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Preface

For Russians and their art, the last few decades of the 20™ century were rather extraordinary and dramatic. Abrupt
social transformation changed the way they had lived and worked and modified the rigid mode in metaphysical domain.
Likewise, it also put an abrupt end to the mode of art in *“ Soviet era” and drew a hasty period to that period. Russian
artists, as if they had been back to the early days of last century, began to look for their own way to cater for the new
era. However, Russian art, after so many twists and turns in its experience of ideology, eventually attaining its
functionality, would neither be subject to ideology as it was in the 40’s and 50’s, nor would it prescribe the isolated
treatment to the conflicts between art and society like the way it did in the 70’s. It has already started a journey of
experiments in all directions: patterns and genres came onto the stage in succession in Moscow and St Petersburg, the
most important cities in Russia; more and more artists accomplished the transition in their attitude towards culture and
cast all their eyes upon the Occident. Meanwhile, the traditional painting that had been the favor of Russian artists was,
most of the time, out of their favor, who turned to installation, action, video and photography and so on for their access
to art. In this period, except for the persistence in tradition of art academies and some artists who used to belong to
USSR Art Union, painting was no longer the guide or the main stream of Russian art creation, though Russia then did
not proclaim “death of art” as it was prevailing in the West art critique. But Russian art concentrated on Moscow and
St. Petersburg was apparently at loose ends amidst radicalness of west contemporary art. We can also assume: the
thoughts of the West culture have triggered their reflection on indigenous art.

In the 90’s, Russians who are of inborn sensitivity to art finally got over their anxiety to welcome the future with
a new posture. It is a real transition in Russian art after the political pop in the 70’s. Very soon, that their efforts met
partial recognition and encouragement from international communities stimulated cultural politics from the govern-
ment in a chain reaction. Compared with the art in the period of Soviet Union, the remaining Artist Union and some art
academies that failed to follow the tempo of the time encountered unprecedented absent treatment. By contrast, the
experimental art that has intensive communication with the West was given the maximum support from the government.
This has been the cultural politics since Empire Peter’s Reign so as to ensure the cultural status of such a big country.
The intimacy between internationally intelligent artists and cultural officials, which had never happened in the Soviet
Union time, helped to carry the sail well. It was the period of transition when Russian art began to step out of its
predicament and get on the international express train.

Retuning to the stage of global art, to Russia, is simply the break of the day. But Painting as a predominant force
in Russian art of the old days had not truly played an international role. It needs not only interaction with other visual
arts (action, installation, video), but also solutions to problems like the handle of its relation with symbols, metaphors,
images and language signs. The fact is that to recreate glory in painting as Malevich, Tatlin, Kandinsky, etc. did in art
history is likely to be disappointing. Though painting is not dead, the evolution of art media basically outmoded the
stale artistic expression and placed the painting language in a difficult situation when it was facing the contemporary
life. At any rate, painting is no longer the expression in endless progress. Its existence lies solely in the application to
the discrimination of different art media in different art cultures. Despite our acceptance of information it conveys, it
should be of a premise before the process of our interpretation, that is the word: novel.

Based on this understanding, I present here five Russian artists of certain novel sense to help us have a better
comprehension of Russian art, under the influence of which, the much-adored Itinerating School in particular, art
education and creation in the mainland became mature and their style equally gave authority to the aesthetic mode we
gradually shaped. Some artists like Repin, Surik,Levitan,Serov were even worshiped as idols in halos. As a consequence,
we have developed a relatively inadequate understanding of the process of art in the world as a whole. Notwithstanding
this very process of art has partly denied the views we hold and the conventional aesthetic mode some of us have still
firmly seized misinterprets the recognition of contemporary Russian art. The experience on which we have been
dependent shadows us and colors our understanding of art and high-browed feelings as well, and became an eternal
reminiscence that will not clear from our memory. For this, we were full of passion for Russian paintings (Soviet
Union era). Consequently, we became blind, beyond doubt, to its genuine turning point after the 70’s. Some of the
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newspapers, magazines and expositions, from our own stand, were unanimously evading the word “contemporary”,
either in selection of artists or in that of works. We still attach to the bygone paintings of Russia, still employ the used
yardstick of the Soviet Union time for our teaching. It is evident that the once prevailing influence of ideology is still
there. As we all know, the development of art is always a process of continuous innovation and change. There is not
any art style or pattern that will last forever without any change. Russian art is not exceptional. In Moscow and St.
Petersburg, all kinds of art experiments are ongoing. Some artists have escaped from the fetters of conventional ideol-
ogy and artistic style to realize the dream of New Russia. That makes difference. In the same way, the concern for art
language has also given way to the proposition of contemporary cultural context.

St. Petersburg, a place where Mikhailov, Belkin, Yakhlin, Luka and Ovchinnikov are from, is one of the most
important cities in Russian art history, a land of legends, a land of charm. It is still the capital of the state in a spiritual
sense. To some degree, it is not the people who occupy the city, but rather the place exerts great influence upon the
people who live there--architecture of the 18" and 19" century, narrow but tasteful flats, fashionable people, roaring
trolleys, numerous anecdotes of celebrities. There goes a saying: “If you live in St. Petersburg, you will not want to live
elsewhere.” Indeed, no other place is more favorable for artists and their art to grow. Early in the Soviet Union era, the
non-official artists in St. Petersburg did not think that they had to emulate the abstract and pop of the West. They had
long been clinging to the authority of “Art Union” and attempted to alienate the clamor of the western art. The desire
Russia wants to maintain the status as a big country does has never been extinguished. They turned to their own culture
for art experiments so as to spread their national culture. Though they were in a state of Unitarianism, the artists in St.
Petersburg, some distance off Moscow, had more freedom in Soviet Union time.

After the cold war, the renaming of the city (from Leningrad to St. Petersburg) marks that the artists will not
estrange international stages as they did, at the same time it also marks that Russian art has found its way out of
swampland. The question left is how to explore in an internationalized context the artistic style related to its own
culture. The efforts can be seen in the paintings of St. Petersburg, in those artists who grew up in the Soviet Union era
and became popular in the transformation period like Mikhailov, Yakhlin, Luka, and the self-assumed free artists
Belkin and Ovchinnikov. In the spirit of tolerance, they have transcended the bias from the west contemporary art to
construct a new painting movement by means of inheriting and borrowing elements suitable to their works. Through
the album, we can possibly find this sort of examples from the Russian paintings which seem new to us. The works of
Mikhailov cover a wide range of subject matters vary from Russian holy icons of the middle ages to folk legends, from
Rembrandt’s paintings to the history of World War 1. He uses the classical way of expression: plaster, balata, board,
cardboard as materials to sculpture the effect of relief on the surface of oil to give a dramatic visual impact. Yakhlin is
an artist who has a strong interest in history, religion and literature, which offer him plenty of resources from Eastern
Orthodoxy to Russian history, from personal dreams to real life. His works are apt to remind us of Whosley’s realism
of Illusion. But different from the later, Yakhlin has a vibrating negotiation with his audience through his deep-set
anxieties and individual way of imaginary questioning. He basically chooses traditional materials for his works such as
oil, engraving and painstakingly accents the expression of technique. Moreover, wide-read narratives and allegories
function perfectly in his paintings. Belkin, an artist with a strong sense of criticism, makes moral antitheses of several
periods in Russia: Tsar’s reign vs. Soviet Union time; Soviet Union time or Tsar’s reign vs. the post-Transformation era
and he places the complicated relation between man and society as top subject. The media he uses are very comprehen-
sive including photos, rocks, strings, sand and asphalt that bring about an effect of richness and distinction, Luka, an
artist of philosophical awareness, hopes to reveal the continuity of Russian spirit related to the world. To him, art is a
means committed to spiritual progress rather than an individual one. From another point of view, the deliberate display
of nature out of attributes helps his works to expose what is critical and what can be ignored. Hence, his works
ultimately evolved into complete abstract from expressionism. Ovchinnikov, an artist of insight, unveils the rudeness
and meanness of Russians as a nation in a special era through exaggeration, metaphors: but in the same manner, brings
dreams and ideals to their inner world. He insists that “artists have the power to change life and they also have respon-
sibility to change the society.” So irony in his works magnifies the narrow-mind and vulgarness of Russian people to
the extreme. But the metaphors he uses narrate their pursuit of and longing for spiritual essence.

It is the artists who uniquely render us dramatic changes in Russia in a span of less than 20 years. In Moscow and
St. Petersburg artists are quietly moving off the routine track of art to enter into an entire new land of creating. When
we unfold this album and read it, I want to state that it is a new start for Russian art, simply a start that is unlikely to
reach its destination, something of a myth. But art is like the labor of a writing. It is in the process of working that
writes the most poetic chapters.
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