 1909 Lentulov, in a letter to Benois,
had voiced his reservations as to the ultimate purpose of the avantgarde: "You involuntarily ask yourself: 'What next? What's to be
done with it all? Does anybody need it?' " 2 9 A temporary answer to
such questions was provided by the Revolution of October 1917.
"Cubism and futurism were revolutionary movements in art,
anticipating the revolution in the economic
and political life of 1917." 3 0
The Revolution of October 1917 affected Russian art immediately in two
ways: on the one hand, it undermined or destroyed all cultural groupings; on
the other, it gave impetus to the leftist currents that, in certain governmental
circles, were accepted as both the herald and the mirror of the social metamorphosis.
This sudden formal recognition of such artists as Altman, Malevich,
Aleksandr Rodchenko, and Tatlin stemmed from a variety of reasons: most
of the leftists were convinced of their basic affinities with the Revolution itself; Anatolii Lunacharsky, head of the newly established Narkompros [People's Commissariat for Enlightenment], was sympathetic to the radicals both
in art and in literature and hence acted as a vital link between them and

Lenin; their numbers were swelled, albeit briefly, by the return of colleagues
from abroad—Chagall, Kandinsky, Naum Gabo, Anton Pevsner, David
Shterenberg, et al. Such favorable circumstances enabled many of the avantgarde artists to take up positions of administrative and pedagogical authority
within the new cultural hierarchy, and consequently, the leftist dictatorship
in art became a definite, although ephemeral, reality. Specifically, the Utopian ideas of this leftist dictatorship were disseminated both on a theoretical
and on a practical level in three essential ways: through state exhibitions and
state acquisition of leftist works, through infiltration into the reorganized art
schools, and through the establishment of highly progressive research programs within various influential institutions. But because of this broad artistic tolerance, many divisions and conflicts concerning the direction and
function of art arose among the leftists themselves. Some, like Altman,
believed that Communist futurism [Komfut] was the only doctrine that could
successfully transform all the ideological, creatiy£*_~aod organizational
aspects of art. Others, like Rozanova, a member 6f.Prol£tikuj^(the proletarian culture organization, led by Aleksandr Bogdanov), believed that only the
proletariat (i.e., not the peasantry) could create a proletarian art and that
much of Russia's cultural inheritance could be ignored. Of all the major art
organizations, in fact, Proletkult was the only one that managed to maintain
a degree of independence, perhaps because it had been established as a formal entity as early as February 1917—and this position worried Lenin considerably. By 1919 Proletkult had a substantial sphere of influence, operating its own studios in all the main urban centers, and its emphasis on
industry allied it immediately with the emergent constructivist groups. Consequently, its formal annexation to Narkompros in 1922 and the automatic
restriction of its activities was a political move that presaged the increasing
government interference in art affairs during the mid- and late 1920s. 31
Through the Visual Arts Section [IZO] of Narkompros,32 the now "official" artists embarked on an ambitious program of reconstruction. In 1918,
under the auspices of Tatlin in Moscow and Shterenberg (general head of
IZO) in Petrograd, the Moscow Institute of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture and the Stroganov Art School were integrated to form the Free State
Art Studios [Svomas—later Vkhutemas/Vkhutein], 33 and the St. Petersburg
Academy was abolished and replaced by the Petrograd State Free Art Educational Studios [Pegoskhuma—later Svomas, and then the academy again 3 4 ] .
Such studios provided a further dynamic impulse to the development of
avant-garde art mainly because of their initially flexible structure and because of their radical teaching faculty: Klyun, Malevich, Rodchenko, Shevchenko, and Udaltsova were among those who worked at Svomas/Vkhu-

temas; Altman, Puni, Shterenberg, and Tatlin (initially in Moscow) worked
at Pegoskhuma/Svomas. Symptomatic of the artistic license observed at
these art schools during the early days was the resolution carried by art
students at their conference in Petrograd in April 1918 that "art and artists
must be absolutely free in every manifestation of their creativity . . . art affairs are the affairs of artists themselves. . . ." 3 5
This attitude was shared by the members of Inkhuk [Institute of Artistic
Culture], which during the short period of its autonomous existence attracted
many important artists and critics. Inkhuk was formed in May 1920 and was
based in Moscow originally under Kandinsky; later it had affiliations in Petrograd (under Tatlin and Punin) and in Vitebsk (under Malevich) and at one
time boasted contact with Berlin (through Lissitzky and the journal
VeshchlGegenstandlObjet [Object]), Holland, Hungary, and even Japan. Essentially Inkhuk acted as a forum for the discussion and analysis of laboratory investigations into various properties and effects of art, and during its
early phase Kandinsky's influence could be perceived in the institute's tendency to concentrate on the synthetic and psychological aspects of the artistic disciplines. Kandinsky compiled a long and intricate program for Inkhuk
that was to have considered art from three basic standpoints: (1) the theory
of individual aspects of art; (2) the theory of the interrelationship of individual aspects of art; (3) the theory of monumental art or art as a whole. 36 Kandinsky himself had the opportunity to observe activities concerned with this
comparative approach: "musicians chose three basic chords, painters were
invited to depict them first of all in pencil, then a table was compiled, and
each artist had to depict each chord in color." 3 7 However, Kandinsky's
psychological approach to art led to disagreements with his colleagues, who
were more inclined to regard art as a m^eyial object devoid of subjective,
intuitive connotations. Consequently, the program was rejected, and Kandmsn^lHTTiffiffiirat the end of 1920. After his departure, the Inkhuk administration was reorganized by Rodchenko, Varvara Stepanova, the sculptor Aleksei Babichev, and the musician Nadezhda Bryusova. To this end,
Babichev drew up a new and very rational plan based exclusively on theoretical and laboratory principles.38 In turn, however, there was a reaction
within Inkhuk against this pure "culture of materials," culminating in the
fall of 1921 with the advocacy of industrial and applied art; and with the enrollment of supporters of industrial design, such as Boris Arvatov, Osip
Brik, Boris Kushner, Popova, and Nikolai Tarabukin, Inkhuk became identified with the groductional-art movement. At the end of 1921 Inkhuk was
attached to the Russian Academy of Artistic Sciences, which had been
formed during the summer of that year. It was while the Academy of Artis-

tic Sciences was being projected, in fact, that Kandinsky reworked his plan
for Inkhuk and presented it in abbreviated form as a proposal for the program of the Physicopsychological Department within the academy (see pp.
196 ff.).
Equally innovative activities were being pursued by the Petrograd affiliation of Inkhuk, called IKhK, which arose in 1922 as an extension of the Museum of Painterly Culture. IKhK was divided into four sections: Painterly
Culture, headed by Malevich; Organic Culture, headed by Matyushin; Material Culture, headed initially by Tatlin; and General Ideology, headed by
Punin. Within their sections, Malevich and Tatlin devoted much time to the
study of "new forms for the new life and for art industry," while Matyushin's experiments remained purely in the laboratory realm, oriented to
such specific problems as "color fields" and "space and its significance for
aesthetic value." 3 9 Although IKhK was smaller than its Moscow counterpart, it contained the most promising of Malevich's students, who had followed him from Vitebsk, as well as Matyushin's very gifted assistants, led
by Boris and Mariya Ender. Despite constant criticism, IKhK, like Inkhuk,
managed to take a very active part in artistic affairs: it organized the large
exhibition "Union of New Trends in Art" in 1922 and staged Velimir
Khlebnikov's Zangezi, with sets by Tatlin, in 1923. IKhK was closed in
1927, and byi929 ГпЖшс naa also ceasedto function.
Despite the enthusiasm and intense activity peculiar to the Revolutionary
period, comparatively little "pure art" was created between 1918 and 1920.
This was due, in the main, to the deliberate orientation of artjjetir p.n^gips
toward the so-called mass activities involving street decoration, designs for
mass dramatizations, and agit-transport, to the economic and material uncertainty of the country (Tatlin, for example, experienced great difficulty in acquiring aluminum and plaster),40 and to the underlying theoretical obscurity
of the role of art in a socialist framework. Such reasons accounted for the
large proportion of pre-Revolutionary works submitted to the sequence of
state exhibitions of 1918-21 and to the famous Berlin exhibition of 1922;
they accounted also for the temporary cessation of written manifestoes concerned with easel art. At the same time, many of the articles and proclamations that appeared in such journals as Iskusstvo kommuny [Art of the Commune] and Izobrazitelnoe iskusstvo [Visual Art] were rhetorical and florid,
but deficient in practicable ideas. In any case, since politics had become
suddenly an integral part of the artist's world view, his statements of the
Revolutionary period were often correspondingly tendentious and extrinsic,
and not until about 1922 do we once more find mamfes toes _ concerned
specifically with'the aesffietics of artr It was then that a second, but weaker,

wave of interest in pure or easel art was voiced in declaration or in public
debate.
Indicative of this renewed interest was the exhibition ' ' 5 x 5 = 2 5 , "
organized in Moscow in September 1921 under the auspices of Inkhuk. The
"five," each with five contributions, were Aleksandra Exter, Popova, Rodchenko, Stepanova, and Aleksandr Vesnin, who set as their task to examine
"color, partially solving the problems of the interrelationships of color, its
mutual tension, its rhythmization, and to pass on to color construction based
on the laws of color itself." 4 1 Rpdchenkn gave his farewell to pure painting
in three canvases painted respectively red, yellow, and blue. These he saw
as the culmination of a process that he described in the catalogue:
1918 At the exhibition "Nonobjective Creation and Suprematism" in
Moscow I proclaimed spatial construction s and, in painting, Black on
Black, for thefirst time.
1920 At the Nineteenth State Exhibition I proclaimed line as a factor of
construction for thefirst tinfie.
1921 At this exhibition I have proclaimed three basic colors in art for the
first time. 42
But the 5 x 5 = 25 group disintegrated quickly with the realization that art as
an end in itself had already run its course, a move that had been anticipated
by Stepanova's statement that "technology and industry have confronted art
'
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with the problem ofcon^^Mcrjm.Ilflt>as»i;i?ntemptative representation, butas
an active function." 4 3 At a plenary session of
24,
i92i "at1^-m^omy^of the group, together with their associates, condemned
easel painting as outmoded and useless and advocated new artistic values in
the "absoluteness of industrial art and constructivism as its only form of
expression." 4 4 In accordance with this"declaration many entered the world
of industrial production: Popova and Stepanova turned to textile design,
Rodchenko to photography, Vesnin to architecture, etc.
Although this was an abrupt and extreme measure, the more so since the
majority of the artists concerned had been established painters, their action
had already been foreshadowed by a group of young artists from the Mos1
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cow Svomas who were members of Obmokhu [Society of Young Artists].
As early as 1919, they had been provided with a studio equipped with metalcutting machines and stamping machines and with welding apparatus, which
indicated their fundamental conception of art as something applied and
extra-aesthetic. They designed and produced stencils for postcards and
badges, worked on theater sets, constructed traveling libraries, and de-

corated streets and squares. Prominent members of Obmokhu were Konstantin Medunetsky and the Stenberg brothers, Georgii and Vladimir, whose
achievements were shown at the four exhibitions between 1919 and 1923;
Rodchenko also joined the society in 1921. It was amid the ranks of Obmokhu that dissatisfaction with the eclectic policy of Narkompros was first
voiced, for its members saw the grandiose Narkompros exhibitions, culminating in the Berlin showing of 1922, as a sure sign of artistic drift and
debility. The reaction r>f fh*> Ohmr^» artists was to advance constructivism
3s the guideline of Mxnali.a..ark„an-endcayor in which thev were assisted by
the propaganda resources of Lef [Levyi front iskusstv—Left Front^of the
A r t s l f T K e l ^ e ^ ^ e r g " $ h o became famous for their movie posters,
and Medunetsky contributed as a constructivist group to the "First Discussional Exhibition of Associations of Active Revolutionary Art" in 1924 (see
pp. 237 ff.), there confronting the ebullient Aleksei Gan and his rival group
of constructivists.
However rhetorical Gan's formulation and apologia of constructivism
published in 1922, the movement emerged-ri^ly jftfr "antiarr " condemning
art as the individualistic manifestation of a bourgeois consciousness and as
alien to a collective society. The initial consequence for the early constructivists, Medunetsky and Rodchenko among them, had been to construct articles of "modern" materials such as aluminum, steel, and glass according
to the precise laws of mechanics. Essentially, such compositions were as abstract and as "artistic" as the pre-Revolutionary achievements of Tatlin, and
the constructivists were, in turn, accused of bourgeois tendencies. Soon,
however, under pressure from Proletkult and Inkhuk, the ideas of constructivism came to be applied to technological design, a move that Tatlin foreshadowed, of course, in his Tower or Monument for the Third International
of 1919-20; hence, in direct contrast to the purist pre-Revolutionary movements and, of course, to Gabo and Pevsner's arguments, constructivism
became utilitarian. The immediate result of this revision was the dynamic
development"orarchitectural and mechanical projects, such as Grigorii Barkhin's Izvestiya building (1927), Yakov Chernikhov's industrial complexes
(late I920s-early 1930s), and on a rather different level, Malevich's experimental constructions, the so-called arkhitektony and planity. To a considerable extent, constructivist concepts were incorporated into designs for textiles (Exter, Popova, Stepanova), the theater (Exter, Popova, Aleksandr
Vesnin), and typography (Rodchenko, Lissitzky).
What is often forgotten in this context is that not only artists but also art
critics were affected by the trend toward constructivism. Punin's cycle of
lectures, delivered in 1919, demonstrated his belief in the need to discover

the constant, rational laws of art so that art criticism, like constructivism,
would become a science and leave behind its intuitive, literary principles.
As Tugendkhold wrote in 1926: "The fundamental methodological aspiration of Marxist art criticism is the affirmation of a scientific approach to
art." 4 5
While in general, the most radical artists turned their attention tp productional design and concentrated on this throughout the 1920s, some still concerned themselves with easel painting but began to reverse the trend from
futurist to realist representations. This change in artistic thinking was inspired partly by the founding of several groups of easel artists in the early
1920s. One of these was NOZh [Novoe obshchestvo zhivopistsev—New Society of Painters], a group of former pupils of Exter, Malevich, and Tatlin
who were quick to respond to the new mass taste, as they indicated in their
declaration at their first exhibition in 1922: "We, former leftists in art, were
the first to feel the utter rootlessness of further analytical and scholastic aberrations. . . . We have not taken the road tramped by the theory of constructivism, for constructivism, in proclaiming the death of art, conceives
man as an automaton. . . . We want to create realistic works of
art. . . ." 4 6 The force of such a declaration, diametrically opposed to
statements of the preceding decade, stimulated the rapid development of
similar organizations, especially AKhRR. The re-establishment of more conventional artistic values, reflected also in the resurrection of pre-Revolutionary associations such as the World of Art and the Union of Russian Artists, was strengthened by the declaration and creative output of AKhRR
demonstrated at itsfirst official exhibition in June/July 1922. And it was the
1922 manifesto of AKhRR that, with certain modifications, came to serve as
the springboard for the formal advocacy of socialist realism in the early
1930s.
Although the AKhRR credo was the most influential and far-reaching
within the context of Russian art in the 1920s and thereafter, it did not, at
least initially, liquidate other artistic developments. With the establishment
of NEP [New Economic Policy] in 1921, the private art market was reopened and was soon flourishing. As a direct result, the new bourgeois patron stimulated the development of a peculiar and highly interesting visual
compromise between nonrepresentation and representation. This was noticeable within the framework of the short-lived Makovets society, formed
in 1922, though the symbolic, apocalyptic visions of its greatest member,
Vasilii Chekrygin, have yet to be "discovered." 4 7 A more subjective conception of reality was favored also by the members of OST [Society of Easel
Artists], such as Aleksandr Deineka and Aleksandr Tyshler, who at times

supported an almost expressionist presentation. Four Arts, too, was concerned more with questions of form than with revolutionary, thematic content, as their provocative manifesto indicated (see p. 281). But none approached the stature and breadth of imagination possessed by Filonov, who
throughout the 1920s continued to paint his fragmented, tormented interpretations of the proletarian city and other themes.
After 1925 increased attention was paid to the "realist" values of an artist's work, and nonrealist exhibitions, if staged at all, were reviewed harshly
and accused of ideological alienation.48 Experimental design in typography
and film supported by the October group also came to be seen as asocial
and, accordingly, was censured as "formalist"—a term that came to be
applied indiscriminately to all art lacking in overt sociopolitical value, from
expressionism to suprematism. But although the resolution of 1932 deprived the unorthodox artist of material and spiritual support (Filonov, for
example, was represented at no official art exhibitions between 1933 and
1941), individual artists managed still to uphold the principles of their
own convictions: Tatlin returned to painting with original and valuable results; Filonov and some of his students continued to concentrate on every
formal detail of the canvas; Altman, Klyun, Shevchenko, Shterenberg, and
others never abandoned completely their essential artistic ideals.
The formal proclamation of socialist realism at the First Ail-Union
Writers' Conference in 1934 established the direction that Soviet art and literature were to follow for at least the next twenty years. Socialist-realist art
with its depiction of society in its revolutionary, technological development
was immediately intelligible and meaningful to the public at large, so forming a truly mass art. However autocratic and severe Stalin's measures in the
early 1930s and however uniform their results, they did provide a sense of
direction and a definite artistic style to artists perplexed by the many conflicting ideas of the preceding thirty years and conscious of an aesthetic impasse. In 1902, at the beginning of the avant-garde period, Benois had written: "Historical necessity . . . requires that an age that would absorb man's
individuality in the name of public benefit. . . would again come to replace
the refined epicureanism of our time, the extreme refinement of man's individuality, his effeminacy, morbidity, and solitude." 4 9 Ironically, but inevitably, Benois's prophecy was proved by the advent of the monumental, synthetic style of the Stalin era.
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Cover of the catalogue of the "Blue Rose" exhibition, Moscow,
March-April 1907. Designed by Nikolai Sapunov. The motif was
suggested by the symbolist poet Valerii Bryusov.

ALEKSANDR BENOIS

History of Russian Painting
in the Nineteenth Century
[Conclusion\ 1902
Bom St. Petersburg, 1870; died Paris, i960. 1898: cofounder of the World of Art;
coeditor of its journal and of other art journals; 1900 and thereafter: active as a stage
designer; 1908: designed costumes and decor for Sergei Diaghilev's production of
Boris Godunov in Paris, the first of many contributions to ballet and opera presentations in the West; 1918: director of the Picture Gallery at the Hermitage; 1927:
settled in Paris; author of many books and articles.
The translation is from Benois's Istoriya russkoi zhivopisi v XIX veke (St. Petersburg,
June 1902), p. 274 [bibl. R26]. Benois's awareness of the disintegration of contem-^
poraneous social and cultural values was shared by many members of the World of
Art group, not least by Diaghilev (see his " V chas itogov" [At the Hour of Reckoning] in bibl. R44, 1905, no. 4, pp. 45-46) and by Lev Bakst [bibl. R243]. But unlike
many of his colleagues, Benois was opposed to the cultivation of individualism (see
his "Khudozhestvennye eresi" [Artistic Heresies] in bibl. R45, 1906, no. 2, pp.
80-88) and saw the regeneration of art to lie within a synthesist framework; hence
his interest in the theater and the ballet.
Although not a symbolist in the same sense as his associates in the World of Art—
Konstantin Balmont, Zinaida Gippius, Dmitrii Merezhkovsky, and later, Andrei
Bely—Benois shared certain of their basic ideas. His search for a cohesive-style in
the face of his "spiritually tormented, hysterical time" [Istoriya russkoi zhivopisi, p.
271], his aesthetic devotion to bygone cultures (particularly that of seventeenthcentury France), his reaction against the snrinpnlijj^al t^nde.nipifg nf relict дт-f, and
his very love of the theater and the ballet were elements central to the symbolist
world view within'the ffaitiework'both ofjhe World of Art and, later, ot tne Golden'
"Fleece circles.TTTHbis resfiect, many of Benois's early writings can be interpreted as
and even as symbolist declarations.. Although Benois was quick to
.sense the emergence ofjhe "r»>w art "Jie was s b w у a^ppt ' 1 Г а с ь™ /уиспг» r>t
cubofuturism demonstrated [see pp. 69-70 and 103 and bibl. R262]. Stylistically, this
piece demonstrates Benois's articulate and lucid mode of critical presentation, an
ability not possessed by members of the avant-garde, such as David Burliuk and
Malevich.

. . . Generally speaking, the whole art of our time lacks direction. It is
very vivid, powerful, full of passionate enthusiasm, but while being entirely
consistent in its basic idea, it is uncoordinated, fragmented into separate individuals. Perhaps we only imagine this, perhaps the future historian will
see our general characteristics in perspective and will outline our general
physiognomy. But for the time being, this cannot be done; any unsuccessful
attempt would be pernicious because it would create a theory, a program,
where, essentially, there should not be one. Moreover, it is quite probable
that the future will not be on the side of individualism. Most likely a reaction stands on the other side of the door. After a period of freedom, a period
of disorder, a new form of synthesis will ensue—although it will be equally
far removed from the two kinds of artistic synthesis that have hitherto been
dominant in Russian art: academism and social tendentiousness. Historical
necessity, historical sequence requires that an age that would absorb mar^s^
individuality in Jhe^ name of public benefit or ^
idea^
treme refinement of man's individuality, his effeminacy, morbidity, and solTmSeTinrSut 1е?По usto wlslTffiatin the yearsremaining!toM1fie Ш'бГоиГ
"generation, it be expressed as vividly and as loudly as possible. Then it
could only be expected that both the reaction and the subsequent, probably
contrasting, phase or art would be distinguished by strength and brilliance.
In art there is nothing worse than weakness and languor, indifference and its
concomitant ennui. But in fact, one of the most serious reproaches that can
be cast at Russian art up till now is precisely the reproach of languor and
indifference.
Although of course, the sin does not lie with the artists alone; it rests on
the deepest foundations, on the whole of Russian society's attitude toward
art. However, one can hardly expect any improvement in this direction as
long as our drowsiness lasts, and this, in turn, arises from all the distinctive
conditions of Russian culture. Only with the gradual change of these conditions can one expect the true awakening of our artistic life, the grand "Russian Renaissance" of which thefinest Russian people have dreamed and still
dream. Hitherto Russian spiritual life has been illumined, it is true, by
dazzling lightning, sometimes menacing, sometimes wonderfully beautiful
lightning that has promised a joyful, bright day. But in any case, we are
now living not through this day, but through a grave, gloomy period of expectation, doubt, and even despair. Such an oppressive, suffocating atmosphere cannot favor theflowering of art. We should be surprised only that in
spite of this situation, we can now observe, nevertheless, a kind of allusion

to our future flowering, a kind of veiled presentiment that we will still utter
the great word within us.

[NIKOLAI RYABUSHINSKY]

Preface to
The Golden Fleece, 1906
Pseudonym: N. Shinsky. Bom Moscow. 1876: died Cote d'Azur, 1951. Member of
a rfpb Мпут-р"' him1p"p f nm 4v а щ pla^bo^iof extravagant tastes; provided funds
for the Golden Fleece journal, of which he was editor; sponsored the "Blue Rose"
and "Golden Fleece" exhibitions; patron and friend of many of the early avant-garde
artists and a painter and poet in his own right; 1918: emigrated to Paris, where he
lived as an antique dealer.
The text of this piece appeared, untitled, in ZnJnfne runo [The Golden Fleecel, Moscow, January 1906. no. _u-p.r 4 fbibl. 99, R45]. The Golden Fleece was named after
the Greek legend and also in opposition to the Argonauts, another Moscow symbolist
group led by the writer Andrei Bely. Ryabushinsky was editor-in-chief of Zolotoe
runo, and he contributed occasional articles. This unsigned preface was probably by
him; it was printed in gold both in Russian and in French, but this practice of inserting parallel translations ceased in 1908. The journal, the most luxurious of all the
Russian symbolist reviews, appeared regularly between 1906 and 1909, although the
last two issues for 1909 (no. 10 and no. 11/12) did not appear until January and April
1910, respectively, because of financial problems.

This prgfW appearing just after the civil disorders erf 1905 j>nd the disastrous
Russo-Japanese War, expressed the general wish to esc3testireiproblems qf social
ATifl political
witft ^bP cuj^iL|Diritualism thaf f^ gfl to corrode.
Moscow's intellectual salons. Such terms as ^'whoL^^^Fnree impulse'' jfreifagftty
Ш0,
tb** tenecian cymhr.Hct aesthetic, especially
o^^Sff^Jnf gvmhnli^ ^rit^rs and artifitT In this respect, Zolotoe runo d u n n ^ ^ o o
W W ^ ^ P R e E f a s the doctrinal platform for the Blue Rose artists, led by Pavel Kuznetsov, and this preface was in keeping with their essential ideas. [For details on the
formation of the Blue Rose and its relationship to Zolotoe runo see bibl. 87.]

