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INTRODUCTION

1. Methodological concerns

The output of scholarship focused on late-19th to early-20th century art has
never decreased, and has experienced another surge in the last couple of decades. The
more work is done in this field, the more questions arise about the criteria that drive
the ongoing art-historical discourse and foreground certain events and personalities
over others. Revisionist approaches that have been gaining momentum since the
1970s are in constant expansion, until today legitimately premised on a scheme of
inclusion of previously excluded categories. However, they less commonly scrutinise
the exact circumstances of these exclusions and often use traditional art-historical
tropes to de-marginalise subjects or characters. There exists a widely acknowledged
need for awareness of these inherited patterns that still infiltrate some studies.
Philological analysis that contextualises contemporary criticism is not exempt from
the risk of this fallacy because many of the tropes that spread through the art-
historical discipline in the first half of the 20th century were grounded in late 19th-
century criticism.! There is currently an increase in pursuits to combine a well-
sourced historical study with ‘revisionist’ approaches that not only seck to revisit the
canon and include marginalised subjects, but also to question, to some extent, the
very premises of art history writing.

The social history of art as pioneered by T. J. Clark and Arnold Hauser

forcefully argued that it is fundamental to consider the social and political dimensions

1]t often idealises contemporary sources over successive criticism, on the grounds of the former being
the closest to the events under scrutiny. Nonetheless, they are also often influenced by a lack of
information, or are biased in other ways. Moreover, it often considers to a lesser extent the complexity
of the historiographical interpretation that becomes accepted regarding the issue over the decades of
scholarship and exhibition history. Re-examining historical testimonies and juxtaposing them next to
the key readings (the most influential and repeatedly reissued publications or, for example, the most
attended exhibitions) that made the aftermath of an artistic phenomenon under scrutiny might offer a

more panoramic perspective.



of late 19th-century art, and laid the groundwork for the subsequent studies that
empbhasised its economic aspects.2 Clark, however, was not very much interested in
expanding the canon of modernist art; rather, he was focused on investigating the
circumstances that created it by looking at it as one aspect of the ‘broader experience
of modernity’ (Spiteri 2010: 2). He surely paved the way for later studies which
distance themselves from formal analysis as the fundamental tool, as was inherent in
both the Greenbergian dogma and the ‘demythologising criticism’ that eventually
emerged around the October journal.# The practice of art history has for long refused
to revisit its basic presumption that is based on the idea of art’s historicity. Just as the
spaces of museums ascribe value to objects by often placing them within a narrative,
art history in its traditional form rhetorically positions itself beyond the boundaries of
the art system, presenting itself as being profoundly shaped by the general model of
scientific knowledge (Brzyski 2007b: 342; Belting 2003: 62). This tendency also
hinders the emergence of inquiries about the links and reciprocal influences between
art history and art practice that became particularly decisive in the late 19th century,
but are examined more rarely than those related to contemporary art. Considering art
history as ‘simultaneously a taxonomic construct and a method or epistemological
technology for producing knowledge about peoples, places, and historical
periods’ (Preziosi and Farago 2004: 364) may allow for a more concise understanding
of the argument and possibly encourage a vital shift in the discipline.

This thesis will attempt to reconcile this dichotomy by shifting the focus from

the artworks themselves as central elements of the art-historical narrative to the

2 See classical works, such as Clark 1973a; Clark 1973b; Clark 1984, alongside the final volume of
Hauser’s Social History of Art (1999) that deals with the 19th century.

3 As Rosalind Krauss called her programme on the pages of The Originality of the Avant-garde and
Other Modernist Myths (Krauss 1986: 170).

4 His pursuit to link certain expressive devices to specific socio-political trends was continued by the
work of his disciples, such as in Martha Ward’s study of Neo-Impressionism’s ties to anarchism (Ward
1996).



concrete practices that determine and shape them throughout the stages of their
presence within the field of art. It will analyse a series of contributions that fin-de-
siecle artists from the Russian Empire (or those who made their reputations in the
Russian cultural field of the epoch) made at Europe’s international exhibition
platforms and in particular to those mounted by independent art associations. In
order to do so, it will adopt a distinctive category of art practice that was emphasised
by Robert Jensen and comprehensively addressed by Anna Brzyski, characterised as
‘the entire spectrum of activities and behaviour, including but not limited to art-
making, in which individuals who identify themselves and are recognised as
professional artists’ operate. The perspective offered here emphasises the need for
changing the approach from being centred around art objects to one that
concentrates on ‘the social environment (not just the context) of their production’,
while giving space to investigate the ‘discursive and institutional afterlife’ of the latter
(Brzyski 2007b: 340-341).

Today, revisionist approaches are adopted in an apparently harmonious
synchronicity with the developing trends of the Global — or previously World - Art
History. The ambition to incorporate all geographical areas into it, broadening the
scope of the discipline beyond the Western tradition while nevertheless operating
through its inherited historiographical schemes, make Global art history, however
advanced it may be, a descendant of the colonial situation. This issue was mentioned
by Belting as one of the core reasons for a crisis allegedly experienced by the field at the
end of the last century, triggered by the presumed neutrality of Western art-historical
patterns that are often keenly though incautiously applied to cultures that did not
produce similar descriptive apparatuses (Belting 2003: 63). Currently, scholars are

questioning these practices, addressing the very fundamentals of art-historical



writing.> Yet another question may be raised in this regard: that is, what are the
objectives of what Belting calls ‘structural changes [to art history] when extended to
other cultures’, and whether such objectives are not overly ambitious. Moreover, it
would be important to consider that those cultural contexts that have appropriated
the patterns of “Western’ art-historical discourse tend to not draw any distinction
between themselves and the ‘original’ ones. It would therefore be logical to doubt
whether these contexts could be disjointed from the model of Western art-historical
discourse at all, and vice versa. These ambiguities suggest that it could be useful to
approach this process through the margins and centres perspective,® where subjects
are eventually defined reciprocally.

As this study focuses on the Russian art of the turn-of-the-century period,
when cultural exchange had a truly predominant role in artists’ careers, it will
endeavour to adopt such an attitude. It will therefore be confronted with another
concern that arises in this area of study, namely the issue of cultural, artistic, but
chiefly national identity. The latter was of paramount importance to the artists active
during that ethnocentric historical period. It was also one of the primary vehicles in
the formation of national schools and local art-historical canons, both back then and
later on, when these artists’ work eventually became part of such canons. National
schools were products of entangled interests that were humanistic but simultaneously
politically competitive, both on the international and domestic levels, because they,
like the modern museum, were usually fuelled by ‘the enthusiasm of a bourgeois
elite’ (Belting 2003: 107).

Meanwhile, the cosmopolitan outlook that characterised World Fairs (where

art was arrayed within a universe of leading production of all kinds) and international

5 As, for instance, in Kaufmann and Dossin (2015). Although not all the essays in this volume critically
locate their own standpoints, it decidedly is one of the key up-to-date reflections on the project of
Global art history that revises the art-historical apparatus, its devices, and the forms it produces.

6 For the current debate on the subject that relies on the legacy of Bourdieu (1992), see Buchholz 2018.



art exhibitions was derived precisely from the mechanism through which national
schools were legitimised in the process of the reciprocal approvals. To a large extent,
this thesis deals with the reception of the work of artists of a specific geographical or,
as it would be more accurate to say, cultural origin in external contexts. As a result, it
cannot escape the issue of identity and the uses and abuses of this concept in art-
historical research. Is identity a relevant category? Although being a seemingly logical
path for analysing the phenomena of artistic exchange and, in particular, the cases of
artists exhibiting abroad, do the optics of collective cultural identity offer a valid
viewpoint for this task? This study will try to employ the concept critically and
suggests that it would be more fruitful to move the focus from the question of
cultural identity to the question of strategy, as this approach defines one’s artistic path
in active terms rather than leaving it as if it were dependent on some intrinsic features
exclusively associated with cultural background. Identity, whether cultural or artistic,
is highly dynamic and may transform through the artists’ life. Moreover, the artists of
modernity were eager to manipulate this notion within their public image, and
Russian artists were no exception.

The issue of diaspora is of critical and yet underestimated importance for any
discussion of the art produced by turn-of-the-century Russian artists. Works that are
included in the panorama of Russian art were often made in countries other than
Russia or were deeply influenced by the experience that artists of Russian origin or
descent gained abroad. Therefore, it would not be accurate to speak about #he identity
of one artist or group of artists, especially in the turbulent period that is considered in
this dissertation, since they constantly changed their views (especially in the earlier
periods of their careers), travelled rather actively in many cases, and often emigrated to
different states. It would be inaccurate to speak of them as having once reached a
certain identity that supposedly shaped their creative production. Of course, many
artists questioned their cultural background as representatives of a specific national

tradition, but it would be incorrect to assume that any of them ever found an



exhaustive answer deprived of contradictions. It would, therefore, be more efficient to
apply a sociological approach to the debate about ‘artistic identity’, substituting it
with a concept of a set of multiple, fluid, or combined identities. Identity is closely
linked to representation or, rather — to follow the premises expressed by Bourdieu — s
a representation. His arguments regarding the issue of identity expressed in the essay
Lidentité et la representation written in 1980 can also be useful for the discussion of
artistic identity. He writes that representations can contribute to creating what they
apparently just describe or outline, and points out that their components can be, and
often are, strategically manipulated by those who carry them (Bourdieu 1980: 65).
Indeed, he argues that there are both collective and individual strategies through
which social agents aim to manipulate the distinctive features by which they are being
categorised, in accordance with their economic or symbolic interests (Bourdieu 1980:
69). In this regard, the proclamation of oneself becomes an extremely important and
powerful gesture.”

International exhibitions were among the most important contexts within
which expressions of national identities were constructed and performed. ‘Almost
without exception the major international exhibitions were sponsored by nations
with colonial dependencies. Each displayed its colonies, or its internally colonised
peoples, to its home population, to its rivals and to the world at large’. In this process,

‘audiences came to expect certain types of performances from particular nationalities

7 Bourdieu’s main concern in that essay lies in the realm of ‘regional’ or ‘national’ identities. However,
he makes a vital comparison between their driving mechanisms and those of art movements, which is
highly instrumental to this discussion: “The fact that struggles over identity — that being-perceived
which exists fundamentally through recognition by other people — concern the imposition of
perceptions and categories of perception helps to explain the decisive place which, like the strategy of
the manifesto in artistic movements, the dialectic of manifestation or demonstration holds in all
regionalist or nationalist movements’ (as translated by Thompson and Raymond in Bourdieu 1991:
224). Original passage: ‘Le fait que les luttes pour I'identité, cet étre-percu qui existe fondamentalement
par la reconnaissance des autres, [ont] pour enjeu I'imposition de perceptions et de catégories de
perception explique la place déterminante que, comme la stratégie du manifeste dans les mouvements
artistiques, la dialectique de la manifestation tient dans tous les mouvements régionalistes ou
nationalistes’ (Bourdieu 1980: 66).



or ethnic groups’ (Benedict 1991: 5). Throughout their history, these exhibitions
formulated various patterns and stigmas that had an enormous impact on nations,
identities, and the arts and cultural production. In part, their ‘strong sense of
history’ (Benedict 1991: 6) was often an instrument of juxtaposition between the
dominant culture and the dominated ones, where the former had a significant
pedigree to show while the latter existed in a sort of suspended temporal dimension
without an articulated chronology.

There is extensive literature that covers the issues of exhibitions and national
identity, the former being one of the principal arenas for peaceful rivalries between
nations. Indeed, the rise of national sensibilities is closely tied to processes of
economic and social modernisation (Thiesse 1999: 15). European national identities
gained momentum around the same time and derive from roughly the same roots as
the development of industrialisation and international trade. They were engendered
by defining, circumscribing, and endorsing each nation’s heritage, composed of
language, history, monuments, and other symbolic features. Yet the assemblages of
these elements had to be comprehensible by others on the international level.
International exhibitions provided the setting to exhibit identities, and served as
celebrations of ‘symbolic commerce’ (Thiesse 1999: 13). The matrix of the World
Fairs affected the taste and conception of what was considered ‘proper’ cultural
heritage vis-a-vis practices associated with other, dominated cultures. Even those
exhibitions that did not feature sections or pavilions organised by national
committees, but just showcased artists of various origins grouped by country, were
often perceived as a competition of national arts. This logic imposed that all group
exhibitions that featured artists of mixed origins ‘were perceived by various
commentators, including the artists themselves, as the arenas of international
competition’, while the ‘artists [..] were always treated first and foremost as

representatives of their countries’ (Brzyski 2007b: 349).



Belonging to a tradition associated with a specific area, and later with a
national identity, was for a long time a crucial descriptive category in art narratives.
The fascination of art history with ‘national schools’ (Teh 2016: 28) is so deeply
rooted in its very ancestry as a discipline that it has long been taken for granted.
Throughout the 19th century, art was a powerful instrument in constructing
narratives that served as elements of ascending national identities. “The arts were used
as an effective means of differentiating societies and civilizations’, while ‘national
schools’ were the most common tool in this classification of European art (Joyeux-
Prunel 2019: 418). Furthermore, the modern museum was intended to exalt this idea
by contributing dramatically to the construction of timelines of artistic traditions
arranged geographically and chronologically. As was emphasised by Claire Farago and
Donald Preziosi in their insightful anthology about the museum, the ‘concept of a
national culture was, in fact, a construct that public museums made
possible’ (Preziosi and Farago 2004: 231). Together with literature and large-scale
cultural showcases such as international exhibitions, they shaped the modern Western
nation-state and the idea that the latter should perform a civilising role in respect to its
citizens.

The assumption regarding fine arts’ status as the ultimate articulation of the
culture’s development meant that it was extremely important for the nation to
demonstrate that it had both a strong contemporary national school and a long-
standing tradition associated with it. They proved the endurance of its past and the
vigour of its contemporary phase and outlined its strengths in the realm of worldwide
artistic competition (Brzyski 2007b: 351). Accordingly, an inquiry into one’s cultural
descent, whatever that might mean, became a willingly accepted artistic strategy by the
late 19th century. In the first decades of the 20th century, formalist attitudes in both
art practice and criticism were spreading rapidly. At the same time, cosmopolitanism
rigorously entered the realm of art discourse, aided by urban culture. However, this

cosmopolitanism was not mutually exclusive with the category of the ‘national’. The



ambition to produce a work of art that would be universal enough to conceal the
cultural background and origin of the artist was, to a great extent, driven by the
eagerness to make it competitive and, ideally, influential. This pattern is entrenched in
the system of international exhibitions where ‘national schools’ are presumed to
contest.

Criticism inspired by the works of Foucault® was of great significance the for
analysis of exhibitions of different kinds that collectively form part of a system of
knowledge production. This ensemble includes art exhibitions. To treat them as a
subject of study means to interrogate the social and political dimensions of an
exhibition’s value and the ‘terms of its becoming-public’ (Steeds 2016: 16). In recent
decades, both the new museology (Vergo 1989) and the expanding field of exhibition
histories or exhibition studies addressed these issues in a general attempt to expose the
mechanisms of representation that were perpetuated from the 19th-century World
Fairs to the modern museum and to contemporary displays. At the core of this debate
is to challenge ‘the assumption that an exhibition could represent that wider world in
a meaningful way’ (Preziosi and Farago 2004: 2). Museums and large-scale exhibitions
created the imageries that came to be associated with specific cultures and
geographical areas. Their role in the perpetuation of colonialist discourses and in the
construction of the Europe’s ‘Other’ has been investigated in numerous studies.
Among them is Timothy Mitchell’s work (2004), who indicated that the sophisticated
‘apparatuses of representation’ of modernity, in which the World Fairs were the most
distinctive element, might be called ‘the exhibitionary order’, as in Tony Bennett’s
‘exhibitionary complex’ (Bennett 1995) and, accordingly, a ‘colonial order’ that
shaped numerous exhibition practices through the 19th century. Following a Saidian
perspective, he suggests that this order had been long producing ‘the Orient as a

political reality’ (Mitchell 2004: 267). This mechanism can be used to describe not

8 For a sweeping panorama of Foucault’s legacy in cultural critique and recent museum studies see
Hetherington 2015, 21-40.



only the presentation of the Orient, but any dominant motif exploited within the
practice of exhibitions. Numerous artists were influenced by the need to confront
their origins and to translate them in their works in order to arouse the interest of the
international community. As will be illustrated in this dissertation, exhibitions had a
decisive role for the arts of modernity that cannot be understood outside the limits of
the aforementioned system. In fact, this system ‘was the precondition for the birth of
the modern visual arts’ (Birnbaum and Wallenstein 2019: 26). Its expansion that
marked the second half of the 19th century, combined with the steady spread of
reproduction facilities, allowed the image to circulate on an unprecedented scale.
Moreover, it further promoted the European universalist claims that gave birth to this
representational paradigm in the first place, alongside the associated historicist
perspective that aimed at encompassing all epochs and forms.

The matrix of the modern exhibition derives from the 19th-century vision of
history and the imperative for taxonomic classifications, as does the corresponding
critical reflection of the time. Meanwhile, systematic knowledge about the exhibitions
has, in fact, deeper roots that go back to the era of Enlightenment, and probably even
beyond. The Salon criticism brings in a brand-new form of appraising art, alongside
the higher concern with the ‘strategies of display [...] and the kind of narrative that is
staged’ (Birnbaum and Wallenstein 2019: 13). This argument is essential to the thesis
and will be addressed in the following chapters.

This modern culture of display imposed the concept of an ensemble of items
that may encompass the widest range of epochs and subjects. The retrospective rolling
out of a certain slice of art history was increasingly exploited within the exhibitions
through the last third of the 19th century and reached a peak at its turn, when
progressive arts fully adopted the means of independent display within their market
stratagem, with the designation of ‘classical’ representing the grounds and providing a
validating model for ‘more recent art’ (Belting 2003: 128). For example, in the 1900s,

numerous editions of Salon d’Automne paid homage to the ‘modern masters’ through

10



extensive, often posthumous, monographic sections. By doing so, it was
simultaneously endorsing the living artists displayed next to them by insinuating a
link with the earlier generation that was entering the category of established or even
already hallowed artists, and it was contributing to the emergence of the myths of the
latter that influenced the art of entire countries for decades to come.

Most surveys in the field of exhibition histories or exhibition studies focus
largely on the contemporary period, with particular emphasis on the years after World
War II. Not least due to their connection to the curatorial sphere, they often
emphasise the role of the exhibition curator and seek to investigate the most
innovative events. In the meantime, the shows dating from the late 19th to the early
20th century or earlier periods have received lesser attention from the standpoint of
those disciplines. This attitude prevails, for instance, in many editions of the widely
acknowledged and successful series published by the Afterall Research Centre® and in
the journal and projects of OnCurating!. By doing so, it inescapably positions them
in a historicising perspective that links very diverse exhibitions in a single frame of the
development of the curatorial ‘thought’. It is interesting how this attention to the
exhibitions that are known to be ‘canonical’ or have embraced the range of work
forming a certain canon, paradoxically imposes, in turn, a specific canon of ‘ground-
breaking’ exhibitions, even if it is attempting to extend it with milestones from
outside of Western art centres.!1

This poses some far-reaching problems and raises the question of whether
there could be any generic tools for both contemporary and modern art. Current

interest in exhibitions — both contemporary and those that came to be considered the

? For complete list of publications in the series, see Afterall 2022.

10 They published many issues dedicated to the topics of biennials and contemporary politics of display.
See OnCurating 2022.

11 As Saloni Mathur pointed out, there is a tendency to privilege the events that took place in the post-
war and recent periods, while the exhibitions of other epochs have been largely marginalised by the
optics of the field of exhibition histories (2019: para. 5).
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major avant-garde experiments — is rooted in the role they acquired as cultural
phenomena throughout the 1970s-1980s. Nevertheless, this emerging field that
stands partly within and partly outside art history faces some serious methodological
challenges. What added value may it bring to the discourses of art and visual studies?
How can it rely on the accounts which are generally available on exhibitions, namely
photographic materials, organisational documents and communication exchanges,
reviews and guestbooks, memoirs, and other archival sources? Even if installation
views represent a vital source for writing these histories, they are also rather
illusionary: ‘because exhibition views combine space and time, they are not, however,
reproductions’ (Parcollet 2017: 5). It would also be wise to avoid treating exhibitions
‘merely as a class of primary sources for an ever-expanding global art history’; in effect,
‘nothing about [the] exhibitionary form is self-evident’ (Praepipatmongkol, in
Mathur 2019: para. 2-3).

Is it possible to investigate the exhibitions of the modernist period, which
often might be less documented than contemporary ones, while nevertheless seeing
them as a ‘discursive product in the Foucauldian sense’ (Mathur 2019: para. 4)? It is
not a coincidence that exhibition histories started being extensively written in the era
of digitalisation, when an event may leave much more evidence behind than in the
past. Yet, to foreground exhibitions as the events which consolidated artworks,
criticism, specific worldviews, and understandings of aesthetic issues in a public and
thus political dimension may be illuminating for the study of artistic, and more
broadly cultural, phenomena. Indeed, the ‘“Western procedure of exhibition was
always about capital, whether cultural, political, or fiduciary’, as was stressed by
Caroline Jones who wrote extensively on World Fairs and biennilisation (Jones in
Mathur 2019, para. 1; Jones 2016). The study of exhibitions should not stress a given,
intrinsic value of a specific list of shows, but regard them as a product of a system
where these types of capital have vital role. This system has long been considered more

of an external circumstance of art, rather than one of its main driving forces.
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Research around the history of art exhibitions should move in both
qualitative and quantitative directions. It is pivotal to situate specific exhibitions
within the art-historical narrative and the personal strategies of the artists. At the same
time, it appears necessary to improve, enlarge, and create new databases that collect
information about art exhibitions and their chronologies and composition. Among
the successful and valuable projects of this kind is, for example, the initiative
‘Database of Modern Exhibitions (DoME) — European Paintings and Drawings
1905-1915 of the University of Vienna that aimed at creating a digital archive of
European modernist exhibitions.!2 Interestingly, this project encompasses many other
shows and artists who are not necessarily considered as belonging to the vague criteria
of the modern, demonstrating the eliminatory nature of the long-standing art-
historical tradition that propagated these very criteria. Another valuable project that
points out the diffused character of 19th and 20th century art - as opposed to the
classical way of writing the art history of this period - is Artl@s, led by Béatrice
Joyeux-Prunel, which provides multiple databases and maps.13

In previous decades there were some noteworthy publications that anticipated
theses databases. A monumental work that is undoubtedly a source that had a
tremendous impact on the study of the late-19th-century Parisian art scene is the
forty-seven-volumed Modern Art in Paris, 1855-1900, edited by Theodore Reff
(1981). This mammoth recollection from 1981 features the reproductions of two
hundred exhibition catalogues. Similar data for other turn-of-the-century art centres
would be of great use for scholars. Another important database is the anthology by
Donald E. Gordon that documents a very large number of shows and includes lists of
the presented works, which was published in Munich in 1974. Although rather

selective - a limitation that was nevertheless acknowledged by the author in the title -

12 See DoME 2022. The project is currently concluded.

13 See Artlas 2022.
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it presented a very rich and inclusive panorama of ‘modern art exhibitions’ from 1900
to 1916 (Gordon 1974). It covered the exhibitions that were held in Paris, Munich,
Brussels, Vienna, Berlin, Milan, but also Budapest, Prague, St Petersburg, and
Moscow. This collection focuses primarily on independent art associations and
secessionist exhibition groups, and, quite interestingly, includes a lot of Russian
artists, both émigré and based in Russia. These two aspects make this edition
remarkably valuable for the present study and, at the same time, indicate an important
lacuna concerning the exhibition societies of that period that should be addressed by
subsequent scholarship.14

Regarding the participation of Russian artists in the ‘modern art exhibitions’,
this inventory, although being subjective in prioritising the members of major
modernist and avant-garde groups, provides an advanced mapping and can be seen as
a starting point on which to build a comprehensive account of their presence in the
exhibition process of the epoch both in Russia and abroad. This thesis will attempt to
partly fill some of the gaps in the examination of Russian artists’ contributions to
exhibitions in major European art centres.

Forms of self-presentation within the public display of art evolved, keeping
pace with how both pictorial styles and artistic practices changed throughout the 19th
and 20th centuries. Increasingly, through the use of the outsider pattern, ‘the
exhibition becomes a strategy’, as Daniel Birnbaum (Birnbaum and Wallenstein 2019)
observed. If one takes a closer look, there are more similarities between Courbet’s

Pavilion of Realism of 1855 or Manet’s 1867 pavilion at the margins of the Exposition

14 The focus on regular shows reviewed year by year can help to mitigate the effects of the canonical art-
historical narratives that excluded, while filtering the events through their alternating optics, the widest
range of actors in the field. These shows are sometimes the only events that document the participation
of certain characters in the art processes of the epoch. This does not only apply to artists who were
overlooked by the public and critics, but also, frequently, to those who received a momentary
acknowledgement but did not manage to carry it on or were not favoured by the subsequent artistic
discourse.
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Universelle’> and the drive behind the foundation of the Société des Artistes
Indépendants, rather than between the latter and the state-sanctioned compromise of
the Salon des Refusés. The division made between the official selection and the
refused proposals was the line reinforced and exploited by the artists themselves and
turned into their advantage.

Artists were becoming increasingly concerned with the way and the contexts
in which their works were displayed by the end of the 19th century, and consequently
experimented with new devices. Whether it was through accentuating the single
paintings with well-spaced single rows, wall colouring, or specific lighting, one of the
main goals was to market it the best way possible. Paradoxically, while the ambition
articulated was to distance the art from everything else at the cloudy Salon or trade
stands of the World Fairs, independent art exhibitions often borrowed some of the
means from commercial spaces and pursued their clientele among the public.

The intensifying circulation of artists, audiences, and images undoubtedly
served as additional factors that determined the ways that artists positioned
themselves throughout those decades. They allowed for what might be described as a
process of art internationalisation; however, this was rather an assumed condition that
made the participants aware of it act cautiously in relation to their perceived rivals.
The flourishing intercultural exchanges amplified existing tendencies to classify
cultures in accordance with different principals, concurrently bringing to the table the
contradictory but yet interconnected ideas of national art and the cosmopolitan
dimension of regular artistic gatherings (Joyeux-Prunel 2019: 419). A truly poignant

manifestation of this paradox was on regular display at the fine arts sections of the

15 However different the evaluation given to them by contemporaries may be from the way they were
historicised later, actions of this type represented eminent precedents for the following generations of
artists and critics. As Hans Belting discussed while echoing Arthur Danto’s ideas, the ambition to be
inscribed in the history of art was intrinsic to virtually all artists, including those who acted within the
avant-garde model (Belting 2003, 116). It would be even more precise to say that it was a dominant
struggle in the modernist and avant-garde settings, and exhibitions, as exceptional occasions for public
presentation, were of utmost importance in it.
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World Fairs since the mid-century. To be an exponent of a national school became an
imperative for artists exhibiting next to peers from other geographical areas.
Moreover, the need to assert their national identity through the practice of art
became, by the end of the century, a fundamental concern not only of those artists
who were confronted with the diversity of the main European cultural centres, but
for all of them. The comparisons that inevitably emerged served as catalysts for
further imitation of the most widespread styles but were also a means that enabled
artists to better construct their personal images (Joyeux-Prunel 2015: 15).

When modernist art is examined from a more critical standpoint that
considers its social dimension, emphasis is usually placed on its struggle to attain and
expand its share in the market (Jensen 1996: 22). This goal established a new way of
presenting works of art, namely through independent art exhibitions. Nevertheless,
there is another crucially important issue that drove ‘modern artists” which is rooted
perceptions of time and history and came to dominate the European intellectual
sphere in the 19th century. Historicism constituted a paradigm that immeasurably
influenced artistic production, encouraging artists to place their aspirations for
historic significance practically above all the other ambitions. The urgency to create
‘historically significant and therefore innovative work’ became common to ‘virtually
all professional artists interested in receiving symbolic and economic rewards for their
work’ (Brzyski 2007b: 361). Innovation therefore became a logical benchmark to
follow which, for instance, made expat artists enthusiastically experiment with new
techniques and trends while in Paris, Munich, or Berlin.1é

One of the most telling examples of how a group or an artist could
strategically programme their careers was by interacting with different artistic

communities that they were not previously associated with. Although artists travelled

16 For a detailed discussion of this question, including the reasons that stood behind the fact that some
trends first had to gain full recognition in the land of their origin, as it was in the case of Impressionists,
see Brzyski 2007b: 353-356.
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before, and the tradition of grants for journeys to Italy issued by academies persisted
in many countries, they were above all a form of recognition that followed the
institutional recognition of an artist. Those that had been travelling independently
sought, on the contrary, to apply their foreign experience to advance their careers at
home and achieve this recognition through it. It is no coincidence that cases of
successful expatriates were rare before the late 19th century; the obstacles that they
had to overcome were too rigid before the art scenes of the European capitals slowly
started to decentralise, as was the case, for example, when the Paris Salon’s hegemony
began to weaken. Participating in such gatherings may have had little impact for the
status of foreign artists in Paris’s internal market but was of high importance for
gaining recognition in their home countries (Brzyski 2007b: 353). This external
validation mechanism was equally efficient in other exhibition venues emerging
henceforward around Europe.

In recent publications that analyse art shows of different historical periods
(Malone 2006; Lippard 2009; van Dijk 2017; Greco 2019), the term ‘exhibition
strategies’ has become increasingly recurrent to describe a set of deliberate decisions
made by the artists or exhibition organisers. These include the types of rhetoric in use
and the ways to approach the audience and often to direct the critical response. All
this was made to create, or at least to approximate, a specific image, to present a vision
of oneself that would be competitive and hopefully successtul. By adopting this
concept, this thesis will not be limited merely to display designs but will rather seek to
encompass all the issues linked to the exhibition, understanding the latter
fundamentally as a social event or the result of processes of collective action!” where
social agents relate to each other following their interests and where this network of

relations eventually defines the value of creative production and ideas. In addition, it

17 Collective action is one of the definitions of art offered by Howard Becker in attempting to
emphasise its social dimension, where any event is revealed to be enabled by a network of actors who
behave according to a range of conventions (Becker 2012 [1982]: 369-70).
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will be argued that the concept of ‘exhibition strategies’ represents the most adequate
and comprehensive choice of words for describing the way in which art exhibitions
were curated before the concepts of curator and curating entered the art-historical

and the broader cultural field.
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2. Literature review

This section will survey the literature that examines the exhibition practices
developed by Russian artists between the 1890s and the early 1910s. A series of recent
studies suggest that this examination is necessary. The works that apply a more
sociological perspective or the tools of institutional history that apply to Russian art
and cultural history, although still limited, are on the increase. It is important to
acknowledge that a massive block of art-historical literature on Russian art dating
back to the 1970s touches upon the relevance that exhibitions acquired in the cultural
life of St Petersburg, Moscow, and beyond. Indeed, exhibitions were phenomena that
structurally changed the entire landscape of the artistic and intellectual spheres at the
turn of the century. The classical histories of Russian fin-de-si¢cle and early avant-
garde art associations (e.g., Lapshin 1974) are, to some extent, the histories of their
exhibition initiatives. Lately, interest in this subject has been growing as more
documental sources are being discovered and examined. In addition, there have been
studies of the history of Russian art that attributed primary significance to exhibitions
(for instance, Logutova 2005 and, especially, the very detailed surveys conducted by
Severiukhin 2003; 2018). Some recent works build up the whole history of the ‘avant-
garde’ period on a sequence of group exhibitions (Dulguerova 2015). Nevertheless,
the role of artists’ participation in foreign exhibitions, and in particular, at venues
promoting a specific aesthetic vision or institutional blueprint — such as in the
European secessions and other independent societies — remains only occasionally
addressed in the relevant literature. The contacts that Russian fin-de-si¢cle artists
established with these institutions are undeniably difficult to explore because the
potential primary sources are usually scattered over numerous locations and require a
systematic and long-term approach.

In recent decades, there was a durable trend in the research literature to locate

Russian art of the late 19th-early 20th century within a growingly international
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perspective, partly due to the general rise of Global art history (as in Kaufmann and
Dossin 2015). Still, not all the studies that set similar goals actually examine the
connections between Russian artists, critics, and other cultural figures with their peers
from the other counties. Some of them are limited to the questions of stylistic or
subject-matter influences and comparisons that naturally may arise from the formal
analysis their works. Nevertheless, throughout the 1980s, the internationalist
perspective remained topical in Soviet scholarship, often unable to perform extensive
comparative studies due to the insufficient, or very poor, travel and publishing
channels available. Despite its limitations, this scholarship introduced seminal
contributions covering the subject that opened it up to the following generations of
researchers, such as the volume by Sarab’ianov (1980) analysing Russian painting next
to the ‘European schools’. Overall, the basis for today’s discussion was doubtlessly
provided by Soviet historiography, which includes a considerable body of literature
that has matured with time. Of particular importance for the field are numerous
publications of diaries, epistolary exchanges, and selected press coverage that appeared
during the second half of the century. The process of rethinking and summarising this
heritage is still underway. It is worth mentioning, in relation to the main arguments of
the present dissertation, the works by Soviet authors such as Sternin (1970; 1976;
1988). The method introduced by his concept of ‘artistic life’ that drew on links and
relations instead of specific events or stylistic developments has the advantage of
encompassing the processes that escaped the gaze of prior research. Other figures
whose work is essential for the present analysis are Lapshin (1974), mentioned above,
and Zil’bershtein (1971a; 1971b; 1982a; 1982b; 1990), who published numerous
volumes collecting the correspondence of personalities such as Sergei Diaghilev,
Valentin Serov, and Konstantin Korovin, among others.

Over time, an extensive array of literature covering the cross-cultural
exchanges of Russian artists between the 1890s and the early 1910s has emerged. The

generation of studies whose transnational approach was encouraged, among others,
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by the landmark exhibition Paris-Moscou (1979) that shared a preoccupation with the
'international’ dimension of modernism and focused on transfers and interactions
between French and Russian art of the first three decades of the 20th century, cannot
be considered conclusive. However, several of these works proved very important for
determining the main research questions of the present project (even though not all
of them lie in the realm of this thesis’ chronology). In particular, these include studies
such as Khudozbniki russkoi emigratsii [Russian émigré artists] by Tolstoi (2005), the
anthology Russian and Soviet Views of Modern Art by Dorontchenkov (2007), as well
as finely documented collections of essays, such as The Avant-Garde Frontier: Russia
Meets the West, 1910-1930 (Roman and Hagelstein Marquardt 1992), Russkii
avangard 1910-1920-kh godov v evropeiskom kontekste [The Russian avant-garde of
the 1910-1920s in the European context] (Kovalenko 2000), Russian Art and the
West: A Century of Dialogue in Painting, Architecture, and the Decorative Arts
(Blakesley and Reid 2007), Russische Kunst im Wertesystem der europdischen Moderne
[Russian Art in the Value System of European Modernism] (Raev and Wiinsche
2007) and Critical Exchange: Art Criticism of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries
in Russia and Western Europe (Adlam and Simpson 2009). Moreover, recent museum
publications by the Tretyakov Gallery or the Russian Museum on the occasion of the
large-scale monographic retrospectives dedicated to Repin, Serov, Somov,
Goncharova, and others indicate a renewed approach towards the examination of
these masters’ international contacts and their role in the creative process of their
time.

However, only in the most recent monographs can one see a fully articulated
attention to the role of international exhibitions in artists’ careers, both in terms of
attending and participating in them (Sharp 2006; Shevelenko 2017; Mojenok-Ninin
2019; Shabanov [2014] 2019; Malycheva 2020). A series of new studies has indicated
the importance of the World Fairs and, critically for the purposes of the current

project, that of the art sections of these major events (Dianina 2012; Zavyalova 2017;
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Chernysheva 2019). The interpretative matrix within which the period’s Russian art
has long been situated frequently lacked any inclusion of economic perspectives.
These lacunae have recently been addressed by some scholars, a potent example of the
incorporation of such a viewpoint being available in Shabanov’s (2019) examination
of the circumstances in which preceding generations of artists, such as the Wanderers,
operated. In these circumstances, it is no surprise that the exhibition enterprises of the
most illustrious protagonists of the Russian art world of the 1900s and the early
1910s, such as Diaghilev, are currently receiving renewed attention (Chernyshova-
Mel’'nik 2018; Dorontchenkov 2019a; Dorontchenkov 2019b). A very solid
contribution to the scholarship of the reception of the exhibitions organised in
Russian Empire and their significance for the local cultural environment and the
aesthetic shifts it underwent is currently being made by Dorontchenkov (2019a;
2019b; 2020; 2021). Overall, there is a notable and stable interest in the reciprocal
influences between Russian and Western modern art. The aforementioned works also
cover the critical feedback from both sides, thus providing a space for a re-evaluation
of the role of the art shows. In this context, the display practices of Russian artists
abroad inevitably attract the gaze of scholars.

Nevertheless, the literature covering their contribution to the turn-of-the-
century art exhibitions promoted by secessionist groups or independent associations
is rather limited, representing a lacuna in the field. Although Russian artists were
regular exhibitors in numerous exhibition venues at the turn of the century, the only
thorough examination of their activities concerns their participation at the Venice
Biennale (Bertelé 2011a; 2011b; 2017). Bertelé 2011a is of particular importance for
my research question, as it analyses all the relevant episodes over period between the
founding of the Esposizione to the outbreak of World War I. A valuable and
comprehensive description of participants in the Vienna Secession can be found in the
exhibition catalogue Stlver Age: Russische Kunst in Wien um 1900, edited by Akinsha

(2014). Yet, no comparative study of the participation of Russian turn-of-the-century
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artists in more than one venue has been undertaken to date. Indeed, a study
combining a thorough chronology and philological scrutiny with a process of
geographical mapping that examines episodes involving different contexts and
characters runs the risk of being unfeasible. Such an orientation may, however, may
offer fresh insights on the subject.

Concerning the groundwork that exists on the historical context, secondary
materials on the World Fairs and works that deal with the Russian and Western
European cultural history of the late 19th—early 20th century prove highly useful in
mapping the contexts that determined the artistic pathways of the protagonists
covered in this dissertation (these include Gilmore Holt 1979; 1981; 1988; Facos and
Hirsh 2003; Joyeux-Prunel 2005; 2018; Fisher 2003; Hardiman, Kozicharow 2017;
Chuchvaha 2015).

The correspondence of artists and press materials of the time, both in Europe
and Russia, form two fundamental types of sources that the current project relies on.
Surprising comparisons emerge when comparing the ways that the works of Russian
exhibitors were welcomed at shows abroad and how the same episodes were reported
in local art and literature reviews such as Mir iskusstva, Vesy, Zolotoe runo and
Apollon. Some of the key documents, even if they had been previously published,
were reviewed in their original formats, since many details that are of relevance in the
present work such as organisational details and personal comments (often revealing
the broader spectrum of problems that bothered the artists) frequently escaped the
editors’ attention, since the core set of the relevant publications were published before
the surge of interest in such aspects of artistic practice. In the cases where they were,
this applied only for major events.

I will be paying attention to the documentation that is related to the artists
who contributed, or were involved in, the exhibitions in European art centres between
1896 and 1912. Their work forms the body of the selected case-studies in this project.

Although the exhibition catalogues are evidently crucial to this survey, their use
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presents a series of limitations, mainly due to the fact that the catalogues of the time
were rarely illustrated, and the works were listed under general and often vague titles.
Primary sources concerning the organisational issues they faced are very rare, as not all
the venues’ archives survive today.

Biographical dictionaries containing entries about Russian artists are very
resourceful for retracing the networks of the modernist groups. In particular, the two
volumes edited by Severiukhin and Leikind (1992; 1994) represent a valuable
platform for research of this orientation. Moreover, virtually all the literature
concerning the cultural exchange between Russia and the European countries in the
late 19th—early 20th century is of high interest. Studies that aim at reconstructing
specific bilateral influences were fundamental for the present project. These include,
for example, the comprehensive works by Raev (1982; 2000; 2007; Raev and
Wiinsche 2007) and Tostoi (1983; 2002; 2005) that trace both the real contacts of the
artists and the indirect effects of their activity in the art system of the European fin-de-
siecle capitals. Furthermore, some important questions are currently being addressed
in a growing number of research papers, which, however, largely deal with singular
cases or are confined to biographical perspectives and are, consequently, insufficiently
comparative (Musiankova 2015; Nesterova 2017). A major interrogation and a
potential track for examination that merits further expansion was launched by
Hilton’s proposal (2018) based on her previous research (1979: 284—285), suggesting
the pertinent influence of exhibitions abroad on the way that Russian artists looked
upon their own work. This perspective opens up a broad spectrum of issues — such as
regarding the way artists approached the display of their work — that were until now
only sporadically addressed by art historians and remained scattered or subordinated
between other arguments. The present work wishes to meet this need for both a
theoretical and an historical reconsideration of the aforementioned aspects that are

currently underexamined in the relevant literature.
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3. Dissertation aims and outline

The questions discussed here inevitably create a junction of rather diverse
historiographical domains, namely spanning Russian art, Russian émigré culture, the
history of art exhibitions, and artistic modernism (the latter probably being the most
problematic of all). Moreover, it finds itself positioned between a methodology that is
mainly applied to studies of contemporary art or well-documented topics in modern
art, and a field that in Western scholarship is either mostly treated with notable
hesitancy within the so-called ‘global’ debate or rests in the realm of Slavonic studies.

It is worth mentioning that in the last decade, the use of the term ‘Russian
modernism’ to embrace the entire scope of cultural production that emerged among
actors in the Russian-speaking literary and artistic milieus at the turn of the century is
gaining momentum over the more traditional concept of the ‘Silver Age’. For
practical purposes, it is adopted here as a concept that embraces a wide range of
practices. These can extend from stylistic pursuits tending to absorb and interpret
formal trends — such as impressionistic brushstrokes and the way of depicting light
effects, or Art Nouveau flattening colours and curved lines — to symbolist attitudes,
mythology and philosophical questions, and the manifesto-centred outlooks of the
early avant-garde groups. In so doing, the terminological choice of this research echoes
studies such as Dorontchenkov (2020), Shevelenko (2017), Sharp (2007), Hardiman
and Kozicharow (2017), Malycheva (2013), and others. However, this term is always
intended as a historiographical construct and is not presented as an organic
phenomenon.

This dissertation aims to relate to this terminological shift and to further
extend it to the domain of the visual arts. In addition, it will argue that it might be
more accurate to regard the careers of ‘modernist’ artists as being driven
predominantly by sociocultural factors rather than aesthetic ones. This approach’s

validity will be demonstrated through a detailed exploration of the circumstances of a
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selected circle of personalities. Many artists were often excluded from narratives about
the ‘new’ or ‘modernist’ art precisely based on the fact that pure aesthetic innovation
was not their primary concern. Nevertheless, if one look more critically at the way that
the modernist paradigm functioned, one may see how their professional strategies
actually fit its context in terms of their choices of how to present and market their
work.

Since the 1890s, Secessionism and international art exhibitions have created a
new mode of interaction between artists, collectors, and the public in European art
centres. Their new forum-like institutional system shaped artists’ career pathways
while exalting the role of the art show as a means of communication that aimed to
reach a broader public and as a site for testing new representation and display
strategies.

Meanwhile, Russian art also underwent a radical change due to the disruption
of the hegemony of academic supervision in the exchange process with the European
art world. An increase in Russian art’s presence in European exhibitions coincided
with the growth of private initiatives at the turn of the century. Many studies address
this period of Russian art history in terms of cultural influence, which might limit it
to a matrix of appropriation. In this regard, Russia’s relation to Western art cannot be
reduced to the idea of direct intercultural transfers, but rather seems to be one of a
complex fluctuation of interpretations of its own artistic and cultural identity in
response to changes in European art centres.

The presence of Russian artists in international art exhibitions in the 1900s-
1910s instigated a growing polarisation of opinion on the definition of national
heritage and of its place in creative processes. The internal aesthetic dilemma was fed
both by modernist dynamics in Europe in terms of style and institutional layout, and
by a need to revisit one’s cultural identity within an increasingly global field.

Throughout their careers, Russian exhibitors abroad had to (re)formulate their
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position vis-a-vis the international art community and their own background and
history.

This research views the role of Russian artists in fin-de-si¢cle international art
exhibitions and secession movements as a stimulus for the debate on modern aesthetic
in Russia. It aims to investigate the display models employed throughout the last years
of the 19th century and the first decade of the 20th century in order to rethink the
evolution of expressive language in Russian art and the creation of cross-cultural
networks, in connection with the rise of new exhibition strategies and, more generally,
work patterns among artists.

Such an analysis cannot be complete without paying attention to the broader
context. It will, therefore, combine methodological approaches that emphasise the
social, cultural, and economic aspects of the art process and take into account the
agendas of the institutions involved. In Chapter One, I will discuss the growth of new
cultures of display across Europe at the turn of the century, highlighting the role of
secessionist organisations and artist-driven societies to delineate the context in which
Russian exhibitors positioned themselves. The chapter will provide an interpretative
overview of the problems inherent to artistic debates in Russia at the end of the 19th
century and discuss the reactions that arose within then concerning the alternative art
societies in European cities. Chapter Two will address the processes launched by those
artists and creative groups that sought to transfer the model of independent
exhibition societies to their native country and simultaneously to engage and
exchange with their peers abroad. I will illustrate these processes through the cases of
the Russian contributions to the Munich Secession in 1896 and 1898, which aspired
to attract the international audiences’ attention. Chapter Three will examine the
emergence of ‘archaising’ tendencies and of the growing semantic field related to the
‘Russian North’ next to the revivalist attitudes that were circulating in contemporary
European culture. It will emphasise how these were reconciled in the works of single

artists and were validated by exhibitions, such as in the case of the kustar section at the
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1900 World Fair in Paris and in the Russische Kiinstler hall at the Vienna Secession in
1901. Chapter Four will focus on the process of re-evaluation of the exhibition as an
artistic means that occurred in the Russian cultural field of the era, being encouraged
by rapidly spreading Gesamtkunstwerk ideals that aimed at incorporating the
principles of unity of the arts in the creative practice. Finally, Chapter Five will look at
a milestone exhibit titled Dewwx siecle de peinture et de sculpture russes presented within
the framework of the Salon d’Automne in 1906, in order to argue that from then on,
positioning oneself within a historical narrative incorporated into an exhibition
becomes a recurring strategy among Russian modernist artists. By so doing, they
sought to provide a legitimising genealogy to their pursuits, an attitude that also
characterised the Russian section at the Vienna Secession in 1908 which in turn
echoed some developments in the Parisian exhibit. It will also address similar patterns
evident in other minor contributions, such as the Sonderbund in Cologne (1912) and
the Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition in London from the same year. All these
manifestations marked the point when a subordinative use of history began to
decidedly enter the arsenal of artists in their attempts to position themselves within
the international field.

The chronological framework delineated here focuses on the evolution of
artist-driven initiatives of the generation that mainly came of age in the last decade of
the 19th century. The thesis is particularly concerned with showing how these artists
attempted to establish international networks beyond the existing centralised and
state-backed projects. This way, a watershed of 1914 often used in the studies
dedicated to this period seems less relevant because the circulation of the works of fin-

de-siecle artists from Russian Empire did not have a sharp end date. It was simply
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overshadowed by the political cataclysms and the activity of the younger generation,
but in fact it persisted through the years thereafter.18

Drawing on press reviews, catalogues, and epistolary exchanges, this thesis will
try to define the criteria for the selection of the artists and their works and trace the
feedback that their presence at those events drew. It will also attempt to understand
reactions to this presence on behalf of the local, Russian art community. In doing so it
seeks to decode the significance of this participation for both the reception of these
artists in a European cultural context and for their own evaluation of their path.

Not all events discussed herein were of equal significance, neither in terms of
dimensions as seen by their contemporaries nor when considered retrospectively as
meaningful steps in some ongoing process of development. Yet they represent a
crucial testimony as to how diverse the uses of exhibition could be in the careers of
artists belonging to the Russian cultural space and active in the years delineated by the
framework of this thesis. These cases form a non-linear sequence (although they are
presented chronologically for the sake of convenience) that indicates a range of
personal circumstances and conceptual connections rather than some concrete
‘development’, as has become an inherited practice in such studies to sustain. In so
doing, this work seeks to translate the sense of complexity that determined the
instrumentalization of exhibiting abroad in the careers of Russian artists who were
establishing themselves both locally and globally in the fin-de-si¢cle. Thus, the main
concern of the present research is to situate these exhibitions not as a timeline of
narrative-building events that punctuate the history of Russian art, but rather as the
elements of a swift process where the market and the agencies of individuals involved

are as important as the quest for a renewed collective identity.

18 One of the examples of the longevity of pre-avant-garde expressive languages at the international
exhibitions was the Russian Art Exhibition mounted in New York in 1924. This event has recently
become the subject of a research exhibition organised by the Museum of Russian Impressionism in
Moscow which included a broad reconstruction of that historical show (Grabar’ and Brinton 1924;
Turkina 2021).
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I. CULTURES OF DISPLAY IN EUROPE AT THE TURN OF THE
CENTURY AND MODERN RUSSIAN ARTISTS EXHIBITING ABROAD

1. Secessionist art associations: programmes and policies

Various aspects of the impact of the rise of exhibitions and of the
phenomenon of display more generally during the turn-of-the-century period are
broadly acknowledged. It is legitimate to claim that the exhibition process was
growingly synonymous with the artistic culture of the time, and that this
phenomenon was clearly noticeable and a source of critique and debate. Yet it is
prevailingly used as an auxiliary argument in narrating the development of modern
aesthetic in Europe and beyond. A refreshing point of view in this regard can be
offered by a perspective that interprets social structures as vehicles of change in visual
culture. Institutional histories that trace the emergence of art associations that
enjoyed a relative independence from the local academic artistic establishment in the
end of the 19th century (Markela 1990; Jensen 1994; Schorske 1979) stress the fact
that their ascent, even if subsequently neglected, was driven not by a mere aesthetic
and formal discontent that a number of artists had against the dominant tradition,
but was greatly influenced by the political and economic circumstances that these
artists were experiencing because of it. These factors are crucial for developing a better
understanding of the complex matrix of the art process of the time.1®

Leaving aside the criteria of taste or quality makes it easier to perceive the
motives that inspired European secessionist art groups and societies in the late 19th
century and allowed them to succeed on so many levels. These motives were strictly

linked to the art market and to the local policies where these societies were set up. In

19 The expressive means and the changes they underwent throughout those decades, albeit of
considerable relevance for art-historical disciplines, tend to be analysed in terms of innovation and
regression, which, by consequence, contributes to the a general understanding of the period that
conforms to dominant stereotypes, such as that of the artist as a militant pioneer underestimated by the
conservative critique. For this point of view regarding the Munich Secession see Makela 1990: xvii.
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fact, the imagery they promoted was often much more rooted within the existing
aesthetic standards in visuals arts than the conventional art-historical stance suggests.
It is, therefore, of great interest for this study study to review the key aspects of the
process that contributed to the expansion of these groups. Firstly, because they
sparked significant interest in the Russian art community inasmuch as they were
often international in their stance and actualised the need to confront that
competitive context. This tendency concerned both art and criticism. Secondly, these
practices and ideas of these associations had a direct impact on the artistic discourse in
Russia as an institutional matrix for emerging modernist groups.

The transformation of the art world that resulted in the dominance of art
commerce forms where the commissioner was replaced by a wider liberal market
demands was widely recognised as a key point in the history of 19th-century art.
Conceptualised as the ‘dealer-critic system’ by Cynthia and Harrison White (White
and White 1965), it continues to attract the gaze of scholars who are analysing the role
of social and economic foundations in the transformation of the ways art was
produced, consumed, and historicised within the framework of what is
conventionally placed under the umbrella-term of ‘European modernism’. The last
third of the 19th century witnessed the emergences and growth of numerous
associations founded by artists to protect their interests and, in most cases, exhibit
collectively. This period might be rightfully considered as ‘le temps des
sociétés’ (Bouillon 1986). This form of cooperation between artists allowed for an
additional channel of sales for their works. This was often the only avenue to secure
some stability in a saturated environment where the number of artists were increasing
while the structures rooted in academism were rarely adjusted to these needs. In this
context, as Robert Jensen (1994: 182) suggests, the societies of a secessionist type
represented the archetypal model of the ‘transitional institution between public and

private patronage’.
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During the 1890s, three major art secessions were established in German-
speaking countries: in Munich in 1892 (the Verein Bildender Kiinstler Miinchens), in
Vienna in 1897 (the Vereinigung Bildender Kiinstler Osterreichs) and in Berlin in
1898, all preceded by entangled struggles and debates within and around them.
Within the Austrian-Hungarian Empire other similar unions were concurrently
founded in Krakow and Prague, namely in Sztuka in 1897 and Midnes in 1898,
respectively. Even though these first three are the formations that are usually
considered to be at the core of the secessionist phenomenon, independent artist-
driven societies appeared in many bourgeois art centres, including the notable
oppositional Paris-based associations such as the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts
with its annual exhibition known as Salon du Champ-de-Mars, and the Société des
Artistes Indépendants with the corresponding Salon. All the aforementioned groups
and bodies, in fact, virtually struggled for a public and sometimes even egalitarian
display as their main goal.

Even though the groups behind these associations are often thought to be
precursors of the avant-garde art wave of the first decades of the 20th century, the
breakthrough in the art system that they instigated in most cases did not carry the
radical expressive manner that is claimed to be the main vehicle of the oft-repeated
history of modern art. Their programmes were usually characterised by a strong
innovative rigour articulated in opposition to the existing old institutions, which were
declared obsolete or poorly managed on the level of selection process and awards.
Even if it is still conventional to explain the passage that took place as though
nourished by predominantly aesthetic discoveries, it was a complex multistep process
in which the self-organisation of the artists in response to the market and political
conditions played an absolutely pivotal role.

For a long time, the historiography of 19th-century art considered the
aesthetic programmes of the most well-studied art groups and societies as the main

force responsible for the decline of the Paris Salon and the academic artistic
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authorities in other countries. In this sense, the disregard towards the complexities of
the late history of the French Salon (fuelled by a narrative favouring mainly the
individual manifestations of the rebellious masters) had, for example,20 long obscured
the fact that salon-centred infrastructure persisted and had vast influence on
contemporary artists’ careers.2! As was underscored by Patricia Mainardi (1993: 10),
what usually evades attention are the entangled dynamics inside the very system it
expressed and the fact that it had to manage an ever-increasing caste of artists
alongside the widening of the aesthetic forms practiced by them.

Requests for independent display facilities were a constant phenomenon of
the century, and the growing claims for alternative outlets for recognition were to a
large extent dictated by a simple expansion of the number of artists (Boime 1969: 419)
and were symptomatic of their articulation as a social group independent from any
specific institution. Throughout 1880-1881, the Salon des Artistes Frangais replaced

the Salon of the Academy of Fine Arts after a series of abortive proposals for change.

20 In the late 1970s—early 1980s, publications that concentrated on the role of exhibitions in the 19th
century were aspiring to propose a broader understanding of the phenomenon. Several reveal that even
before the mid-century, semi-official and artist-driven shows were occurring regularly (such as
Hauptman 1985). Among those that illustrate how the art infrastructure changed under the influence
of the World Fairs are the anthologies by Gilmore Holt (1979; 1981; 1988). The growing
democratisation of the exhibition system is presented here through a collection of critical remarks
expressed upon the art presented at the World Fairs and on state-sponsored art exhibitions throughout
the last third of the 19th century. The subject was significantly enlarged by an extensive bibliography
on Parisian art criticism written by Christopher Parsons and Martha Ward (1986), which, however,
relates only to the period of the Second Empire.

21 In the following years, the studies of exhibitions followed a more concise plot. For instance, the
history of the French Salon was largely reconsidered recently. The fact that all ‘counter’-exhibitions,
such as the Salon des Refusés and the Salon des Indépendents that were for decades ascribed an
outstanding significance, were not seen entirely as such by their contemporaries is now reframed in
accordance with a larger pool of historical documents. Meanwhile, even though the monopoly nature
of the Salon is the factor mentioned by most of the studies on both 19th-century art and 20th-century
modernist movements, the issue of it never effectively fulfilling the needs of the artists (Vaisse 2011: 2)
remains overshadowed. This is demonstrated by the number of proposals for a remodelling of the juries
and schedule, and by calls for changes of venues and retribution criteria. However, these were obviously
not implemented. Instead, changes were primarily attributable to the constant adjustments of internal
and external political stakes that France experienced.
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Thus, during the preparation of the 1880 official Salon some adjustments were made,
including the addition of electric lighting — which allowed a larger number of visitors
thanks to the ability to display in the evenings - and various attempts to rethink the
installation logics, which, however, were not successful due to an excessive number of
exhibits (Mainardi 1993: 75). These changes were not very warmly received by a
conservative part of the jury and by the government, who proceeded to initiate a
discussion regarding the issue. Finally, it was agreed to abolish state control and
sponsorship of the Salon and to cede it to the artists. By this time, this idea had
already penetrated artistic communities, who were directed both towards displaying
in a more individual manner and towards establishing a market for their work that
would be less determined by the dominant modes of the conservative establishment.

The subsequent establishment of the Exposition Nationale triennale in 1883
represented an extremely outdated format to be instituted in a context where history
paining was about to be irrevocably displaced by the force of the art market that was
gaining momentum. The newly founded elitist substitute for the Salon, despite
securing the best months of the season that were previously reserved for the annual
show, was not able to handle the competition from the shows organised in private
galleries such as the Galerie Georges Petit. In the German-speaking environment a
similar role will later be assumed, for example, by the Galerie Schulte. What is
remarkable is also that many of these opted to name their spaces and the events they
promoted as ‘salons’ (with examples ranging from Schulte to the Kunstsalon Cassirer,
both in Berlin), deliberately alluding to the new French salons, i.e., foregrounding
their ‘freshness’ and independence from conservative platforms. Moreover, their
choices of markets and artists to represent were often in line with the scheduling of
the Parisian venues.

Over the span of time between the Paris Commune and the outbreak of the
First World War, the number of salons multiplied across Europe; just in Paris, this

resulted in four of the largest art associations with their respective salons leading the
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art scene (Vaisse 1979: 141). Their aesthetic programmes and organisational
structures varied significantly, not always corresponding to the image of the absolute
creative pioneers and egalitarianists that art history often automatically assigned to
them. This, for instance, was more complicated in the case of the Société Nationale
des Beaux-Arts, revitalised in 1890, which, despite being a cutting-edge example of the
time, was not avant-garde in its ambitions and enjoyed forms of government support
(Cain Hungerford 1989: 71). Nevertheless, it is vital to underline that at the time it
was much more influential for subsequently flourishing secessionist movements than
the Impressionists’ shows (which were long considered as its precursors par excellence
among different art unions and drew the primary attention of historians in this realm)
and the Salon de la Rose + Croix combined. In their turn, the Impressionist
exhibitions have also been the subjects of more critical analysis by scholars in the last
decades. Among them is Martha Ward, who discussed their implications from a socio-
economic standpoint and in terms of related display techniques. She argued that their
deliberately manifested independent character was symptomatic of the attitude that
reigned during that period in the sense of the ‘distinction between public and private’
that they marked. This tendency accentuated details aimed at the enhancement of the
aesthetic experience, and introduced a high level of refinement to the art space. A
quintessential private show was henceforth understood as an oasis where admiration
of art could take place undisturbed by any ‘profane’ commercial undertones or the
preferences of the crowd (Ward 1991: 599). As likewise suggested by Brzyski, it all
created a paradox consisting of a general ‘rhetorical disavowal of commercialism’ by
different independent turn-of-the-century art associations, a disavowal that
nevertheless coexisted with their pursuit of display devices translating a sense of
elegance and finesse and with the use of increasingly sophisticated marketing tools,
such as partnering with the private galleries (Brzyski 2007a).

In essence, even though the commercial dimension was decidedly innate to

the art world and was in fact growing steadily, high concurrence made artists seek an
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apparently more neutral background than the large-scale annual Salon or World Fairs,
where they could present their works in a favourable environment in which the viewer
could better perceive their aesthetic qualities and where they could appear less
commodified. The progressive preference for smaller and more chamber-like spaces
indicated a different sensibility towards a work of art, or at least an attempt to reassess
the dominant one. At the same time, spaces ran by dealers were crucial for associations
unable to find a permanent location. For instance, both the Maison Durand-Ruel and
the Galerie Georges Petit rented spaces to artistic communities and made them
available for private displays.

When the Société des Artistes Indépendants was established in 1884 under
the aegis ‘sans jury ni récompense’, it provided a strong example of further self-
organisation and of the options that this stance advanced for the artists (Ward 1986:
422). The main claim of the organisation corresponded to the idea that the right to
exhibit was a fundamental right of an artist. This idea appears to be recurrent during
the whole second half of the 19th century, especially in France, where it was to some
degree associated with the logic that guaranteed the right to publish (Maindardi 1993:
20). Despite the prophetic role attributed to it retrospectively, its timeline indicates
that it assumed this glory not before the dawn of the 20th century. Until then, the
Indépendants were not acknowledged as an important organisation. Although it has
rightfully been described as probably the most heterogeneous display, it was not even
sufficiently reviewed in the press to place it in line with the Salon des Artistes Francais
and the salon of the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts (van Dijk 2016: 44). In fact, the
artists who contributed to the Salon des Indépendants during its first renditions were
not bound together by a shared motto, whether in terms of political views or aesthetic
(Huston 1989: 105). The rules of this association did not prohibit its members to
participate in the main Paris Salon, which is strong evidence of its uncompetitive and
even amateur position at the time. The absence of any selection criteria made it

unattractive for both experienced artists and aspiring radials, as the unlimited
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quantity could not guarantee the quality of the show and therefore participation in it
could not offer any prestige capable of stimulating the career of the participant.

The prominence that the Salon des Indépendants subsequently assumed is
proportional to the prominence that the artists who contributed to it gained later in
their careers. For example, in the 1890s, many exhibitors to the Indépendants drifted
towards other more respectable venues, including the salon of the Société Nationale
des Beaux-Arts. This tendency suggests that the Indépendants exhibition was seen
and used my many artists as an intermediate step in their careers, where they could
gain experience of presenting their work publicly. It thus represented, alongside other
independent artist-run societies and dealers’ initiatives, an important element of the
art system of the era, emerging as one of those that were referred by Jean-Paul
Bouillon as ‘structures d’attente’ (Bouillon 1986: 101). During the early 1900s, the
Indépendants promoted a totally different image for themselves, not the least because
of the policies adapted by Claude Roger-Marx, who oversaw the painting section of
the Centennial exhibition at the Paris World Fair in 1900 (revealed to be of a critical
importance for the legacy of Impressionism). The Salon des Indépendants began to
attract many emerging artists; these were not only locals but also more promising
recent graduates from abroad, for many of whom it did not represent any
contradiction to participate in the Indépendants while concurrently seeking a serious
professional path. It should also be noted that exactly these early years of the decade
witnessed an important shift in interest to, and in the collecting of, younger art that
had immediately found expression in the market, as was made apparent in the cases
the of the Barc de Boutteville and Berthe Weill’s gallery shop (FitzGerald 1996: 25-
26).

However, the exhibition society that might be righteously considered as the
first secessionist art group that made a successful ‘separatist’ claim against the
dominant art institutions was the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts. Although its

founding members did surely play with the title of the homonymous society of 1861
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on purpose (Bouillon 1986), there is barely any continuity between these formations.
Several scholars concluded that from 1890 onwards it served as a model for the
secessionist associations that formed in the years thereafter (Simon 1976; Cain
Hungerford 1989; Tolede-Léon 2010; Jensen 1994). Indeed, one of the most distinct
common traits among the European secessions was an aspiration to artistic
cosmopolitism, and the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts was actually a spearheading
advocate of the internationalisation of the Salon exhibition. This salon was partly
descended from the quarrel over a growing number of foreign artists that were
recipients of World Fairs prizes who submitted to the Salon, thus taking advantage of
the privileged right to exhibit without the jury. The excess of submissions, which
risked hindering the installation of the 1890 Salon, brought forth an argument
between the minority of those who favoured foreign admissions and the majority of
those who did not. The disagreeing party split from the main society to set up a new
one named Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts under the leadership of Ernest
Meissonier, who was much more indebted to the World Fairs for his professional
recognition than to the academic realm.

Interestingly, the newly-formed Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts enjoyed
governmental approval and secured for itself an advantageous venue at the Champ-
de-Mars Palais des Beaux-Arts that had hosted the exhibits of the World Fairs several
times and had a had a strong association with the event historically and was closely
aligned to its overarching international spirit. The exhibition policy of the Nationale
differed quite radically from that of the Salon des Artistes Frangais. Even though
international artists were admitted to the Salon of the Société des Artistes Frangais, it
allowed only French citizens among its members. In contrast, despite its title, the
Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts accepted non-citizens both as the exhibitors and as
official members. In fact, international artists soon comprised a third of the members
of the Nationale. This new Salon radically reviewed the jury system, making the

jurors’ mandates last only over one edition of the exhibition, while its selection was to

38



be determined by drawing lots. Moreover, the institution of awarding medals was
suppressed, making admission to the status of full membership the main form of
recognition that was available to the participants. Similar paths would be soon
adopted by the Secessions in the German-speaking cultural space, alongside the
adoption of a more international outlook. In so doing, the Nationale ‘defended the
principle of foreign exhibitors against popular local opposition, principally in the
name of quality over quantity’ (Jensen 1994: 160). It virtually became the first
associative formation of professional artists, where the interests of the group — at least
at initially — outweighed the values of specific internal alliances. Lastly but most
importantly, the Nationale renounced the much-criticised practices of alphabetic or
genre hanging and offered artists an opportunity to participate in the hanging process,
positioning their art according to the authors’ desires or according to what the logic of
the works required (Cain Hungerford 1989: 74). The artists, hence, were invited to
organise themselves into coherent bodies, as this would afford them reciprocal
advantages in the final display.

The Société Nationale offered a coherent presentation of pre-selected
artworks that seemed to be at least partly related in terms of aesthetic, in contrast to
the Salon des Artistes Frangais. In fact, the elegant and thoughtful installation
alongside its rigorous selection criteria made the Nationale’s displays appear much
more like the exhibitions of the private galleries and circles rather than any ordinary
large-scale art gathering. Doubtlessly, it opted for a reasonable combination of a
respectful appearance and a smart economic outlook, which allowed an effective
fund-raising initiative based on the souscription formula that guaranteed its financial
independence through stable earnings from sales (this was maintained until 1909,
when the society became publicly-funded). This way, during the launch phase the
society secured contributions from patrons and collectors, later named honorary
members, who belonged to the founders’ network (Tolede-Léon 2010: 105). The

names of the donors usually appeared on the first pages of the exhibitions’ catalogues,
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which was very common in private shows at the galleries or within artistic circles but
was truly radical for a venue such as the Nationale.

By the start of the 20th century numerous political and administrative
officials began appearing among the honorary members of the Nationale (and then of
the newly established Salon d’Automne), confirming an important tendency of the
French Republican government’s interest in maintaining control over contemporary
arts to the extent that was possible at a time when private art galleries were gaining an
unprecedented momentum (Tolede-Léon 2010: 115). The foundation of the Salon
d’Automne in 1903, the fourth major salon in Paris, was rooted in the political
climate to a much larger extent than in the cases of its peers. Besides the already
common and well-established mechanism of utilising the endeavour for young and
progressive artists to oppose the choices of the existing salons and to attract the
attention of potential exhibitors, it aimed to propose an alternative display format
driven by a synthetic vision of the arts. Its animator, notable Art Nouveau architect
Frantz Jourdain, participated actively in human rights debates and social initiatives
surrounding the modernisation of the city (Brauer 2013: 283). His engagement was
directly connected to his wider views on the role of the decorative and industrial arts
and their educative function. The idea of the new Salon was to reflect the ambition to
organise a gathering where different forms of artistic expression could be presented
together. It was reasonably scheduled to open in fall, not only to avoid the
concomitance with the rest of primary regular art exhibitions of the year, but also to
synchronise with the opening of the new theatre season.

In the fin-de-si¢cle context, Paris offered an unparalleled variety of
presentational venues and inevitably attracted an increasing number of artists,
including foreigners who sought to launch or strengthen their careers. Style-wise, the
environment of the 1890s, dominated by the Société Nationale, was emblematised by
the prominence reached by the juste milien artists in terms of institutional layout. It

also was crucial ‘in defining the international “modernist” elite’ such as Liebermann,
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Skrabina, Thaulow, Klinger, Béchlin, and Zorn (Jensen 1994: 161), all of whom were
contributors at one point or another through the second half of the decade. Overall,
the rhetorical claims for organisational independence were part of a set of
characteristics intrinsic to the European artistic juste milien, as understood by Jensen
(1994: 155). Hence the union-like structures of the main secessionist associations
such as their membership policies and vote-based democratic management, despite
their advocacy of the privileged classes’ culture against industrialist social climbers
(the realm from which, paradoxically, many of their patrons derived from).

Rather than having a predominantly aesthetic outlook, Central European
secessions, all modelled at least in part after the Société Nationale in Paris, represented
a strong political gesture. They expressed the attraction of the specific artists,
especially in Germany (who were often members of younger generations, but not
always; for instance, this was not in case of Munich) towards the scheme of the art
scene that existed in republican France (Joyeux-Prunel 2018: 164-165). The issues of
style and techniques were secondary in this regard, backed simply by the aesthetic
pluralism of the founding groups of these associations. This gesture matured into a
collective act based on their quest for novel forms of representation of national and
cultural identity.

Two crucially important aspects of the secessionist initiatives of the last years
of the century were their attention to display design, which was becoming more and
more calculated, and their internationalising outlook, driven to a great extent by the
denial of the provincialism and conservatism of the local artistic environments
(Joyeux-Prunel 2018: 166). At the turn of the century, one’s involvement in
international exchanges through exhibitions of a secessionist type became a decisive
career-building means. Concurrently, to host such events was now a primary channel
for gaining recognition in the art field for a nation, or for re-gaining it, as was the case
with the Salon d’Automne which was established to re-affirm the supremacy of Paris

in the development of creative trends.
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Finally, another ultimately eminent factor consisted in the strong link that
many secessionist groups had with the realm of galleries and, therefore, the art market.
Even though they usually had their own means to sell their work, these associations
were closely connected to art dealers and operated through them as additional
platforms for exhibiting and outsourcing patrons. Thus, the leadership of the Munich
Secession used Edouard Schulte’s gallery as such, while the Vienna Secession
extensively drew on the facilities of the gallery of Othmar Miethke under the
management of Carl Moll from 1904 onwards (Jensen 1994: 174; Joyeux-Prunel
2018: 174).

The rich diversity of international exhibitions and organisations ambitiously
competing for resources to establish their own display venues did not escape the
attention of art community in Russia. The salons in Paris and the sequence of the
Secessions during the 1890s in Central Europe were promptly noted by artists and
observers in the press. Most importantly, they stimulated the former to question the

art infrastructure that existed at home.
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2. European exhibitions and Russian art

In the meantime, Russian culture had witnessed an exceptional layering and a
deepening sophistication of the art process, corresponding with an expanding
popularisation of the art field — both in terms of actors in the art scene and in terms of
media attention and promotion of trends — that cumulatively resulted in a remarkable
increase of audiences. In this context, it seems essential for the purposes of this thesis
to try to investigate all the different fields that the former affected, namely as it
pertains to art practice, exhibition processes, art criticism, and various organisations
that had specific roles and rhetoric. It is also critical to analyse the way that these
domains influenced each other. In the second half of the 19th century, both in Russia
and in Europe (although not simultaneously), the sequence of art shows seamlessly
entered the routine of the fast-expanding urban communities as smoothly as the
culture of newspapers had done in the previous decades. These reflected the rising
demand on the market of art as well as on the merchandise that resulted from it, such
as reproductions and magazines. Meanwhile, the diversity of art associations and
publications emerging in the final decades of the century demonstrated the breadth of
the tastes that underpinned this demand.

For a long time, Soviet and Russian research literature has approached the
question of Russian artists’ contributions to the European exhibition process through
the prism of the broad term of ‘cultural relations’, a spectrum that encompasses all
types of contacts ‘with the West’ — including those that were indirect — that took place
or had a certain impact on the arts in Russia.22 However, for the artists, the role and
impact of their European contacts throughout that epoch could range from ones that
provoked westernising attitudes to ones the stimulated reactionary, ‘patriotic’ ones.
These arose from diverse impulses, which could include visiting art centres abroad

and undertaking study sojourns or seeing international art featured in the exhibitions

22 See mainly Sarab’ianov 1980 and Tolstoi 1983a, but also Paris-Moscou 1979 and Raev 1982.
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on the local level, the latter becoming an increasingly frequent opportunity by the end
of the century. However, the general desire for relating to European art in one way or
another was a vivid illustration of the sweeping changes underway in the Russian
cultural space more generally. These primarily concerned social transformations
connected to industrialisation and the flourishing of urban society and the place of
the artist in relation to this context, but also the increasingly solid platform that issues
of nationalism were assuming in the intellectual and public debates of the time
(Valkenier 2007: 45—-46). Sergei Diaghilev himself, in his famous appeal to the artists,
stated that the project of the art society had the Salon National des Beaux Arts and
the Secession in Munich as its prototypes (Diaghilev 1897b). The issue has also been
touched upon by scholars such as Dorontchenkov (2009a). Yet the problematics of
European models shaping Russian art in terms of institutional layout has not yet been
tully traced in a broader context. Here I propose a collection of contemporaneous
statements, all of which illustrate this suggestion.

Paradoxically, many opponents of the early modernist tendencies in Russia
were deeply also interested in what was happening in European art capitals and
allowed this interest to stimulate their work. For instance, the chief critic of the Mir
iskusstva community, Vladimir Stasov, is well-known to have published several
reviews on the World Fairs, and he also wrote a series of in-depth materials dedicated
to European art. His contributions, apart from his condemnations of Diaghilev’s
projects, sometimes fall out of sight in the discussion of cultural exchange;
nevertheless, they represent a precious example of how the growing art world abroad
and the art market stimulated a turbulent debate and called for a more articulated
evaluation of the direction that Russian art should assume.

The polarisation of opinions on foreign art was just a symptom of a general
differentiation of cultural perspectives in the end of the century. Indeed, the
panorama of both art and literature became extremely heterogeneous during those

years. Rivalries between groups and individual creators that proclaimed to defend a
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certain aesthetic programme, although related to deeper disagreements beyond the
realm of aesthetics, were what long determined this landscape.

In relation to exhibiting abroad, I am particularly keen in demonstrating how,
despite an important number of programmed actions — namely state-sanctioned
contributions or those backed by major patrons — the storyline of Russian artists’
presence on the European scene reveals how these developments were impacted by
apparently random events. Albeit often being moderately successful or even failing,
these events say a lot about the state of art in Russia in the specific context. This thesis
will not dwell on the question of direct influences of European artists on those active
in Russia or of Russian origin, but instead will try to scrutinise the broader impact
that emerged from the act of juxtaposing oneself, even theoretically, to a different
context.

It was in the 1890s that the rhetoric of a comparison between Russian and
foreign art intensified in the realm of criticism, a development that was to
dramatically impact the subsequent generations of artists.2> The reason behind this
was an expanding of interrelationships (through communication, travel, etc.), and
consequently a mainstreaming of the issue of what was to be the place of Russian art
in the international panorama. As was emphasised by Alison Hilton, immediate
encounters with foreign art did not merely introduce Russian artists to the latest

tendencies; they raised their awareness of the need to confront themselves with others’

23 Prior to that moment, the question of whether it was beneficial for an artist to absorb trends and
ideas from a foreign soil was a crucial problem for those temporarily residing abroad. One of the most
concise statements regarding this was issued privately by Ivan Shishkin during his formative years in
Dusseldorf: [...] here, abroad, I am rather lost, and I am not alone. Many artists of ours, both in Paris
and Munich and here in Dusseldorf too, feel somewhat uneasy and nervous — they naturally do not
want to fall into imitation, it is not for us, while any proper singularity is still immature, and strength is
lacking’. Original passage: “Tax Bot xaxue Beuy, gobpeitmmit Huxonait [Murpuesnd, a Bce-Taku €10
CKBEPHOE, 5 371eCh 32 IPAHMLCH COBEPLICHHO PACTEPSIICH, A4 He s OJMH, BCE HAIUM XyJOXXHUKU U B
IMapuske, 1 B MioHxeHe, u 3pecs, B Jloccemspopde, Kak-To Bee B 601e3HEHHOM COCTOSHUU - IOJPAsKATh,
6esyCIOBHO, HE XOTAT, Jd U KAK-TO HECPOLHO, 4 OPUIMHAIBHOCTb CBOS €Il CIMIIKOM IOHA M Hafjo
cuiny’ (Shishkin 1864). The generation coming of age in the 1890s answered the question univocally
positively.
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work and encouraged them to revisit the previously dominant matrix of comparison.
Evaluating one’s success was now complicated by the fact that aesthetically the
boundaries were becoming increasingly blurred (Hilton 1979: 280). The very criteria
of the singularity of Russian art, as perceived by the generation of the late 1870s and
the 1880s, was a complex ideological construct that had matured alongside the
political adjustments of the epoch. Before that, Russian art of the 18th and early 19th-
century had openly aligned itself with broader European trends (whether it was the
féte galante style, Roman subjects, or the Italian Renaissance masters that served as
the main benchmarks of the academic art education system up until the mid-19th
century) until it encountered a situation where it had to diversify itself.

With the reassessments currently developing in the relevant literature, one
might partly disagree with the strand of research that has long been centred around
the question of the cultural influences experienced by Russian visual culture from
abroad. Even though several studies in this realm offered a highly detailed and in-
depth analysis of the intersecting contacts of the time, it is worth saying that the
perspective of bilateral relations might be slightly limiting. At the international
exhibitions, such as, for instance, the Secessions in the German-speaking counties, the
cast of participants was mixed, with less rigid divisions than at the World Fairs. It
meant that this emerging ‘internationalism’ offered artists a slightly broader
experience than just the possibility of learning about the trends of the host country.
Hence, Russian artists, for instance, benefitted from learning about Scandinavian art
through the exhibitions in Munich and Berlin.

The turn-of-the-century art process was underpinned by the social and
economic order of the industrial and colonial age. In this system, exhibitions of all
sorts occupied a prominent place while being at the same time its very essence and the
‘subject of delirium’ of the epoch, as referred to in an illustrious definition by Flaubert
(1910: 415-444). The number of art exhibitions was growing at exponential rates

through the last couple of decades of the nineteenth century, and the models they
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followed were not limited to fine art academies’ displays and official salons. Instead,
they certainly saw art sections as a focal point of international exhibitions and World
Fairs, and more generally in the way that art was presented.

Russian Empire was an active contributor to the World Fairs, in accordance
with its pursuit of its economic and political interests (Fisher 2003; Swift 2021). The
official committees and counsellors were usually less involved in the support of the art
sections. These were, however, gradually acquiring importance as a category in which
a state could demonstrate its supremacy.24 As for the presence of Russian art in the
more local events like the various salons and independent exhibitions that flourished
in the 1880s and 1890s, it was initially uneven, heterogeneous, and essentially
haphazard. There are several reasons for this. Logically, these events were less
politicised by the organisers and were rather modest in scale, so official institutions
often had no interest in establishing contacts with them and sending their artists.
Secondly, these were often manifestations of the interests of the art community of a
specific city, where the audience was usually small. Similar groups and organisations in
Russia clearly prioritised reaching local audiences and collectors before becoming
involved in small-scale European endeavours.

Other than bureaucratic and political difficulties, another factor that
inhibited the eagerness of Russian artists to consistently commit to making steps

towards working their way through the various annual displays and salons around

24 Among the impulses for reaching out to peers in the West independently from the Academy’s
connections was the fact that support from the government was often insufficient when it came to the
organisation of fine arts sections at the World Fairs. This issue was underscored even by the older and
conservative cohort. Thus, full of outrage, Antokol’ski wrote to Stasov on the organisation of the
Russian contribution to the International Exhibition in the USA that: [...] for the art section, the very
mirror of the soul of Russia — from the total of 900.000 [roubles] only 8.000 is conceded!!! [...] Have
mercy! With this amount, considering today’s currency exchange rate [..]! This means our art
representatives will have to starve there and, if necessary, hang themselves on the nail for pictures’.
Original passage: ‘[...] Ha XyOXeCTBEHHBII OTAE, HA CAMOE-TO 3epLao Aymu Pocciy — OTIYCKaOT U3
obmeit cymmer 900.000 Tompxo 8.000!! [...] ITommnyiiTe, Befib IPU TAKOH CyMMe, IIPH TEIEPENIHEM
Kypce, Aa eme B AMepuKe, Ifie Ha pybrb paBHsAeTcs sfelmHeMy [ppanuysckomy] ¢ppanky! — 3HauuT,
KUTb TaM NPECTABUTEISIM UCKYCCTBA IPHUAETCS BIPOTONIOAb, /4 Ha TBO3Ab A/l PA3BEIINBAHMUA KAPTHUH,

B ca1yuae HagobHocTH, u camum nosecutbes’ (Antokol’ski 1892: 740).

47



Europe was their mistrust towards French, and sometimes generally Western,
contemporary art, a tendency that peaked in the 1880s. In fact, when the wave of
interest in Scandinavian art arrived, it was read by many as a good sign and as an
instance of the openness of those platforms to alternative ‘schools’, proving that the
path of being accepted in the dominant culture was through the expression of
uniqueness connected with an artistic interpretation of national heritage. The trends
that marked this shift corresponded to the passage from academy-centred systems to
more pluralistic ones. The proliferation of ‘national schools’ was simultaneously an
outcome of this development, but also served as a further stimulus for the expansion
of the exhibition process overall, with shows emerging as ideal platforms for
contrasting diversities. Indeed, as Hilton remarks in relation to the Russian artists,
this notion fostered their participation in shows abroad (Hilton 2018).

The artists who exhibited at the salons in Paris, for example, were largely those
who — at least briefly — already resided in the city and could already orient themselves
in its horizon by understanding the specificity of different shows’ jury systems and the
demands of the audience.?5 Yet even for them, exhibiting there was a risk, and it is not
by chance that their attempts become more frequent upon the rise of exhibition
associations that favoured international artists, such as the salon of the Société
Nationale des Beaux-Arts. In 1890, Vasilii Polenov, who had previously contributed
to the main Paris salon in 1875, presented at the Champ-de-Mars with one of his
variants of Christ at the Sea of Galilee, a subject he dedicated many works to (Tolstoi

1983: 124). One of the first artists who approached the issue with a certain level of

25 For many Russian artists, Paris was a focal point in terms of art lifestyle and innovation. However,
many of those who travelled to Paris for short stays were not always ready to orient themselves in its vast
and ever-expanding arena. As Hilton observed, in the early 1890s only a few could grasp the order of
the various trends that coexisted in the French capital (Hilton 1979: 272). Furthermore, she also closely
addressed the issue of the failed expectations that were experienced by Russian visitors to Parisian
salons and other exhibition sites, which were rooted in the fact that during that decade Symbolism
dominated all these platforms.
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consistency was Mariia Iakunchikova,2¢ who submitted to the Champ-de-Mars several
times throughout the 1890s and deliberated about it in her letters. Her friend
Polenova asked her many times to write more updates about recent art events in Paris,
for she was keen to learn as much about new French art as she could in Russia.
Moreover, during her journey abroad in 1895 she was full of enthusiasm regarding the
program of the season in Paris: ‘In my opinion, the Salons are terribly interesting this
year; our Russian correspondents expressed their dissatisfaction with them, but this is
incorrect in my view’ (Polenova 1895, as translated in Harkness 2009: 224).27

The interest of the Russian art community in the exhibition process in
Europe was also fed by the curious fact that, in the 1890s, due to the costs associated
with sending a correspondent abroad, it was common for Russian journalists to
compose recaps of the exhibition reviews that were published in foreign newspapers
and magazines. This custom was inherited from the methods of summarising opera
seasons and other cultural chronicles. As argued by Kutlinskaia (2006), many
observers even reckoned this practice as the most appropriate for the situation,
alleging that, for instance, the French critique and the ‘attitude of the audience’ to
painting ‘stands on much more rational grounds and reached a higher stage of
development than in the other counties, and especially on our end’.28 She also points

out how this attitude allowed the authors to scrutinise the emerging art trends while

26 Upon the first editions of this salon, Russian artists living in Paris at the time were intrigued by it,
and, according to testimonies, were particularly attracted to Anders Zorn. In one of her letters to Elena
Polenova, Mariia Iakunchikova praised his loose painterly brushwork (Iakunchikova 1890).

27 Original passage: ‘ITo-moemy, CanoHBI B 5TOM TOBy Y>KACHO HHTEPECHBIE, XOTS HAIIM PYCCKHE
KOPPECIIOH/ICHTbI U U3bsABHJIM HA HUX CBOE HEYZLOBOJILCTBUE, HO Ha MO¥ B3Iy 910 HeBepHO  (Polenova

1895).

28 Original passage: ‘orHomenue my6muku [k xxuBonmcu] crout Ha ropasgo 6osee ParMOHATBHOM TOYBE
¥ [OCTUINIO TOPA3foO BBICIIETO PAa3BUTHsA, YeM BO BCEX APYIMX CTPaHAX U B OCOOEHHOCTH y
nac’ (Parizhskie salony 1893, cited in Kutlinskaia 2006: 26-27).
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maintaining a significant critical distance, consequently protecting themselves from
attracting polemical responses.?

The deeply rooted need for exchange can be illustrated even through an ironic
review of Russian art life that appeared in a short-lived St Petersburg daily newspaper
Mirovye otgoloski, that summarised, among other issues, the outcomes of a major
French art exhibition3® held both in the capital and in Moscow: ‘He exhibited at
salons [...] When hearing such credits, one instinctively feels respect for the person in
question. For Rusaks [Russians] to whom the Lord did not give a chance to visit any,
these seem almost mythical, since the catalogues, although exquisite, do not convey
the qualities of the originals’3! One may also find the lamenting about the gap
between the quality of exhibitions in Russia and abroad in the memoirs of the
Princess Tenisheva, one of the most ardent promoters of modern art drawing on the
national heritage: “When one happened to visit exhibitions in Russia after having
seem some abroad, one’s gaze was slipping from one paining to another but could not
actually see anything’.32

The links existed, but they were not powerful and, most importantly, did not
instigate a radical impact on the art life in Russia would later crystallise. Although
artists travelled and even participated in European shows, and although there were

some consistent presentations of foreign art in the late 1880s and early 1890s, the

29 To rely on the art journalism produced by Western European critics was also a very common pattern
in the materials published by the Mir iskusstva, mainly because their publications were deemed to be
more concise and professionally written.

30 For the analysis of this event see Dorontchenkov 2021.

31 Original passage: ‘On BbicTaBis1 B canmoHax” — “oH OpBanm B camoHax ... Ilpu Takom OT3bIBE
HEBOJIBHO NPOHMKACIIECS YBLKCHUEM K TAKOMY YEJIOBEKY; CAJIOHBI JUISL PYCAKOB, HE YMYAPECHHBIX
TocrogoM mobeIBaTh TaM, ABJIAIOTCS YET-TO MUPIYECKHMM, TAK KaK 110 KaTaJI0raM, HECMOTPsI Ha Xopolree

Mi3JjaHue, HesIb3st CyauTh 00 opurnnanax’ (Izgoi 1897).

32 Original passage: ‘[...] xorma, GbIBaO, MOCIE 3arpaHIYHBIX BBICTABOK IIPUXOAMIIOCH IIOCEIIATh
pycckue, 11a3a Gexan ¢ OfHOM KapTHHBI Ha JpPyryioo, a cMotpers Obu1o Hedero’ (Tenisheva [1933]
1991: 160).
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situation changed sharply in the mid-1890s. Alexandre Benois described the shift in
awareness about foreign painting that occurred in the last decade of the century in the
following terms: ‘private exhibitions of foreign artists organised in Petersburg and
Moscow, travel abroad, and illustrated volumes on art becoming more accessible... all
these brought us and the West closer together’.3® He indicated that the core
phenomenon that determined the art routine from that moment onwards was
increasing mobility — of artists, of exhibitions, and, of course, of ideas and visual
materials.

By the mid-1890s, European secessionism had become a force that the
Russian art scene could no longer ignore. Russian artists were already keenly
interested in what was happening in Munich. While in the city in 1893, II'ia Repin
wrote that it had become an impressively solid centre for the arts: ‘there are up to five
thousand artists here. A glass palace for exhibitions, many galleries of art — private,
governmental, and commercial’ (Repin 1960: 402).3¢ During that period, Repin was
travelling over Europe appraising what he saw from a rather specific point of view; he
was keen to learn about the ways the art scene was organised in different contexts
because he wanted to find solutions for a renewal of the academic system back in St
Peterburg (Hilton 1979: 280).

Already a fertile ground for products of German culture such as literature and
philosophy, the founding of the Secession and its first exhibition in 1893 fostered a
growing curiosity of artists and critics in Russia. The birth of this organisation,
despite having had several precedents in Parisian art life, attracted special attention.
Recently, both Kochman (1997b) and Shabanov (2020) have touched upon the echo

left by of the secessionist boom in Russia, but they were mainly preoccupied with

33 Original passage in Russian: “JacrHble BBICTaBKM HMHOCTPaHHBIX XYJOXKHHKOB, YCTPAUBAEMBIC B
ITerepbypre u Mockse, 00OEZOCTYIHOCT 3arpaHMYHBIX IYTEIIECTBHM, PACIPOCTPAHEHHOCTD
VJITIOCTPUPOBAHHBIX U3JAHUI 00 UCKycCTBe... Bee 910 chnusmo Hac 3anagom.” (Benois 1902: 178 cited
in Lapshin 1980: 201)

34 As translated by Kochman 1997a: 89.
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aspects slightly different from those addressed in this thesis. As was already underlined
by Sternin (1970: 114), different wings of the artistic arena interpreted their mission
and role in their own ways, adjusting them to their specific needs. During the late
1890s, this tendency was particularly pronounced in the gulf between the group that
would subsequently form the Mir iskusstva and Stasov as the figurehead of the values
shared by peredvizhniki, both of whom operationalised the Munich secession as a
paradigm to serve their own arguments. Sternin brings up a statement by Stasov that
is characteristic of how he regarded the Secession movement as a universal
phenomenon. In one of his letters to II'ia Gintsburg (Statov 1893), he positively
affirms that the secessionists are essentially ‘our Quakers-peredvizhniki’.

To further demonstrate his early enthusiasm in this respect an excerpt of the

1894 article ‘Is disagreement among artists a good thing?” might also be added:

‘In 1892, the same story that had happened in Paris since 1890 occurred
in Munich. Here, artists also felt that there was not enough room for all
of them, that they are all too distant from each other [...]. Consequently,
they acted so just as the French had three years ago. As it had happened
back then, the best artists seceded [...] those who realised how harmful
and embarrassing the ossified values that they inherited are, those angry
with the slavery before the academic tradition as if it were a collar or a
trap, those who decided that it is not worth it to suffer injustices

anymore, especially from the part of their fellows’.35

35 Original passage: ‘B Miouxene noBTOpMIIACh, B 1892 romy, Ta camas XymO)XKECTBEHHASA MCTOPHA,
koropas npoucxopuna B ITapmxe, naunnas ¢ 1890 roga. M TyT ToxKe XyIOXKHUKH HOYyBCTBOBAJIH, YTO
BCEM MX PaspOCHIEMCS MACCE HE JKUTbE BMECTE, YTO MEXAY HUMM — IIPOIACTh, YTO JABHO YIKE
00pasoBaNIUCh pasHble TPYIIIb, Y KOTOPBIX MBICIb ¥ HAMEPEHHUs, BKYC M YyBCTBO-- BCE COBEPLICHHO
UHBIC, U JPYT Pyra TEPIETh OHU JOJIbIIE HE B COCTOAHMH, IIOpa paspecTch. OHU U pasBEsUCh, KaK 3a
TpU ropa mepen TeM ¢panmyssl. Kax u Tam, oThenmiach Jydmas 4acTh XyJOXKHHUKOB: BCE CAMBIE
TAJIAHTIIUBBIE, BCE CAMbIE MBICJIANIME, BCE YyBCTBYIONHE BPEN M CThLJ HEHABHCTHOTO IPETAHHA, BCE
HErofyloIjye Ha JaBHUIIHeE pabCTBO Mepey MKOIBHOM aKafeMUIECKOM TPAJUIMCH, KaK Ha KAIIKaH, KaK
Ha OINENHUK, HAXOAMBIIKE, HAKOHEIL, YTO HE CTOUT TEPIETh HUYLETO TPOM3BOJIA M HECTIPABEIUBOCTEN,

ocobimBo ot Toapumeit’ (Stasov 1894).
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It might even seem paradoxical, when compared to his successive anti-
decadent rhetoric, if one recalls the fact that what was to dominate the secessionist
platforms tended towards a Symbolist vocabulary and cosmopolitan attitude, both of
which he opposed. Surprisingly, he dedicated a lot of attention to, and describes in
detail, the entire process of the emergence and genealogy of the institute and praised
its mission.

Stasov’s article was in part a reaction to the alliance which some older
peredvizhniki had entered with the Academy during the years that it was undergoing
reforms. According to Stasov, this collaboration was jeopardising the balance of
powers in Russia’s artistic scene, which was for long driven by the opposition between
Realist painting and the St Petersburg Academy; more significantly, he viewed this
development as representing a major setback in its institutional development
(Kochman 1997b: 80). This position had been guaranteeing the autonomy of the
progressive parts of the art community from politics, thus reserving for itself a critical
and independent stance. Hence the loss of the subversive status by peredvizhniki,
which roughly corresponded to the phase when Realism was also losing its relevance.
This created a situation where the place of such a radical actor in the art field was
vacant. The lack of a conglomerating society that would meet the needs of the new
generation for establishing a collective identity was layered upon the growing bulk of
information on the new independent art associations in Europe. As a consequence,
the interest of many artists in what was happening in Europe, seeking to import
trends or experience them for themselves, matured incomparably to that of the
preceding generation. Munich was one of the first candidates in this regard because it
offered a wide range of facilities that one could not aspire to have even in any of major
cities in Russia.

Here, it is also important to stress that Munich was careful in securing
opportunities for international artists, both culturally- and exhibition-wise. This

meant that to follow the Munich scene was synonymous with an ability to grasp
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something about the international art trends. Even Repin was impressed upon his
visit to Bavarian capital. In Munich, foreign artists could stand out using their
different background relative to the local context as an advantage (Kochman 1997b:
89-90). This situation could potentially allow a newcomer to cultivate their artistic
individuality without necessarily rejecting their own national identity, while at the
same time connecting to a broader framework. Moreover, the newly founded
Secession’s progressive tenor made it exemplary for younger artists preoccupied with
finding an alternative institutional structure to articulate a generational revolt that
was long simmering.

Although in its layout, programming, and moderate rhetoric the Munich
organisation was much more akin to the peredvizhniki than to the groups that
replaced them throughout the late-1890s and early-1900s, such an analogy is not
flawless. Indeed, they are comparable in their roles as societies that claimed autonomy
on a variety of fields that included the display agenda, economics, stylistic choices, and
wider aesthetic issues in their native contexts. Nevertheless, there is a contrast that
cannot be overlooked, namely the emphasis placed by the Munich Secession on the
aspect of international exchange, which placed it in perfect accord with the city’s
wider policy. One of the authors who has recently revitalised the discussion of
possible parallels between the European secessionist paradigm and the breakout
performed by peredvizhniki is Shabanov, whose argument consists in that no one had
yet properly drawn a connection between them because the Russian art group had
long been idealised and their commercial policy had been ignored (Shabanov 2020:
64). He also observes that juxtaposing the secessionist associations with the Mir
iskusstva instead might not be accurate because the latter did not represent a proper
example of artists’ self-organisation due to the authority of its leader, Diaghilev.
Undoubtedly, from an institutional point of view, the peredvizhniki satisfy most of
the criteria common to European Secessions, including their moderate

progressiveness, keeping links with the state art infrastructure, self-management, and
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the subsequent fate of becoming a conservative organisation. However, I would argue
that the dialectic of comparison might be secondary in this respect. What matters is
that the secessionist model (branching from the Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts in
Paris) had a remarkably pronounced impact on Russian modernist art groups such as
Diaghilev’s circle or the Union of Russian artists [Soiuz russkikh khudozhnikov].
Even the facts that most of the avant-garde factions that subsequently arose
articulated their programmes through exhibitions and sometimes tried to establish
their own display platforms is evidence of the entrenchment of a logic of separation
and autonomy whose relevance should not be overlooked.

Their international stance, alongside their commitment to progressive values,
were key features that made the Secessions a model of an art community that closely
reflected artists” exigencies. They echoed the ideas that were maturing among Russian
artists in the 1890s concerning the beneficial character of external influences
(Kochman 1997b: 91). For Diaghilev, these became a major characteristic both to
import and to try to use at one’s advantage when trying to integrate oneself in
European art forums. According to him, Russian artists’ contribution to that context
were a vehicle for rekindling their artistic individuality (Kochman 1997b: 85).

Hence also the episodes that occurred during their contribution to the
Munich Secession in 1896 and 1898 (discussed below), which resulted from the
convergence of the hosting organisation’s interest to display foreign artistic ‘schools’
and the aspirations of younger generations of Russian artists to connect with their
peers that had found such a bright expression in the steps undertaken by Diaghilev
and his circle. Moreover, such tendencies were further supported by the fact that the
Secession was stepping back from evaluating art through the prism of competition
between nations and, instead, oriented its rhetoric around foregrounding the
synchronicity in artistic advancements among the different participating ‘schools’,

who nevertheless preserved their autonomy and singularity.
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Another factor that stimulated this generation to develop a coherent
exhibition strategy abroad was the absence of consistency in previous Russian
contributions. It was one of core issues for Diaghilev. when he launched his
programme in 1896 (Diaghilev 1896). The problem, however, attracted the voices of
other members of the art community, for instance that of Igor’ Grabar’ (who was not
yet get personally acquainted with Diaghilev). In an 1897 review of foreign
exhibitions, largely dedicated to the Venice Biennale but also covering other
concurrent events, Grabar’ points out that other countries that were previously
considered marginal in the art field were now being ‘better and more extensively
represented at any international exhibition in Europe than Russian artists’.
Meanwhile, Russian works were ‘always spread out in different halls, as if highlighting
the discord prevailing among our artists; they are unwittingly getting lost amidst the
artworks of other foreigners which leads, naturally, to the loss of their advantage’.3¢
He lamented the lost opportunities that this form of organisation encouraged, and
wrote that ‘if Russian contributors would have had a special hall, if they would have
been brought into some section, even of unofficial nature, the international audience
would pay more attention to them, would understand that there are artworks
expressing a certain movement, forming a proper school’.37

Grabar’ spoke about the need to act collectively, but he also delineated the way
it should be done, namely by operationalising the general interest in recognisable
‘national schools’ that dominated those displays and the art-historical discourse at the
time. He was thus fully in sync with Diaghilev in these two propositions, articulating

the need to adopt to the expectations prevalent in the contexts in which Russian

36 Original passage: ‘Bcerza B Pa3HBIX 3aJ1aX, KaK 6bI HAITIAZHO OKA3bIBAS PO3Hb, LAPCTBYIOIYIO MEXKY
HAIIMMU XYJIO)KHMKAMU, OHM HEBOJBHO TEPSAIOTCA CPEAU NPOUBBENEHUM NPYIMX HMHOCTPAHIEB K

[IOJTHOM CBOE# HeBbIrofe, kKoneuno’ (Grabar’ 1897).

37 Original passage ‘Bym, BBIJIE/IEHBI PYCCKUE aBTOPHI B 0cobbIi1 3a11, 6y;:u) Y PYCCKOTO MCKYCCTBAa KaKOK-
HuOyAb pasgen xoTs 6b M He OQUIIMATBHOTO CBOKCTBA, MHOCTPAHHAS IMybmuka obpamaina 6b Ha HuX
Gosnbine BHUMaHUs, cOoOpaxkana Obl, 4TO Iepes HElo HAXOMITCS POM3BEACHNUS, BRpaKaomue cobowo

M3BECTHOE HANTPABJICHHE, IPEACTABIIAIONIUE LIETYIO KOy (Grabar’ 1897).
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artists — and this aspect was taken by both for granted — had to be aspiring to integrate
into. These propositions were filled with a pragmatism that older generations were
denied due to their idealistic vision of the social function of art; at the same time, they
expressed a new kind of idealism linked to the cosmopolitan, ‘modernist’ agenda.

Grabar’ also complimented foreign authors’ interest in Russian art, albeit
saying that some accounts contain mistakes and misunderstandings. Yet he argues that
Russian artists should take in consideration all these comments regardless of their
stance, in order to grasp the idea of what ‘foreigners want and expect’ from them.38
Even after the ice had already been broken with the episodes from 1896 and 1898, to
which two case studies are dedicated in the next chapter, these ideas did not stop
expanding. In 1901, Nikolai Roerich was writing that ‘for now, let us not forget the
good words of prof. Muther who recently pointed out what new Europe should now
be expecting from Russia, and let us try not to miss the occasions to participate in the
foreign exhibition. In Venice this year, such an occasion was lost’.3

Among other commentators approaching these arguments was also Vasilii
Kandsinkii. In 1899, in an observer capacity, he covered the latest exhibition of the
Munich Secession for the daily newspaper Novosti dnia.# This review represents one
of his first significant published pieces, appearing before his prominent article

‘Critique of Critics’ (in the same newspaper), long considered his very first published

38 Original passage: ‘B sarpaHuuHBIX CyXICHUAX O PYCCKOM MCKYCCTBE 4aCTO ObIBaeT He M4JIO B3JOpa U
HENPABIbl CMOTPS M3 KAKOM KHMYKKM YEPIIAeT CY>KZICHHE, HO BCTPEYAETCA M OIEHKA, 3aCITy KUBAOMas
BHUMAHHA — C TOYKM JIM 3PEHMs OOIEICTEeTHYECKMX WM XOTA OBl M JIMYHBIX TpebOBaHMIL
O3HAKOMUTECS CO B3IVIAZAMEI MHOCTPAHLIEB HA PYCCKOE TBOPYECTBO, [yMai0, HEOECIIONESHO I CAMHUX
HAIMX XyAoKHUKoB. Henpasna 1 ommb04HOCTb CyXKEEHMIT O HUX HE JOJDKHA UX OTOPYaTh, — B 3TOM
CJlydae OHU MOTYT IIOCMESITBCS, HO BCE-TAKHU JIIOOOIIBITHO 3HATH, YETO XOTAT U OKUAAIT HHOCTPAHIIBI OT

Hac’ (Grabar’ 1897).

39 Original passage: ‘[...] A noxa e 3abygem xopoumux c1os npo¢. Myrepa, HelaBHO 3aMETHBIIETO, YT
HoBas1 EBpoma fomkHa oxxupats Teneps or Poccun, U OCTapaeMcs He YIyCKaTh CIy4aeB IPUHUMATh
Y9aCTUS Ha SarPaHUYHBIX BBICTABKaX. Ha BEHeLMaHCKOM BBICTABKE STOTO TOJA TAKOM CIIydail HaMH

nponymeH [...]” (Roerich 2004 [1901]: 384).

40 See the translation published by Kochman (1997a).
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critical work (Kochman 1997a: 730). Subsequently, in 1902 he became a
corresponding contributor of Mir iskusstva, covering exhibitions and other cultural
events occurring in Munich; however, by then he had become less enthusiastic by
what he saw. In his 1899 article, Kandinsky is very focused on issues of technique and
style, praising Monet and Degas and reporting that significant space was dedicated
within this 1899 edition of the Secession to the applied arts, upon which he dwelt
significantly. Curiously, he describes in detail the contemporary Munich design
enterprise of Vereinigte Werkstitte fiir Kunst in Handwerk, some members of which
contributed to the Secession he reported about (a similar one was arranged by the
Vienna Secession, as will be mentioned in the following sections, and comparable
ambitions were pursued by the organisers of the Contemporary Art and Architecture of
New Style exhibits in Russia in 1902-1903). Eventually, he sums up the efforts of the
phenomena he concentrates on as a ‘striving for beauty’.

In this regard, it seems essential to emphasise that Paris and Munich were not
just the two most vibrant art centres in Europe, but were also particularly important
to the Russian literary and artistic circles as role models for both the flow of stylistic
innovation and for structural models of organising cultural life. In Diaghilev’s
accounts, for example, this attitude can be recognised at once. When, during the
formative years of his persona as an art critic, he spoke about the secessionist
associations that had been flourishing during the 1890s with a great enthusiasm, he
called for the incorporation of certain characteristics and organisational schemes of
these formations. He praised their independence and fresh outlook on exhibition
policies (Diaghilev 1897b).

Artistic developments in Munich and Paris were routinely covered by art
magazines in Russia through the late-1890s and the 1900s. These two destinations —
German-speaking countries and Paris — appealed to Russian artists not least because
they had a very solid artistic infrastructure with exhibition facilities and an advanced

journalism that followed recent art trends. Naturally, this attention was particularly
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pronounced in the lens of the modernist revues, first in Mir iskusstva and later in the
magazines that inherited some of its values such as Zolotoe runo and Apollon.

Furthermore, it is interesting to observe how another archetype, the way
German art overcame a rather stagnant period in the second half of 19th century
(when a younger generation got fascinated by the ‘national’ theme and used it as a
lever to overcome the ‘crisis’ that German art, in their opinion, was experiencing) was
certainly of some relevance for observers among the progressive exponents of Russian
cultural life. It is also noteworthy that to become an autonomous exhibition society in
Russia would entail a translation of aesthetic values commonly shared by similar
societies in Europe, who were, before the Vienna secession started gaining
momentum, far from subversive. As was emphasised by Kennedy, the priorities of the
Mir iskusstva circle, even though mainly not radical in terms of expressive means,
‘corresponded closely to those of the Secession movements of the 1890s and to the
contents of other art journals of the period’ (Kennedy 1977: 7).

The paradigm of the independent exhibitions in Munich and the analogous
ones in Paris, such as the Salon du Champ-de-Mars, undoubtedly shaped the selection
of the first exhibitions of the Mir iskusstva. Their eclectic character was rooted exactly
in the fact that the organisers sought to present a collection of the recent art trends,
with which they were primarily familiar through their channels with Europe.

Diaghilev cherished an ambition to establish a Russian art Secession, and
shaped many elements of the group he co-led after the German associations. Igor
Grabar’ was very enthusiastic towards the format of the Munich Secession, to which
he was surely a regular visitor, and in particular to the fact that it dedicated
considerable space to international artists. This kind of balance was, according to him,

the best recipe for progress in the sphere of art, and he was in fact keen to see affinities
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in the generational changes occurring in Moscow and St Petersburg in the middle of
the decade.4t

Overall, these processes where changes in the European scene steadily
encroached upon the local discourse in Russia, in large part thanks to the openness of
organisations such as the Munich Secession to international and stylistically
innovative art, served as a major source of encouragement for the new generation in
their aspiration to reinvent their artistic identity (Kochman 1997b: 92). The validity
of the hypotheses expressed above can be further supported by the way in which the
secessionist phenomenon was being described in 1899 by a Mir iskusstva author, most

likely Al’'fred Nurok, a music critic and member of the editorial group:

‘Following the example of the Munich “secessionists”, the pursuit to
separatism has now gripped almost all major art centres in Germany and
Austria. Groups of young artists in Berlin, Vienna, Dresden, Dusseldorf
etc., after realising the ineffectiveness [sic!] of big academic “monster-
exhibitions”, are seeking to establish their own smaller shows, borrowing
the term, the order, and some of the principles of happier and more
experienced Munich artists. The head of such enterprises is usually
someone of the more mature masters with a reliable reputation as an art
innovator, whose name could serve as a guarantee to the audience that

the works presented are serious enough’.42

41 Upon his arrival in Munich, he wrote that ‘[...] everything that is talented in Paris has formed a
Secession refusé (Champ de Mars), while everything that is talented here — the Secession; in Russia
(Moscow and, in part, St Petersburg) the same is brewing in the vest of the division of the Korovins,
etc.’. Original passage: ‘[...] Bce Tanmantiuoe B ITaprxe cocrasuio Secession refusé (Champ de Mars),
BCe TATAHTIMBOE TYT — Secession, B Poccun (Mocksa u ordactu ITerepbypr) HaspeBaer To e camoe
otpenenne Koposunsix e.c.” (Grabar’ 1895).

42 Original passage: ‘C sierkoit pyKr MIOHXCHCKHX “CELIECCHOHHCTOB”, CTPACTh K CEIAPATHSMY OXBATHIIA
HBIHE IIOYTH BCC XYJAOXKECTBEHHbIE LEHTPbI lepmanum u Ascrpun. OTjesbHbIE TPYIIIBI MOJOJBIX
xypoxHukoB B bepnune, Bene, [pesuene, [loccensnopde u T. 1., yOeAUBIIKCh B HEBBITOFHOCTH
[emphasis mine] Gonpmux akageMUYECKUX “BBICTABOK-MOHCTP”, CTPEMATCSA K YCTPOMCTBY CBOUX
cOOCTBEHHBIX HEOOJBIINX BHICTABOK, 3aUMCTBOBAB M TEPMHH, M NOPSEKH, U JaKE MHbIE M3 CBOUX
IPUHLKIIOB Y CYACTIMBBIX ¥ GoJee ONBITHBIX MIOHXEHIIEB. PyKoBoguTeneM MOJFOOHBIX NPEAIPUATHI,
OBBIKHOBEHHO, SBJIACTCS KTO-100 13 HoJiee 3pesbIX MACTEPOB C IPOYHO YCTAHOBUBLIEHCS PEITyTALIEi
TAJIAHTJIMBOTO HOBATOPA B MICKYCCTBE, UM M yYaCTHE KOTOPOTO Ha BBICTABKE MOIJIH OBl CI)KHTD LIS

y6/IMKY M3BECTHOTO POJiA TAPAHTHEN B Cepbe3HOCTH BhicTaBiIeHHbIX pabor’ (Nurok 1899: 14-15).
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The observer continues by writing that by ‘splitting from the academic
parish’#3 (thereby, like Stasov, employing an allusion to religious schisms to underline
the rigour of the new groupings), artists in Berlin and Vienna succeeded not only in
establishing their organisations but also in claiming separate buildings for themselves.
The rest of the publication describes the aims of the recently formed Berlin Secession
and dwells on the figure of Max Liebermann, with particular emphasis on the fact
that the exhibitions of the new society would be highly ‘selective’.

Furthermore, throughout the 1890s there was an unprecedented number of
opportunities to witness foreign art or to learn about it in press. Various foreign art
exhibitions were organised, which were mainly in St Petersburg but sometimes
travelled to Moscow and other cities. Major shows of French art were set up in 1891
and 1896 presenting a very diverse selection of works, while the Nizhnii Novgorod
exhibition in 1896 hosted a broad array of Scandinavian art. There were also shows of
Japanese art in 1896 and of Belgian art in 1898-1899 (Hilton 1979: 281-282).44
Moreover, in 1900, Moscow and St DPetersburg hosted the All-German Art
Exhibition, a large-scale display that gathered artworks from different local schools
and was backed by the Imperial Society for the Encouragement of the Arts in St
Petersburg.+s Yet, despite their broad scope, these exhibitions were, as stressed by
Dorontchenkov, rather eclectic. They consisted of works by widely established artists

and rarely incorporated any radical approaches, thus translating a rather ‘flattened

43 Original passage: ‘OTpenuBLuecs OT aKAAEMUYECKOTO npuxofia XyfokHuKkH B bepmuue u B Bene
CyMeNd, B CPaBHUTEJIBHO KOPOTKMH CPOK, HE TOJBKO CIUIOTHTHCA B [ICATENIBHBIE U IUIOJOBUTHIE
“acconpanyn” CO3HATENBHO pabOTAIOIMX JIOZEH, HO JaXKe, YTO TOPA3fO yAUBUTENbHEE, HACTOIBKO
YOPOYMJIE CBOE CYIICCTBOBAHME, 4YTO OKA3aJIMCh B COCTOAHMU YCTPAaUBaTh CBOM BBICTABKU B

COBCTBEHHBIX, CIELMATBHO AL TOKOOHON Lesi ocTpoeHHsIX sganmax’ (Nurok 1899: 15).

44 This subject currently attracts a great deal of attention among scholars. To point out the most
detailed studies, the publications by Ilia Dorontchenkov (2020; 2021) should be mentioned.

45 Beloning to the previous last couple of decades, including works by Franz von Stuck, Julius Diez,
Fritz von Uhde, Ludwig Dill, and others.
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idea of the national schools’ (Dorontchenkov 2007: 81). Critically, the German
exhibition of 1900 had a special section reserved for the Munich Secession. Such a
division was rather new to the wider Russian audience, and it particularly caught the
attention of the reviewers, who did, however, acknowledge in their specialised
publications that the idea of secessionism had expanded to many other cities in
Germany and Austria-Hungary and that, surprisingly, the Munich association had
long outlived its original mission. One critic observed that, while during the first years
of its existence the Secession was still fighting for legitimacy and autonomy, fiercely
distancing its community from any expression of dominant paradigms, around the
turn of the century ‘its mission seems to have been long accomplished; now there is no
more need to support the emerging talents, as in the rhythms of modern life, many
young artists have already become famous in the academic milieu. The Munich
Secession did its part and continues to operate out of habit’.46

Nevertheless, the example of the Munich association was a strong reference
point for a long time. Leonid Pasternak described that period in his memoirs
(indistinctly moving from the 1890s to the early 1900s) as rich in external stimuli and
called it ‘the time of foreign Secessions’,*” emphasising the fact that European societies
were providing examples of rupture with conservative values and paving the way for

new ideas. In this light, he said that he and his peers

46 Original passage: ‘Ero Torgamnss sagaya FaBHBIM-TABHO yoKe PElleHa; TENephb yyKe HeT HafobHOCTH
JaBaTh XOf, HAYMHAIOUIUM BEJINYUHAM, IIOTOMY YTO, IIPH OBICTPOM TEMIIE COBPEMEHHOM )KU3HU, MHOTHE
IOHOIIM CTAHOBATCS YK€ 3HAMEHUTOCTSAMH HA aKaJgeMUdecKoi ckambe. Mionxenckmit “Secession”
CHleIall CBOE JeNO, — OH IIPOJOIDKAET Y)Ke XKUTb Mo mpuebruke; [...]7 (Shchurov 1900: 307). Sergei
Petrovich Shchurov (1866-1930) was a godson of P.M, Tretiakov, titular councillor and from 1900 the
assistant curator of the fine arts section of the Rumiantsev Museum.

47 Original passage: ‘MEI xxagHO CITyIIaJIn, CMOTPENH Xy/IOMKECTBEHHbIE OTYETHI, PETPOAYKIIUH C pa60T,
SKCIIOHMPOBAHHBIX HA BBICTABKAX U T. JI. JTO 6511 nopa aarpaHuyHbIX 'CeleccuoHOB", T. €. MOJTOJBIX
HOBBIX OPTaHM3AIMHI, OTKOJOBIIMXCA OT CTAPBIX obmecTs u MIOPBABIIMX C OTCTAJIBIMU AKAJEMUYECKUMHU

TpaguLpsaMu. 1o 6bia mopa 6posxeHust HoBbIX upeit u Teopuit’ (Pasternak 1975: 215).
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‘started to think of organising our own progressive association with our
own exhibitions, independent from everybody else [...] We dreamt of
exhibitions that would be free of selection, jury, and judgement. What
mattered was the freedom of painting. As was demonstrated by the Paris
salons, the jury principles, in fact, are detrimental for young emerging

artists’.48

He was referring to the emergence of the Union of Russian artists,* a
platform that expressed their claims for alternative display facilities in Russia in an
even more articulated way than the Mir iskusstva circle did.50 This quest for
independence was also closely linked to the ideas of the Munich Secession, which
served as an example of self-organisation. Thus, a critic covering the quarrel that

preceded its establishment wrote that:

“The youth has for long been suffering from the routine and stagnation
in the realm of the peredvizhniki [...] Finally, it decided to perform a
‘sezession’ and form a society. The first to withdraw from the ranks of
peredvizhniki was the talented portraitist Serov, and others followed. The
triumvirate consisting of Serov, the editor of ‘Mir iskusstva’ Diaghilev,
and Al. Benois appeared to set up the new society. As a prototype they
chose the Munich ‘Sezession’, borrowing its principal element of the
charter — the right of the participant to display one painting without

jury. This point is very crucial, as it works as valve that allows all kinds of

48 Original passage: ‘crayu 3ajyMbIBaTBCSI Hal BOSMOXXHOCTBIO OPI4HM30BATh CBOE, HE 3aBUCHMOE HHU OT
KOTO, [IPOTPECCHBHOE XYAO0KECTBEHHOE OOLIECTBO CO CBOUMH BBICTABKAMH. [...] MbI MeuTanu o Takux
BBICTABKAX, IJIe OTCYTCTBOBAIM ObI BCKHe OTOOPSI, XKiopH, cyn. Baxna sxusonucs, ee cBobopa! Bepp
OPYHIMI OKIOPUPOBAHHUSA, KAK IOKA3BIBATH IAPIDKCKUE CAJIOHBL, TaK MHAryOeH [ MOJIOZBIX,

HaurHaoWMX XyAoxHuKoB (Pasternak 1975: 215).

49 However, the new society aimed at making concurrence to neither peredvizhniki, nor Mir iskusstva,
as it was underscored by Sternin (1976: 20: 152).

50 See Sternin 1976: 17-25.
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new talents to emerge and will open a freeway to creativity and original

gifts’.51

The idea of ‘secession’ as a term used to describe independent and young art
associations or groups that aspired to establish their own alternative exhibition
platforms had become widespread by the early 1900s. Thus, in a letter to Rainer
Maria Rilke, Pavel Ettinger, a prominent art critic, wrote that ‘among local art circles
We are now expecting a great event — the upcoming Moscow Secession. Local artists
such as Vrubel, Korovin, Serov, Pasternak, Vasnetsov, and others are tied of the
dictatorial and one-sided nature of Diaghilev’s work, and therefore they have decided
to open their own exhibition by Christmas time’.52 Even though he exaggerated the
dimensions of the revolt, the statement illustrates the overall enthusiasm about the
possibility of a ‘secessionisation’ occuring in Russian art. Perceived as a promise of
diversification and renewal, it was welcomed and desired by many forces within the art
community. Moreover, the term ‘secessionists’ started to be employed by some
reviewers in positive sense (Kugul’skii 1900: 2). Valkenier observed that this period of
cultural history of Russian Empire often referred as the Silver Age ‘can equally well be
regarded as Gilded Age’, as a flourishing phase for cooperatives among artists

multiplying there in similar manner as it has been long occurring in Europe (Valkenier

51 Original passage: ‘Mosopexs yske JABHO TATOTHIACH PYTHHOL, 3ACTOEM CPEAH EPEABIIKHUKOB |...]
Haxonen, Monogesxs pemmna yauHutsb sezession n 06pasosats obmectso. IlepBriM Bbimen U3 psgos
IePeABIKHUKOB TATAHTMBEI moprpernct CepoB, 32 HUM HOTAHYIUCh gpyrue. COCTABUICS
tpuymsupar us Ceposa, pegakropa “Mupa uckyccrsa” Jsrumnesa u An. Benya mus opranusanuu
HoBoro obmecrsa. ITpororunom HoBoe obmectBo n3bpaso MioHXeHCKoe “Sezession”, saMCTBOBaB
KOPEHHOM IIYHKT €r0 YCTaBa — O IPaBe KKHOTO WieHa OOWecTBa BbICTABIATh OfHY CBOIO KapTHHY Ha
BHICTaBKU 0es Jxiopu. ITyHKT BecbMa CYIIECTBEHHBIN, CBOETO POAa KJIAIAH, KOTOPHIM obecrednt
cBOBOAHBIA BBIXOZ, BCEM HOBBIM XyHOXKECTBCHHBIM AAPOBAHHEM M OTKPOET CBOOOXY TBODPYCCTBY H

MOJXKET OBITb, OTKPOET IyTh /IS IPOSBJIEHHs OpUrkHaIbHbIX gaposanuil’ (Kugul'skii 1900).

52 Original passage: ‘B spemHux xy0)KeCTBEHHBIX KPyTaX OXXHMAAeTCs Gobliie cOOBITHE — HPEACTOSINIA
mockosckuit Ceneccron. 3pemnaumM xygoxHukam — Bpybemo, Koposuny, Ceposy, Ilacrepnaxy,
BacHerjoBy u apyrum — Hagoena AUKTATOPCKAS ¥ JOBOJIBHO OHOCTOPOHHSA EATEIBHOCTb Jlsriesa,
U OHHU PEIUMIIE OTKPHITH 31ech K PoxkpecTBy cobCcTBeHHYIO BHICTaBKY. Mosker ObITh, CO BpeMeHEM 13
9TOr0 00PA3yeTCs IIOCTOAHHOE XYOXKECTBEHHOE 0bbeiuHeH e, TaK nny nHade, BhICTaBKA obemjaeT ObITh
ouenb unrepectoir’ (Ettinger 1901: 85-86).
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2007: 54-55). Some other scholars also pointed out that not only the Mir iskusstva
but later groups such as the Union of Russian Artists borrowed from either Munich
or Berlin Secessions (Dmitrieva-Einhorn 2011: 193).

As for Diaghilev’s project, it also aimed at expanding the audiences of the
exhibitions, as he saw happening in other places. In should be noted that the field
(also in terms of the market) that he was aiming at operating in was not vacant, and a
struggle was required to establish a share in it. As was highlighted by Lapshin (1998),
Diaghilev and his circle were challenging an entrenched set of actors and practices in
the exhibition process and the corresponding market. To successfully reach a new
audience, he followed a well-articulated multifaceted stratagem that covered
everything from the selection of artists to the timing and design of the exhibition as
well as promotional methods such as publishing shots of the installation in the
association’s magazine (Lapshin 1998: 7). His idealism notwithstanding, he never
ignored the commercial aspect that was by then already considered as one of the
primary criteria of success for exhibition ventures. The aestheticising approach
employed by Diaghilev worked in the same manner as the mechanisms described by
Martha Ward in respect to the Impressionists’ shows, an issue that will be addressed in
the following sections. By withdrawing from the commercialism of the mainstream
exhibitions, he attracted his audience.

It should also be observed that the atmosphere of extreme competitiveness
between the different generational groups and the scarce cooperation of those
belonging to the same ones was one of the most dramatic and distinct traits of the art
scene in turn-of-the-century Russia. Even though these tensions were rhetorically
motivated by divergencies in artistic views, scholars are now foregrounding the
narrowness in options for economic support for the arts played a major role in this

situation (Scheijen 2009: 93).
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IL. “TO CREATE AND PROMOTE A NATIONAL ARTISTIC SPIRIT’

1. The 1896 season and the search for an exportable ‘national school’

In the late 1880s and early 1890s, a growing number of Russian artists had
been contributing to the international exhibition in Munich that was organised in the
Glaspalast. For instance, in 1889, two exponents of the older generation, Ivan
Aivazovskii and Alexei Kivshenko, sent two works each, while in 1890 Konstantin
Kryzhitskii and Ian Tsionglinskii each contributed a piece. In 1892, the 6th
international exhibition in Glaspalast included works by Antokol’skii, Nikolai
Dubovskii, Ivan Endogurov, Sergei V. Ivanov, and others (Lapshin 1980: 203). Their
appearances, and in particular those that received prizes, were noted by the local press.
In 1892, Antokol’skii was awarded for the sculptural piece Christian martyr and was
praised for it by Stasov in an article published in Novosti i birzhevaia gazeta (Stasov
1892). Three years later, in 1895, the same recognition was given there to II'ia Repin
for the work Reply of the Zaporoghian Cossacks (1880-1891). Throughout the last
decade of the century, another noteworthy figure that was gaining momentum as an
exhibitor in dozens of European cities was Paolo Troubetzkoy.

Nevertheless, the presence of Russian art in the German-speaking context and
its coverage remained sporadic up until the occurrence of a prominent episode that is
linked to the publication of a chapter written by Alexandre Benois and is included in
the second edition of Richard Muther’s Die Geschichte der Malerei im 19.
Jabrbundert (Benois 1894).53 It is worth mentioning that for Benois, this chapter was
a first step in art historical writing and one of his first serious publications in general.
When the first volume of Muther’s history came out in 1893, Benois and his

comrades welcomed it very warmly as it responded to their own research and, more

53 The circumstances of the publication of the anthology were repeatedly described in Alexandre
Benois’ memoirs.

66



specifically, to their opposition to both academicism and realist painting. As Dmitrii
Filosofov recalled in the mid-1910s, Benois did not share his plan to write a chapter
on the Russian school (later, he would transform this into a full-length volume of a
Russian edition of the book, anticipating his later writings) and corresponded with
Muther while hiding his intentions from the others in the group of the future
miriskusniki (Filosofov 1916: 14-15).54

In 1895, Benois received a proposal from Adolf Paulus, inviting him to
collaborate with the Munich Secession to present a selection of paintings by Russian
artists. Specifically, he was asked to organise a display of the Russian ‘Mystical school’.
In July of the same year, Benois wrote to Walter Nouvel that a month prior he had
received a letter with a seal of the Munich Secession: ‘It appears that I was contacted
by Royal Counsellor Paulus, who must be the director of the exhibition’. Paulus, who
according to Benois was advised by Muther about the candidacy of the possible
mediator, proposed to him that he ‘oversee the section of Russian Mystical school at
the next year’s show’. After reporting that he dissuaded Paulus of the idea that there

was any proper ‘school’ of this sort, he wrote to his friend, quite firmly:

“The responsibility for arranging it would be assumed by myself. But
there is yet no confirmation. Pass this to Bakst and Serézha [Diaghilev].
Especially to the latter — maybe he could stop by while he is in Munich

and talk to him [Paulus]’.5s

54 Quoted as in Lapshina 1977: 20--21.

55 Original passage: ‘[...] Mecsr Tomy Hasag nomnyyaio 13 MIoHXeHa IMCHMO CO IITEMIeNeM Secession Ha
xousepte. OxkaspiBaercs, uro mumer mue Paulus Konigliche wirk.[liche] Rath, mo Bceit Bupnmoctn
aupexTop BbicTaBKU. OH IPOCUT MEHS B3ATb, TAK CKa3aTh, ycrporicteo Otaena Pycckoit Muctiyeckoit
LIKOJIBI Ha BBICTaBKe B Oyaymem rogy 8 Mionxere. Emy mocoserosan obparurscs ko mue Muther. 5 emy
HEMEJJIEHHO OTBETHII, YTO B CYLHOCTH WIKOIbI MUCTHKOB y HAC HET, a ecTh 2, 3 XyJOXKHUKA U 4TO BBULY
PAa3HOCTOPOHHOCTH HX BbICTaBKe Jydmie 6su10 6 cpemars npocroit Heopycexuit Otgen. Yerpoiicrso
aroro s bpan Ha cebs. Ho po cux mop otsera Her. Coobmm sto bakcry u Cepexe. Ocoberno
HOCTIEHEMY, OBITH MOXXET OH ChEe3fHUT 110 fopore B Mionxen u neperosopur ¢ Hum’ (Benois 1895, partly
cited in Sternin 1970:166). For a discussion of Benois’ reaction over the question of ‘mystical” trends
among the artists of the time, see Raev 2000.
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Due to his lack of relevant experience, Benois was surely doubtful about how
the section could be mounted and was worried about hearing back from his
correspondent. Even though he realised the importance of the occasion, this
enterprise did not acquire primary importance for him, as evidenced by the fact that
he forgot to tell Nouvel about it. His words also demonstrate that he did not have the
ambition of being credited exclusively as the organiser, which is illustrated by his
willingness to delegate some negotiations to a friend and by his extensive reliance on
the association’s management (even though this was common practice in that era).

As he described it later, for him this period was encapsulated by two major
undertakings. These were the letter from Paulus and that the fact that his friend,
Diaghilev, made his debut as an art critic. The fact that he gave equal importance to
them is rather revealing and indicates how uncertain and somewhat anxious Benois
felt about this opportunity. When remembering the circumstances of both
developments in his memoirs, Benois admitted that, in fact, it was Diaghilev that
would have better fitted this role, writing that ‘in essence, he should have contacted
Serézha [Diaghilev] with the proposition which he addressed myself with (probably
upon the advice of R. Muther)’.5¢

Paulus was moving instinctively, and from his tentative knowledge had
inferred the existence of a localised movement or group. As a man of his own time, he
was thinking in terms of the categories of national schools, especially because it was
one of the main criteria in international exhibitions. This applied to both the
relatively independent ones such as the one he worked for, and of course to the big

fairs.

56 Original passage: ‘B cymuoctu u x Cepexe CIef0BaIO OFHOMY MIOHXECHCKOMY XYHAO)KECTBEHHOMY
ZesiTenio OOPAaTUTBCA C TeM IPEATIOKEHHEM, C KOTOPHIM OH (BeposTtHO, mo cosery P. Myrtepa)
obparuics ko mue’ (Benois 1980: 87).
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Benois was undoubtedly very flattered by the mission he was asked to cover.
Even if it one assumes that the figure of Paulus was unknown to Benois before that, he
subsequently characterised Paulus as a progressive personality in the German art
world and remembered the fact that the latter collaborated as an expert with Paul
Cassirer, the famous Berlin art dealer. In fact, right after the exhibition opened,
Diaghilev praised him for being a figure that ‘promoted and even created entire
schools [in the eyes of the critics and public] that were previously undiscovered’.s”
The difficulties Benois encountered in the realisation of the section, as well as its
relatively modest outcomes, made him evaluate this experience as abortive: “When
looking back to the past, I am surprised that I did not delegate this burden to the
hands of my friend, but then I still harboured illusions concerning my abilities and
was eager to undertake an active role in the future [...]. The task was to assemble a
group of progressive Russian artists who could exhibit within a section that the
commission of the show was ready to dedicate to them’. 58 In a pragmatic way, he
acknowledged that the lacklustre outcome was simply attributable to his inadequate
skills, writing that ‘such enterprises never go well on their own, without constant
reminders and prodding of the person in charge. Meanwhile, I did not have the right

temper and neither did I have the kind of nerve required’.s* It is also noteworthy to

57 Original passage: ‘mpomaraHupoBan M IpPsAMO JAKE CO3ABAN LEJBIC IIKOJBI, JO TOTO
neussecruble” (Diaghilev 1896).

58 Original passage: ‘OmiAbIBasCh Tellepb Ha 5TO AATIEKOE NMPOLLIOE, 5 YAUBIIOC, IOYEMY s CaM He
nOIPoGOBAT HEPEIOXKHUTH 9Ty 06y3y CO CBOMX IUIEYEl Ha IUIEIM MOETO JPyra — ORHAKO B T€ JJHH A ellle
IIUTAT OTHOCHTEIBHO Cefs M CBOMX BOSMOYKHOCTCH MSBECTHBIC MIUNOSUM U, HAIPOTUB, COGMpaCcs B
JANbHEHIIEM WIPATh KAKYI-TO 4KTUBHYKO PpOJb, BOBCE HE OIPAHMYHMBAICH POJBI0 KAKOTO-TO
BaKyYJIMCHOTO cy¢epa-roxHosutessi. Obysa ske 3aKiIo4anach B TOM, 4To0bl COOPATh IPYIIY PyCcCKUX
TePEfOBbIX XYAOXKHHUKOB, U1 KOTOPBIX BHICTABOYHAA KOMUCCHs lacc-manacta IpefoCTaBUIA Leloe
otnenenue’ (Benois 1980: 87).

59 Original passage: “Takue npeanpusTHs He ycTpauBaloTcs camu coboit, 6es HempecTaHHOro
HAIIOMMHAHYS, IOHYKAHUS YCTPOUTEIS, 4 Y MEHs MMEHHO HU TEMIIEPAMEHTA, HU BHIEPIKKH U He Ob1I10°

(Benois 1980: 88).
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observe how he rationalised the insecurity he was experiencing at the time, thinking it
unwise to attempt such an enterprise abroad before trying their hands at home.¢0

The problem was apparently not only the lack of experience, but also the fact
that none of the future founding members of the Mir iskusstva group personally
knew artists who could be suitable for the occasion. He explained that, even if many
of his fellows had long completed their ‘self-training’, they still felt insecure to come
forward and make direct connections with the artists. Either way, the task offered by
the administration of the Secession freed Benois from his caution and modesty and
spurned him to take advantage of the 14th Travelling Exhibition that was to arrive at
St Petersburg in February 1896. The kind of art Benois imagined would be suitable
for the exhibition was, rather logically, the work of the younger generation of the
peredvizhniki. The choice of Moscow painters derived from the interest that the
future core of the Mir iskusstva cultivated while visiting their exhibitions during the
late 80s and the early 90s. He was interested in inviting artists who could translate a
certain homogeneous mood, or at least artists whose works were compatible with each
other: ‘that could have been impressive ensemble’.¢t His first idea was to bring
together Manuil Aladzhalov, Nikolai Dosekin, Nikolai Dubovksii, Korovin, Levitan,
Nesterov, Vasilii Pereplétchikov, Serov, A. Vasnetsov, and others, reckoning that
‘outside of Russia their art could certainly have an impact and cause surprise’.c2

Primarily, Benois linked with Vasilii Pereplétchikov and approached the
others through him. Pereplétchikov was keen to help and put Benois in contact with

virtually all the artists that he wanted in the venture (Benois 1980: 88). A couple of

60 Original passage: ‘Ho xoro 6puto npurnamars? Mpl camu, Hall Kpy>KOK Apyseil B COOCTBEHHBIX
HAWMX [JIA32X [PEACTAB/UIACH HAM CIHIIKOM €lle He3PelbIMU U HE3HAUMTENbHBIMHU, U CPasy, He
nposepue ceOsi B POSHOM OOCTAHOBKe, BBICTYIATh, fd €I 3a TPAHHLEH HA MEXLYHAPOFHOM
COCTA3aHMH, Ka3anoch HeOmaropasymusiM” (Benois 1980: 87).

61 Jlns Hac, ocobeHHO A MeHs, He ObUIO COMHEHMIT, 4TO eciu Obl cOOpaTh MX BCEX BOEJHMHO, TO
[OJy9rIIOCh GBI YAMBATEIBHO BHYLIMTEIBHOE LIEJIOE, 4 32 TPAHUIAMA POCCHH HX XYHOXKECTBO ABUIIOCH

61 4eM-TO BeChbMa IOPA3UTEIbHBIM 1 HeoxkupaHHbiM (Benois 1980: 88).

62 Ibid.
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days later, Benois invited them to his house to discuss the possibility of their
contribution, since he considered them to be the most notable painters of their
generation, who could express the newest artistic developments of the moment.
During the meeting, all invitees were positive about submitting their works for the
section; however, when the time came, many pulled out for reasons that he did not
describe in detail. Eventually, not all of the artists who Benois had invited agreed to
send their works.

However, this occasion was extremely important, partly because, for Benois —
and, in fact, for all his future co-members of the Mir iskusstva group — it was the first
time that they had the opportunity to become acquainted with the most prominent
artists amongst their contemporaries. For many, such as Serov, this episode will mark
the beginning of a highly productive partnership under the aegis of the Mir iskusstva
magazine and exhibitions.

Paradoxically, Benois was charmed the most by Pereplétchikov and the least by
Serov, who he considered to be a bit introverted and rather uncooperative. Even
though this was nothing but a first-sight misperception, Serov indeed did not
immediately respond positively to the offer. Benois even described his reaction as
slightly sarcastic.

For Pereplétchikov, it was a rather pleasant period, especially if compared to
the oblivion he subsequently experienced. In 1896, he was noticed by Tretiakov, who
bought his Winter in the woods [Zimoi v lesu] at the 24th Travelling exhibition and
another canvas entitled The early spring [Nachalo vesny] a year later (Pereplétchikov
2012: 9). During the 1890s, Pereplétchikov explored a style that balanced between a
proper painting and a sketch. Generally, he was for a long time associated with the
‘study’ or ‘draft’ attitude towards landscapes, his influence by Levitan
notwithstanding (Pereplétchikov 2012: 10-11). His path is, in fact, a perfect

illustration of how hesitant many artists of his generation felt. He was highly
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influenced by his European trips, and yet had made controversial remarks about how
they never translated to any notable lessons for him.

In the middle of the decade, however, he developed a firmer attitude and
started seeing himself as more distant and less loyal to the old school and its traditions.
His diary reflections are critical for illuminating the developments of Russian art
within the European context. Sadly, Pereplétchikov did not make any entries during
1896-1897, which deprives us of his feedback regarding the exhibition under
examination.

Meanwhile, the reasons behind Benois’ mistrust of Serov were probably
attributable to personal preferences. In addition, he was remembered by many
contemporaries as a shy person; perhaps this opinion of Serov was also due to Benois’
disappointment at seeing an artist he profoundly admired maintaining a distant
comportment at their first encounter. It is difficult to imagine that Serov was against
someone who was eager to provide some support in organising a display of his works
abroad, especially if that were in Munich. First, as an art centre it was too prestigious
to simply ignore the opportunity of exhibiting there. Secondly, Serov could not but
have a special bond with the town where he began his art education back in 1873. To
mark his first appearance in a foreign exhibition there was surely important for him as
an artist. Finally, many studies have forcefully demonstrated that Serov was never
indifferent about what he was presenting abroad. On the contrary, as underlined by
Malycheva, he was very careful and conscious about the circumstances in which his
works were presented outside Russia (Malycheva 2020: 203). The fact that he first
exhibited in Europe at the Munich Secession, an alternative venue that had openly
declared its detachment from the dominant academic framework, is plainly indicative
as to the attitudes that he and several other artists held towards exhibiting abroad.

Benois also remembered the pleasant impression he had of Korovin, although
he later realised how improvisation-based his style was, a trait which he valued slightly

less than a technique mastered through thorough deliberation. He also was fond of A.
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Vasnetsov, whose work he judged as being more authentic and sincere than that of his
younger brother, and of Nesterov. Despite the friendship they developed in those
years and Benois’ fascination towards the topics Nesterov worked on because of their
proximity to some of Dostoevskii’s motifs, he subsequently became critical of the
Nesterov’s direction, characterising it as ‘a disgusting domain of the ecclesiastical
arts’.63

Mikhail Nesterov refused to submit his work to the Munich exhibition,
arguing that he wished to send his paintings to the Nizhnii Novgorod exhibition
instead.¢* This was primarily because he thought that they could be better received
and understood there, and secondly because he did not intend to find himself serving
as an ‘exotic spice’ or an ‘appetiser’ (Sternin 1970: 242). Notably, at a European level,
Nesterov was not enjoying the acknowledgement he inspired among Russian critics.
In fact, his attitude towards European platforms was fluctuant. In June 1896, he
wrote to Alexandre Benois enquiring about the feedback that the exhibition drew,
wondering ‘if there are any news from Munich regarding our “debutants™.¢s He then
probably received a discouraging answer, and, when responding to Benois, bitterly
observed that his ‘thoughts about our debutants in Munich are rather bleak indeed’.c6
It seems that the real reason for declining the invitation was rooted in the doubts that

the artists had during that period.¢” This is particularly evident in the way he sought

63 Original passage: ‘M xax pas B MOMEHT MOero sHaKoMcTBa ¢ Muxamnom Bacunsesndaem Havancs B ero
TBOPYECTBE TOT IIOBOPOT MJIM CABHUI, KOTOPBIM OTKHHYJI €rO JAJIEKO, — B CAMYIO OTBPATHTCIIBHYIO
00JIacTh [EPKOBHOTO HCKYCCTB4, B Ty CaMylo obmacTs, ¢ KOTOPOM OH CAM HAaYMHAT KOTAA-TO CBOIO

NEeATENbHOCTD U B KOTOPO 6nucran ero Bpoxuosuresb B. Bacuenos’ (Benois 1980: 93).

64 This episode is reflected in his correspondence with Benois and was discussed by Sternin (1984: 164)
and Dorontchenkov (2009b: 292-293).

6 Original passage: ‘[...] He capiuHO Jm yro M3 MioHxena o Hammx “gebroranrax” [..J” (Nesterov
1896a).

66 Original passage: ‘Bamm BreyamieHns OT HAMMX MIOHXCHCKUX JCOIOTAHTOB, KOHEYHO, OYECHb
neyremmTtensHbl (Nesterov 1896b).

¢7 Some discussion on this regard is provided by Hilton (2018: 71-73).
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to acquire some information regarding the reception of the works that his fellow
artists had risked sending abroad.

Benois’ idea was to primarily involve Moscow-based artists in the exhibit. It is
somewhat interesting to point out that more than one of the artists proposed and
contacted by him for this enterprise were, in fact, the disciples, to one extent or
another, of Vasilii Polenov. Polenov — who himself was significantly engaged with the
French context — was fond of the Barbizon school and experimented intensively with
the impressionist language, adopting it to his background and the Russian landscape
and realities.8 Benois and Diaghilev’s convergence with the young Muscovites was
further facilitated by the All-Russia Exhibition in Nizhnii Novgorod that brought
together artists of very different styles. It is also worth pointing out that that show
hosted several Finnish artists, including Akseli Gallen-Kallela, whose art Diaghilev
started promoting from the following season.

According to the official catalogue of the 1896 Munich Secession,® the final
pool of the Russian artists and works that were displayed — barely forming a section
within the exhibition — consisted of three paintings by Levitan, one by Pereplétchikov,
two by Serov, and three works by Appolinarii Vasnetsov. There was also a sculpture by
Troubetzkoy, who was always presented amongst the Italian, French, or simply
international artists. As he had been directly invited by the organising committee, the
latter’s work did not belong to the set selected from Russia. Troubetzkoy had already
participated in the exhibitions of the Secession in Munich, having contributed five
sculptural compositions to the first edition that was organised in early 1893.
However, as with many other art displays in Europe he took part in, he was featured as

an Italian representative, in conformity with his place of residence.

68 He also introduced his pupils to the works of a series of artists ranging from Romanticism to
Naturalism, and, thus, as Hilton (2018) emphasised, ‘when abroad Russians sought out’ the masters of
all those different branches simultaneously. This adds up to the factors that describe why they digested
modern French art movements in a blended and somewhat hybrid way.

¢ See Ofhizieller Katalog 1896.
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Igor’ Grabar’ recalled that Serov’s work was welcomed at the exhibition: ‘4
Deer, probably the best of Serov’s Nordic studies, is beautiful and rather rich in terms
of colour. It was well received at the exhibition of the Munich Secession, where it was
then acquired by the Bavarian prince regent’ (Grabar’ 1914: 124). Most likely, the
acquisition of Serov’s landscape was advised by Paulus himself because he was really
close to Luitpold and was his counsellor regarding the arts from the moment the
latter became a Regent in 1886. Paulus was descended from a family that possessed an
art collection and had numerous contacts within the Bavarian high bourgeoisie and
aristocratic circles. He often accompanied the Regent during his visits to the
exhibitions — first to the Munich Kunstlergenossenschaft and then also to the
Secession — and advised him over potential acquisitions (Makela 1990: 19-20).

The canvas, drafted during the artist’s trip to the northern provinces in Russia
and displayed under the title 4 Lapland Village [Ein lapplindisches dorf], 0 is
currently impossible to locate (Fig. 1). In 1896, it was shown alongside his other work,
A Portrait of Mm. L.,7" a title that almost certainly stood for Portrait of Mariia Lvova
(nee Stmonovich)’? and had been painted by his cousin in 1895 (Fig. 2). It showed the
same model that was featured in The Girl Covered by the Sun (1888), a painting that
was widely criticised for its impressionistic technique, which had not yet been
assimilated in the culture of Russian audiences.” Both portraits were made in the
Domotkanovo residence (Favorskaia 2015:149), a mansion belonging to an amateur

artist called Vladimir Derviz who cultivated a creative community there and allowed

70 Catalogue number 349.
71 Catalogue number 348.

72 This oil painting is currently part of the collection of the Musée d'Orsay in Paris. It was gifted by
André and Stéphane Lwofl, the sons of Maria, to the French Musées Nationaux.

73 For the feedback the work received and the reaction its stylistic choice provoked, including the
infamous line about syphilitic look of the model, attributed both to I. M. Prianishninikov and V. E.
Makovskii, see Zil’bershtein (1971b: 28-29) and Grabar’ (1937: 117). For a contextualised analysis see
Sternin (1970: 70), and for an examination of the role it had in the assimilation of French art trends in
Russia see Dorontchenkov (2016: 311-313).

75



many artists to stay and work. They are both testimony to the artist’s fascination with
complex light effects. Serov had long searched for the correct background, and
portrayed Maria leaning on the table between two windows with the light streaming
through both.

In the meantime, another international art gathering that witnessed a
substantial presence of Russian artists debuted in Berlin. It was put together by Emil
Wiesel, a Russian artist’4 and man of letters of German descent. Since the mid-1890s
he had served as a curator for the Imperial Art Academy’s Museum and would later be
actively involved in the organisation of the Russian contribution to the World Fair of
1900 in Paris. This mainly consisted of exponents of the older generation and
included Aivazovskii, Beklemishev, Klavdii Lebedev, Aleksandr Makovskii, Vladimir
Makovskii, Vasilii Mate, Repin, Viktor Simov, Dmitrii Kiplik, and Fédor Rerberg, the
last three being members of the Moscow Association of Artists [Moskovkoe
tovarishchestvo khudozhnikov]. They likely displayed a series of pieces presented in
the spring of 1896 at the Academy exhibition in St Petersburg, which was the first
time Tovarishchestvo, established in 1893, contributed to it as a group. Another
portion of that display was sent to the Nizhnii Novgorod exhibition that was taking
place concurrently in 1896. Moreover, there were some artists from the younger
generation also: Bakst, S. Maliutin, A. Ober, I. Ginzburg, and N. Kuznetsov. It was a
very diversified presentation that, despite its quite substantial scale (37 artists with 67
artworks), apparently failed to attract any considerable attention from the audience
(Lapshin 1980: 206).

Igor’ Grabar’ published a very detailed review on this exhibition, expressing
his admiration for the Nordic and Scottish schools and reserving only a couple of

final, perplexed lines for his compatriots:

74 Wiesel himself had sent his works to the Paris annual Salon twice, and was accepted both times.
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‘Finally, there are Russians, quite numerous and provoking a rather
puzzling reaction on the faces of the fellow artists and visitors who
accidentally ended up in the Russian section. If it had not been for I. E.
Repin and another couple of secondary pictures, it would be a sight for

sore eyes’.”>

Diaghilev had, of course, closely followed the initiative his friend Benois was
involved in, and immediately composed a review (Diaghilev 1896) that was soon
recognised as a true manifesto of his ideas and vision of the main national art
movements, with particular emphasis on the Russian one. Being one of his first public
declarations of this kind, this article announced the mission that, according to him,
was the destiny of Russian art. He provided slightly more positive feedback on the
Munich participation, while firmly condemning the appearance of a few artists in
Berlin as ‘compromising Russian art’ (Diaghilev 1896, in Zil’bershtein 1982a: 54).
However, he used insufficiently articulated contributions, such as those in Munich
and Berlin in 1896, as arguments in favour of his vision of how artists should act to
succeed on such occasions. He then pointed out to the reason he supposed was lying
behind this unfortunate and unsuccessful composition of the Russian section on that
occasion, namely the lack of a conceptual bond holding the works and the artists
together. He argued that ‘the Russian section in Berlin is arranged without any logic,
without any rationale. Anyone who wanted has sent whatever he wanted’.7¢ Naturally,
he used the other show which he was closer to as a positive and successful example:

‘Instead, the impression that the exhibition at the Secession in Munich might give is

75 Original passage: ‘[...] Ocranucs eme pycckue; HX JOBOJIBHO MHOTO H... JOBOJBHO MHOTO HEJOYMEHHUI
IPUXOAUTCA 3AMEYATh HA JIMUAX XYAOKHHUKOB M IyONIMKH, CIy4aiiHO 3a0paBIIMXCS B PYCCKHI OTHCIL
Ecnu 61 ve V1.E. Perun 1 gBe-Tpy He3HAYUTEIbHBIX KAPTHHKH, TO Herae 6bu10 GBI OTAOXHYTS masy. .
E. Penun BeicraBun TONbKO TpH moprpera “T. Ie”, “moduepm xymoxknuka” u “@panma Jlucra” —
nocseHui Bo Bech poct. FImu ouens unrepecytorcs’(Grabar’ 1896: 832). Published in Niva magazine,
established by A. F. Marks. Niva was one of the most influential popular magazines that covered art
news during those years. In the mid-1890s Igor’ Grabar’ began collaborating with them.

76 Original passage: ‘Mrax, pycckuit otnen B bepiune cocrasnen 6es BCAKOM cucTeMsl, 6e3 BCIKOrO
pyxoBogsimero Hayaa. [Tocsuran, kro 1 uro xoren’ (Diaghilev 1896, cited in Zil’bershtein 1982a: 54).
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quite different’.”7 Diaghilev linked the increasing interest in Russian art that had
arisen among Munich audiences to the impact of Benois’s chapter in Muther’s
anthology. The real contemporary influence of this introductory overview was
probably more modest. Nevertheless, it was surely an important milestone for the
nascent group whose members had literally just emerged from their formative
periods, particularly in terms of developing and aligning themselves to the vision of
art history that they would subsequently promote through their platforms.

The statement Diaghilev issued upon this exhibition in Munich — which he
saw first-hand during one of his European trips — was likely triggered by the poor
press that Benois’ pieces there had attracted, although he proudly reported that
Serov’s works were welcomed and pointed out the acquisition of the landscape. It
should be added in this regard that during the 1890s there was indeed low awareness,
if not complete disinterest, about visual arts in Russia. Even though the issue of
Russian contributions to the World Fairs was taken very seriously by the imperial
ministries and the Academy, these rare occasions were not enough to spark any broad
curiosity.”8 This was partly attributable to their lack of sensationalism, a feature which
was desirable by the audiences of these exhibitions that were exclusively held in
important European cities. Up until the end of the century, there were only a few
publications on Russian painting. Many scholars have discussed the fact that primary
knowledge on Russian culture derived from the novels that were increasingly being
translated into European languages and had by the end of the century made their way

into many European theatres. There is a strong link between the myths that emerged

77 Original passage: ‘CoBceM HMHOE BIEYAT/ICHHME IIPOM3BOJMT BhICTaBKa Secession B Mionxene’.
(Diaghilev 1896, cited in Zil’bershtein 1982a: 54).

78 There were some key publications that might be used as examples illustrating the steadily growing
interest around the arts in Russia, which was of course strengthened by the contributions to the
various shows and World Fairs. Among these works were, for example, the guides and anthologies, such
as Eugene Viollet-le-Duc’s L art russe: Ses origines, ses éléments constitutifs, son apogée, son avenir (1877)
centred around Russia’s architectural heritage, or Alfred Maskell’s Russian art and art objects in Russia
(1884), that covered mainly applied arts.
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around Russian literature and the ideas within it, and the way in which Russian art
was received when it appeared at the World Fairs and other international exhibitions.”
As Raev observed, before the 1870s, it was merely considered as part of the wider
European art process and had no relevance on the market (Raev 2000: 695).80
Furthermore, up until the moment when Benois wrote his chapter for Muther’s
book, art criticism was hardly paying attention to Russian art, except for the major
displays at the World Fairs and some occasional cases such as, for example, the
pioneering personal shows of Vereshchagin.

Diaghilev’s manifesto article tried to use the circumstances of this event to his
advantage, contrasting himself to Benois’s self-doubt and hesitation. As far as the
show resulted in a debut of Moscow painters abroad as a group, he presents the case as
the result of Paulus’s flair: ‘with his instinct he hit the target. He aimed at the very
core of our only interesting school - the currently-emerging Moscow school’,
reporting that he was eager to discover the ‘recently re-emerged” Russian ‘mystical’
school and its representatives such as Levitan, whose name was not unfamiliar to him.
Yet, Diaghilev regretfully observed that the presentation was not vibrant enough, and
commented on the misleading idea that Russian exhibitors had regarding the context
in which they had been invited to participate. In his opinion, they ‘seemed ashamed to
present themselves as Russians’, while he explained the underlying cause for the gap
between their display and the audience’s alleged expectations as attributable to the
fact that ‘people did not expect those greyish landscapes that gloomily peer out of
corners as if begging to be noticed. They expected Neo-Byzantine “mystical” painting,
a Byzantine Puvis de Chavannes, so to speak’ (Diaghilev 1896, as translated in

Dorontchenkov 2009a: 41-42).

79 See Raev 2000 and Bertelé 2011a, 33-50.

80 As for the involvement of Russian creative personalities in the exhibition process in Europe through
the years that correspond to our chronological framework, the studies of Ada Raev prove extremely
resourceful and cover factors that traditionally escape the attention of scholarship. However, there are
several issues that remain only cursorily addressed in her publications and merit further exploration.
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This search for national traits was a very common pattern in the overall
reception of the international exhibitions. Even when Stasov was summing up the
decade where the number of foreign shows in Russia increased, he lamented the lack
of representation of typical national features that characterised the sections of
international artists (Sternin 1970: 128). Ironically, despite still working on the
mythology of their singularity, the contributors to the international shows often
followed the most popular stylistic trends of the field. These were mainly French,
since at the time ‘international’ essentially was a synonym for ‘French’.

According to Diaghilev, if the artists had tried to respond more wisely to the
interest from abroad for the season of 1896 and had done so in solidarity with each
other, the foreign audience might have then been impelled ‘to reckon with us and
agree that we still possess an untouched poetry of our own’ (Diaghilev 1896, as
translated in Dorontchenkov 2009a: 42). Above all, the general lack of experience in
systematically submitting works for group exhibitions was, in his mind, at the core of
the problem: ‘And all of this this happens in the middle of the exhibition where [...]
everything is filled with talent, competitiveness, and life’. Diaghilev was bothered by
his contemporaries’ lack of competitiveness, considering it of utmost importance that
Russian artists become ‘not occasional but constant participants in the art of all
humanity’. He concluded that ‘this solidarity is essential and must be expressed both
by actively participating in the life of Europe and by attracting this European art to
us’ (Diaghilev 1896 in Zil’bershtein 1982a: 56).

Indeed, the presence of Russian artists at that edition of the Munich Secession
did not receive much feedback from the German critics. The only relatively
articulated evaluation that is known to scholars is by Paul Schulze-Naumburg, a critic
and artist based in Berlin8! who reviewed that year’s edition of the Secession at least

twice, first for Kunst fiir alle and then for the Zeitschrift fiir bildende Kunst, an

81 He exhibited at the 1898 Secession among the others, with two works (catalogue, p. 25). Later,
Schulze-Naumburg would become a spokesman of Nazi classicistic architectural ambitions.
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annual edition based in Leipzig. He dwelt on the Russian contribution a little bit
more in his immediate feedback on the event, discussing it right before concluding his
article with a discussion of Swedish and Norwegian art. In both cases, it transpired

that his perception stemmed from his knowledge of literature.52

‘For the first time there are several Russians in the Secession. They do not
bring something revelatory, although it is fresh and honest art that recalls
the earlier beginnings of the Scandinavians and from which anything can
develop. I did not notice anything special as most of them are simply
painted landscapes, which are characterised neither by boldness nor by a
specific peculiarity, but they still remind us that they come from the

country in which Turgenieff was born’.83

Schulze-Naumburg was rather pleased with the exhibition in general and
admitted that the organisers of the Secession handled the task of showing the best
amongst recent artworks much better than their newcomer colleagues from Berlin,
who preferred quantity over quality. The critic overall had praise for the event but
pointed out that the supremacy of German painters was evident over the foreigners.
Their superiority consisted of two main aspects: their draftsman skills, and their
capacity to express a specific national character. The criteria he employed perfectly
illustrates the performance that was usually expected from artists at international
exhibitions. However, he indicated that several foreign contributions were worth

mentioning, among which were Scottish and Scandinavian artists.

82 The work of Troubetzkoy was, as expected, reviewed separately and from an openly international
standpoint, without reference to any specific area of origin.

83 Original passage: “Zum erstenmal sind mehrere Russen in der Secession. Es ist grad keine
Offenbarung, die sie bringen, aber eine frische und ehrliche Kunst, die an die fritheren Anfinge der
Skandinavier erinnert und aus der heraus sich alles mogliche entwickeln kann. Besonderes ist mir nicht
aufgefallen, das meiste sind schlicht gemalte Landschaften, die sich weder durch Kithnheit noch durch
besondere Eigenart auszeichnen, aber daran denken lassen, daf} sie aus dem Lande stammen, in dem
Turgenieff geboren wurde’ (Schulze-Naumburg 1896: 293).
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Opverall, Russian art received a minimal response. This was definitely partly
due to the quantity of the participants and the fact that the Russians were not
grouped in the same hall. Another reason was that this modest selection conformed to
mild tastes as landscapes, a dominant genre of many salons and exhibitions, prevailed;
in their context, the style of the Russian contributions seemed almost excessively
moderate and somehow close to the juste milien fashion. In another, more condensed
review, Schulze-Naumburg in fact wrote that they appeared to scrupulously adhere to
the dominant trends, proving themselves to be ‘genuine naturalists’.84

Nonetheless, despite the seemingly improvised way that contributions were
arranged, the choice of landscapes to dominate that small display was not entirely
accidental. It was all rooted in a common attitude towards landscapes and the
potential they were traditionally attributed with in Russian art at the time. This
attitude testified to how a symbolist vision of nature was framed against the local
context and shaped the aesthetic thought of many artists in the 1890s. Working
around themes of spirituality was something that could potentially be of a great
advantage within the German scene, as it was something highly appreciated by
Germans in both their own and foreign art. As for their allusions to literature, there
was decisively a sympathy in the air for ‘Russian Naturalism’ which paved the way for
subsequent art displays. This was clearly a point where the two cultures could find
common ground.

The participation of 1896 was a small enterprise$> compared to the rest of
what had been happening in Russian art through those years. And this is a factor that

should not be neglected; many creators and artworks that emerged around, or worked

84 Original passage: ‘Auch ein paar Russen haben sich eingestellt, die sich als solide und ehrliche
Naturalisten vorstellen’ (Schulze-Naumburg 1897: 55; quoted in Malycheva 2020: 202).

85 During that season, there was a major cultural event taking place in Russia: the All-Russia industrial
and art exhibit, held in Nizhnii Novgorod from June to October. As underlined by Sternin, despite the
fact that its fine arts section was rather second-rate, it was an occasion of significant importance because
it brought together diverse groups and even the most oppositional wings of the contemporary art scene
(Sternin 1970: 17-18).
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with, Benois, Diaghilev, and the others addressed a limited audience at the time.
Neither can the 1896 participation be regarded as highly innovative in terms of the
stylistic and formal qualities of the works that were presented; nevertheless, it
represented an important step as the cumulative result of coordination between
private or independent organisations and groups. It might, therefore, be considered as
a fundamental episode in the history of Russian modernist culture, as it was a
relatively autonomous initiative and it aspired to a certain grade of internationalism
that the art groups of the previous generations did not care about or even saw as
noxious for the national tradition. Most importantly, previous generations did not
consider such an internationalist perspective as part of their strategy.

The failure significantly discouraged Benois, but it worked as an enormous
stimulus for the internal dynamics of the small group of friends and of Diaghilev in
particular. Retrospectively, this might be considered applicable for the epoch’s young
artists in Russia in general. Even though a great number of monographs and works are
dedicated to the early period of both Diaghilev as an individual and to the Mir
iskusstva movement, this episode is usually seen as a marginal case or solely as a
segment of Benois’ biography. Yet it was a radical push in this context, and one of the
main triggers of Diaghilev’s personal programme.

On the back of this wave, Diaghilev, Benois, and their friends instigated a
polemical campaign against conservatism on both aesthetic and institutional fronts.
Even if the 1896 contribution to the Secession did not meet expectations, it had
become clear to many of the exponents of the younger generation that interest in the
‘Russian school” exceeded the platforms that were offered to them at the various
European international exhibitions. The source of the problem appeared to be that,
so far, no one had been found that could assume a proactive role in organising the
contributions of Russian artists in a way that would exude the coherence needed to
conform to the category of a ‘national school’. Diaghilev was certainly attracted by the

idea of assuming the aggregating function in this regard.
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In 1897, another edition of the Munich International Art Exhibition was set
up at the Glaspalast. It was a joint show organised in collaboration with the
Secession.®¢ A number of Russian artists contributed to it, although it was done in a
more lacklustre way, without any concept or an overarching specific bond among the
participants. The selection mainly derived from the choices of individual artists and
the availability of the pieces. The same often applied to the mix of participants. The
invitations were often distributed through the Academy or other bodies, which then
made an announcement inviting submissions. Since these invitations were almost
never personalised (consequently stemming the perceived importance of an artist’s
participation) and did not provide any guidelines for submitting works, artists were
not motivated to strategically plan their contribution; at most, they tended to see such
submissions as simple opportunities to test their audiences. However, it is worth
mentioning that there was a person in charge of the Russian presence, a sort of
commissioner appointed by the authorities on the request of the organisers. It was a
Russian-born, Munich-based history and war artist of French descent named Franz
Roubaud. The issue might have been that he was not authoritative enough or was
busy with his major state order, Live Bridge [Zhivoi most] (1897, Panorama Museum
‘Battle of Borodino’, Moscow), completed and first presented in Munich that year,
before coming to St Petersburg for the official credits.

The 1897 participants included Albert Benois, N. Dubovskoi, I. Endagurov,
N. Kasatkin, A. Kiselev, K. Kryzhitskii, K. Lemokh, V. Makovskii, I. Repin, F.
Roubaud, K. Savitskii, A. Vasnetsov, A. Ober, L. Pasternak, and P. Troubetzkoy. This
kind of melange was very common in the 1890s when it came to the Russian presence
at the art exhibitions in Germany (Lapshin 1980: 208).

In 1897, another crucial occasion for foreign display arose within the second

edition of the Venice Biennale. Notably, that year, Alexandre Benois was invited to

86 This apparently contradictory collusion in fact occurred several times and illustrates the general
pragmatism of the Secession society in Munich.
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join an academic committee designed to oversee the different contributions that the St
Petersburg Art Academy secured abroad (Bertelé 2017: 304).57

As for the exhibition, Repin’s The Duel (Fig. 3) was reviewed in The Studio’s
coverage of the Venice Biennale as ‘a finely painted and dramatic picture’ and was
generally hailed as ‘one of the most remarkable works in the Russian school’, whose
‘skilful management of the evening light shining through the trees and lighting up the
figures, which tell their own story, is highly creditable and far from being theatrical or
purely scenic as in the case of Siemiradzki’s huge canvas, The Girl Martyr, in the same
room’ (M. G. S. 1897: 129). Igor’ Grabar’ reported on the feedback that Repin
received in a summarising article on a series of foreign shows, topping it with keen
criticism towards the policies of the Academy regarding international exhibitions
(Grabar’ 1897).

Throughout the following months, Diaghilev began his series of five
manifesto articles praising internationalism and the aestheticising attitude in painting
whilst simultaneously challenging the values of both the peredvizhniki and the
academic environment. Despite his oppositional stance, some of the slogans Diaghilev
decided to carry were not completely rejected by the older generation (and here, one
may see another proof of the polemical nature of Diaghilev’s early actions and
statements). Already in 1893, there were conservative figures such as Vladimir
Makovskii that recognise some problems in the existing organisation of the art life,
recent reforms in the academy notwithstanding. As Pereplétchikov recalled him
saying, ‘the society [Moskovskoe Obshchestvo liubitelei khudozhestv] should not
manage the exhibitions and should delegate them to the artists. Instead, it should help

them to organise competitions and submit works abroad’.ss

87 See Bertel¢ 2017 for a detailed account of the event and the critical reception it provoked.

88 Original Russia passage: ‘[...] ob1mecTBo He JODKHO yCTPanBaTh BBICTABKH, 4 JOJDKHO IPEJOCTABUTD
9TO CaMHUM XYHOXKHHKaM, 4 ero O0sM3aHHOCTb — IOMOTATh XYHOXXHHMKAMH, YCTPAUBATh KOHKYPCBI,
nocsurath 3a rpanuty’ (Pereplétchikov 2012: 48).

85



2. The international versions of Diaghilev’s 1898 Russian and Finnish

Aprtists Exposition and its aftermath in Russian art debates

Aiming to attract the participation of Russians for the following editions, the
administration of the Munich Secession contacted Diaghilev to oversee a possible
Russian contribution.® His visit to Munich, during which he saw the 1896
exhibition, was likely the chance to meet and establish contact with Paulus and other
representatives of the association. Diaghilev aimed to fulfil the mission that was failed
by Benois’ previous 1986 endeavour. Some programmatic statements that he issued
preceded this venture, and they help to fully illustrate the determination that
characterised his approach, indicating that it was part of a broader strategy that he was
formulating throughout 1897 and early 1898.

His main ambition was to firmly establish Russian art in the global art
discourse or, at least, in European art and art history. Furthermore, he planned to
draw on the experience of fellows abroad and use the confrontation and comparison
with them to investigate one’s own national and artistic singularity. In order to do so,
he proclaimed in his landmark appeal — which he mailed® to a number of artists,
including Korovin, Levitan, Nesterov, Serov, Polenova, Iakunchikova and others,
asking them to contribute to an exhibition scheduled for St Petersburg, Moscow, and

then Munich - that it was pivotal to act ‘as a unified entity’.*! He rationalised this by

89 In his landmark letter-appeal to the artists that he aimed to involve in the venture, Diaghilev
anticipated that it was planned ‘to send it as a whole to the Munich Secession, since its organiser Adolf
Paulus is at the present time conducting negotiations for a Russian section’ with him. Original passage:
‘3aTeM IPEANIOIOKEHO BBICTABKY IiepeBecTH B MOCKBY, a OTTyAa Lie/IMKOM OTIIPaBUTh Ha MIOHXEHCKYIO
BBICTaBKY Secession, Tak Kak ¢ ycrpoutesneM ee, Agonspom ITaymocom, B JaHHOE BpEMs MHOIO BERYTCS
eperoBopsl o pycckoM otaene’ (Diaghilev 1897b; as translated in Kennedy 1976: 20).

% Substantial parts of this letter were published shortly after in an interview that Diaghilev, Mamontov
and an anonymous artists issued to Peterburgskaia gazeta about the founding of the Mir iskusstva
magazine (Iskusstva i remesla 1898).

91 Original passage: ‘MHe KaKeTcs, 49TO Tenepb HACTad HAMJIYYIIMH MOMEHT JJIs TOTO, 9TOOBI
0OBENMHUTBCA U KAK CIJIOYEHHOE LEJOE 3aHATh MECTO B YKU3HM €BPOMENCKOro I/ICKyCCTBa’ (Diaghilev

1897b).
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citing the urgent need to formulate a brand new aesthetic approach and, most
importantly, a novel institutional model shaped after the successful independent art
associations in Europe. Having in mind the positive sides of the ongoing
‘secessionisation’ of the art world there (‘expressed in such brilliant and forceful
protests such as the Munich Secession, the Parisian Champ de Mars, the London
New Gallery, etc.’), he invited his compatriots to follow the example of the ‘talented
youth [that] has grouped together and founded new enterprises on new grounds and
with new programmes and aims’.92 The drafting of the Exposition of Russian and
Finnish artists served as an impetus to the founding of Diaghilev’s ‘own progressive
society’, which doubtlessly was inspired by and drew on them in its intended outline.

In the meantime, Diaghilev was charged with setting up the Exposition of
Scandinavian artists. He wisely accepted the offer of the Imperial Society for the
Encouragement of the Arts and requested its financial support for his trip to the
Nordic countries, which he then reported on in an article in Severnyi vestnik by the
end of the year (Chernysheva-Mel’nik 2018: 45). For Diaghilev, Finnish art was
already exemplary because it formed a distinctive school, in contrast to any visible
direction that Russian art was heading. Moreover, it served as a vital link to Europe,
albeit ephemeral. After this journey,”> Diaghilev also made a stop in in Paris and
recruited some Russian artists who lived there.

According to Bowlt, Diaghilev ‘was aware both of the need for better
exhibition facilities in St Petersburg [...] and of the emergence of a new art which had

to be disseminated to a public outside Abramtsevo and Moscow’ (Bowlt 1979: 88).

92 Original passage: ‘SIBnerne 510 HabMIOFACTCA IOBCIOAY ¥ BHIPAKACTCA B TAKUX OICCTAIMX ¥ CHITBHBIX
npoTecTax, KakoBsl — Mionxenckuit Secession, ITapmxckuit Champ de Mars, Jlongonckuit New
Gallery u mpou. Bespge TanmaHTIMBas MOTOLEKb CIUIOTHIACH BMECTE M OCHOBAJIA HOBOE [I€JIO Ha HOBBIX
OCHOBaHHUsX C HOBbIMH nporpammamu u nessimu’ (Diaghilev 1897b; as translated in Kennedy 1976:
20).

%3 It is interesting to notice that the connections he established during those years endured, as
apparently Diaghilev then assisted M. Enckell in setting up ‘an exhibition of Finnish artists at the Salon
d’Authomne in Paris in 1908’ (Pavlenko 2017: 40).
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The fact that the young Moscow painters, some of whom had previously adhered to
the society of peredvizhniki, were considered by Diaghilev as a potential core group
for a possible project abroad is further illustrated in the statement that he issued
concerning the 25th anniversary exhibition of the peredvizhniki. He aspired the event
to help to articulate a movement, saying that he hoped it ‘would establish us in
European art. We are long expected there and deeply believe in it’.¢ One might think
of this declaration as excessively enthusiastic, especially when taking into account the
fact that it was very badly reviewed by the usual set of critics. Igor Grabar’ had also
expressed many reservations on its account. Moreover, it should be noted that only a
couple of artists that exhibited in the show became linked with Diaghilev and his
future initiatives. Nevertheless, he had chosen this occasion to make his point about
the new generation being one of the key factors for success on the international scene.
The 1897 exhibition of the peredvizhniki did indeed include a solid number of young
artists alongside the regulars, some of whom even had study experience in Europe, a
fact that was sceptically exposed by Stasov in his review of the event.”

Opver this period, Diaghilev was relentlessly generating ideas and laying the
groundwork for the future. While describing his ambitious plan to establish an art
society in a letter to Benois, Diaghilev stressed the fact that for the exhibition
anticipating the society’s foundation, he would not only personally invite the artists
he wanted — something that was not common practice — but would also select each
and every artwork himself.¢ Many memoirs and testimonies accused him of being

authoritarian in his work, but what is of interest for the present research is that these

%4 Original passage: ‘OT 9TOM BBICTABKHM, HAZO JKATh TOTO TEYCHMUs, KOTOPOE HAM 34BOIOET MECTO CPEAM
eBporneiickoro uckyccrsa. Hac ram gaBHo nomxugaior u B Hac ryboxo sepsr’ (Diaghilev 1897¢).

95 Chernysheva-Mel’nik 2018: 38-39

% Original passage: [...] I yapexxpgaio cBoe HOBOE mepegoBoe obmectso. IlepBsiit rog BeICTaBKA OyzeT
YCTPOEHA OT MOETO JIMYHOTO MMEHH, IPHMEM He TOJNBKO KLKABIA XyAOXKHHUK, HO U KOKHAS KAPTHHA
byner orobpana muow’ (Diaghilev 1897a).
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cases actually form incredible precedents for modern exhibitions, where personal taste
have become one of the most crucial factors for selection.

Nevertheless, the fact that the 1898 venture promised to be an exhibition, a
guaranteed display that would be directly useful for the artists instead of another
society with all its bureaucratic routines, surely made this project attractive for the
artists. Most of the artists he invited actually submitted pieces.

The scarcity of scholarly attention towards this truly crucial episode is
explainable by a lacuna in documentation (Malycheva 2020: 208); either the editions
of the shows of Munich, Dusseldorf, Cologne, and Berlin had no catalogue, or the
only one with a catalogue was the one in Munich. Indeed, the available sources are
limited to a victorious statement issued by Diaghilev in Novoe vremia (Diaghilev
1898), a rather extensive article in Kunst fir Alle (Keyner 1898), and some other
minor responses. For that reason, I will briefly describe the main features of the
version held in St Petersburg, which, even though only a specific selection of its works
travelled to Europe, remains, alongside the press feedback, memoirs, and
correspondence, one of the few valid historical sources about these events.

In its first appearance, in St Petersburg, the show was split into three more or
less equal parts, consisting of Finnish artists and artists associated with either St
Petersburg or Moscow circles. A cosmopolitan stance was essential in this project,
both in terms of the participants and the travel route. The vision that formed its
theoretical base was centred around the notion of national schools, but it understood
the latter in broad sense that considered the international context within which the
new ‘school’ should be located and gain its place. The choice of Finnish art was also
determined by this ambition, since a number of contributing artists had already
gained widespread recognition at the international exhibitions in Paris, Munich, or
Berlin (Pavlenko 2017: 37-39). Overall, the show included 21 Russian and ten
Finnish artists, with nearly 300 works in total. However, as Bowlt stressed, the

exhibition ‘was more Russian than Finnish and even more Muscovite that
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Petersurgian’, reflecting the organiser’s ‘growing conviction of the value of the new
Moscow art’ (Bowlt 1979: 90).

The selection shown at the Stieglitz was highly diverse, ranging from
impressionistic pieces to art nouveau and symbolism-charged works; nevertheless,
many of them were tentative expressions of a ‘national’ image that was related to the
expressive trends that dominated secessionist platforms in Europe. Vrubel’ and
Gallen-Kallela (Figs. 4, 5) were placed at the core of the exhibition. According to
Pavlenko (2017: 41), Vrubel’s work echoed the traits that Diaghilev most appreciated
in Finns, namely the merging of elements that originated from creative research on
the national mythology and at the same time an articulated orientation to the styles
and devices gaining momentum in the European capitals’ cultural scenes. This mix of
attitudes manifested an ambition to translate a more universal artistic vision.

Diaghilev found significant success in terms of the loans, as he managed to
secure works from the Norwegian National Gallery and from artists like Zorn and
Werenskiold personally. Nevertheless, many Russian works were unavailable because
they belonged to the Tretyakov gallery, which did not concede any loans within the
country. Diaghilev was very specific in the requests he made of the artists; he had a
clear idea of the number of works each would present and provided his friend Benois
as an intermediary.

There were some devices that he had already experimented with in his first
exhibitions. At the Exposition of British and German Watercolorists — as he himself
explained in a promotional article he published in Novosti i Birzhevaia gazeta — the
space was divided into sections of British, German, and Scottish artists, and a section
of portraits by the ‘famous Munich painter, professor Lenbach’ (Diaghilev 1897¢).
This scheme represented the most common way of marking the space of an exhibition
in major European venues during those years. This technique, which can be described
as ‘national sections combined with monographic or tribute rooms’, became even

more widespread by the late 1910s and was employed in the Salon d’Automne, the
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Venice Biennale, the Secessions in Munich, and later in the Sonderbund shows. The
exhibition of Russian and Finnish artists was a carefully prepared project where the
Finnish part represented the more refined selection, while the Russian part was
broader and more diverse (Kruglov 2009: 11). A great deal of attention was paid to
the setup and the decorations.

In the Finnish part, naturalist landscapes and symbolist poetics prevailed. In
particular, it sought to entangle more conventionally oriented and naturalist works
with more rigorous symbolist, modernist pieces such as those by Enkell, in order to
ease their reception by the conservative layers of audience and yet instigate a change in
how national arts were perceived by both critics and artists. A detail that was also
rather important in terms of the display choice is the placement of Kalevala scenes by
Gallen vis-a-vis the canvas Morning by Vrubel’ (Fig. 5), a move that was attacked by
Stasov. The debate provoked by the show is well-documented and discussed in the
relevant literature (Chuchvaha 2015: 72-73; Mokrousov 2012). Indeed, it was the
tipping point that made conservative Stasov direct all his forces against the growing
achievements of the emerging modernist group headed by Diaghilev.

Another interesting issue in the preparation of the show was that the policy
Diaghilev wanted to pursue consisted in keeping the prices low, mainly in order to
avoid scandalising the audience. He was initially hindered by the price proposals of his
contributors, who tended to behave in a less realistic and pragmatic manner than
himself. He wrote to Benois regarding his and Somov’s pieces that he would ‘set half
of that price if you wanted to sell [...] I am saying it as a friend and suggest you think
about it and quickly send the new prices’.?” The exhibition, after all, was
commercially successful, as most of the works were eventually sold (Vasil’eva 2009:

30).

97 Original passage: ‘3atem ganee oTHOCUTebHO LeH. OHM y Bac 06oux HeBO3MOXHSBL S Ol ceman
POBHO IIOJIOBUHY, €CJIM BBl XOTUTE mpopath [...J. ToBopio aTo mo-gpysecku u coseryio obpymars 1

npucnath ckopee gpyrue nens’ (Diaghilev 1897d).
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Finally, it was pivotal that the exhibition was from the outset planned to be
exported to Munich to be shown as part of the Secession’s 1898 edition. Besides
Munich, the itinerary included Dusseldorf, Cologne, and Berlin. Even though the
original plan was to move the show to Moscow after its first presentation, the stop was
soon cancelled for reasons that are impossible to identify and was not included in the
announcements of the exhibition in the press in January (Vasil’eva 2009: 30).

The reasons lying behind the choice of the foreign route of the show were
most likely practical, linked to the connections that Diaghilev had secured for himself
in Germany and the fact that its scene was more open to foreigners than Paris, where
international artists in the 1890s could never reach an equal level of the fame equal as
their French fellows. It was also likely influenced by the strong presence of German
cultural references — including in the realms of literature, visual arts, and art historical
writing — that existed in Diaghilev’s circle at the time.

The display in Munich in 1898 was due to open on the 1st of May and last
until June. Secession exhibitions usually opened in the summer and lasted for several
months,” not necessarily preserving the same composition over time. This warrants

the assumption that Diaghilev’s project was part of that year’s edition for those two

%8 Moreover, that year was intense for the art world in Europe and it was very timely to exhibit
particularly in Germany. The Munich Secession was undergoing a phase of expansion and had just
recently started a collaboration with the Miinchner Kiinstlergenossenschaft (Munich Society of
Artists), displaying together in 1897 due to the end of the lease and the demolition of the Secession
building (Best 2013). Soon, it has finally found its home in a prestigious site next to the Glyptothek. In
the summer of 1898, the Berlin Secession was founded, while in Vienna, the brand-new building of
another alternative art society founded a year prior to that was completed.

92 As was testified, for example, in the account by Grabar’ (Grabar’ 1898), the content of such shows
could change over the opening months. This is also indicated by the fact that the catalogues were often
reissued. For instance, the most diffused edition of the 1898 catalogue that does not include Diaghilev’s
section was printed around the end of June, when the works were on their way towards the next stop in
Dusseldorf.
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months, and was not reflected in the copies of the catalogue published later.1%0 In the
first days of July it was scheduled to be presented in Dusseldorf, before moving to
Cologne in early August and finally reaching Berlin in September. In all three cities,
the travelling exhibition was accommodated at the venues of Galerie Eduard
Schulte!o (Malycheva 2020: 211), whose Berlin salon would, eight years later, host
another major project of Diaghilev’s early period. Schulte’s gallery was closely tied
with the Munich Secession, as it displayed the members of the Free Union of the
XXIV (Jensen 1994: 174). The Berlin branch of the gallery would soon become a
focal point for both German and international progressive artists.

The export of this exhibition became a critically important occasion for many
Russian artists belonging to different groups, beyond the narrow scope of the younger
pro-European generation, to evaluate their chances and potential in the secessionist
context of the time and more generally on the European scene. Many artists travelled
to Munich and went to see the exhibition for themselves. Lapshin and Raev account
that among the visitors were A. Vasnetsov, V. Borisov-Musatov, E. Lanceray, L
Levitan, M. Nesterov, V. Pereplétchikov, V. Serov, but also A. Kuindzhi who brought
his students on a study trip to Munich, including K. Bogaevskii, V. Zarubin, A. Rylov
(Lapshin 1980: 209-210; Raev 1982: 123-125). This event was doubtlessly received
with great enthusiasm by the artistic community in Russia, and many artists visited
the exhibition to testify to how it went and to what kind of feedback it provoked
among the public. Their impressions were reflected in several recollections and artists’
correspondences. Levitan left a positive comment about it in his correspondence,

characterising it as a ‘serious’, solid presentation of Russian art abroad (Levitan 1898,

100 However, there probably was an edition of the catalogue or a separate brochure which listed the
works, because in one of his articles Stasov complained about the fact that the organisers of the section
‘dared’ entitling it the ‘Russian school” (Stasov 1898c: 135). Moreover, Nesterov also mentioned the
existence of ad catalogue where one of his works was either just listed or reproduced as an illustration
(Nesterov 1898a).

101 The early art shops of Eduard Schulte Sr. successfully presented the Dusseldorf school for decades in
the second half of the 19th century.
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in Raev 1982: 124-125), while Somov was disappointed with how his works
appeared in the context of the exhibition as they seemed ‘greyish and pretentious’ to
him (Somov 1898, in Lapshin 1974: 87). He felt disillusioned by what he saw at the
European shows of the season, saying he did not see any difference between the
secessions and the old French salon. Meanwhile, Serov was intrigued by the sweeping
rumours about the supposed enthusiasm it evoked in Germany (Zil’bershtein 1971b:
385).

Nesterov’s reaction is the most controversial and, at the same time, the most
illustrative. He praised Serov’s works, who he deemed to be the most competitive of
the group, believing, however, that the whole section was nothing more than an
attempt to keep up with the rest of the schools. He was profoundly confused about
his own contribution, unsatisfied with the way some of his works were hung, and
overall feared that they could not be read in a correct manner due to their specificity
and the presence of elements which could only be deciphered by those familiar with
Russian culture, to the extent that they might have been entirely untranslatable to an
international audience (Nesterov 1898b). Alison Hilton regarded Nesterov’s
experience as an important impulse for the deepening of his symbolist explorations.
Indeed, during those months he revisited his criteria for the evaluation of creativity,
concluding that it would be appropriate to ‘formulate the new art thus: a search for a
living spirit, living forms, living beauty in nature, thoughts in the heart -
everywhere’ (Nesterov 1898b; quoted as translated in Hilton 1979, 284-285).

However, one of the most remarkable reactions was the provocative disdain
Stasov expressed in the pages of Novosti i birzhevaia gazeta. In his article on the major
international exhibition held in Berlin over the same period, he provided a thorough
review alongside a comparison with another event of a similar scale but of a rather
different outline, which was probably the annual show of the Société des Artistes
Frangais. Stasov underlined that all French art tended to be clustered around Parisian

trends, in contrast to the German art life which was multi-centred due to historical
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circumstances. However, he arrived at the conclusion that even there — as it had
happened in France where artists, as he thought, only responded to the life of the
capricious upper class — the ‘true’ national roots had now started to be forgotten, a
process that culminated at previously diverse regional schools gradually resembling
each other. Stasov condemns this dynamic as ‘cosmopolitanism’. Both events also
included works by artists from abroad, but Stasov lamented the fact that that
Russians were absent, claiming that the real reason lied in their passivity and lack of
entrepreneurial spirit. He wondered how it could be that ‘they never have any time,
will, and need to take some steps towards the international scene’.102

He was furious about the fact that the artists he admired and promoted did
not appear steadily at art gatherings abroad — to which he, despite being a convinced
nativist in the questions of art, attributed the highest importance. To Stasov, his
conservatism notwithstanding, contributing to shows abroad was a sign of artists’
passion for their cause. He was, however, even angrier because there were others who
aimed at conquering the European exhibitions, and they were almost all grouped
around Diaghilev. Further on, he warned the reader about thinking that this strong
presence in Munich, contemporary to the events he was focusing on, could be the
reason why no one had sent their pictures to Berlin. Stasov poignantly made clear that
in there were ‘no exponents of 7ea/ Russian art’103 in Munich. Instead, he continued,
what was sent there were ‘just a bunch of pitiful things created by Russian
“decadents™.104 It should be said that in his analysis, Stasov openly favoured works
that had a socially charged or dramatic subject matter, in accordance with his taste for

works of his compatriots, and did not tolerate the typical salon paintings nor the

102 Original passage: ‘Y HHUX yXe HUKOIZA HET HM BPEMEHH, HU OXOThHI, HH HaloOHOCTH YTO-TO

IPEAIPUHATS II0 YaCTH XyJAOXKECTBa, fuisi sarpanuupl’ (Stasov 1898b: 2).

103 Original passage: ‘B MiorxeHe He 6510 IIpefcTaBATENEN HACTOALIETO PYCCKOIO XYAOMKECTBA, PYCCKHX
JKUBOIIUCLEB U CKynbTOpoB” (Stasov 1898b: 2).

104 Original passage: ‘B MioHxeH ObUIO OTIIPABIEHO BCETO TOJIBKO HECKOJIBKO IUIAYEBHBIX CO3JAHMI

pycckux “pexagentos” (Stasov 1898b: 2).
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symbolist-wing works such as those of von Stuck,105 which were one of the highlights
of that show in Berlin.

This dismissive commentary on the contribution Diaghilev organised in
Munich and other cities in 1898, minimising its relevance and the critical feedback it
received, provoked a fierce reaction from the young art leader. Diaghilev immediately
composed a detailed account that compiled the most generous comments that
appeared in the German magazines and newspapers in reaction to the exhibition at all
three of the stops it made. He was predominantly concerned with objecting to two
main issues: the degree to which the artists and works selected were representative of
‘Russian art’, and the poor press that, according to Stasov, the project had received.
Although it would not be historically accurate to say that the shows had became a real
revelation, the reception was warm enough to warrant a claim of success. The
unsigned response was published in Novoe vremia in mid-August. Diaghilev began
his defence by pointing out the privileges that were given to the exponents from
Russia: two large halls and the coverage of the fees for transportation and set up.
Moreover, he stressed another achievement that was particularly flattering to him: the
selection of works he presented there was accepted by the Secession committee
without any alterations. This reliance on his taste was probably perceived by Diaghilev
as a personal triumph and surely could not be omitted in this manifesto outline. The
article was published in a minor and distinctly populist newspaper, which was a
surprising development, most likely due to the fact that Diaghilev was previously
denied from publishing another polemical review in Novosti i birzhevaia gazeta six
months earlier. The edition in which Stasov was a regular contributor to, and with
which Diaghilev had to that moment collaborated several times, then refused to
publish Diaghilev’s answer to Stasov’s severe criticism concerning the Exhibition of

Finnish and Russian artists at the Stieglitz Institute. The editor, Osip Notovich who

105 Original passage: “4To-T0 NO-cTapHHHOMY HeJenoe u besobpasHoe’ (Stasov 1898b: 3).
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used to ‘accommodate both critics’ (Pyman 1994: 109)106 until recently, had vetoed a
piece submitted by Diaghilev in January. One should not think that the polemics that
emerged throughout this exchange of opinions were the outcomes that Diaghilev
consciously sought.197 The quarrel was rooted in the extremely hostile judgement that
Stasov promoted regarding the original Finnish and Russian artists exhibition
presented at Stieglitz, labelling the organiser a ‘decadent steward’.108 These
lamentations were in fact a sequel to his massive campaign against the aforementioned
exhibition that Diaghilev mounted a couple of months earlier. As a consequence,
Diaghilev consciously promoted — rather than merely analysed — his Munich project
in the article ‘German press on Russian artists’ which was composed of extracts from
favourable reviews,10? representing a coherent account that aimed at reporting the
indisputable success of the enterprise.l1 The summary suggested that landscape
painting and those works that translated the atmosphere of Russian nature drew
particularly warm feedback in all seven newspapers he observed; the name of Levitan,

for instance, was repeatedly quoted.

106 Pyman, however, had slightly mixed up the debate between them regarding the St Petersburg and
the international versions of the show. It is more likely that the polemical letter dated on the 29th of
January, which Diaghilev composed and, after the refusal, even asked Stasov assist him in publishing,
was never published.

107 Jt should be noted, however, that the younger generation did not initially regard Stasov as a mere
reactionary and harboured, in fact, great respect for his figure who was considered to be a godfather to
the national realist painting school.

108 Original passage: ‘Hap BceM 5TUM-TO IeKafIeHTCKUM XJITaMOM T. JIATHIIeB ABISETCA KAKUM-TO CIOBHO
JEKaJICHTCKUM CTapocToii [...]” (Stasov 1898a).

109 By that time, it was already a very common practice, and there were even agencies or individual
intermediaries who collected extracts from the press regarding one artist, or even regarding his or her
performance in certain display, and sent them to the artist or their representative.

110 Reprinting or publishing a summary of the foreign public’s reaction to Russian art at international
exhibitions had become a custom even before the Mir iskusstva. It was practiced from Stasov to Sergei
Makovskii, and was often done with distortions in the interests of the reviewer or the group he
represented.

97



According to the author, the reflection of national singularity and nature
combined with parallels (but not in an imitative form) with the work of Western
colleagues were the elements that guaranteed this positive response. He stood firmly
by his position, foregrounding arguments such as the fact that those reporters
considered the show better executed than the appearance of Russian artists at the
Glaspalast in 1897, which was sizeable but of inferior quality (Diaghilev 1898, in
Zil’bershtein 1982a: 77). He then went on to quote a review that complemented the
event, finally concluding that ‘Russian artists have never performed so coherently’.111
Indeed, as was also underlined by Lapshin (1980: 210), this occasion was unique
because it was the first time that the younger generation appeared abroad as a proper
group and without academic mediation.

Stasov, alongside many of their contemporaries, deduced that the article was
authored by Diaghilev. The conflict then escalated in a reply he issued to reaffirm his
point of view. His main argument in this reply was that the organiser misinterpreted
the mission entrusted to him by the foreign committee and, instead of setting up a
proper national contribution, presented a rearrangement of the Russian and Finnish
Artists exhibition. Apart from the fact that Stasov apparently did not tolerate the fact
that Finnish art was to represent the Russian Empire at an international showcase, he
condemned that the artists who he was fond of, such as Serov, were placed next to the
Finns, who he labelled ‘decadent’ (for example, Gallen-Kallela was a recipient of this
characterisation). In the meantime, for the future miriskusniki, this type of
collaboration was the reflection of their ‘cosmopolitan’ (Benois 1980: 187) views on
art and of the ambition to insert Russian artists in the global European art process.
Overall, Stasov had just repeated the ideas contained in his criticism of the exhibition
at the Stieglitz Institute (Stasov 1898c¢, 135). However, despite the outraged tone of

the note, Stasov was stressing a crucial ploy adopted by Diaghilev, although it would

11 Original passage: ‘Ha MEXXIyHAPOJHbIX BBICTABKAX, KOTOPHIE YCTPAUBAIMCh B lepMaHuu, pycckue
Xy[JOXKHHKH HUKOTZA He BbicTynanu Tak obbegunenno’ (Diaghilev 1898 in Zil’bershtein 1982a: 79).

98



be strange to expect the latter to behave otherwise: Diaghilev had ignored all negative
feedback, while co-opting even neutral reviews in support of his arguments.
Rhetorically highlighting the proximity of his endeavour to, and convergence with,
the most innovative and progressive independent groups in Europe was more
important to him than the project’s concrete qualitative characteristics.

Paradoxically, as Musiankova observes (Musiankova 2015: 151), there was a
participant in both the Stieglitz and the German versions of the show who was equally
appraised by Diaghilev and Stasov. Valentin Serov’s art received the most admiration
and recognition from both quarrelling sides.

The aforementioned article from Kunst fir Alle, generously illustrated with
seven black and white illustrations,!12 was signed by Gustav Keyfiner. Despite
admitting the value of the presentation and observing its highlights, the critic
maintained a rather reserved stance. He pointed to the lack of individuality in this
interpretation of the ‘realist’ style, although affirming that they still translated the
spirit of the country and its nature.!13

At one point, Keyfner attempted to guess the Western influences of major
artists in the section; for example, he indicated potential cases where the works of
Somov had borrowed from British cult illustrator Aubrey Beardsley. The critic
summarised that there were largely ‘no new ideas nor unexpected revelations of
technique or perception to be found’ in this contribution. Nevertheless, he pointed

out that:

‘several new artists who really understand something of their craft, who
study nature lovingly and — as much as they deny the Western European

school — do not parade the method they learned there, but place their

12 Konstantin Savitskii, Awaiting the Court Sentence (1894-1895) (Figs. 6, 7), Mark Antokol’skii,
Spinoza (1882) (Fig. 8), Alexandre Benois, At the pool of Ceres (1897) (Fig. 9), Konstantin Somov,
Rainbow (1897) (Fig. 10), Valentin Serov, Portrait of Grand Duke Panl Alexandrovich (1897) (Fig. 11),
Girl with Peaches (1887), Konstantin Korovin, Portrait of Princess S. N. Golitsyna (1886) (Fig. 12).

113 Keyfner’s article is selectively analysed in Raev 2000 and is located within the context of German
reception of Russian culture at the turn of the century.
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skills entirely in the service of serious objectivity, which better helps to
create and promote a national artistic spirit than any form of

artificial inbreeding’.114

He very positively assessed Nesterov’s painting The Monks stressing how
psychological characteristics were sharply reflected in the figures the artist depicted,
and also dwelled on the work of Levitan, Over Eternal Peace (Fig. 13), which were
both consonant with a melancholic contemplative mood praising nature’s wisdom.
Keyfiner also appreciated Korovin’s representation of a forest with a farmhouse and
complemented Iakunchikova on her capacity to add some ‘truly modernist touches’
to her works. The unconditional favourite of the reviewer among the exhibitors was
Serov, whose portraiture he praised for its ‘objectivity’ and efficiency in stylistic
devises, resulting in valuable sense of ‘simplicity’. He called Serov’s portraits of the
Grand Duke (Fig. 11) and the Gérl with Peaches masterpieces, the former being in his
opinion what gave the whole section of Russians its solid look.

Keyfner also published in the British magazine The Studio, where a year later
he remembered that in 1898 ‘the large number of Russian and Finnish painters
proved a novelty for the Munich public, and they were greatly appreciated’ within the
framework of the ‘small and well-selected exhibition’ of the Secession (Keyfner
1899a: 63). According to him, Nesterov’s work instead ‘carried distinctly national
traits’, taking inspiration mainly from the ‘previous generation of Russian history
parting’ (Keyfiner 1898: 71) alongside ‘ancient mosaics’, the latter being, according to

the reviewer, also the source of Viktor Vasnetsov’s inspiration. In another note, he

114 Original passage: ‘... Es war freilich insofern ein rein objektives Wohlwollen, das man ihnen entgegen
brachte, als bei ihnen eigentlich neue Anregungen, unerwartete Offenbarungen der Technik oder der
Anschauung nicht zu holen waren. Aber man freute sich eben, eine Reihe neuer Kiinstler kennen zu
lernen, die etwas von ihrem Handwerk verstehen, die Natur liebevoll studieren und, sowenig sie die
westeuropiische Schule verleugnen, nicht mit dort erworbener Routine prunken, sondern ihr Kénnen
ganz in den Dienst ernster Sachlichkeit stellen — was mehr, als alle kiinstliche Inzucht einen
nationalen Kunstgeist schaffen und f6rdern hilft’ (Keyf3ner 1898: 71). Emphasis added.
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stated that °[...] the portrait by Seroff, the Russian artist, was one of the best in the
whole exhibition, and is greatly admired, as it deserves’ (Keyf3ner 1899b: 182).
Kunstchronik wrote about the ‘almost elegiac melancholy that is articulated
by the Russian and Finnish painters’ depictions: vast lakes and gloomy distances, a
dark cloudy sky above a deserted solitude’, conveyed by ‘the landscapes of Isaak
Levitan-Moscow, Berndt Lagerstram-Helsingfors or Vaino Bloomsted-Helsingfors’
that treat these topics ‘with a poignant eloquence’. Its observer, furthermore,

approved the combined presentation chosen by the organisers:

‘Guests from the Far East are warmly welcomed at the Secession — as are
Danes, Belgians and the English — given that international mixing has
always characterised the Secession. Today, the works are not even
separated into rooms by nationality; rather, a cosmopolitan harmony is

put in place favouring the overall impression’.115

Another interesting historical source on the event is a review written by Ants
Laikmaa, an Estonian painter whose career is illustrative of how cultural space was
structured at the turn of the century. Laikmaa was of a modest background. As a
young man he attempted to enter the Fine Arts Academy in St Petersburg, eventually
enrolling in the Academy in Dusseldorf. Saluting the show in Dusseldorf, he wrote
that after years of stagnation on the frontier of international exhibitions, when ‘only
Vereshchagin and Repin were honoured with appreciation’, one could finally attest to

the success of a ‘group of young men who follow their own path and are keen to

115 Original passage: ‘Fast elegische Melancholie ist es aber, die aus den Schilderungen der russischen
und finnischen Maler spricht: weite Seen und diistere Fernen, ein dunkler Wolkenhimmel tiber einer
menschenleeren Einsamkeit — das ist das Thema, das die Landschaften eines Isaak Levitan-Moskau,
eines Berndt Lagerstram-Helsingfors, oder Vaino Bloomsted-Helsingfors mit ergreifender
Beredsamkeit behandeln. Die Giste aus dem fernen Osten werden in der Secession freundlich
bewillkommnet, ebenso wie die Dinen, die Belgier und die Englinder, wie denn die internationale
Vermischung von jeher der Secession eigentiimlich was. Jetzt sind nicht einmal die Werke nach
Nationen in den verschiedenen Riumen geschieden, sondern eine kosmopolitische Eintrichtigkeit ist
durchgefugre, bei der der Gesamteindruck nur gewinnt’ (Wiese 1898: 451).
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showcase their aspirations and the way that they understand art to audiences abroad’.
He emphasised that these ‘painters of the younger generation who shifted from the
old stances and wish go off the beaten path’ were welcomed by their peers in
Germany, despite being misunderstood by the public. He hoped that they would
‘cross the border more often’.116

Nevertheless, it must be noted that the feedback relating to 1898 also
depended on the tastes and orientation of the reviewers, and while the observer of the
Miinchener neueste Nachrichten, to Diaghilev’s joy, favoured this display over the
previous 1897 one in Glaspalast (Diaghilev 1898), there were also some alternative,
albeit less frequently voiced, opinions. Some reviewers criticised the imitative nature
of the recent art in Russia, condemning its French influence. For example, Adolf
Rosenberg, writing for Kunstchronik, gave preference to the previous exhibition,
saying that one could not get a real impression of the current state Russian painting
‘which incidentally exhibited itself in a much more favourable perspective in Munich
last year’.117 Moreover, the critic stressed that all of it bore evident traces of Parisian
trends. A Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration observer stated that Russian artists ‘paint
in all modern styles: Scottish, Dutch, but are especially impressionistic in the Paris
School sense’. In this regard, he appraised Serov as the only exhibitor to have ‘his own

characteristically national style, and he towers above all the others in every respect’.

116 “[...] Tompxo nepes Bepemarunpiv u mosxe PermupivM cHuManu ¢ yBaxeHueM manku. Tem Goee
PaOCTHO, YTO TeIlephb IPYIIIA MOJIOABIX MY>XKell, UAYIIHX CBOCH ZOPOroi, cobpanack At TOro, 4Todsl
OKa3aTh 32 Py6exoM, KaK OHU MOHHUMAIOT UCKYCCTBO, K Y€MY CTPEMSTCS; 9TO MMEHHO Te PYCCKHe
KUBOIIKCLIBI MJTAZIIETO TOKOJIEHHsA, KOTOPBIE OTOLLTH OT CTAPHIX MO3ULIMI, UINYT CAMOOBITHBIX MyTel
[..]. D10 mpHsHAIT B OAMH TONOC TaK)Ke MECTHBIE XYJOXXHUKH, HAPOJ JKHMBO IOCEINAET BHICTABKY, U
€C/IM €CTB TAKHE, KTO IOXKMMACT IUICYAMH IICPEs XOPOIMMH, CaMOOBITHBIMU PaboTaMu, TO 3PHUTEIb
Hoccenppopda eme HEFOCTATOIHO CBOGOACH OT CTAPBIX IPEHPACCYHKOB, 3AKOHOB CTAPOI WIKOJBL. |...]
ITobnarogapuM XyZOXKHUKOB POOMHBI 32 MOCEUIEHUE, W INYCTh OHU II0YAIle I[EPECeKaioT
rpanuny’ (Laikmaa 1898 in Fedorov-Davydov 1970: 587-588).

117 ‘Scharf ausgeprigte Individualititen waren tibrigens nicht in der Ausstellung vertreten; aber man
wiirde Unrecht thun, wenn man nach einer durch den Zufall zusammen gewiirfelten Sammlung einen
Schluss auf den gegenwirtigen Stand der russischen Malerei ziehen wollte, die sich tibrigens im vorigen
Jahre in Miinchen von einer viel giinstigeren Seite gezeigt hat’ (Rosenberg 1898: 24-25).
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For the critic, such a case seemed to contribute to the wider debate over ‘the role of
the national element in art’ (Fuchs 1898: 318-319).

This idea of a derivative character, albeit being rather frequent in those years
European writing, in this case was more of a figure of speech than an objective
observation. The conservative strand of criticism in Germany was unsympathetic to
the expansion of different stylistic currents that originated from the French capital, as
they were seen potentially harmful to the local art schools. This resulted in
‘Frenchness’ being used as a derogatory term, one that was often transferred to
progressive works in general. There is reason to believe that this attitude played a role
in the reception of Diaghilev’s project, especially when considering the moderate
character of the works included. The most radical pieces that were shown in St
Petersburg in the beginning of the year were probably the ones by Vrubel; however,
unfortunately there is no historical evidence as to whether any of them reached
Germany.

For Russian art students residing in Munich that time, the Russian show of
1898 must have been a significant event that confirmed or corrected their evaluations
of their own early achievements, while it was also an opportunity to observe those of
their peers and elder fellows. Even though the effect of this episode rarely figures in
the records of the members of the Russian ‘colony’ in Moscow during those years, it
was mentioned few times by Igor’ Grabar’. He recalls that the presentation of
Valentin Serov’s works at the 1898 Secession section organised by Diaghilev was

highly appreciated by their mentor, Anton Azbe:

‘In early 1898, Valentin Serov came to visit Munich [...]. We introduced
him to AZbe, while Marianna Verevkina had even arranged a party to
celebrate his stay. AZzbe had the highest regard for Serov’s portraiture that
was displayed at the recent exhibition of the Munich Secession, and was
flattered that Serov praised our drawings. Our work in painting
impressed him to a lesser extent, and he was surely correct. Indeed, at the

Secession we saw his spectacular portrait of the Grand Duke Pavel
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Aleksandrovich in cavalry armour with a horse and a very finely painted
portrait of Mara Oliv made with undertones. How could we possibly

compete with this great master of a European scale?’118

Following the show, Serov was admitted as a member of the Secession society
and became the first Russian artist to receive such recognition. The success of the
show also consisted in that several artists who participated in it were invited to display
in the Glaspalast and in Hamburg in the following year. From that moment onward,
Russian artists started being invited to contribute to these sorts of shows with greater
frequency and found it easier to submit their works. The show marked a decisive turn
in the general reception of Russian art abroad, although this success did not extend to
its commercial viability in Europe. Few dealers were interested in marketing Russian
artists, and the Russian artists lacked a strong figure capable of representing their
interests within wider European art networks. The few examples of acquisitions that
were concluded were from the artists who participated in major competitions such as
the Venice Biennale (for instance, see the case of Maliavin); these artists frequently
resided in big urban centres, such as Paris, Munich, and Berlin and cultivated their
personal connections and networks (these included a variety of different personalities,
ranging from Kandinsky to Tarkhov).

The foreign tour of this exhibition was one of the key points in Diaghilev’s
efforts for establishing contacts with the members of what he saw as progressive circles
in European cities (who, in fact, ranged from the exponents of modernist trends to

the bold representatives of the juste milieu). The ventures headed by Benois in 1896

18 Qriginal passage: ‘[...] momuuTcs B Hasane 1898 roga, mpuexan Banenrun Anexcangposua Cepos
[...]. Mbt nosHakomunu ero ¢ Ambe, u M. B. Bepekuna ycrpousa gaske, no ciaydawo npuesga Ceposa,
coBMecTHOE ¢ Hamu U Ambs nupimectso. Amb6s Beicoko uermt noptpersl Ceposa, BHICTABICHHBIE Ha
nocnenHeit BoicTaBke MioHxeHckoro Cerjeccnona, u 6bur oueHb mossmeH, korga Cepos cran emy
pacxBammBaTh Hamy pucyHky. JKusonmcpio Hamell oH He BrionHe Gbl JOBOMEH U ObUL, KOHEIHO, IPAB.
B camom gene, B Ceneccrone Bce Mbl BUpeau ero dpQeKTHBIN IOPTPET BEIUMKOIO KHAss Ilamma
ArexcanapoBrya, B KOHHOTBAPAEHCKHUX JIATAX, C KOHEM, ¥ TOHKui1 110 sxuormcy noprpet M. K. Onus,
B3ATbI B monyToHe. Kyma oke Ham ObUIO TATaTbCs C 5TUM OIPOMHOIO €BPOIEHCKOro Kanubpa

macrepom?’ (Grabar’ 1937: 134-135).
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by Diaghilev in 1898 both neatly illustrate (despite the vigorous mission the latter
announced in his early journalism, enhanced by the revolutionary role attributed to
him by the decades of scholarship centred around him) how relatively mild and
somehow cautionary the position of the emerging Mir iskusstva circle was. As was
stressed by Valkenier in relation to the course the circle had taken during the first years
of the magazine, it primarily ‘identified with and introduced its readers and viewers to
Europe’s secessionists, that is to say, the moderately progressive — certainly not radical
— orientation that emerged in the 1890s’ (Valkenier 2007: 53).

Nevertheless, their international dimension, alongside the debate over the
place of foreign participations that the second show triggered, are to be understood in
this thesis as important factors in the re-orientation of the wider processes of Russian
art. The growing interaction with Western art tendencies that were embraced in
Russia thanks to their presence in exhibitions also supported this development. As
argued by Kennedy, ‘Mir iskusstva ushered in an era of rapidly multiplying exhibition
societies, each formed by a small group of artists, each claiming to introduce a new
level of modernity and sophistication into Russian art’ (Kennedy 1976: 59). In terms
of self-presentation and display strategies, its members moved (as did the generation
that succeeded them) in a logic that could be partially compared to that of the
Impressionists’ shows and partially to the sophisticated displays of Parisian private
galleries, both of which were attempting to sharply distinguish themselves from the
bazaar-like atmosphere of the large salons and expos, the latter particularly resembling
a market of commodities. While it cannot be argued that they replicated these models
in their entirety, they definitely drew on them and adopted certain display and

practical elements that were already prominent in Europe.
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III. ACCOMMODATING THE FASHION FOR ‘ARCHAISING’ NORTH

1. ‘Indigenous’ iconographies vs modernist repertoire

In the cultural paradigms of late 19th-century Europe, folk heritage was seen
as the path to enhance perceptions of national singularity and uniqueness in the arts
and beyond and, as emphasised by Paston, to find the synthetic creativity which
avowedly was lost in the past but could nevertheless be revived (Paston 2021: 182).
The identitarian concerns that found their expression through this act of retrieval of
‘folk’ and ‘native’ visual elements were driven by the need to capture this singularity
(Shevelenko 2017: 49). Moreover, this quest contained elements of a nostalgia for a
‘lost’ sincereness, simplicity, and purity of life and creative expression, all connotations
with which the archaic cultural references were commonly charged with. The
‘archaising’ tendencies in Russian art at the turn of the century were very diverse, but
can however be grouped around several tendencies. Thus, there are those artists who
in their production referred to fairy tale images, to the rustical topoi of peasant
cultures (both, for example, explicit in the work of Elena Polenova and the products
of the workshops she headed in the Abramtsevo estate), to multiple phases of pre-
Petrine history,11? and to the mythologies of ancient Rus’ and Slavic paganism.120 In
the Russian cultural space, these trends had very complex genealogies and, although
synchronous with the wider revivalist trends developing around Europe, in the first
decade of the century they contained strong connotational ambiguities. On the one
hand, they were related to the ‘modernist’ developments and thus were connected to

international tendencies; nevertheless, as stressed by Shevelenko (2017: 17), they were

119 Another wave of interest in pre-Petrine architecture was, among others, perfectly reflected in the
pages of the Mir iskusstva no. 16-17 from 1899, which included numerous photographs of the key
architectural monuments of Kievan Rus’.

120 On Orientalism in Abramtsevo and the ‘peculiar amalgamation of exotic, purportedly Eastern
elements with Slavic mythology’ see the highly resourceful article by Taroutina (2019).
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simultaneously closely interacting on the basis of a perception about a ‘national
project’, stressing the foregrounding of the identitarian ideals of cultural singularity
and uniqueness.

There is ample commentary about revivalism in Western culture, and recently
there has been a renewed interest in locating the Russian contributions to the World
Fairs, and in particular to that of 1900. To look at the World Fairs and the national
participations within them through the lens of ‘national identity’ has long become a
standard path in the studies that touch upon these mammoth cultural, and not in the
least commercial, kaleidoscopes. Many works have dealt with the 1900 Paris edition
and other World Fairs based on the perspective of ‘constructing national identities’.121
In this regard, there were also strong theses expressed by several scholars regarding the
self-‘exoticisation’ and essentialisation performed by Russian cultural elites and artists
before the audiences of the world fairs.122 However, there is a pattern that remains
only vaguely addressed in this regard. This concerns the way in which the authenticity
attributed to the cultural constructs associated with the ‘Russian North’ formed on
of the main elements of those processes, while simultaneously acting as the link to
wider European creative trends unfolding around the continent.

While independent art expositions such as those examined in the previous
sections were exemplary mainly in relation to the emergence of the networks between
different art centres that mainly involved narrowly-defined artistic groups, World Fairs
were in a much more direct sense cumulative expressions of the identities and values

of broader assemblages of political and economic elites and were illustrative of their

121 Even if our work focuses more on the construction of the image located in the agency of the
represented subject (made by the subject himself), the image’s reception is always related to what is
imaginarily associated with it; it is intimately connected with the encounter between the image and the
recipients’ expectations of it, and with the aforementioned constructed behaviour.

122 The key shift in understanding the agenda of this enormous project is to utilise expressions such as
‘construct’, ‘create’ or ‘re-interpret’ (Neo-Russian imagery) instead of phrasing these questions in terms
of ‘expression’, as was typical in the relevant literature of the previous generation (especially in Russian-
speaking publications).
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attempts at self-representation and cultural hegemony. Indeed, one of the most recent
critical reappraisals of the Russian contribution to the 1900 Paris World Fair penned
by Shevelenko (2017: 37) sees the event as mainly shaped by the Europeanised
Russian elite which was manifesting its collective mindset and reflecting the
mechanisms that were determining the processes of knowledge production within
it.123 These manifestations are, arguably, the most remarkable cases of cultural
constructivism of the epoch. The participating countries used them to negotiate their
external ‘identity’ that they could communicate to their peers. Throughout the
late-19th century, they were increasingly drawing on the imaginary of folk, ‘native’, or
‘indigenous’ traditions and mythologies (Paston 2021: 205), often arbitrarily
manipulating their elements. The coverage of the 1900 pavilion in the Russian press
revealed an urgent need for the emergence of easily articulable forms that could be
claimed to represent a ‘national artistic style’; moreover, the coverage placed grand
expectations on the potential of that developing aesthetic which incorporated the
aforementioned wide range of elements in correspondence with the revivalist trends
of the era.

There is extensive research literature covering the theme of kustar production
in the late-19th century and the circumstances around its revival in the cultural field
and market of the period (for example, see Salmond 1996; Hilton 1995). The
reasoning driving this resurgence was centred around the alleged decay of the
traditional crafts. This decay, as was argued by Shevelenko, emerged from a biased
assessment produced by the educated classes (2017: 55), who employed this idea in
the process of constructing their collective identity. However, it is essential to add that
this process, which integrated elements of the traditional applied arts into ‘regular’

artistic practices, bore some aspects of an ‘appropriative’ or ‘messianic’ attitude, as

125 This perspective of analysis is decisively informed by a Foucauldian approach. Unfortunately,
studies dealing with Russian culture of the late 19th—early 20th century rarely embrace this standpoint,
likely due to the difficulties of combining it with meticulous historical-philological work. Nonetheless,
it would be highly beneficial for future explorations in the field.
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those visual elements could be incorporated into the new ‘national’ discourse only
after undergoing an act of aesthetisation (Shevelenko 2017: 55) performed by
professional artists in the form of guidance or the direct designing of folk-inspired
objects. Hence the scheme that was used at the kustar section of the Russian
contribution to the World Fair in Paris in 1900, where artists of openly modernist
viewpoints were charged with embracing the heritage of peasants’ crafts in order to
present a depiction of ‘Russianness’ in the global art competition.124

Interest in collecting works of folk and traditional applied arts was on the rise
among the Russian bourgeoisie and literati from the early 1870s (Paston 2021: 186).
Yet, what had anticipated the debate about autochthonous aesthetic traits was that
Russian literature, after gaining wide recognition in Europe, developed an internal
discourse stressing its autonomous identity and was therefore less concerned with the
urgency of proclaiming its national singularity vis-a-vis the international context
(Krylov 2018).

In the meantime, regarding the visual arts, the focus on rhetorical devices that
promoted the discussion of nationality in modernist circles and beyond, alongside the
emphasis on how nationality was increasingly becoming assessed as a valuable element
of a work — both recently addressed by Shevelenko (2017) in her careful study — form
major contributions to the current state of the field.

In her reflection on the roots of the ‘archaising’ visual elements in the works
of artists who moved alongside the ‘modernist’ trajectory, Shevelenko aims at
interrogating the previously neglected issue of the reasons that underlie the apparently
smooth reconciliation between the “Western orientation’ of modernist art groups in
Russia (especially in the early phases in the second half of the 1890s) and the

prominence that was given (by the same or similar circles) to the ‘archaising aesthetic’

124 The success then gained by Russian crafts in Paris fostered their acceptance in the market as well as
the attention of policymakers, and kustar industries enjoyed an unprecedented growth throughout the
following decade up until the First World War. See Salmond 1996: 93; Piters-Hofmann: 2019;
Winestein 2019.
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and, in particular, to imagery referring to nativist topics or specific aspects of cultural
heritage and history. She also interrogates these processes’ impacts on the following
generations of creators. This question emerges from the solid realm of research
dedicated to nativist or ‘archaising’ motifs in art, architecture, music, and literature of
the turn-of-the-century period that, among others, emphasises the autochthonous
nature of these elements.

Shevelenko directs her attention to the insufficient contextualisation of these
phenomena within the intellectual and cultural history of the late imperial period
(2017: 18). Yet the instrumentalisation of these topics by artists seeking to position
themselves within the domain of the ‘new art’, and hence trying to keep pace with the
global (European) art trends cannot be underemphasised. Despite being addressed in
several studies, this operation as an integral part of typically modernist strategies
among Russian artists merits being seriously re-visited regarding the issues under
discussion.

In this context, it is vital to point out that these elements’ indigenous nature
was defined not in terms of a historical opposition between the present and the past,
but in the context of the growing influence of the Western modernist aesthetic
(Shevelenko 2017: 29). The recourse to the visual elements and, beyond them, to the
range of narratives that were considered to express elements of ‘archaism’ was one of
the most pivotal instruments in the elaboration of a modernist aesthetic in Russia,
operating as an outlet for the expression of the inherently contradictory relation
whereby the local scene maintained profound international links and outlooks while
simultaneously striving to produce a distinctly ‘national’ character. In fact, in this
context, this contradictory act became synonymous to the essence of artistic
innovation (Shevelenko 2017: 17, 30).

Drawing on remote traditions was already conceptualised as an ‘archaising’
attitude at the period, although the process had very diverse backgrounds. For the

artists, it added both novel forms to their arsenal and allowed them to play with
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allusions to the ‘primitive’ and ‘unspoiled’ qualities of those imageries; hence, for
instance, the fact that children’s books experienced an unprecedented thriving in the
last years of the 19th century. The spectrum of references to these ‘primitive’ kinds of
aesthetic experiences in the case of Russia in the turn-of-the-century period was all
placed under the umbrella idea of a rediscovered ‘Russianness’.

In a subsequent article written by Iakov Tugendkhol’d in 1910 on the pages
of Apollon, it is interesting to see how the art critic equates the modernists’ pursuit to
reassess national heritage and elements of slavic mythology with the term
‘archaism’ [russkii arkhaizm] (Tugendkhol’d 1910: 21).125 As emphasised by Nilsson,
the subject entered the debates of Russian literati of the time in an attempt to reflect
on the role of ‘primitive’ or ‘ancient’ imagery in the works of artists such as Roerich
and Bakst. Indeed, Tugendkhol’d adopted the term to describe visual phenomena
following an essay by Maksimilian Voloshin from 1909, who interpreted the work of
these artists through the scope of the search for an aesthetic and spiritual ideal rooted
in the most remote epochs (Nilsson 2000: 76-77).126

These ‘archaising’ subjects would appear with a growing frequency and
intensity in the years thereafter in the production of a plethora of artists and creatives,
peaking in the late-1900s and the early-1910s, with the visual choices of the Ballets
Russes being one of the most evident examples. It should be underlined, however,
that the major success that accompanied the Russian pavilion and especially the kustar
section at the Paris World Fair in 1900 proved fundamental in validating these
tendencies within Russian art at their inception, and therefore fostered their influence

through the entire decade.

125 Tugendkhol'd’s statement in the context of the problematic of how ‘archaising’ imagery was
theorised by the Russian cultural milieu is also discussed by Nilsson (2000: 75-76).

126 Voloshin mentions Nikolai Roerich’s Battle (1906) (Fig. 14), Lev Bakst’s Terror Antiquus (1908)
(Fig. 15) and some other works.
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Prior to that, throughout the 1880-1890s, artists such as Elena Polenova and
Viktor Vasnetsov developed their expressive repertoires by relying consistently on
adornments and foliage that derived from encounters with peasant environments and
from an enthusiasm for collecting folklore and examples of traditional arts (Hilton
2019: 74).127 However, the former equally inspired spiritually-charged appraisals of
Russian landscapes.

Polenova was broadly acknowledged by contemporaries for her role in the
wider tendency of bringing traditional heritage to life. After her death, she was
deemed a ‘great precept for the youth’ by the press (Mikhailov 1902; Kirichenko
2012: 252), while in the words of contemporary artists such as Grabar’, Polenova had
quickly become the herald of a ‘truly national, Russian creativity’ (Grabar’ 1902, in
Salmond 1996: 77). Moreover, her role in the fin-de-siecle period was unique because,
even if she belonged to the older generation in terms of age, stylistically she was more
closely affiliated with the field where predominantly younger artists were active
(Harkness 2009: 135). Her graphic works, tapestries, and designed objects mixed
diverse local sources and this interpretative Slavic imagery was inspirational for the

generations that followed (Hilton 2001: 63).

127 The Ambramtsevo community pioneered the form of collaboration between artists and peasants’
workshops, within the scope of which they also co-developed architectural projects such as the Church
of the Saviour. Moreover, the mission of the Ambramtsevo circle profoundly ignored any distinct
hierarchies among the arts (Kirichenko 2012: 253). This trait doubtlessly appealed to the way that the
applied arts and design were gaining momentum in European art capitals. Many items produced at
Abramtsevo were designed reflecting the logic according to which everyday objects could assume
spiritual connotations, connecting their owners with deeper layers of the nation’s past. It was not far
from the logic of the Arts and Crafts phenomena in other countries, where the artists enrolled to
design projects under the aegis of imbuing everyday functional products with aesthetic values to make
them available to broader groups of people. At the same time, the harmony of the Abramtsevo estate
and the villages surrounding it was paradoxically backed by the industrial activity of its owner. The
collective projects at Abramtsevo, and, in particular, their theatrical productions fostered their joint
search for visual patterns reflecting the nationalistic endeavours of the members of the colony (Gray
2000: 113). Regarding the distinctive set of elements that rendered Abramtsevo a unique cultural
phenomenon in the horizon of the era, see Hilton 1995, Salmond 1996, and Gray 2000.
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Polenova’s involvement with the renewal of children books’ illustrations
further demonstrates how profound the link of her revivalist pursuits with the
broader European preoccupation with national heritage was. This link was reflected
through her Romantic attitude in this endeavour (which also included the
uncompromising adherence to the ideal of childhood as a unique life phase separate
from the rest) alongside the expressive vocabulary that was associated with art
nouveau trends. Her work in this realm was deeply attuned to the international trends
of the era and her stylisation pattern had Western references.128

A colleague and a friend of hers, Maria V. Iakunchikova, also dedicated
considerable space to endeavours related to the theme of childhood; she designed
several toys made of wood that evoked fairy tale motifs and the architecture of old
Russian towns-fortresses. It is noteworthy that this practice was also in complete
conformity with broader European trends. Although she created them for her own
children, it is certain that the interest in objects exhibiting a Neo-Russian style was
unprecedented by the end of 1900.

Generally, as Harkness has pointed out, gender, despite the lack of scholarship
dedicated to it,12° was a very important factor in determining the shifts that the
Russian art community was going through in the end of the century. For example, in
the cases of Polenova and Iakunchikova, it is exemplary to note the commitment that
was required of them in order to build a career as professional artists with the
relatively modest means available to them (Harkness 2009: 12). In fact, applied arts
endeavours were one of the key stratagems for both, as they shifted their attention
towards this field partly because it was comparatively less challenging compared to the

male-dominated fine arts world (Hardiman 2019: 306).

128 See Vyazova 2019 for a detailed iconographic inquiry. Moreover, see Vyazova 2005 for the general
reception of British art in turn-of-the-century Russia, with a special focus on art magazines.

129 It has only recently started to increase. For example, see Chuchvaha 2020.
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While doing so, both sought to create a visual arsenal that could be suitable
for internal identitarian pursuits and, at the same time, that could potentially relate to
the international context and be synchronous with the art discourse abroad. Polenova
was always keen to learn about recent advancements, and used whatever methods she
could to be informed about foreign art. It is likely that her contact with exhibits such
as the 1889 World Fair, where she saw French peasants’ wooden goods (and carved
wooden pieces from other areas) that bore certain similarities with Russian kustar
productions (Harkness 2009: 156) might have had a stimulating and reassuring effect
on her. Meanwhile, her younger friend and colleague, Iakunchikova, having moved to
France for health reasons, was particularly keen to relate to Paris’s art scene.

There were specific artistic and biographical tactics that both of them
employed to engage with both the Russian and the international art scenes. In the
1890s, Iakunchikova used to send Polenova exhibition brochures from different
salons in Paris, accompanied by handwritten annotations. Their correspondence
demonstrates how the European culture of display at the turn of the century
impacted Russian artists. In this regard, for example, learning about the Parisian
agenda through the reserved lens of her connections gave Polenova an impression that
French art was experiencing a recession, while the freshest trends were perceived to
arrive from Nordic countries and Britain. As stressed by Hilton (2019), that situation
inspired her to contribute to exhibitions in Russia and internationally alike.

Meanwhile, Iakunchikova did not wish to limit her circle to the Russian

expats in the French capital and immersed herself in the vortex of what the French
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capital offered to an artist,130 namely an unprecedented variety of exhibitions and
options both to attend and submit work; at the same time, she remained meticulously
updated on art trends and the general situation back home (Harkness 2009: 138). Her
path thereby illustrates a profound change in the attitudes shared by many Russian
fin-de-siecle artists consisting, above all, in their willingness to engage with the
international realm. Iakunchikova’s professional persona, albeit dedicating
considerable space to the mythology of her homeland, was profoundly shaped by the
outline of the art system reigning in Europe’s main art centres and particularly in
Paris, largely focused around the programmes of the exhibition season. This layout
and orientation were also shared by other members of that generation. In 1892, she
submitted her work for the first time to the Parisian salon Champ-de-Mars, although
she was not very confident about her endeavour. This canvas, Window (lost), was
refused by the jury, but her submission illustrated how the artist was eager to attune
her work to what she saw at both the Champ-de-Mars and the Indepéndants. Around
1892, Iakunchikova started working on engraving techniques and, in 1894, she
displayed five aquatints (three according to the official catalogue, namely Quictude,
L’Irréparable, and L’Effroz) at the Salon du Champ-de-Mars (Figs. 16, 17, 18). These
works demonstrate her familiarity with both the matrix of art nouveau and Japanese
graphics. Soon thereafter, some of these works were reproduced in the progressive
The Studio in 1895. That same year, she took a trip to England and made acquittance
with the English writer, photographer, and art enthusiast Netta Peacock. After this

success she decided to submit a larger oil work to the same salon, titled Reflections of

130 Jt could be argued that Takunchikova’s most active creative years lie in the span between two Paris
World Fairs (1889 and 1900). She stayed in Paris with her family and visited the World Fair of 1889
several times. Subsequently she commenced her studies at Académie Julian, arguably the best option
for women to study art in the city, since the official institutions only admitted men. She was not
entirely satisfied with her teachers, but greatly appreciated the opportunities the school offered, namely
the models and the classes dedicated to the anatomy. During those years she visited numerous
exhibitions in Paris, where she admired artists like Anders Zorn, who was then at the peak of his career
and international acclaim. On the non-official Russian input to that World Fair, see Aubain 1996.
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an Intimate World (Fig. 19), and this time the piece was accepted. It is also worth
noting that in late 1894, Iakunchikova co-organised an exhibition of female artists in
Lafayette House in Paris that featured many works of mainly applied arts and
embroidery (Hardiman 2019: 301; Harkness 2009: 214).

The way Iakunchikova refused Symbolism as presented at the salon of the
French capital, was discussed by Harkness (2009: 184-85) and before that by Kiselev
(2005: 35, 60-61). Despite her fascination with art’s potential to covey the feelings
she had about the surrounding world and the way she idealised Russian landscapes
through this lens, she distanced herself (it is evident in her correspondence with
Polenova; e.g. Iakunchikova 1894) from any mysticism and occult allusions, which, in
her letters, she overtly called ‘decadent’. Magic, in her work, was to be reserved
exclusively to the realm of fairy tales and narrated in accordance with the folk
tradition. Especially in her oil paintings, she concentrated all her understanding of
spirituality on themes of nature, and in particular on the nature of her native areas
which she was nostalgic about due to her forced separation from there.
Iakunchikova’s diaries and correspondence of the time illustrate her research and her
keenness to reconcile impressionistic devices with her contemplative and
philosophical attitudes towards nature and the landscapes of her native areas in
Russia. This combined approach would extend to her exemplary fusion of Russian
folk and fairy tale motifs with the Art Nouveau arsenal in the ensuing years. All these
trends in her work almost coincide, which only reiterates the general proclivity of
Russian artists of her generation to simultaneously explore trends such as
impressionism and Art Nouveau and Jugenstil, all present in the visual discourse of
the time period.

Polenova passed away during the phase of preparation of the kustar section of
the Russian pavilion at the Paris World Fair of 1900. This preparation involved artists
like Takunchikova, Golovin, Vrubel, and Korovin, who assumed the leadership of the

project after her death. The special bond of friendship between Polenova and
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Iakunchikova made the latter deem her contribution to this project as a deeply
personal endeavour. Encouraged by another friend of theirs, the British journalist and
art enthusiast Netta Peacock, Iakunchikova assumed the task of finishing up the
tapestry initially drafted by Polenova, lvanushka-Durachok and the Fire Bird.131 The
works showed in the section that are currently attributed to Iakunchikova consist of a
wooden dresser (Fig. 20), a toy village, and a large-scale (3x3,6 m) embroidered
panneau titled The Girl and the Wood Spirit (Fig. 21). Iakunchikova undertook a
major part of this work by herself, only being assisted by handicrafts masters at
Solomenko, where she stayed during the final stages of production (Salmond 1996:
75). These two massive textile panneaux allegedly dominated the display at the
section. Notably, the craftsmen were listed next to the items in the catalogue, thereby
concealing the authorship of the designer; this was also true for other artists who
contributed, such as Vrubel’ and Golovin (Hardiman 2019: 295; 298-297). Such
pieces were typically credited under the name of the manufacturing estate, in this case
most likely that of Elizaveta Mamontova.132

In this work, as well as in the cover of the Mir iskusstva magazine designed by
Iakunchikova, the artist’s fascination with the visual patterns of Russian folklore and
her interest in Art Nouveau are harmoniously reconciled. The panel is made up of
numerous pieces of fabric that form flattened areas of colour, creating an airy effect
that tends to make the whole piece properly pictorial. The general cut of the

composition is highly photographic.

131 The significance of the kustar section in expanding the role of female artists at the time has been
stressed by Hardiman (2019) and Harkness (2009). The exhibition was one of Iakunchikova’s final
projects, who passed away after a tuberculosis crisis in February 1902 in Switzerland. The Mir iskusstva
hosted a very lyrical obituary for her in one of its issues; a few years later, they set up a commemorative
display of her work with the collaboration of her husband, Lev Weber, as part of the second exhibition
of the Union of Russian Artists.

132 As Hardiman (2019: 296) points out, the appliqué panel was listed as produced at the workshops of
the mansions of Maria F. Iakunchikova in Solomenko, in the Tambov Governorate.
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The spirit of the forest, called Leshii in Russian, is part of Slavic mythology
and Russian folklore tradition. It is an anthropomorphic creature that dominates the
woods and can, if angered, kidnap the inhabitants of nearby villages. In fact, Netta
Peacock, who wrote several articles dedicated to the works exhibited in the handicraft
section as the press secretary — as one would term her role today — describes the work
based on a myth in which Leshii traps children in the woods that are hiding behind
trunks, and calls to them in a fake voice. Several elements of this work, both in terms
of formal aspects and subject-matter, bear resemblance to one of Iakunchikova’s
engravings from the mid-1890s titled L’Affroi. Despite referring to mythology and
thus telling a story through the figures of the girl and the Leshii, The Girl and the
Wood Spirit is highly decorative and reflects Iakunchikova’s explorations in this
domain. Furthermore, the appliqué technique was rarely used by Russian handicraft
masters, while it was more akin to the quilting techniques that had ceased to be
employed in bourgeois and aristocrat households (Hardiman: 2019: 306). It is
remarkable that in one of her reviews of this display, Netta Peacock, who was actively
involved in promoting the work of her friend as well as the kustar section in the
international press, stressed how everything in it was harmonised and created a
coherent uniform vision; this was, of course, mainly a reference to its relationship
with the domain of ‘national character’ (Peacock in Salmond 1996: 76). This
statement emphasises the qualities of modern artwork that the artists of their circle
had certainly long aspired to develop. Overall, this work is exemplary in the sense that
it accommodated existing expectations regarding both the gender-marked distinction
in applied arts as well as the external conceptions on Russian ‘national
character’ (Harkness 2009: 277). At the same time, it also adopted the formal idiom
that was expanding in the European art scene, thereby guaranteeing for itself the
acceptance of professional audiences.

Meanwhile, in a wooden cupboard Iakunchikova designed for the interior

displays in the kustar section, besides the rustic appeal and ornaments that evoked
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‘primitive’ associations, she employed curved lines (Fig. 20). These were unusual for
traditional kustar production but were widely present in French art nouveau designs
and architecture (Harkness 2009: 273-274).

The kustar section was a project entirely attuned to the dynamics of how
different types of displays had developed within the Expo paradigm through the last
third of the century. As pointed out by Kazakova (2014), it was the issue of economic
sustainability that drove the transformation of the World Fairs into hosting more and
more entertaining displays, reflecting the universalist intent of the event, its
orientation towards an ethnographic path, and its employment of exoticism to attract
the audiences. The same logic was, in fact, behind Russia’s choice at the 1900 World
Fair in Paris. The representation of Russia through the ethno-geographical diversity
that it encompassed and the immersive character of the kustar section were
profoundly aligned with the general policy of the Expos that was geared towards
entertainment and the attraction of investments, consequently subordinating the
identitarian constructs that were presented in the pavilions to those aims.

For both commercial and ideological reasons, the kustar section was approved
from the highest levels of society, and a committee was established right away
(Salmond 1996: 74). It was led by Maria F. Iakunchikova (née Mamontova),!33 the
head organiser of the kustar display. It featured five women out of eight total
members, a fact that marked a continuation in the tradition of women patronage and
involvement in kustar-based themes and recalled the ideas of the Women’s Pavilion at
the 1893 World’s Columbian Exhibition in Chicago. Meanwhile, Korovin’s
candidacy — who had the special sympathy of the patron of the kustar section, the

Grand Duchess Elizaveta Federovna — to oversee the kustar pavilion was confirmed by

133 She was the artist’s non-blood relative and Mamontov’s niece. Their involvement in the same
project provoked reactions, and the fact they had the same name caused significant confusion in early
art-historical research on the subject.
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the tsar (Harkness 2009: 271).134 Korovin was assisted by Golovin, who oversaw the
interior setting that had previously been entrusted to Polenova. Notably, Golovin was
her protégé and they travelled in Europe together in the summer of 1897.

One of the main features of that World Fair was La Quai des Nations, along
which several national pavilions were built. Although the exhibition was historicised
as a triumph of art nouveau, only a few buildings were made in a manner that could
be described as such (examples being the applied arts and furnishing sections). The
temporary architecture of the national pavilions was mainly authored by French
architects close to the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. These fagades stood in contrast to the
general contents of the Fair that proclaimed the supremacy of the modern age over the
past through its technological progress that placed history at its service (Wilson 1991:
134-135).

Initially, the secretary general, Alfred Picard, supposed that there would be
mounted retrospective displays within the pavilions, but this idea was dismissed by
many nations. Due to space constraints, many countries preferred to show what they
thought could have a greater and more immediate impact, namely innovative and
marketable products. In their turn, they were framed within the palimpsest of the past
in the external fagade, producing a result of overlapping layers of historical references
placed without any coherence or overarching scheme. Among the pavilions of the
Quai des Nations, one could distinguish those that used references to well-known
historical buildings and those that reproduced themes derived from rural architecture,
reflecting the wider fascination for elements of popular culture that was used to
empower claims for ‘national’ uniqueness.

The French Committee had awarded the Russian participation with a large

space, an act that could be considered as a diplomatic gesture aiming to underscore

134 Retrospectively, Korovin however said that he did not enjoy the organisational side of the work
around the Paris project (Churak 2012: 264). Nevertheless, when he was asked by Diaghilev to
complete a decorative canvas to match the ones by Vrubel’ at the 1906 Salon d’Automne exhibit, he
agreed without reservation.
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the strength of the political alliance between the two states.135 It was not located on
the Quai des Nations but near the palace of Trocadero, the realm of ‘exotic’ regions.
The title of the pavilion echoes this classification, as the Kremlin-like structure was
called ‘the Palace of Russian Asia’ or ‘of Asian Russia’. In the official documents, the
Russian committee used the formulation ‘the pavilion of the outlying
districts’ [Pavil'on okrain]. Both due to its location and on account of its content, the
Russian pavilion was perceived as a colonial pavilion, and this impression was
exacerbated by its ethnographic inclination. The conceptual grounds of the project
were backed by the resources of the Russian Geographical Society that had been
playing an increasingly prominent role in promoting the ‘imperial project’ at the
World Fairs in the last years of the century (Shevelenko 2017: 45).13¢ The architectural
appearance of the pavilion recalled the 17th century Muscovite and Central Russian
architecture that entered the affirmative language of the monarchy during the reign of
Alexander III.

The international press interpreted this issue ambiguously, as some reviews
indicate that the participation was ‘read” in both ways, depending on the perspective
of the observer. One strand viewed it as a perfectly acceptable ‘imperial’ pavilion that
simply did not fit in the parade of the nations on the bank of Seine, while the other
saw it as part of the colonial section due to its location in Trocadero alongside the
‘colonial’ departments of other European powers. This strand of observers, indeed,
occasionally lamented the fact that there was no presence of ‘la Russie d’Europe’ to
complement ‘la Russie d’Asie’ (Shevelenko 2017: 41). However, this did not provoke

any criticism from within the Russian community other than the voice of Benois,

135 That alliance in fact enabled many cultural links that proved a fertile ground for the arts, while also
correlating with the investment boom, both private and public, from France to Russia (Valkenier 2007:
53-54). Those links were favourable for the involvement of artists from the Russian Empire with
exhibition platforms throughout the 1900s and 1910s.

136 See Knight 1998: 126-127 on the place of folklore in the policies of the Russian Geographical
Society.
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who categorically stated that the country could not be represented solely by its remote
territories and by its rural culture. Neither the ‘Kremlin’ nor the Russian village could
in his eyes translate the ‘national culture’ (Benois 1900). This statement was very
symptomatic indeed and was discussed by Shevelenko (2017: 39-50) and Harkness
(2009). This omission of the ‘metropolitan’ urban culture and its aristocratic
component that was criticised by one of the core personalities of Mir iskusstva would
be rectified in their landmark exhibition titled Two Centuries of Russian Art and
Sculpture, presented in Paris in 1906.

The emphasis on the features that might have appeared exotic to the Parisian
public was enacted through both the main pavilion building and the ‘village russe’,
and was enhanced by the fact that the pavilion was located in Trocadero and by the
arrival of real craftsmen to Paris to attend to the construction of some parts of the
kustar section. Overall, the Russian contribution created a representation of the
country that not only was not topical, but generally was an interpretative construct
whose claims to authenticity were nourished by the anecdotes about live peasants
brought from Russia. The latter, in its turn, was to some extent a tableau vivant, an
attraction analogous to the Le Vieux Paris immersive theme-installation that was
conceived by the French participation. Both confirmed the way that the past was
appropriated and exploited for the needs of the exhibition’s main ambition to sum up
the achievements of, mainly, Western civilisation.13”

The kustar section [Kustarnyi otdel] was conceived of as a major
demonstration of the peasants’ manufacturing and handicraft products, that had
experienced an unprecedented surge due to the support of private patrons and the
state. Kustar displays were growingly common phenomena at industrial exhibitions
across Russian Empire throughout the last two decades of the century. Moreover, the

kustar displays inherited a longstanding representative tradition, as several previous

137 For French observers it was all a strikingly bold appeal to the primitive and it was appreciated
through these optics (see Normand in Salmond 1996: 91).
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Russian participations to the World Fairs featured constructions modelled after
peasants’ log cabins that were used to display rustic items for sale (Tressol 2019: 350).
The section at the Paris World Fair in 1900 in some ways acted as a summary of these
tendencies and functioned as an enormous incentive for the entire revivalist current.
It stimulated the latter in three major ways: it impacted the investments into the
handicrafts industries, nourished the exploration of professional artists into the folk-
inspired designs, and widened their general preoccupation with ‘archaising’ imageries.
The architectural outlook of the ‘village russe’ in 1900 represented a complex of three
interconnected elements, with allusions to forms of religious architecture, that of
‘terem’ towers, and traditional peasant ‘izbas’, a form of housing build with logs.138
Each space was deliberately filled with exhibits that had functions related to the
respective environments they represented. Thus, the church-like part featured icons,
while the ‘izba’ one was dedicated entirely to items of handicraft production resulting
from collaborations between artists and craftsmen that were gathered from various
parts of the country and included furniture, textiles, toys, etc. This part was
profoundly appealing to the ideals of symbiosis of the intellectual and practical
aspects of creativity that seemed to be expressed in the joint efforts of artists and
artisans and was highly influential in European culture at that point (Salmond 1996:
74-76). Moreover, throughout the 1890s, interest in Russian arts and crafts started to
show itself in private collections in France (Tressol 2019: 352). Eventually, this aspect
of fusion of craftsmen’s skills with the artistic thought of the supervising artists was
highly praised by critics.13 At the same time, the ‘village russe’ and, in particular, the

‘izba’ also translated, in a different way, the ambition for an ‘organic’ and unified

138 What was paradoxical is that the construction of these elements, aged in such a fairy tale stylising
manner, was mainly supervised by an artist (Korovin) who had consistently digested a series of
Western-European art trends and a primarily Impressionist way of treating the light and landscape. For
a detailed account regarding the architectural composition of the ‘village russe’ and its stylistic origins,
see Kharitonov 2018.

139 Instead, for a brief overview of the French reception of modern Russian artistic production through
the last decades of the 19th century and the first decades of the 20th century, see Cariani 1999.
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display although pushing it to the limits with its extremely pronounced rusticity in
the manner in which it was produced. All this functioned as a validating signal for
artists that were both involved in the project and not, and had a central significance
for the younger generations.

The 1900 World Fair was the first in which Russia contributed works outside
the strict domains of the realist school and academic painting, that had for long been
its main export products. Moreover, the episode denoted the reconciliation of the
Russophile and Westernising wings in the Russian art debate (Hilton 2018),
signifying that both attitudes were beneficial for working out a successful stance in
relation to international audience. This mixed position was further metabolised by
the generation that was coming up in the late 1900s, making the employment of the
elements that were thought to symbolise the national heritage one of the key strategies
of the early avant-garde (Hilton 2019: 82).140

The 1900 Fair generally provides an excellent example of how countries
strategized their participation in an exhibition. This approach primarily originated on
the state level,14! but also on the level of artists’ creative choices. Notably, it also
resulted in the impetus for the acquisition of Russian artworks into the foreign
museums. After the exhibition, Léonce Bénédite supported the purchases of works by

Troubetzkoy (Leo Tolstoy on the Horse) (Fig. 22), Leonid Pasternak (Before the Exam)

140 Ljterature covering the origins and the typologies of the revivalist devices in the artistic production
surrounding the Ballets Russes and the early Russian avant-garde is broad. For concise accounts see, for
instance, Kennedy 2003 and Sharp 2006.

However, the assumption reproduced by Hilton who quotes Camilla Gray in saying that Abramtsevo
was the ‘cradle of the modern movement in Russia’, aiming at establishing a direct formal genealogy
from revivalism to the art of the 1910s, is debateable. Neo-privitivism was more informed by French art
and employment of peasant imagery was performed with a gaze that stood under the powerful
influence of its schemes. The imagery of Abramtsevo was repeatedly suggested to be one of the
foundations of the subsequent avant-garde experience. Yet, it was contested by a number of recent
surveys as misleadingly evolutionist, focusing primarily on formal innovation and ignoring the
complexities of cultural discourse within which this surge for the primitive within the Russian artistic

field had emerged.

141 See the way it was discussed by Remnev, who examined how the pavilion served the investment goals
of the empire concerning the construction of the trans-Siberian railroad (Remnev 1991).
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(Fig. 23), and Konstantin Korovin (7he Early Morning) for the collection of the
Luxembourg museum in Paris. However, it is noteworthy that the discussion over the
acquisitions by the French museums was broadly supported and, in some cases, even
initiated by the head of the St Petersburg Academy, I. Tolstoi.

The fact that the members of the younger generations were generously
adorned with recognition both in terms of medals and press attention while the older
cohort left Paris without any was to have crucial consequences. The achievement was
immediately utilised by the Mir iskusstva camp, as evidenced by a letter that Grabar’

wrote to his brother Vladimir:

‘At the Paris exhibition in the Russian art section the awards were given
exclusively to the artists collaborating with the Mir iskusstva — Serov,
Prince Troubetzkoy received the honour medals, [while] Maliavin,
Korovin, Mamontov received the gold ones and Maliutin and Golovin
the silver ones. The Makovskiis and tutti quanti got the bronzes, and

renounced [them] via telegraph’.142

It all served as the strongest form of validation for ‘modernist’ stylistic elements and
for the discrimination of those that did not fit into that framework.

One of the key paradoxes of this episode, however, was related to the
architecture hosting the kustar exhibits, composed by Korovin. It consisted of the fact
that the imagery, which drew on the heritage of a patriarchal culture such as that of
the traditional peasant communities in Russian provinces, functioned here, and was
perceived, as a profoundly inventive, innovative, and revitalising gesture. This was also
the case for the architectural research that was undertaken by the Abramtsevo circle.
That issue notwithstanding, it was nevertheless accepted and appreciated by the

international creative community thanks to its perceived uniqueness and exoticism.

142 Original passage: ‘Ha ITAPYOKCKOM BBICTABKE B PYCCKOM OTHEJE MCKYCCTBA HATPAajbl IIOJTYYH/IM
HCKJIOUMTEIBHO cOTpysHuKN “Mupa uckyccrBa” — Cepos, kH. Tpybenkoit — moderHsle Meganu,
Manssun, Koposun, MamonToB — 3osotsie, Mamorun u Tonosun — cepebpsnsie; Makosckue e tutti
quanti nosryausiu 6ponsoBsle U 110 Teserpady orkasanucsy’ (Grabar’ 1900).
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The All Russia Industrial and Art Exhibition at the Nizhnii Novgorod fair in
1896, organised a year after Russia had officially accepted the invitation for the 1900
World Fair in Paris, bore numerous connections to the forthcoming European
gathering and indeed served as an opportunity to prepare for it (Harkness 2009:
248).143 While Korovin was working on the ‘Far North’ pavilion, Polenova was in
charge of the kustar crafts section at the same Exposition. It was after this project that
she was asked to oversee the kustar section of the 1900 World Fair pavilion.

The outlook of the pavilion that Korovin designed for the 1896 Nizhnii
exhibit partly borrowed the form of factory constructions such as types of trading
posts’ docks that were widely used on the shores of the Russian northern territories
(Kirichenko 2012: 253) (Fig. 24). Mamontov had prompted Korovin towards the idea
of a process of a rediscovery of Russian northern territories and their cultural heritage,
conveying his enthusiasm about the region. The Nizhnii Novgorod pavilion of the
North in 1896 was successful, and reporters dwelt on Korovin’s project significantly.
Among other factors, they praised its exhibition design such as the artificial lights and,
of course, the panels made by the artist.}4 Korovin’s attention towards features that
were intrinsically characteristic of the Russian North’s popular architecture was
biased by the general revival that this subject was undergoing in Russian intellectual
discourses at that time. Its reassessment in historical discipline and architectural
practice culminated in the 1880s, concurrently with the explorations of the
Abramtsevo circle (Paston 2021: 192) and had an extended influence on visual arts.

Even through Korovin had very quickly replaced Polenova at the helm of the

organising process for 1900 World Fair pavilion, the mood of the project maintained a

143 As in 1900, a significant amount of the effort gathered around Russian pavilion was spent on
attracting investors to the Trans-Siberian railroad under construction; in 1896, Mamontov’s pavilion
was intended to publicise his railroad projects in the regions of Akhangerlsk (Hilton 2001: 61).

144 Korovin headed to the North soon after his stay in Paris, a journey that was very important for his
growth. It provided him with a considerable visual contrasts in his work and approach, and yet enabled
the artist to appreciate the landscapes of the area and read it carefully as being at once harsh, delicate,
and essential (Churak 2012: 259).
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strong imprint of her repertoire of expressive means and stylistic orientation. Those,
and the developments of Abramtsevo, were broadly promoted through this
exhibition. Still, the presence of the ‘Nordic’ reference in his panels that figured in
Russian pavilion’s rooms was very vibrant and resonated with the European artistic
agenda of the moment. He used numerous drafts produced during his journeys
through the second half of the 1890s that bear traces of awareness of the ways in
which nature was being represented in Scandinavian art in that period (Hilton 2019:
78). The approach to the panels made for Paris is comparatively much more synthetic
and oriented towards integrating the images with the architecture and the space than
those he made for Nizhnii Novgorod (Figs. 25, 26). Moreover, they were imitating a
continuous flow of panoramas (Figs. 27, 28, 29). Some of these panels, however, as
some scholars suggest (Churak 2012: 265), might have been created based on
photographs, since there is no factual documentation of Korovin’s potential travels to
Siberia or Baikal.145

It is vital to emphasise that the Russian pavilion in Paris in 1900, alongside the
subsequent Russian section at the Vienna Secession in 1901, made a significant
contribution to paving the way for the further affirmation of the trope of the
Northern identity!46 being associated with truly autochthonous, ‘archaising’
overtones.!¥” In this context, artists started to regard these motifs as a valid identity
element, not least due to the interest of the foreign audience.

The importance of their individual agencies in the expansion of the subject-
matters and visual means relating to these categories cannot be underestimated. This

process was anticipated by a surge in landscape painting and, in particular, its lyrical

145 All the panels that Korovin had done for Parisian exhibit are currently preserved in the collection of
the State Russian Museum.

146 For a panoramic account on the issue of the North in Russian art see Odom 2001 and, in particular,
Hilton 2001.

147 Previously, Netta Peacock wrote that Russian art seemed to her a ‘curious mixture of the North and
the Orient’ (Peacock 1899).
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variant, as evidenced in the production of Korovin, Nesterov, and, to lesser extent,
Serov. Therefore, Korovin’s panels that decorated the 1900 pavilion, and generally the
impulse given by the projects for which he had undertaken his Northern journeys
represented, as argued by Hilton (2019: 78), a strong confirmation of the ideals
associated with landscape painting, the spiritual qualities of which supposed the
existence of universal values in natural surroundings that were perceived as potential
gateways to discover and connect with cultural roots. She also emphasised the role of
the atmosphere of the Abramtsevo community, which in general encouraged artists to
explore what was conceived as a Russian ‘spirit of nature’” and ‘projected a profound
connection to a sense of Russian identity’ (Hilton 2019: 68-69). Korovin would
retrospectively say that the stylistic singularity presented in the kustar section was, in
his opinion, finely elaborated on that occasion and that ‘its subsequent development
began there’ (Korovin, in Salmond 1996: 90).

Moreover, Hilton made a valuable point in arguing that the primary stimulus
for reimagining the role of nature through the prism of a distinctly national imagery
was provided by the artists involved in revival of the crafts, and not by those who
worked with landscapes in a strict sense (2019: 81). The techniques employed and
promoted by Polenova and Iakunchikova that derived from their attentiveness to
modernist tendencies and specific expressive devices such as contouring and working
with the colour field could not have passed unnoticed by Korovin. The transition that
his images from the Northern trips underwent ahead of the Paris 1900 exhibition is
characterised by a spreading acceptance of the decorative stance, informed by the
aforementioned formal novelties. Korovin’s design for the cover of the Mir iskusstva
magazine of 1899 features a flat-coloured horizontal ‘frieze’ atop a folio that recalls the
horizontality of the Paris panels that he was working on during precisely those
months. Indeed, as was also previously discussed by Fedorov-Davydov, the

explorations in search of pertinent ways to represent nature were inextricably linked
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to the associated questions around stylisation and the decorative potential of visual art
(Fedorov-Davydov 1956: 108-109; Hilton 2019: 81-82).

At the same time, the treatment of the landscapes was profoundly influenced
by a romantic attitude that largely characterised Russian symbolist culture. It can also
be assumed that the mystical reading of landscapes that is encountered, for example,
in Nesterov, was an expression of the escapism that characterised the mood of a share
of intellectuals and creatives in the transitional period from the late-1880s to the end
of the century. What has been surprisingly under-analysed by scholars of the subject is
how both the art that retrieved peasant crafts and the strand that explored the
spiritual dimension of nature and landscapes, employed by artists as diverse as
Polenova and Nesterov, were mediated by the romanticist pursuits that aimed at
reviving folklore and fairy tales, ranging from the works of Zhukovskii to Pushkin
(e.g., the notable passage ‘U Lukomor’ia’ from Ruslan and Ludmila). The strongest
presence of the latter as a reference in this current of Russian art of the epoc, is found
in Bilibin’s illustrations to Pushkin’s poems from the mid-1900s, which marked the
peak of the mixture of art nouveau and Russian folk imagery in the artist’s work.

Among others, Roerich had repeatedly and masterly exploited allusions to a
‘Nordic’ identity in his work during the 1900s. Moreover, he was also engaged in a
discussion of the spiritual dimensions of landscapes, as seen in his ardently written
1901 article “Towards Nature’ [K prirode], where he claims that the ‘artists of the
present time heatedly strive to communicate the essence of nature’ (Roerich 1901b).
Roerich had also undertaken archaeological expeditions before embarking on his
artistic career, which left a profound trace in his artistic sensibilities.48

Another artist who experienced comparable influences was Kandinsky.
Conscious of the importance of ‘archaic’ or indigenous references in the personal

mythology of a modernist artist, Kandinsky had verbalised his interiorisation of these

148 The influence of ethnographical field and its expansion at the time was pivotal for that turn to the

‘North’ mythology.
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experiences in a much more articulated way then his precursors-compatriots did (such
as Korovin, who did however grant them considerable significance in his memoirs).
The heritage of the northern regions of Russia would emerge strongly in his work.
While he travelled there in 1889, Kandinsky would incorporate these experiences in
his art starting from 1901, that is, only following the validation of this tendency on
the international scale that became pronounced after the 1900 World Fair. After all,
one can affirm that the recognition that Russian artists obtained at the turn of the

century gave them more confidence and animated their hopes (Valkenier 2007: 54).
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2. Russische Kiinstler at the Vienna Secession in 1901

Vienna was an appealing destination and yet a very difficult scene to conquer
at the turn of the century. One of the key occasions through which the Austrian-
Hungarian public could catch a glimpse of Russian visual arts was through the
selection the country presented at the World Fair in Vienna in 1873. At that show, the
organisers set up separate buildings or pavilions grouped around a specific topic or
range of subjects for the first time. A range of objects was presented in numerous
‘thematic’ pavilions classified based on various categories such as commerce, colonial
items, and design. These categories would vastly expand as the World Fairs progressed.
Another central aspect of the 1873 edition was the ambition of the participating
countries to foreground recent territorial acquisitions in order to demonstrate their
colonial expansion, and Russia grasped the opportunity by showcasing items
connected to the areas of Central Asia and the Caucasus (Fisher 2003: 140-141). This
exhibition was also important for Russia because it was the first World Fair that the
Empire had participated in after the liberation of the serfs. In the meantime, for the
host country it helped to articulate its claims for cultural-political and economic
supremacy in the region over Berlin after the triumph of the unification of the
German Empire.

One of the most paradoxical traits of the Russian display in Vienna consisted

in its dual outlook,'# which combined academic painting and the works of the

149 The two types of pictures presented in Vienna in 1873 probably created a rather contradictory
effect: ‘the exhibition became a manifestation of a kulturkampf which divided the nation’s art world
into two hostile camps’ (Akinsha 2014: 21), those of the academics and of the more progressive realists.
As occurred in 1897 in Venice (Bertelé 2017), the key figures of the two parties, Repin and Sermiradskii
(both rather young at the time, 29 and 30 years old respectively) represented a contrasting force in the
eyes of the critics with the colossal Barge Haulers on the Volga and the Christ and Sinner, respectively.
Even though the pictures were displayed far away from each other (Sermiradskii’s creation enjoyed its
debut in the Kunsthalle in proximity to the top attraction of the art section, Jan Matejko’s
monopolising presence with, among the others, four monumental historical canvases — Kaiser 2016:
328), the polemics that arose around the success of Semiradskii marked the beginning of a long-lasting
conflict between him and Repin.
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peredvizhniki.’s® The Russian Academy of Arts had sent ‘both works of academic
artists, not too different in their topicality and approach to painting to their European
counterparts’, and the works of the newly founded independent realist group
(Akinsha 2014: 19). The educational rigour of the peredvizhniki resonated with the
overall theme of the 1873 World Fair, namely ‘Kultur und Erziehung’ (Culture and
Education). The event was preceded by a well-received contribution that Russian
artists had made at the London International Exhibition of Art and Industry a year
earlier, in 1872. It was treated as a triumph by Stasov in his articles and included
works by Vasilii Perov, Konstantin Makovskii, Vereshchagin, and Antokol’skii.

In 1899, at the Secession in Vienna,!5! the participants of Russian origin were
limited to Paolo Troubetzkoy with six pieces — presumably almost all completed
during his stay in Moscow — the mastery of which attracted occasional compliments
in reviews, and Leonid Pasternak, who sent one work. On this occasion, Pasternak
corresponded directly with a person from the Secession’s organisational committee.
One of the surviving letters, an answer to an invitation to contribute to the upcoming
edition, demonstrates several noteworthy aspects concerned with the practical
dimension of the exhibit, and illustrates Pasternak’s enthusiasm and appreciation at
being asked to be a mediator to send works by local artists and probably also to submit

some drawings to the Ver Sacrum, the official magazine of the Vienna Secession.

< . . . .
Last week I received a letter from the secretary of your association with

the request of sending some of mine and my comrades’ best works.

150 The rest of the Russian artists that exhibited included N. Ge (Peter the Great Interrogating the
Tsarevich Alexei Petrovich at Peterbof, 1871), V. Perov (The Hunters at Rest, 1871), A. Savrasov (The
Rooks Have Come Back, 1871), and the sculptors M. Mikeshin (Millennium of Russia) and M.
Antokolskii (fvan the Terrible). Stasov issued several articles dedicated to Vienna and the world art that
reached its venues. Probably to his great regret, the presence of Russians did not solicit any outstanding
feedback by foreign observers, and the one who won the rivalry was Sermiradskii, who returned to
Rome with the medal.

151 Interestingly, the name of II'ia Repin is listed among the honorary members of the association of the
Vienna Secession in the catalogue of the first edition held in 1898.
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Unfortunately, as it often occurs, the request came too late, for now both
in Moscow and in Petersburg it is the high season for exhibitions and all
the works are sent out there, and the dates overlap with the dates of your

event’.152

Throughout those months, Pasternak was fully immersed in preparing the
publication of the illustrations he made for Resurrection,'53 Lev Tolstoi’s eagerly

anticipated novel.

‘In spite of the lack of time, I addressed the best of my fellow artists
whose candidacies I found suitable (some of them have previously
participated in the Munich Secession, and one of them, Serov, was
admitted as a member), and was assured that they were keen to
contribute, although they are rather confused by the short notice and
whether you would still cover the shipping expenses (for it would need to
be send through grande vitesse), etc. These are the obstacles. In the

future, it could be organised perfectly’.15+

Finally, Pasternak was sending a painting, Before the Exam [Pered
Ekzamenom] (1895) (Fig. 23), that he had formerly presented at the 7th International
Exhibition at the Munich Glaspalast in 1897, where it had received the second gold

medal. In his letter, Pasternak stressed that the edition was a joint venture of the

152 Original passage: ‘Ha IPOIION Hejese A IOJIYYHa OT cekperapsa Bamrero obmlecTBa MUCBMO C
npocsboit mpuciaTh K Barieil BRICTaBKe HECKOJIBKO JIyYIIMX KAPTHH ¥ Moux ToBapuert. K coxxanenuio,
KaK 9TO Beerpa bbiBaet, Ipocbha apaHKUPOBATh 9Ty MOCHUIKY SBJIETCS CIUIIKOM IIO3[HEH HMOKHO-9TO
yEFpOHTr-C yeHexonM Ha-OyayHee B BU/y TOro, uTo y Hac B Mockse u IlerepOypre camprit pasrap cesoHa
BBICTABOK U BCE KAPTHHBI PA30CTAHBI HA STU BBICTABKM, TAK KAK CPOK 3TH COBIIAJAEFIOT C CPOKAMU

Bameit BoicTaBku (Pasternak 1899). Strikeouts and punctuation preserved.
153 Pasternak then presented those illustrations at the Paris World Fair in 1900.

154 Original passage: ‘HecMoTpst opHaKo Ha OTCYTCBHE BpeMeHH L OOPATHIICA K JIyYIINX XyAOXKHUAKAM
MOUM TOBAPUINAM KaKHX s HallleJ JOCTOMHBIME (HEKOTOpHIe yaacTBoBaIM Ha MioHxeHckoi1 Secession
opuH u3 Hux - CepoB BHOpPaH WICHOM) U 5 MONy€wl OGCIAHME YTO OHM NPHUILIOT, HO X KpaliiHe
3aTPyAHHUTE CTOJNb KOPOTKMII CPOK HEYBEPEHHOCTb B NpUHATHM Bammm obmectBoM pacxomos (seap
Hazo IOChLIaTh grande vitesse) 10 IepechlIKe U T.4. A ITTABHBIM 00PasoM BbILIECKA3. IPHYMHbI MEIIAIOT.
Ha 6ynymee Bpems Moo Oyper ato ¢ ycrmexoMm opranusosars (Pasternak 1899). Punctuation
preserved.
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Glaspalast and the Secession, alongside mentioning that he was also invited to exhibit
with the Austrian Artists’ Association and was enquiring with his interlocutor about
it. Before the Exam was subsequently presented at the Paris World Fair of 1900 in the
Grand Palais and was on that occasion acquired by the Musée du Luxembourg, before
reaching the collections of the Musée d’Orsay. Pasternak’s appearance at the Vienna
Secession in 1899 was very briefly reported on in the pages of the Mir iskusstva
magazine the same year.155

At the turn of the century, the Viennese cultural landscape, and that of the
Habsburg Empire overall, had overcome a major ‘cultural redevelopment’ phase
(Schorske 2012 [1979]). The Vienna Secession, formed by a group of anti-
traditionalist artists in 1897, became one of the key expressions of this process. Within
its ideology, the claim for art to become an expression of ‘modernity’ was consistently
articulated. Although its mottos proclaimed itself as being the voice of its time, its
primary ambition was rather to offer a vision that would extend beyond the existing
art forms of the epoch.

As occurred with several secessionist associations in Europe and beyond, the
two main driving forces of this project were exhibitions and illustrated magazines,
both perfectly suited to attract new audiences while simultaneously managing to
strike a balance between having a large reach and maintaining a targeted approach.
Moreover, the Vienna Secession was established in order to facilitate contacts and
exchanges with peer artists abroad and with foreign cultures; a noteworthy example in
this regard includes a major show of Japanese prints that the Secession hosted in 1900.

One of the most important traits of the entire body of exhibitions mounted
by the organisation was precisely the fact that they were designed as artistic unites,
where works were placed in a manner that made evident their relationship with each

other to reflect the logic of a Gesamtkunstwerk within the framework of an

155 Mir iskusstva, no. 15, pp. 15-16.

134



exposition. The milestone retrospective devoted to Beethoven in 1902 marked the
beginning of stylistically homogeneous set-ups in Europe, where decorum and works
were merged. This approach, which was much less of an interest for the German
secessionists, soon expanded beyond the doors of the Viennese Vereinigung. It was a
radical way of framing works of art and the elements of a tailored exhibition design
that allowed the emergence of an innovative kind of experience (Tiddia 2017: 54-55).
In this regard, one might simply think of the value that came to be attributed to the
frames and the additional decorum in exhibition rooms, but also of the expanding
market for the applied arts, which, in the case of the Vienna Secession, was directly
linked to the organisation itself in the guise of the Wiener Werkstitte.

The secession ‘manifested the confused quest for a new life-orientation in
visual form” (Schorske 2012 [1979]: 209), and at the same time meant to accomplish
the desire of broad layers of creatives to lift Vienna to a more prominent position as a
modern art centre through the aforementioned means. This was a common trait of
many art groups all over the continent that aimed to compete with the scene of Paris.
The Secession accepted foreign art right away, first opening its exhibition rooms to
German artists and, soon thereafter, to the exponents of the Glasgow School
(Turchin 2009: 55). In the mid-1900s, it experienced a further split, as would also
happen in Munich, due to the resentment engendered by what some members felt
was the lack of conformity of the various expressive means it exhibited.15¢

A thorough look at the association’s outline suggests that its nature was
essentially that of a private group connected through a web of personal and socio-
economic interests. Furthermore, this realisation points to the interconnectedness of
similar groups in different cultural centres in Central Europe!s” that contributed to
the development — although not equally distributed — of a relatively articulated

Central European internationalism that even manifested itself in collaborative

156 Klimt departed in 1905 and Schiele and Kokoschka in 1908.

157 On this subject, see Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska and Mizia 2006.
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displays such as the one Vienna Secession organised with the Polish
‘Sztuka’ (Krzysztofowicz-Kozakowska and Mizia 2006: 223). Another significant
characteristic of the Vienna Secession was that its foundation was led by artists and
men of letters that shared left-liberal views (Schorske 2012 [1979]: 214), rendering it
an expression of a specific range of ideologies in a more acute manner than elsewhere.
Moreover, in its management of the spaces of Joseph Maria Olbrich’s building, the
Secession ‘pioneered the use of movable partitions’ to make the set-up facilities
adjustable to the needs of every singular ensemble and generally reflect the spirit of
modern life (Schorske 2012 [1979]: 218-219). All these elements contributed to, and
illustrated, its vision of the world of creativity as a form of retreat and its undertones
of distancing itself from the commodification of art.

The 12th Secession exhibition, which was opened from 21 November 1901 to
8 January 1902, featured a major focus on the themes of the North and the
corresponding artistic currents. This special interest of the association during that
year was perfectly reflected in the stylised poster of one of its precedent exhibits (9th
edition) designed by Alfred Roller (Fig. 32)!58 that combined simplified forms,
androgynous figures, cool colour choices, and ornamental details recalling either
cracked ice or cloudy northern skies.’> The motivation behind this focus was the
general fashion trend for Scandinavian art that took over the major venues in Europe.
Many of its representatives were exhibited, alongside other artists that were apparently
less aligned with the definition of the ‘North’.

Among the highlights of the edition were Angst by Edvard Munch, who was

exhibiting at the Vienna Secession for the first time, and Ferdinand Hodler’s The

158 One of the founding members of the association, and its president in 1902. Roller himself embraced
the ideas of ‘totality’ in the creative process and saw resemblances between the process of the set-up
making and the magazine’s layout, once saying that Ver Sacrum was akin to a big exhibition (Svetlov
2005: 78).

159 It should also be mentioned that in the 1900s, the Viennese Secession introduced very bold design
solutions in its visual communications, contributing dramatically to what would soon be considered a
purely modernist aesthetic (see, for example, the poster from 1906 by Ferdinand Andri, the architect).
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Chosen One. Overall, it was rather a contrast with the previous event in the spring of
the same year, which was a special show devoted to the work of one of the Secession’s
founding members, Victor Krimer and featured intense reproductions of Orientalist
traits from his trips to Palestine and Egypt (Waissenberger 1977: 58).

Before the 1890s, the theme of the ‘North’ in Russian painting was rather
marginal; it was reactivated thanks to the archaeological and ethnographical research
that flourished throughout those years and continued to inform wider art practices in
the 1900s. The interest towards these topics, mainly expressed in Russian artists’
foreign contributions in locales like the Munich and Vienna Secessions, was preceded
by their consolidation in the works and series of singular artists like Serov and
Korovin. The key episode in this tendency is represented by their journey to Russian
northern lands. The two artists brought numerous studies back home that depicted
landscapes, the everyday life of the population of these remote areas, vedutas of old
monasteries, and sea views. It is vital in our opinion to locate this subject-matter as a
tendency that developed in strict correspondence with the visual priorities delineated
by wider European artistic discourses, contrary to contemporaneous criticism and
dominant views in Soviet art history that conceptualised it as a purely national
phenomenon rooted in the intrinsic qualities of the Russian natural landscape.

The workgroup of the association in charge with the organisation of the 1901
show included, among others, Richard Luksch, the husband of Russian émigré artist
Elena Makovskaia, known as Elena Luksch-Makowsky.1¢0 Richard Luksch joined the
Secession around the time that the young couple had moved to Vienna in 1900. In the
career of Luksch-Makowsky, Vienna — where she studied - and, in particular, the

milieu of the Secession played a significant role in her early success. She presented at its

160 Tuksch-Makowsky designed a series of coloured engravings for the catalogue of the 13th exhibition
of the Secession that launched a phase in her work where she dedicated significant space to this
technique (Turchin 2009: 56), developing a distinct style with a degree of primitivist touches.
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exhibitions and contributed to the Werkstitte from 1900 to 1908,:¢! the period that
was long a primary concern of the relevant scholarship.

Two other organisers, Rudolf Bacher and Wilhelm List, both active as artists,
supervised the selection of artworks from Russia. They had undertaken a journey
during which they consulted the exponents of a broad range of styles and beliefs,
going from Diaghilev to the top echelons of the Petersburg academic establishment
such as the Grand Duke Georgii Mikhailovich, head of the Alexander IIT Museum, or
Earl Dmitrii Tolstoi, who served as the officer in charge of the former from the same
yearte in St Petersburg. They also saw Pasternak and Korovin in Moscow, and, finally,
Johan Jakob Tikkanen, art historian and professor, and the painter Thorsten
Waenerberg in Helsingfors (nowadays Helsinki). The diversity of opinions that were
collected on that occasion was emphasised by Akinsha, who also reported that Bacher
and List likely ‘had the chance to meet numerous artists including Mikhail Vrubel,
Nikolai Roerich and Konstantin Somov, and visit such patrons of art as Savva
Mamontov’ (Akinsha 2014: 26).

The contribution mirrored the structure of Diaghilev’s 1898 project,
beginning with the pairing of Russian and Finnish participants. Even if Diaghilev’s
role in directing this contribution is considered indisputable, the St Petersburg core of
his Mir iskusstva community was surprisingly lacking in Vienna, leaving space for an
intense matching of Finns with the painters from Moscow. The overall picture, which
would however remain marginal compared with the rest of the edition, translated a
peculiar, albeit evocative, mix of northerly landscapes and works with a mythological

subject-matter alongside some unexpected editions of portraiture with mystical

161 For an updated overview of her path, see Ewald 2017.

162 Probably mistakenly referred by Akinsha as the president of the Imperial Academy of Arts, Dmitrii
Ivanovich Tolstoi (1860-1941) was covering the post at the Museum from 1901 and then at the
Hermitage from 1909. He was remembered as a very dynamic personality and an ardent promoter of
Valentin Serov’s oeuvre, and was also the elder brother of Ivan Ivanovich Tolstoi (1858-1916), vice-
president of the Academy and one of the founders of the aforementioned Museum.
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qualities. There was also a compelling balance emerging between them and the
applied arts — mainly ceramics — the latter reflecting one of the primary concerns of
the artists close to Abramtsevo.

Joset Hoffmann, one of the organisers and a major modern design pioneer
and co-founder of the Werkstitte, had devoted a considerable part of his multi-
pronged career to interior design. He introduced a series of decorative solutions for
the displays of the Secession and his experiments in exhibition design deserve to be
underscored in this regard. The expressive means that was being gradually
incorporating in his set-ups converged to an increasingly totalising unity of the works
and designs surrounding them. Hoffman most likely supervised the set up in the
Russian section, and designed the pedestals for the sculptures (Akinsha 2014: 26).
Certain elements developed on that occasion bear some similarities with the following
exhibition projects that Diaghilev conducted.

While clearly relating to the recent success of the kustar display that was part
of the Russian participation at the 1900 World Fair in Paris, the Russische Kiinstler
section in Vienna plentifully used the arsenal of folk motifs developed within the
realm of the Abramtsevo circle, positioning them next to the artists that were
‘exporting medieval Russian topicality’, such as Roerich. In this regard, Akinsha
comments on how this fable-like imagery matched the overall European visual trends
at the turn of the century that were adopted by artists from mainly Northern regions,
with the aim of re-elaborating their folk heritage. The scholar also shrewdly observes
that these accents only vaguely reflected the core values of Diaghilev’s project, since
the only artist who translated a valid mood of the internationalism that was
thoroughly pursued by the Mir iskusstva leader then was Somov, who was featured
with a series of watercolours (Akinsha 2014: 27).

On the occasion of this contribution, the Ver Sacrum, in the words of Peter
Altenberg himself, issued a brief comment of praise about Kustodiev’s 4 Portrait of a

young man, which was actually a portrait of Ivan Bilibin (Altenberg 1902: 33; Lehner
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2014: 108). One of the paradoxes of the reception of this event was the relatively
reserved feedback for the works of Mikhail Vrubel. Despite his expressive means being
the closest to the jugenstil fashion of the moment and his intense symbolism, his Pan
(Fig. 39) was appraised by Richard Muther, who reviewed it on the pages of the
Viennese weekly edition Die Zeit (Muther 1901a), in the light of bold national
stereotypes instead of being read as a work that revealed a complex fusion of Greek
mythology and Russian fairy-tale motifs.163 Muther wrote that ‘in the Russian section
we saw the works of Purvitis and Rylov — both were lauded for their landscapes that
combine a lyrical manner and rigorous colour solutions — alongside the friezes by
Korovin that adorned the Russian pavilion at the Parisian exhibition’. Nevertheless,

he observed that

‘the deepest impression is given by two other masters. Konstantin Somov,
a great and absolutely wonderful artist and a remarkable exponent of the
romantics of Biedermeier [...], while “Pan” by Vrubel’ is Russia itself, not
Hellenic, but steppe Pan, a poor Russian peasant, all drunk with a
doleful and dull gaze blurred by the moonshine and holding his fife as a
bottle. In that very artwork, all the suffering weighting upon that land is
contained’ (Muther 1901a: 138).

Such a misjudgement was immediately denounced by artists in Russia. In a
letter to Rilke, Pavel Ettinger wrote that professor Muther ‘could not have a fairly
complete picture’ of Russian art at the Vienna exhibition, because ‘List and Bacher
left Russia with a poor catch, since most of the artists did not have any new works

available. They basically do not produce many pictures’ (Ettinger 1901, in Ettinger

163 The article was briefly analysed in Raev 2000: 733-734.
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1989: 86).16¢ However, Muther was hardly intentional in his unpleasant summary of
the endeavours of the artist, who was one of the most valued personalities of his
generation. Muther reported that, to perceive the peculiarities of this work of art, one
should consider its ‘romanticism’ and unique ‘northern feeling’ (Turchin 2009: 55).
In its first 1902 issue, the Mir iskusstva reported that professor Muther dwelt
significantly on the Russian section in his review, quoting his assessment of the works
by Rylov, Roerich and Purvitis, which were mostly landscapes, as being imbued with
the same spirit of sadness and thoughtful melancholy as that in Russian literature
(Muther 1901a). Apparently Muther’s misleading interpretation of Vrubel’s Pan was
omitted from this notice. If that was done deliberately, the strategy here would be the
same as that of 1898, aiming to conceal negative criticisms in order to support the
claims of success abroad and fraternity with the European modernist groups.165

In the room of the Secession’s building dedicated to this Russian section,
Korovin’s monumental works were placed under the ceiling (Figs. 33, 34), creating a
frieze effect quite similar to that of the radical display designed for the Beethoven
tribute the following season, triumphed by Klimt’s decorative frieze that would
become a key work in the history of the Secession. The space was divided into two
rows of images. The upper one was strongly dominated by Korovin’s monumental
panels: a series evoking the far north and a single large-scale composition depicting a
small, roof-like structure in the middle of a dense woods. The latter is difficult to

locate by identifying its currently accepted title and actual existence. It was listed in

164 Original Russian passage: “Uro xacaercst pycckoro uckyccrsa Ha BeHCKoI BhICTaBKe, TO Bpsij JIH
npopeccop Myrep cMOXKET IOIYYUTh O HEM JOCTATOYHO MoOyiHOe npexcrasienue. Jlucr u bBaitep
BepHYy/MCh U3 Poccuu ¢ BecbMa HESHAYUTENBHOM OObIdeH, OO Y OONMBIIMHCTBA XYOXXHMKOB HOBBIX
paboT He oKasanock. Pycckie Xy[oXXHUKH MULIYT, B LEIOM, KPailHE Mo’ (Ettinger 1901, in Ettinger
1989: 86).

165 Original passage: ‘B sxypuane “Die Zeit” npo¢. Myrep, pasbupas HOC/IEIHIOI0 BHICTABKY BEHCKHX
CELIECCHOHKCTOB, C OCOOCHHBIM BHMMA4HHMEM OCTAaHABIMBAETCA Ha pycckoM otgene [..J. O Tom e
pycckoM oTaene Kputrk xypHana “Die Zeit” paer crepyromuit BocTropykeHHbI oT3biB: ... ITeitsaku
Iypeura, PrutoBa u Peprxa IPOHUKHYTH TEMH 5Ke HACTPOCHUSMU TPYCTH M BIYMIUBOM METAHXOIHUH,

KOTOpPbIMU Tak 6oraTa pycckas suteparypa...”” (Diaghilev 1902: 14-15).
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the catalogue under the name of Siberian panel and was even reported as a loan from
the Alexander III Museum. The friezes were made in tempera that encouraged a
flattening and decorative effect.

The whole series is connected to a journey that Korovin had undertaken with
Serov in the context of a major commission that he had received from Savva
Mamontov for the Nizhnii Novgorod Exhibition in 1896. The patron had an idea of
sending the artists to the Russian North as part of the preparation of the ‘Far North’
pavilion. Mamontov had been involved in a massive business project in that area and
had even been actively engaged in development of railroads in the Archangel’sk
direction. For the Nizhnii fair, minister Vitte charged Mamontov with the promotion
of the enterprise in a special pavilion. Mamontov in turn entrusted the design project
to Korovin and the architect Lev Kekushev. On the same occasion he also assigned a
similar art commission to Vrubel, but the panels he drafted were rejected, thereby
contributing to the artist’s refusé image; nonetheless, his works were still presented,
albeit in a special temporary building secured by Mamontov.1¢6

The whole trip lasted two months during the autumn of 1894. Together the
artists travelled to the Arkhangelsk Governorate, the Kola Peninsula, and Novaia
Zemlia, but also to Norwegian and Swedish territories. The construction of the
railroad had just begun, so they travelled by a steam ferry over the ocean. The panel
that shows the ‘Pomor crosses’ that was presented as a frieze at the Secession was
inspired by the days Korovin spent on board the ‘Lomonosov’ steamship (that was
part of conditions Mamontov provided to the artists for their journey), when he saw
those constructions traditionally used by the Pomor people for navigation. When
recalling that period, he said that he tried to transpose the spirit and the emotions that

he experienced whilst in contact with the nature of the Northern regions into his

166 The case with Vrubel’s works at the Nizhnii Novgorod exhibition, which, after being expelled by
the academic jury, were placed at the pavilion made by S. Mamontov, dramatically recalls the episodes
with the dissident pavilions around the World Fairs organised in Paris several times.

142



sketches and successive works. The effect of the totalising display was something that
Korovin wanted to create back in 1896 when designing the installation of the pavilion
entrusted to him — he had even placed some wooden baskets and animal hides in it to
evoke the atmosphere of the local lifestyle. Meanwhile, in Vienna, his panels were
presented with a significantly greater aestheticising perspective.

Korovin’s experience at the 1900 Paris World Fair (where the artist
collaborated with the geographer Pétr Seménov-Tian-Shanskii) which stands between
of those two events and was one of the major highlights of his career, emerges as
essential in relation to his subsequent appearance in Vienna because it featured a
massive selection of his monumental works. This was significant in terms of the
acclaim that the works inspired by this journey received, the way it impacted his
career, and for the significance that the subject-matter of the Northern territories
acquired in Russian cultural production and its identity building process through
that episode.

Notably, Korovin had undertaken his Northern trip1¢” right after his return
from France, where he was completely immersed in impressionistic ideals. Although
his contemporaries did not sympathise with this passion of his at all, !¢ this experience
was pivotal for the development of expressive means characterised by the bond flat
colour fields that gave these works a typically modernist decorative pathos.

The room reserved for Russian artists in Vienna was fashioned to some degree
after the 1898 Exposition of Russian and Finnish Artists, but relied heavily on the

woks and artists that appeared in Paris in 1900. Overall, the selection presented many

167 During the journey the artists could not work outside as they had expected due to the harshness of
the natural conditions (notably horseflies and mosquitos). Nevertheless, they profoundly admired the
life, architecture, and, most importantly, the nature of these lands (Korovin 1990 [1971]: 282).

168 Mamontov, for instance, once wrote that it was the fallacy of the artist to seek any sort of French
manner when working with such extraordinary material like Russian Nordic nature. See Kruglov 1997:
39. For the vicissitudes of the critical reception of the Impressionist technique and values in Russia, see
Dorontchenkov 2016.
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landscapes, including four works by Levitan not mentioned in the catalogue.'® The
display also featured profoundly poetical pieces such as Pan by Vrubel’ and White
Night [Belaia noch’] and August [ Avgust] by Somov. One of the leading motifs, as was
mentioned earlier, was that of old legends and fairy tales; these were most vividly
expressed in the works of Vrubel” and Roerich, but also in the tapestries of Mariia V.
Iakunchikova and the illustrations of her elder friend and recently deceased colleague,
Elena Polenova. It is very likely that the tapestries in question were the same that were
shown at the 1900 Paris kustar section. Just like the frieze panels of Korovin and
Vrubel’s fireplace, these pieces could probably have been destined for the Vienna
presentation in order further endorse the image of Russian art after their positive
appearance in Paris. This movement could also be partly attributable to the facilitated
transport logistics.170

It was hardly possible to establish if all the panels came directly from the
Parisian Exposition Universelle, because in the beginning of the 1901 there were several
items coming from the Russian pavilion, including some panels by Korovin that were
displayed in the 3rd Mir iskusstva exhibition that was held between the 10th of
January and the 4th of February in the spaces of St Petersburg Fine Arts Academy
(Figs. 30, 31). Thus, the panels were either split in two parts, or first came back to
Russia and only then travelled to Vienna. There might have been a detail suggesting
the validity of the first scenario, as the Russian Museum provenance information
regarding Korovin’s panels that were featured in the Mir iskusstva show reached the
Museum directly (Virtual’nyi Russkii Musei 2022), but at the same time it must be

noted that there were at least two panels that appeared first in St Petersburg and only

169 As identified in Akinsha 2014: 111.

170 The practice of touring exhibitions, as it was showed in previous chapters, was already a very widely
diffused one at the time. However, optimising the route for only a selection of artworks was common
as well, and was even reported by one of our personages. Thus, in the 1901 text ‘On the Threshold of a
New Current’, Nikolai Roerich wrote that numerous works from the Paris World Fair of 1900 had
reached the upcoming 4th Venice Biennale (Roerich 1901a).
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then in Vienna, namely the tempera friezes The Shores of Murman (Pomor Crosses)
[Berega Murmana (Pomorskie kresty)] and The Caravan of Samoyeds [Poezd
samoedov], both executed with the assistance of Nikolai Klodt in 1899 (Figs. 28, 29).
In any case, these circumstances are not of primary importance, whilst it is surely
essential that the works evoking these subjects were extensively displayed abroad.

One of the critics wrote in Neue Freie Presse that this ‘this “northern”
exhibition’ appeared to him capable of answering the very question of ‘what is
style’ (Servaes 1901, as cited in Lehner 2014: 111). He also dwelt on Korovin’s panels,
praising their matt, opaque texture, which he deemed ‘as simple as possible in terms of
methods, and deep and enthralling in terms of effect’. He wrote that they conveyed a
‘feeling for the generalness of Siberian nature’ that was ‘grasped in masterful strokes,
and presented with a poignant tenor’ (Servaes 1901, as cited in Lehner 2014: 112).
The panels even aroused the interest of the Austro-Hungarian emperor Franz Joseph
I, who visited the Secession exhibition in mid-December and allegedly expressed his
profound satisfaction at the fact that Russian artists were presented in such a way
(Neue Freie Presse 1901, in Akinsha 2014: 114).

Doubtlessly, other eye-catching pieces were those by Vrubel, and in particular
the richly garnished maiolica fireplace Vol’ga and Mikula Selianinovich (1899,
executed in several copies) (Fig. 34). In the cumulative record that Servaes wrote for

the section, he summarised it in the following passage:

‘Brilliant freedom in the exploitation of natural forms combines with a
very odd, bizarre, and daring taste, which, however, attains its safety and
position by holding tightly and organically onto national tradition.
Byzantine forms made strongly Barbarian shape the basic elements of
Russian ornament’ (Servaes 1901, quoted as translated in Lehner 2014:
112).

This account underscored the impact of this imagery on the overall

impression that was made. Curiously, Vrubel’s artistic production was perceived by
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Servaes as a pure expression of ‘Russianness’ (he says, ‘Russian clay vessels’, probably
because they were listed as produced in Mamontov’s mansion without specifying
other details).

Alexandre Benois remarked that those works of Korovin struck him as a
complete ‘revelation of the North’ (Benois 1902: 238). In his History of Russian
Painting in the Nineteenth Century that saw light in 1902, the critic has however
pointed out that Korovin’s panels of that period did not immediately draw the
acclaim that he believed they deserved. The general audience, in his opinion, was not
able to grasp their decorative qualities and monumental ambition: ‘[...] Korovin’s
undertaking was reckoned as a witty trick, as a merely exhibitionary escapade’;
regardless of its quality, it was unable to compete with large-scale historical painting.
For Benois, it was a symptom of the inability of Russian audiences to comprehend the
painting, and of wider contemporary developments driving towards the dominance of
primarily formal qualities. He continued: “The misunderstanding encountered by K.
Korovin [..] best illustrated how remote the Russian public generally is from
comprehending the painting. In essence, the splendidly decorative, or, should we say,
purely painterly talent of Korovin is just being wasted’.171

The same year, some Russian artists contributed to the International
Exhibition at the Glaspalast in Munich, but, to the annoyance of some critics, the
miriskusniki were absent from that event (Ostini 1901). In the meantime, in the dawn
of the new century, the Darmstadt Artists’ Colony was gaining momentum, its first
exhibition opening in May 1901. It included a modest selection of Russian artists,
namely Benois, Vrubel, Golovin, Maliavin, Serov, and Troubetzkoy. Their

contribution was spotted by Muther, among others, who briefly mentioned them in

<

171 Original passage: ‘... Ha sater0 Koposuna cMOTpenn Kak Ha OCTPOYMHYIO WIYTKY, KAK Ha 9HCTO
BhICTaBOYHEIH QpoKyC. [...] Henopasymenue B ornomenuu x K. Koposuny [...] nyume Beero poxassisaer
KaK janeka pycckas myGimka BooOme OT NOHMMAHWA >KMBOIMCH. B CymHOCTH M3yMHTEIBHO
HEKOPATUBHBIN, [PABHJIbHEE CKa3aTh — YHCTO JKMBOMUCHBIA (10O >KMBONMCEL, M [OJDKEH ObITh
HEIPEMEHHO JEKOPATOPOM: YKPACHUTENEM CTeH — BCe Ha3HaYeHMe ero B 9ToM) TamaHt KoposuHa

npomnapaer gapom’ (Benois 1902: 237-238).
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his review of the event (Muther 1901b).172 This presence was motivated by both the
prominence attributed to the ‘Russian school’ in Germany at the time, as was argued
by Raev (1982: 139), but was also owed to the diplomatic dimensions of the event,
since Ernest Louis, Grand Duke of Hesse, was a brother of the Russian Empress and
of the Grand Duchess Elizaveta Fedorovna. Joseph Maria Olbrich was the core figure
of the whole project, as he authored most of the ‘houses’ that were the sensations of
the exhibition, declaring the values of the ‘new style’ and its potential expansion into
the wider lifestyle as a triumph of synthesist ideals. The exhibition achieved
widespread success and was enthusiastically received in Russia. In fact, the 1902
Architecture exhibition was partly structured based on the former (Paston 2021: 184),
while some of its main creators were also featured in Moscow.

Following the Russian room in Vienna, there was a major show at Galerie
Miethke in 1905 that presented Somov next to the Belgian symbolist artist Heinrich
Vogeler and his wife and fellow artist, Juliette Massin. Somov was featured with over
fifty works. He had previously appeared in a number of exhibitions abroad, likely
being one of the most widely displayed Russian artists in German-speaking countries.
He was featured in several editions of Berlin Secession such as the third one held at the
Cassirer’s gallery (Cassirer 1901: 38) and in the Sth edition in 1902, where he showed
La Dame en bleu (a portrait of Elizaveta Martynova) from 1897-1900, receiving a

warm welcome and praise for its melancholic mood and colour work (Raev 1982:

172 His commentary, however, was unfavourably comparing their art to the French trends: ‘And as
pretty as the few Russian pictures sent by Alexander Benois, Maljawin, Seroff, Somoff and Michael
Vrubel are, they mean little next to the tremendous feats of strength that has taken over Paris’. Original
passage: ‘Und so hiibsch die paar russischen Bilder sind, die von Alexander Benois, Maljawin, Seroff,
Somoff und Michael Wrubel geschickt wurden, so wenig bedeuten sie neben den gewaltigen
Kraftleistungen, die in Paris imponierten’ (Muther 1901b).
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143-144)173. The same year, Igor Grabar’l7¢ wrote what might be considered a
promotional review dedicated to Somov’s work, but which simultaneously aimed to
speak out on the whole set of values of the Mir iskusstva. It appeared in German on
the pages of the Leipzig-based annual art journal Zeitschrift fur bildende Kunst
(Grabar’ 1903), expanding the international prominence of the group. In 1903, the
selection of the Berlin Secession at Cassirer’s featured at least six works by Russian
artists.1”> Mentioned in the catalogue are Laugh by Maliavin, The Old Rus’ [Staraia
rus’] and Idols [Idoly] (1901) by Roerich, The Portrait of Princess Zinaida ITusupova
and The Farmyard in Finnland [Krest’ianskii domik v Finliandii] (both 1902) by
Serov, and Evening (1900-1902) by Somov. These works were shown next to artists
such as Max Liebermann, Paul Gauguin, Vincent van Gogh, and Claude Monet.

In 1906, the Galerie Miethke in Vienna also featured Roerich in a group
show, his work being listed in a separate catalogue that cumulatively covered his
oeuvre (Akinsha 2014: 27). Miethke was the space actively used by the Viennese
Werkstitte for presenting experimental designs. There is a profound analogy to
observe between the function of the Galerie Miethke, where Somov and Roerich
enjoyed their individual shows after the appearance of Russian art within the Vienna
Secession in 1901 and which served as a showroom for the Viennese Werkstitte, and
the setting that was chosen for the Contemporary Art enterprise in St Petersburg that
was also conceived as a storefront of the progressive exhibition societies and art

associations that sought to dedicate more space to design and the applied arts. It was

173 For information about Somov’s success in Germany and Austria-Hungary more generally, see 145
152. Positioning of Somov under the light of such problems as irony, playful historicism and stylisation
that was made by the critics in that period had a considerable impact on the reception of his work in
those areas.

174 At the dawn of the century, Grabar’ was one of the first Russian critics to dwell significantly on the
Vienna Secession’s art, although initially with some reservations.

175 For a brief discussion on the context of the contribution of Russian artists to the Berlin Secession
see Dmitrieva-Einhorn 2011.
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thought to become the platform for potential sales of products of this kind that were

made by the affiliated artists or realised under their supervision.
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IV. NEW APPROACHES TO EXHIBITION INSTALLATION

1. Emulating foreign design initiatives

It seems appropriate in this regard to locate the Vienna participation of 1901
within the context of the epoch’s common concern around the topic of exhibition
design, and, in particular, to frame it in terms of two major initiatives that took place
in Russia in 1902-1903 that marked the point where the ideas of expressive
synthetism triumphed among others at the Vienna Secession, empowered by Russian
artistic and architectural thought of the first half of the decade.

In December 1902, the Exhibition of Architecture and Art Industry of New
Stylel76 [Vystavka arkhitektury i khudozhestvennoi promyshlennosti novogo stilia]
opened in Moscow and presented, among others, interiors by Josef Maria Olbrich,
who sojourned in the city for several weeks then (Experiment Editors 2001a: 259;
Cooke 1988). The display featured productions from Austria, furniture by Korovin,
numerous decorative panels, and a frieze in the Jugendstil spirit by local artists
(Nashchokina 2011: 100-102), all largely secking a convergence between the
Abramtsevo style and Viennese art nouveau, the latter being predominant. The Mir
iskusstva magazine published a large review of this exhibition, praising Russian
contributors and reproducing it in a complete photographic reportage (Diaghilev
1903b: 97-120). Another radical art nouveau design display was the exhibition under
the aegis of the short-lived enterprise Contemporary Art [Sovremennoe iskusstvo],
initiated by Prince Sergei Shcherbatov and Igor’ Grabar’ in St Petersburg in January
1903;177 it featured painting, prints, design, and even jewellery. The central concept of

the project was to present the artworks in an elaborate setting that would enhance

176 For the translation of a series of contemporaneous reviews of this event, see Experiment Editors
2001a.

177 For reviews of the Contemporary Art exhibition, see Experiment Editors 2001b.
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their effect. All these trends are indicative of the attempts to translate
Gesamtkunstwerk ambitions that aimed towards a total fusion of all the arts realised
through a display. Subsequently, the rich decorations within would be found at the
Portrait Exhibition in 1905 and then again, featuring very similar elements, at the
Exposition de lart russe at the Grand Palais in 1906. These two crucial initiatives were
closely linked to the field of architecture and to its agile development at the dawn of
the new century. They often assume a marginal position in the art-historical surveys
due to the simple fact that there were few or no fine art objects featured. However, I
wish to argue that they were exceedingly important for the development of the era’s
aesthetic and were an expression of a new frame of thought about exhibitions as
potentially meaningful devices in translating an artistic vision.

These were not the first decorative undertakings of the artists associated with
the Abramtsevo community or the Mir iskusstva; for example, one of the brightest
prior examples was the design of a lunchroom for Maria F. Iuakunchikova,
commissioned to Elena Polenova and Aleksandr Golovin, with the panels drafted by
Polenova right before she passed away. However, they were the first enterprises that
were not restricted to a private space and that aimed to market the items of the ‘new
style’ on a regular basis.

In the beginning of the decade, the art nouveau trends in architecture were
increasingly addressed by specialised Russian journalism (Brumfield 1991: 53). They
were generally regarded as lesser than the realm of design and interior ensembles;
however, in December 1902, a major event that expressed the ideas and openness to
the principles of the new style that was maturing occurred in Moscow. The First
Architecture Exhibition, featuring environments designed by Mackintosh, Olbrich,
William Walcot, Fédor Shekhtel’, Konstantin Korovin, Aleksandr Golovin, and Ivan
Fomin, was a pioneering enterprise of its kind and immediately drew significant
attention from both architectural and artistic communities. The coverage was not

uniformly supportive of the exhibition’s aesthetic, but the endeavour was nevertheless
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promptly embraced and, on might even argue, operationalised by the Mir iskusstva,
with several materials dedicated to it (Diaghilev 1903a) as an endorsement of the
modern form of expression. The magazine broadly promoted this event, printing
numerous photographs of the rooms featured in the show (these pictures now being
some of the few remaining visual documents of the case) and employed it to support
its programmatic argument concerning the importance of establishing and
maintaining connections with foreign colleagues. This exchange with the European
design field was, in Diaghilev’s view, something that reinforced the quality of the
contributing Russian creators’ endeavours, as happened, for example, with the case of
Fomin.

There was also a review that linked the production of the Abramtsevo circle
with the advancements in design that were revealed in the Moscow exhibition. It was
signed by Nikolai Filanskii, a disciple of both Valentin Serov and Fédor Shekhtel” and
one of the first observers to underscore their conceptual affinity. He suggested that by
that point, the relevance of Abramtsevo had begun to wane, a development probably
associated with its social dimension that was largely preoccupied with the
revitalisation of peasant industries; nevertheless, he pointed out that the circle’s work
had catalysed the ‘modern’ aesthetic which was supposed to find expression in the
architectural work of Fomin and Shekhtel’ (Filianskii 1903; Brumfield 1991: 55).
However, alternative feedback also emerged, including a very interesting article
published on this regard in Iskusstvo stroiteI'noe i dekorativnoe, which was even
entitled ‘Ist zu wienerisch’ (meaning ‘too Viennese’) (Mikhailov 1903), and where the
critic condemned the appropriative character of the exhibition’s imagery and its
participant line-up, claiming that they were ‘too Viennese” in their outlook.

The circumstances in which the exhibition was put together were of an
intersecting nature. Partially, the exhibition could be regarded as the result of a group
of architects active mostly in Moscow who sought to unite to counter what in their

view constituted the outdatedness of the Moscow Architecture Society, an
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organisation founded back in 1867 that had long dominated the Moscow
architectural scene in terms of the city’s commissions. At the same time, it had a state-
sanctioned element in its agenda, expressing the institutional consent of the initiative
from the side of the royal circles. The committee of the exhibition was headed by a
statesman, Vladimir Dzhunkovskii, who was in service as an adjutant for the governor
of Moscow, the Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich; he was accompanied by the latter’s
wife, the Grand Duchess Elizaveta Fedorovna, who was the sister of the Empress and a
royal patron of the exhibition (Dmitriev 1903; Brumfield 1991: 55; Kirichenko 2012:
255). The sisters were born as von Hessen-Darmstadt and were natives of the Duchy,
where the exhibition of the Mathildenhéhe colony had just caused a sensation.

The Darmstadt colony’s exhibition was doubtlessly a direct input that
encouraged the aforementioned group of architects to start the initiative, which they
hoped would function as a manifesto for their vision. One of the members of the
group, Ivan Fomin,!78 visited the colony’s exhibition in 1901 and expressed the idea of
setting up a similar project to his colleagues (Kirichenko 2012: 255). Fomin and
another organiser, II'ia Bondarenko, were former assistants of Fédor Shekhtel” and
transferred their work on the exhibition to the established architect’s studio. Fomin
was also a proponent of involving Korovin, who had gained immense prestige for his
exhibition architecture recently, most notably triumphing in Paris. Moreover, Fomin
was surely aware that this contribution would ascribe the initiative with a leitmotif of
plurality of artistic means, of unity between its branches. Finally, Korovin’s name,
who after all ended up designing three tables characterised by simplicity and subtle
laconic forms, was a potent marketing tool.

The ideas associated with the art-nouveau current were already circulating in

Russian architectural circles and their exponents were to some extent aware of what

178 Fomin will also be active during the Soviet period, his contest entry for the People’s Commissariat of
Heavy Industry building being an example of his subsequent work following his art-nouveau and
neoclassicist phases.
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was been happening around Europe, notably in Vienna. The Viennese version of this
aesthetic had gained notable popularity in Russia, the main aspect of this transfer
being focused around its aesthetic and decorative elements (see Nashchokina 2005:
128; Danilova 2012). This influence was even acknowledged by Olbrich, who visited
the Architecture exhibit of 1902—-1903 (Mikhailov 1903: 19).

When the Vienna Secession was initially founded, it did not provoke
considerable interest from the Russian creative milieu. It was in part considered
secondary in comparison to Munich. But this cautious, moderate attention or even
neglect of the artistic side of Vienna Secession, was, as is pointed out by Nashchokina,
contrasted by a stable interest that existed in Russia towards the key personalities of
new Austrian architecture. After 1900, Vienna’s critical acclaim as a cultural centre
and especially as a place of architectural and stylistic innovation was becoming
stronger (Nashchokina 2005: 119, 122). This was partly due to the success of
Viennese architecture in Central and Eastern Europe and Italy, where its elements
were increasingly appropriated. Moreover, a considerable role in this process was
played by major exhibitions, namely the Paris World Fair of 1900 and the
aforementioned display of Darmstadt colony in 1901, which was reviewed in the Mir
iskusstva with profound enthusiasm (N. V. 1901). At the dawn of the new century,
numerous architectural projects proposed for Moscow bore traces of Viennese
imagery, namely from the works of Wagner, Olbrich, and Hoffman. Moscow
architects were particularly attracted by its forms, largely because it represented a
moderate variant of innovation and because this school presented itself as a result of a
set of international mediations, uniting elements from the new masters of other
countries as Charles Rennie Mackintosh or Henry van de Velde. It was the result of a
selection of what were considered to be the best trends of the day, and could therefore
claim a relative universality; in this quality, it was connected to the orientation of
many younger Russian architects who were seeking a new style that would not have

national connotations but which would, however, have commonalities with the work
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of foreign peers, thereby enabling a connection with the international dimension
(Nashchokina 2005:124, 126). Yet the most popular among the foreign art nouveau
architects was arguably Olbrich, whose style Diaghilev had compared to the work of
Golovin alongside that of Korovin and Iakunchikova, doubtlessly complimenting
them. This opinion was expressed in a text that counteracted another review of the
Darmstadt colony, authored by the ‘omnipresent’ Richard Muther. Diaghilev’s
statement on this regard appeared in a long article dedicated to the exhibition season
in Germany and which was much more reserved that magazine’s first notice on the
event that had appeared in issue no. 2-3 a few months earlier.”” Instead, Diaghilev
now assumed a critical stance towards the ‘new style’ presented in Darmstadt which,
apart from Olbrich’s creation, he considered as lacking in individuality (Diaghilev
1901: 144; Turchin 2009: 52-54). Remarkably, some elements of the ‘modern’
stylistics were previously severely reproached on the pages of the Mir iskusstva in 1899
(no. 15 pp. 15-16); when referring to the newly inaugurated building of the Vienna
Secession alongside some of its exponents, the magazine characterised them as
instances of a ‘mannered and formulaic “modernism™ 180 Meanwhile, the Mir
iskusstva’s feedback on the Architecture of New Style exhibition in Moscow in 1902
1903 was favourable and, additionally, the photographic coverage was preceded by a
vignette that recalled the shapes of the Secession’s building.

As was already discussed, the synthetic approach was very strong in the
Vienna Secession’s repertoire, and this aspect had undeniably left a trace in the artistic

mentality of Russian progressive creative circles, not least thanks to the international

179 Original passage: ‘0e3 COMHEHHA, Y JAPMINTAATCKOrO aPXHTEKTOPA €CTh HEKOTOPOE POACTBO C

Koposunsim, Axynunkosoi, a rnasHoe ¢ Tonosunsim’ (Diaghilev 1901).

180 Emphasis added. Original passage: ‘Crups mocrposiku, 6osee nmpeTeHIMO3HbIH, YeM B bepune, ¢
JOBEJEHHBIM JO KPAMHOCTH “MOJEPHM3MOM  OPHAMEHTHKH, €BA JIX OTBEYACT CONMZHBIM
Xy[AOYKECTBEHHBIM TPeOOBAHMAM, NpPEFbABISIEMBIM K IofobHOro popa mocrpoikam [...]. Yro ke
KacaeTcst COOCTBEHHO BEHCKUX XYHOKHHKOB [...], KyJIBTHBUpPYEeMbI STHMH TOCIORAMU MaHEPHBIA M
wabnoHHB “MOAEpHM3M”, 3AMEHHUB MPEKHIOK aKaJeMUYECKYI0 PYTHHY, He CHENIa] CBOMX

npuBepykeHLes Oonee TamanTusbivMy [...]” (Nurok 1899: 15-16).
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acclaim that it provoked at the time. Thus, the ‘Viennese rooms’ designed by Olbrich
and Hoffman were indeed highlights of the Austrian-Hungarian contribution to
1900 Paris World Fair and gave birth to an entire current in interior design that
emerged from the Darmstadt show of 1901 overseen by Olbrich, who was at that
point at the peak of his career. This new design typology was exactly what galvanised
both the exhibits of Architecture of New Style and Contemporary Art in Moscow and
St Petersburg, respectively, in 1902-1903. Furthermore, the Moscow exhibit
demonstrated a crucial issue related to this approach, namely the fact that its interiors
were in large part tailored to be looked at and appreciated aesthetically, rather than
being lived in straight away (Nashchokina 2005: 127-128).

Contemporary Art was also a project that drew on European prototypes
which, even in the absence of a direct reference in the historical testimonies of that
moment, seem rather obvious. First, it was to certain extent based on Siegfried Bing’s
Parisian gallery; their similarities in terms of their missions and approaches were
previously noted by Bowlt (1979: 97). Bing was a pioneering art dealer who was one
of the first to promote Japanese art, which was a major factor that contributed to the
dissemination of the visual language associated with art nouveau; Bing was also a
crucial figure for introducing the formula of exhibiting works of ‘fine’ art alongside
elements from the applied arts such as ceramics, furniture, tapestries and other
formats, often produced by the same artists. The design showrooms of the Munich
and Vienna Secessions were also likely sources of inspiration for Contemporary Art.

As an enterprise, it was financed by Prince Sergei Shcherbatov,!8! himself an
artist and collector who also left a detailed and passionate account of it in his
reminiscences (Shcherbatov 1955: 160-180), and another collector and art patron,
baron Vladimir von Meck, both rather young at the time. Shcherbatov’s motivation

was driven by the idea of establishing a salon that could express his claims for the need

181 Prince Shcherbatov was a client of Bing’s showroom and recalled having purchased some Japanese
objects from him. See Shcherbatov 1955: 180.
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to ‘formulate new principles of furnishing and interior design’ (Bowlt 1979: 97). In
order to do so, the commission required of the artists included to design objects,
decorative elements, and accessories. The display facilities were arranged within a
private property that was acquired by the two sponsors in the city centre of St
Petersburg. It should be noted that there were no architects involved in the realisation
of the few exhibits of the enterprise that saw the light; all of them were artists of a

pronounced ‘modernist’ orientation. Prince Shcherbatov sought

“To create a centre that might have had an impact on the periphery and
that could be a focal point, a place where creativity would be
concentrated and where it could find its expression in the applied arts
that are so intrinsically linked to pure art. All this should have been
represented through a series of collective exhibitions, alternating and

highly varied in their composition’.182

Here, it is worth noting that Shcherbatov was writing from post-war America,
where the role of design in people’s lives was well-established. However, he articulated,
although retrospectively, that the whole project was driven by the ideals of a synthetic
vision of the relationship between the decorated space and the objects within it, and
by the preoccupation with the embodiment of these of ideals in artistic practice.

Hence, he continued:

“The applied arts were supposed to be represented not as the usual
selected line-up of different pieces, but to be assembled into a coherent
concept of a group of artists who were supposed to be gradually called
upon to arrange the interiors of the rooms. Those should have been

conceived as an organic and harmonious whole, in which, from the

182 Original passage: ‘CospaTh LIEHTP, MOTYIIHi OKa3hIBATh BIMAHUE HA NEPUPEPHIO U ABILAIOMMICA
TIOKA34TEJIBHBIM IIPHMEPOB, LIEHTP I COCPEJOTOUMBATIOCH OB TBOPYECTBO, TO €CTh BBICTABIIIOCH OBI B
HPUKIAJHOM HCKYCCTBE, KPOBHO CBS3aHHOM U C YHCTBHIM HCKYCCTBOM, JOJDKCHCTBYIOUIUM OBITH
IIPEACTABICHHBIM PAZOM KOJUIGKTHBHBIX BBICTABOK, HYECPEHYIOUIMXCH M BEChbMa PasHOOOpasHOro

cocraga’ (Shcherbatov 1955: 158-159).
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decoration of the walls and furniture to all the details, the principle of

unity that I had specified was to be applied as an immutable law’.183

Moreover, in his objectives Shcherbatov also listed the promotion of the work of
Russian artists abroad, mainly through illustrated editions.

Grabar’ was appointed to be a coordinator of the enterprise thanks to his
passion for art, and also in part due to his long acquaintance with Shcherbatov from
their Munich years; technical arrangements were entrusted to an engineer. For the
former, this represented a debut in the field of exhibition making. Alongside the
selection of artworks, he also was keen to turn the enterprise into another cultural
platform with additional educational functions (Morozova 2015: 94). The organisers
had rented a part of a mansion in the very centre of St Peterburg, not far from the
building of the Imperial Society for the Encouragement of the Arts; given the hostility
of the Society towards modernist tendencies, this choice could potentially have
attracted both visitors and critics. Contemporary Art opened on the 26th of January,
and it aimed at impressing its audience with richly decorated sets and to incentivise
immediate purchases because the displays were demonstrating the items integrated
into their interiors. However, the only type of product that was successfully sold at
the show was the jewellery of the French designer René Lalique. Some artworks were
provided by the sponsors themselves, among which the Japanese prints supplied by
Prince Shcherbatov, while the rest were selected by Grabar’ from the cluster of artists
belonging to the Mir iskusstva. At the same time, the show also aimed to exhibit
artworks in urban interiors, therefore signalling the place that the ‘new’ art wanted to

occupy within the modern living space.

183 Original passage: ‘IlpuxiagHoe HCKycCTBO He JOWDKHO ObLIO OBITH IIPECTABICHHBIM TONBKO, KAK
OOBIYHO, PAFOM TEX MM APYTHUX MOJOOPAHHBIX SKCIIOHATOB, 4 JOJDKHO OBLIO BBIABUTH CODOM HEKHIT
LIeIbHBIA 3aMBICEN PSfid XYJOXKHUKOB, IMOCTENCHHO INPHBJICKAEMbIX LA YCTPOMCTBA HMHTEPhEPOB
KOMHAT, KaK HEKOETO OPraHMYEeCKOTO U TaPMOHMYECKOTO LIEJIOro, Ife, HauMHas ¢ obpaboTku creH,
Mebesn, KOHYas BCEMU JETALIMH, IPOBefeH ObUT Obl NPUHIMII €MHCTBA, MHOM YKA3aHHBIM, KaK

Hesbibnemsiit sakon’ (Shcherbatov 1955: 159). Emphasis added.

158



The location was split in several sections with temporary walls, each of them
showing an ensemble that aimed to express an integral visual concept. The display
included interiors designed by Benois, Bakst, Grabar’, Korovin, Lancéray, Golovin,
and Shcherbatov himself. More specifically, the displays included a dining room
designed by Benois and Lancéray with lavish stucco moulding, a boudoir by Bakst
and Lancéray, a hall by Shcherbatov, an entrance space with a staircase by Grabar’ that
was apparently considered poorly made by the rest of participants, and a purely
ornamental environment intended to resemble the Russian folk style nicknamed
“Terem’ (as in the upper part of a traditional dwelling) that was complemented with
decorative wooden engraved panels (Bowlt 1979: 97-98; Dolgova 2019: 43). Finally,
the true highlight of the exhibit was, in all likelihood, Korovin’s Tearoom. It was not
an interpretation recalling a certain epoch, and neither was it a direct appropriation of
the Western design movements. The design of the 7earoom combined attention to
orientalist trends and to floral elements of the European art nouveau aesthetic, mixed
with the delicate allusions to Russian nature to which he had dedicated his previous
large-scale works that were discussed above. When in immigration long afterwards,
Korovin recalled that these floral motifs expressed his enchantment with the vast rye
fields of his homeland (Korovin 1990 [1971]: 128; Morozova 2015: 99). The space
was probably the most functional one at the exhibition (Morozova 2015: 97-98), but,
on account of its expressive solutions, it should be considered alongside his previously
discussed exhibition designs as one of his major works that viewed space as a platform
for creating an articulated and coherent imagery.

A valuable and novel detail in the way that the artworks were incorporated in
these ensembles was, as one of miriskusniki, Mstislav Dobuzhinskii, recalled, that they
were hung ‘after the example of Diaghilev’s shows, in a European fashion’, notably
with neutral monochrome walls and with the paintings being positioned a certain
distance one from another in a single row (Dobuzhinskii 1987: 193; Dolgova 2019:
42).
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Diaghilev is known for having broadly endorsed the initiative, but the
commercial aspect of the project did meet some of his criticisms. He wrote that ‘to
attain the goals which “Contemporary Art” has set itself, it should come nearer to life
and comprehend present-day demands; only then will it become an “enterprise” and
not a fantasy’ (as translated in Bowlt 1979: 98). Indeed, recurring comments in the
critical feedback concerned the impracticality of certain exhibits.

Overall, it could be concluded that, while the 1902 Architecture show was the
direct result of contacts with the Central European secessionist scene, Contemporary
Art emerged from these experiences alongside the effect of validation that the 1900
Paris pavilion’s success had encouraged. It is worth underlining that the visual
documentation of the installation views of these two major exhibits, as well as some
other key displays of the time, is mainly attributable to the illustrations in the reviews
published in the Mir iskusstva magazines, highlighting the role it attributed to
exhibitions as a creative means. The refined outlook of both shows was summed up in
an extremely detailed review on the pages of the Mir iskusstva not coincidentally, but
exactly due to its leader’s fascination with the designs that conveyed a unified

impression and reflected the Gesamtkunstwerk values.
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2. Diaghilev’s early Gesamtkunstwerk aspirations

The endeavours related to designing exhibitions were profoundly shared by
the exponents of the Mir iskusstva and, above all, by Diaghilev. They were rooted in
the synthetic approach and in their overall aspiration towards the union of all
aesthetic elements, in line with the ideas of Gesamtkunstwerk that dominated the
creative minds of the epoch. Moreover, as emphasised by Bowlt, Diaghilev recognised
the urgency of rethinking the place of exhibitions as such in art practice (Bowlt 1979:
88), understanding them alongside the older functions as instruments for the
expression of a certain set of ideas and ideals, while also hopefully better responding
to artists’ needs. Some aspects of his exhibition-making were synchronised with the
most recent trends spreading over Secessionist platforms and salons and, to some
extent, anticipated the attitudes that would be developed by the following generations
in the Russian creative scene.

When speaking about the state of the practices that he could see around him,
he was uncompromising: ‘In my opinion, today’s exhibitions, save for a few, are not
really exhibitions but rather a random set of diverse and often mutually contradictory
pieces’. He believed instead that ‘if we look at the exhibition not as a tasteless bazaar
that spreads over train-station-like spaces, then we must somehow regard it as a proper
work of art, some kind of poem - clear, characteristic and, above all, coherent’.184

These aspirations were translated in the aestheticising approach that featured
in almost all the exhibitions mounted under the aegis of the Mir iskusstva. This
approach included thorough choices for the decoration of the exhibition spaces, such

as regarding the colour of the walls and supports for artworks and distribution of

184 Original passage: ‘Tlo-mMoeMy, HbIHEIIHME BBICTABKH, 33 CAMHCTBEHHBIM HCKJIIOUYECHHEM, — HPAMO-
TAKH He BBICTABKH, 2 IPOCTO HAOOP PasHBIX, YaCTO JPYT APyra OTPHUAIOLIMX, CIY4aiiHbIX Bemed. |[...].
Ecu Ha BBICTaBKY CMOTPST He KaK Ha OCKOPOMTEIBHBIA I UCKYCCTBA 6as3ap, pacKu/bIBAIOLMIACS B
[OMELIEHUSX, [OXO)KMX Ha BOK3&Ibl, TO HAajO MOJPA3yMEBaTh IOf HEHM HEKOE XyZOMKECTBEHHOE
IIPOU3BE/ICHIE, HEKYIO TIOIMY, SICHYIO, XAPAKTEPHYIO U INABHOE — LEJIbHYI0. TONBKO B TAKOM CIIydae
MOXXHO Paccy’/arh o BbicTaBKe Kak TakoBoit’ (Diaghilev 1900a: 104).
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plants and flowers (Kruglov 2009, 15), often used to complete the scene in accordance
with the most refined trends of the moment. Janet Kennedy, when discussing the
group’s approach to the exhibition as an instrument in the creation of a complete
aesthetic vision, observed that Diaghilev was programmatically turned against the
inherited and outdated display practices. In particular, the randomness and vastness
of the exhibitions represented, according to him and Benois, the key problem, and
was linked to the commercialising spirit of contemporary art initiatives. She brings up
a statement by Diaghilev that concisely characterises his vision and matches the

aforementioned opinion:

‘Every big exhibition is, in essence, not a festival day for art but a plague
of art. There is nothing more injurious for a work of art than to be
exhibited to the thronging multitudes in an enormous ugly room, frame

to frame with the neighbouring works, painted by another artist, with

another manner of thought and a different temperament’.185

Several artists, including Anna Ostroumova-Lebedeva, recalled that he was
very pedantic regarding the set-up and especially the arrangement of pieces, and
passed hours together with the craftsmen in charge of the framing and hanging
(Ostroumova-Lebedeva 1930). In her autobiographical notes, she dwells on how
Diaghilev behaved in his capacity as exhibition organiser throughout his first ventures
up until the period where their scale increased following the inclusion of many
Moscow artists. She stressed that artists simply did not have any right to an opinion
over the arrangement of the works, as this was exclusively in Diaghilev’s hands.

However, he compensated for it with his enthusiasm and eagerness to stay late with

185 Original passage: ‘Besixas 6ompimas BeicTaBKa €CTh, B CYMHOCTH, HE IPA3AHUK, 4 A3Ba UCKyccTBa. Her
HUYErO TIyOUTEIbHEE U1 XYZIOKCCTBCHHOTO IIPOUSBCHCHMS, KAaK OBITh BBICTABJICHHBIM H4 IIOKA3
TOJKAIOWEHCs MybiIiKe, B OTPOMHOM YPOZJIMBOM 3ajle, paMa K PaMe C COCEAHUM XOJICTOM, TTHCAHHDIM
APYTUM XyOXKHUKOM APYTOTO CKJIafia MbICJIEH, JPYroro xyaoxxectseHHoro Temmnepamenta’ (Diaghilev
1900, 149; as translated in Kennedy 1977, 59).
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hangers and by ‘taking off his jacket’ to work alongside them ‘in the midst of the
dust’, all done in a very positive mood (Ostroumova-Lebedeva 1930).186

Another one of his contemporaries who left some recollections of the
practical details of Diaghilev’s display approach was Arkadii Rylov, a landscape artist
who was among the early members of the Mir iskusstva group and of the Union of
Russian Artists, and who subsequently became a successful painter and teacher in the
Soviet period. Rylov praised Diaghilev’s talent for his skills in arranging the exhibition
space and, in particular, for the wise stylisation that he employed in its design. He
remembered that during the last show organised by the magazine, ‘a specific colour of
the background was chosen for each artist: the works of Vrubel” were placed against
panels draped with a lavender muslin’, while Rylov’s paintings were framed in oak
with an amber-yellow backdrop. “The pictures by Milioti [were presented] with a
gold-plated frame [and] were hang over vibrant red velvet, while the posthumous
tribute to Borisov-Musatov was made with white narrow frames next to white muslin

decor. The floor was covered with blue broadcloth’ (Rylov 1934).187 The ensemble

186 Original passage: ‘XynmoxxHuKaM He BO3OPAHANIOCH IPUXOAUTH HA YCTPAMBAEMYIO BBICTABKY, HO Oe3
IIPaBa TOI0Ca, TAK KAK [IPABO PasBECKH M BCE [ie/Ia IO BBICTABKE ObLIM XyLO0)KHUKAMU IIEPEAHbI OFHOMY
Isirusesy [...]. BeiBano Ha BbicTaBKe mper Gosbliast creuka. JIsSruses, Kak BUXpb, HOCUTCS 11O HeI,
nocresast Bcogy. Houblo He JOXKUTCS, a CHAB NHJPKAK, HApaBHe C pabOYMMH TACKAeT KapTHHBL,
PACKYIIOPUBAET SIIUKH, PasBEIINBAET, IEPEBEIIMBACT — B IIbUIM, HO BECENIO, BCEX BOKPYT celsl 3apakas
9HTY31a3MOM. Paboure, aprensiuky 6eCIpeKocIOBHO eMy MOBHHOBAKCH M, KOIZA OH obpatancs K
HUM C LIYTIMBEIM CJIOBOM, IIMPOKO, BO BCEX POT €My yJblOarch, MHOrA TPOMKoO xoxoramd. K1 Bee
nocnesanu Bospems. Cepreit ITaBnoBud yTpoM yesan FOMOM, Opas BAHHY U, USALHO OfETHI, KAK
IEH[M, SABJUJICS HEPBbIA, YTOObI OTKPBITH BHICTABKY. [...] KoHedHo, s roBopio o Tex rogax, xoraa B
BHICTABKAX Y4Y4CTBOBAJIO YEJOBEK TPHALATb, He Oosbure. Korma depes HECKONBKO JIET IIPOM3OLLIO
cmsiare “Mupa uckycera” ¢ mockBudamu, srunes orowren [...J” (Ostroumova-Lebedeva 1930 in
Zil’bershtein 1982b: 321).

187 Original passage: ‘A xak Jlarunes ymen opopmiars BeicTaBku! Hanpumep, Ha mocieHein BEICTaBKe
xypHama “Mup nckyccrBa”, ycTpOEHHOM B [JOME IIBEJCKOMN LEPKBH, A KDKLOTO XYJOXKHUKA Obls
nopgobpan ocoboro wsera GpoH: Jist BpyOesneBckux paboT WuThl ObUIM 3a/PalIPOBAHBI CBETIO-IAIIOBBIM
MYCJIMHOM, JJIA MOMX KAPTHH C paMamu u3 Ayba o czemaH OBUI M3 TEMHO-XKEITOrO MYCIIHHA.
Kapruusr Munmoru 8 3onoteix pamax B cruse Jliogosuxa XV Brcenn Ha sipKo-KpacHOM bapxare, a
nocMepTHast BeicTaBKa bopucosa-MycaToBa — Bcst B GesbIx yskux pamax Ha bGesom mycmmue. ITon
3aTAHYT CMHMM cykHOM. Ilepen KapTMHAMH — TOPIIKM C THAIMHTAMM, IPU BXOfie — JIABPOBBIE

aepesbst’ (Rylov 1934 in Zil’bershtein 1982b: 323).
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was complemented by laurel trees at the entrance and flowers placed right in front of
the artworks.

By the first years of the century, this integral vision of the exhibition had
spread far beyond Diaghilev’s persona and had come to encompass the pursuits of
several artists beyond those strictly associated with the Mir iskusstva. Prime examples
of this were the shows that embraced multiple disciplines, including design and
architecture, namely the ones organised in the context of the Contemporary Art
enterprise started in 1902 in St Petersburg!s$ and the First Architecture Exhibition in
Moscow (1902-1903). They were an expression of an updated outlook on the role of
design in contemporary creative production and reflected the desire to keep pace with
the trends in Central Europe.18°

The attitudes adopted by the Mir iskusstva leader were pragmatic in a broad
range of aspects, including in the selection of participants, his well-planned rhetoric of
innovation, his attempts to expand the repertoire of artistic forms (such as presenting
items from the field of applied arts alongside easel painting), and in securing an
opening period that would anticipate the scheduling of potential rivals; all these
tactics aimed at establishing an audience (which reached 15000 visitors for the 1903
Mir iskusstva exhibition) and attracting potential collectors. Exhibition designs
represented one of the core elements of this strategy, which was comprised of
structuring the space by grouping the works of one artist together (Lapshin 1998: 61).

What is interesting is that this elaborate layout aimed at differentiating the
exhibitions from the prevailing trends, which were drawing significant criticisms at
the time on account of their ‘commercial’ attitude. As already mentioned in section 2
of the Chapter One, various elements of the European secessionist models permeated

Russia’s artistic life by the end of the century, and Diaghilev wanted to benefit from

188 Some discussion of these events is provided, for instance, by Bowlt (1979: 97-99) and Dolgova
(2019). Some reviewers of these exhibitions were translated in Experiment Editors 2001a, 2001b.

189 A deeper analysis of these ventures will be carried out in the following sections.
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this state of affairs in alignment with both his organisational gifts and his
commitment to aesthetic excellence.

The resemblance between art exhibitions and the marketplace was the main
issue that bothered many members of the fin-de-siecle cultural elites in Russia. Benois
once said that the Spring salon of the St Petersburg Society of Artists (a profoundly
academic formation, despite the fact that it had only been founded in 1890, which
linked with the peredvizhniki by the end of the decade due to their common
intolerance of the modernist trends expressed by both the Mir iskusstva and other
Moscow artists of a symbolist orientation) was nothing but a ‘temporary store’ that
was unrelated to truly artistic values, while Diaghilev sustained that the peredvizhniki
mounted their shows as bazaars in spaces that recalled the halls of train stations
(Lapshin 1998: 61). To treat an exhibition as a proper work of art, praising its totality,
was in this case the solution that they considered as optimal for addressing this
problem.

At the same time, in the market of the last years of the century there was a
clear trend of artists that were trying to appease the tastes of regular small collectors,
resulting in the totality of works presented at different sorts of exhibitions being
humorously mediocre. Overall, the era’s art market in the Russian empire was
relatively small, amounting to approximately a quarter of a million roubles. Diaghilev
did everything he could in the realm of networking to secure publicity upon the
opening nights prior to the launching of his exhibitions and to attract the presence of

royal personalities when possible. At the 1900 exhibition of the Mir iskusstva, the
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Tsar and the Empress purchased several items produced at the Abramtsevo
workshops, as well as embroidery and ceramics by Golovin (Lapshin 1998: 62).190
Diaghilev’s extreme attention to detail governed even the largest project of his
early period, namely the 1906 Russian exhibition at the Salon d’Automne. As
reported by Benois in his diary, Diaghilev was allegedly ‘hypercritical” regarding the
set-up, and ‘instead of paying visits to important places spent days changing the
hanging of the paintings and tormenting the upholsterers’ (as cited in Tolstoi 1981:
282). Generally, the design of that show was carefully thought through, and every
epoch treated in it was decorated in its own style. The next subchapter is entirely

dedicated to analysing that landmark event.

190 By the early 1900s, the Mir iskusstva pool of artists has garnered broad recognition and loyal clients
among the highest segments of the elites (although the academic environment was firmly hostile to the
miriskusniki). Indeed, as suggested by Lapshin, their core achievement was to be found in the
development of a stable network of private collectors, reaching individuals such as Tenisheva, Morozov,
Ostroukhov and Vladimir V. von Meck. However, in this regard its mission was not at all over; its final
goal was illustrated in the 1906 show, which played with legitimising schemes, vindicated the imperial
heritage, and symbolically eliminated the peredvizhniki from the collective heritage which the new
Russian art was basing itself on.
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V. EXHIBITIONS AS THE STAGE FOR LEGITIMISING GENEALOGIES

“The past never stays invariable. It changes with

us and always accompanies us in the present’?1

Maksimilian Voloshin

1. Exposition de I'art russe (1906): the quest for an art-historical
identity

Throughout the 1870s and 1880s, Russian artists of an academic or critical
realist outlook had been occasionally presenting their work at the Paris salons.
However, as was stressed by Tolstoi (1983a: 121), their appearances were provoking
the interest of French criticisms only insofar as they related to conceptions of
‘national types’ and in terms of the possibility to learn about Russian life. In the late
1880s, the Imperial Society for the Encouragement of the Arts showed its interest in
establishing links with French artistic groups, focusing mainly on those maintaining
an academic orientation. These efforts resulted in several exhibitions of French art,192
but the Society also strove to set up small displays of Russian art in Paris as a means of
exchange and, notably, in order to arrange a channel for promoting and selling
Russian art abroad. As was reported by Tolstoi (1983b: 64), the Imperial Ministry of
Foreign Affairs made a request to the French authorities, probably in the late 1900,
for an exhibition space to use during the fall for several weeks to exhibit Russian art.
In the benevolent climate of the Russo-French Rapprochement of those years, the
request was satisfied, and the Society was granted some halls at the Grand Palais (the

venue which would be used for Diaghilev’s exhibition in 1906) which were available

191 Original passage: ‘TIpomoe Hukorga He ocraercs HeusMeHHbIM. OHO MEHSAETCA BMECTE C HAMH U

BCeraa uget psagom ¢ Hamu B Hacrosmem” (Voloshin 1904).

192 See the list of the shows in Tolstoi 1983b: 172-198 and also see Dorontchenkov 2021.
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to be utilised from 1902. Nevertheless, the concession was not activated for reasons
impossible to establish, and the attempt to create this channel must be considered
abortive.

The Salon d’Automne was an institution that flourished and was successful
from its very first editions. As was underscored by Huston, its emergence marked a
decisive change in the outline of such organisations and in the Parisian art scene more
generally, at a time when established masters directly impacted and controlled the
paths of emerging artists (Huston 1989: 128). By the beginning of the new century,
the Salon des Indépendants was becoming increasingly crowded, and different
suggestions were circulating, including ideas about organising special showcases that
could serve as ‘vitrines’ to present selections of the most progressive pieces by artists
who were regular contributors to the existing salons, namely the Indépendants and
the Salon Nationale des Beaux Arts. The project of a brand-new organisation was set
in motion with the invitation of Frantz Jourdain, an architect of a well-articulated
modernist attitude who had profound sympathy for the Impressionists, to serve as a
president of the nascent venue.

What is noteworthy is that, with this figure at the leadership, the Salon
d’Automne recognisably became a platform that, rather than defending the interests
of a narrow set of artists (Huston 1989: 128), instead was oriented towards the
promotion of a vision in both the visual field and that of cultural policy that was
rooted in the attitudes of a specific social group, that of the republican elite. Among
the honorary members listed in the catalogues of the first editions of the salon were
numerous French literati and key personalities of the art system, including, for
example, the curator of the Luxembourg Museum Léonce Bénédite, mentioned
above. Moreover, in its frameworks, alongside the fine arts, ample space was dedicated
to the crafts, and, in the following years, to furniture and even literary talks and music.

The crucial novelty introduced by the Salon d’Automne was that, in contrast

to the formerly founded alternative exhibition associations, it was structured not to
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foster the careers of younger artists through the conjoined presentation of their works
with those of established artists, but instead aimed to involve young artists in order to
give the exhibition a ‘modern’, progressive appearance in general. Thus one should
also notice that its supposed marginality, serving the mythology of a salon struggling
against artistic conservatives, was a thoughtful rhetorical tool that in reality was only
found in the introductions to the salon’s catalogues; this argument might be even
further supported by the fact that the Salon d’Automne maintained close links with
the Société Nationale des Beaux Arts and was, as already mentioned, supported by the
dominant social groups (Huston 1989: 139-141, 203). This organisation overall had
serious backing, but at the same time was very eager to promote the image of a
militant artistic approach. This made it a perfect stage for marketing innovative art
and a potential interlocutor to the foreign art groups who sought a stable but fresh
and rigorous foothold to introduce themselves to the international audience, that had
for long kept its gaze directed towards Paris.

The Russian section at the Salon d’Automne, mounted under the leadership
of the relentless Diaghilev in 1906, is often described as a turning point in the process
of the ‘conquest of the West’ performed by Russian artists, headed and long aspired
by him.1%3 Indeed, it was an event of outstanding importance, but it might be useful
to situate it within this period in a slightly different way. The aforementioned
historiographical effect is partly rooted in the fact that this episode is often inscribed
within a broader chronology — either that of the Ballets Russes enterprise or the
avant-garde movements in Russia — and is therefore commonly perceived as an
anticipatory episode or a precursor to the radical wave of innovation in Russian visual

culture. As it occurred in the case of earlier exhibitions realised through the

193 On this regard the comparison can be made between his earlier declarations and the discourse that
he elaborates around 1906, see Diaghilev 1896 and Diaghilev 1906a; Diaghilev 1906b.
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contributions of Diaghilev and his associates,!# it is accompanied by a myth of being
a decisive triumph of the ‘Russian school’ that shaped its path for years thereafter.
Because of its well-articulated ambition to challenge the opinions on Russian art that
were dominant in the European capitals, the fact that it fitted the exhibit to the
‘consumption’ of those audiences (Sharp 2006: 143) gets slightly obscured.
Nonetheless, the circumstances of both its organisation and reception were more
intricate and deserve to be reassessed.

Despite the fact the fact many studies dedicate some space to this episode, the
monographic works exploring it are limited to Tolstoi (1982; 1983a; 1983b) and more
recently Chernysheva Mel’nik (2020). Toltoi’s article, partly departing from Lapshina
(1977: 189-192), is resourceful and dense in factual material, but his input has
regrettably been only narrowly introduced into broader discussions. The second
author offers only a brief analysis of the episode, and his perspective is limited to how
the endeavour was seen by few exponents of Russian art journalism.?®> Meanwhile,
the valuable question about how this event resonated with the political climate of the
moment was addressed by Sharp (2006: 143-145). However, neither exhaust the
potentiality of the subject, and the discussion of this event would surely benefit from

further commentary.1%

194 See, for instance, how the presumption regarding the univocally positive feedback on his early
projects was dismantled by Dorontchenkov, exemplified by the 1897 Scandinavian exposition
(Dorontchenkov 2019b).

195 It also treats the episode exclusively through the ‘anticipatory’ point of view, as a preparatory step
for the subsequent success of the Ballets Russes, indeed calling it ‘the first Russian season’. Surprisingly,
the Chernysheva Mel'nik’s article does not credit the surveys of Tolstoi.

196 This exhibition doubtlessly merits interest, not only for the specialised research associated with it
but also in terms of curatorial practices and cultural projects. In the last couple of decades there was a
growing tendency for reconstructing milestone exhibitions, which extended also to the 1905 Exbibition
of Historic Russian Portraits that was tentatively re-created at the Russian Museum in St Petersburg in
2009 (see Vasileva 2009). Nonetheless, scholarship would sure benefit if such a viewpoint were
viewpoint applied to the Russian section at Salon d’Automne in 1906.
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Just as occurred in 1895-1896, the vague initial impulse for the 1906 Russian
section originated from Alexandre Benois. Using the statements he issued around this
date, it is possible to grasp the urgency of the idea that Russian art had finally come to
have everything it needed to cease being a marginal actor in the international arena. In

a letter to Lancéray from France in early 1906, Benois wrote that:

“The more I get acquainted with foreign art, the more I come to realise
that we are far from being on the outskirts. Thus, at least theoretically, we
can thrive in this sense. But how to arrange it? Who would promote us,
organise everything; who is this brand-new, not solely Russian but global

Diaghilev?’197

He then informed his friend that there were hints of setting up a Russian
exhibition, which he held close to his heart, but which was not promising to be
arranged as he expected. The core problem of the enterprise at that point lied in the
lack of secure funding.

All the artists in their circle were from the very first moment extremely
enthusiastic about the perspective of exhibiting in Paris. The reservations that
impeded the initiative that were brought forward were largely related to economic
issues. Even though, after the successful experience of the Russian contribution at the
Paris World Fair, one could easily imagine that mixed artisan-artists’ production could
once again attract commercial attention in France, those who cherished the idea of
presenting the fine arts were discouraged by the insecurity of the prospects. The first
potential sponsor that Benois approached was Riabushinskii, who was the main

founder and editor of the newly founded bilingual magazine La Toison d’Or, whom

197 Original passage: “Uem Oosbmie s 3HAKOMIIIOCH C HHOCTPAHHBIM MCKYCCTBOM, TEM 6ospire
ybexaoce, 4TO MBI BCe faneko He mociepuue. CIIefoBaTeNbHO, TEOPETHYECCKH BIIOIHE BOZMOXHO
npouseranue. Ho xak sto ocymecrsurs? Kro Hac Oyzer peknaMupoBars, yCTPanuBaTh; KTO STOT HOBBIH,
yoKe He POCCHICKHUI, a BceMupHbii Jsrues? 3pech crana ObIIO HANAKHMBATBCSA PycCKast BbICTaBKa. S
OYeHb rops4o oTHeccs K 3atee. Ho Tereps ordero-ro nosesin gpyroit serep. [...] Yro reneps Boiiger, He

8HAIO, HO, BO-TIEPBBII, Hy>KHbI KanuTasl.” (Benois 1906)
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Benois had started collaborating with from its first editions in 1906. As reported by
both Lapshina (1977: 190) and Tolstoi (1982: 280) Benois asked Riabushinskii
regarding the project, despite the fact that he did not find him likeable. Eventually he
did not obtain any support from the merchant. Among other patrons he reached out
to were Viktor V. Golubev and Prince Shcherbatov; Golubev was an art historian,
collector, and archaeologist, and son of the collector and industrialist Viktor F.
Golubev. Golubev Jr. was, like Benois, an alumnus of the Karl May School in St
Petersburg and had moved to Paris in 1905. He also was a member of the prominent
group of expatriate creatives Union des artistes russes, active since 1903.198 However,
neither of these potential commissioners agreed to contribute to the hypothetical
exhibit of Russian art in Paris, for reasons that are currently impossible to establish.
Benois was anxious about keeping the idea confidential, likely because it was
becoming popular by that time and other emerging art groups might have been
interested in such an enterprise (Benois 1906). Just as it had occurred in the affair
around the invitation to the Munich Secession, the grounds intuitively explored by
Benois were intercepted by his friend Diaghilev, whose attitude was always more
spirited and proactive. The latter must have activated his connections, and in
particular those directly linked with state-related personalities. Soon, the head of the
St Petersburg Academy, Count Ivan Tolstoi, had warmly welcomed the idea of the
exhibition and stepped in as its official commissioner — a fact that guaranteed broad
support through different domains, including diplomatic links, loans, and publicity.
In April, Diaghilev sent a letter to Benois suggesting that they should immediately
begin the work in order to prepare the Russian exhibit by the very next edition of the

Salon d’Automne. It is the first time that the location is named in their

198 Golubev was a prominent personality, highly integrated in both Russian and French cultural circles.
His biography and public work represent a valuable glimpse on the intellectual history and the
intercultural networks of the epoch. He was connected to artists such as Elizaveta Kruglikova, then an
active participant in Parisian art life and the host of the Union des artistes russes, which was also known
as Montparnasse circle of Russian artists abroad. He also was close to Nikolai Roerich, and even
Auguste Rodin. See some of his letters to fellow intellectuals and artists are available in Polevaia 2006.
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correspondence, and the motivation behind the idea of the site is a very interesting
question which still needs to be addressed. Diaghilev wrote in decisive and highly

ambitious tone:

“What do you think of raising the question of a Russian section in the
present Salon d’Automne? Petersburg approves of the idea; I too am
ready to take the thing on. Could you put out a feeler? The French
would be fools not to agree. I'll show them the real Russia’ (Diaghilev
19064, as translated in Scheijen 2009: 148-149).19°

The section was preceded by the success of the Exbibition of Historic Russian
Portraits,?° mounted in the St Petersburg Tauride Palace in 1905 (Fig. 35). This is
broadly argued as having served as a ‘laboratory’ for further projects led by Diaghilev,
and, in particular, for the one in the Salon d’Automne (Bowlt 2011: 77; Tolstoi 1982:
279), both because of its success and the tools developed within it. The Tauride Palace
retrospective was a unique initiative with a persistent theatrical component (Bowlt
2011: 78). The exhibits there were arranged according to historical phases, mainly
structured around the sequence of the reigns of different monarchs. The organisers
had decorated each of them according to the spirit and style of a specific epoch
(Kruglov 2009: 18-19). A travelling exhibition being placed within a contemporary
venue such as the Salon d’Automne was an unprecedented approach. In its design
solutions, it followed the standards of museum display that were starting to spread

over the world at the turn of the century. Bakst was in charge with thee set design,

199 Original passage: “dro TsI ymaems, ecitu Tereps BosOyguTh BOIPOC 06 YCTPOMCTBE PYCCKOTO OTAE/A
B HeiHemHeM Salon d’Automne. B ITerepbypre Ha 5TO corracHsI, s TOXKe TOTOB B3AThCA 3a Aeso. He
MOXKeIb JI1 3aKuHyTh yaouku. Opannysst 6yayr pypaku, e He cormacsres. S Gepych mokasaTs um
Hacrosmyio Poccuio’ (Diaghilev 1906a). Emphasis added.

200 Numerous installation views photographs remained as a documentation of that exhibit. Apparently,
they were issued in the form of a series of postcards.
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both at the portrait show of 1905 and in Paris the year after.20! Another major trial
before the Paris exhibition was the Mir iskusstva show, organised in February 1906
and featuring several artists from the emerging Symbolist cohort. It prepared the
conceptual grounds for the international project.

Benois was impressed and even shocked at the promptness with which
developments were unfolding, and was intrigued to discover the source of funding
that Diaghilev had succeeded in securing. The interest from the Russian cultural press
was encouraging for the personalities involved the arts, and in no small part for Benois
(Tolstoi 1983a: 135), who had much less control of the situation after Diaghilev rose
to the task. Paradoxically, after Diaghilev left Paris in late August, where he
supposedly made important contacts with potential French partners, not least thanks
to Benois’ connections,202 the latter was not being kept updated on the course of the
preparations and, being abroad, was to some extent excluded from the process which
he himself was advancing at a brisk pace during the summer months.

What was pivotal about the 1906 show in Paris was the fact that it was an
unprecedented independent venture, notwithstanding the fact there was certainly
substantial support and loyalty towards it from the highest ranks of imperial and
academic circles. The project relied heavily on the contributions of private collectors
and cherished the potential to grow the network of patronage between France and
Russia. A large part of the presented works had been lent by Russian collectors,
namely Ivan Morozov, Vladimir Girshman, Ivan Troianovskii, and Vladimir von
Meck. There were also loans from the collections of Sergei Botkin and Alexander
Hausch (Lapshin 1998: 66). The artists and organisers arrived in Paris approximately

a month before the arranged opening date. In his journal, Benois wrote that he was

201 The fact that, right from the beginning, Bakst was to be in charge of the exhibition design is
illustrated by an encouraging article that appeared in Zolotoe runo no. 6.

202 Jt is most likely that Benois had introduced his friend to Bénédite, who then secured the connection
to the Salon d’Automne. Moreover, Diaghilev linked with the Russian diplomatic representatives, who
then attended the opening of the show.
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surprised to find out that the exhibition had been approved in the highest levels, and
was even supposed to be presided over by the head of the St Petersburg Academy: ‘A
letter from Valechka: the exhibition is to be held under the aegis of Vladimir
Aleksandrovich in Paris! Well, no one opposes that? Had even Zhenia lost his tongue?
I find it ridiculous’.203 His tone was clearly disillusioned, for Benois had probably
aspired to mount an independent initiative and not play in the political realm. He
described the final days before the exhibition as full of worries and urgency. He
reported that ‘all the time there were the Girshman spouses, [André] Saglio,204 Ivan
Morozov, Alexandra Botkina, Ivan Shchukin, who criticised everything outrageously.
Later, Argutinskii and the unbearable Grabar’.205 Everything indicates that Diaghilev
had succeeded in providing the exhibition with institutional prestige; for example, the
opening was attended by the President of France, Armand Fallieres. Yet, Diaghilev
likely disappointed his patrons by disregarding protocol and forgetting to introduce
them to the French president.

Even through the official title of the display was Two centuries of Russian
painting and sculpture, the historical narrative staged within it was drawn from the
religious icons of historical Rus’ presented therein. Prior to this show, neither abroad
nor in Russia was there ever an exhibition that had organised the art of different
epochs in a such well-articulated chronological order. Moreover, no private or even
public collection in Russia had ever represented the history of Russian art so
consistently in the context of a perfectly conveyed art historical narrative. This is one

of the most essential aspects of the whole enterprise, despite the fact that the selection

203 QOriginal passage: ‘Ot Basneuxu mucbmo: BBICTABKA COCTOMTCA U IO IIPe3ufieHTCTBOM Bragumupa
Anexcanpposuaa B ITapmke! M urto sxe Hukro He mporectyer? Heyxenun u JKems npormorur?
ITosxanyit, sto 1 motewso’ (Benois 2008 [1906]: 72).

204 French attaché who oversaw French artistic involvement in the World Fairs.

205 QOriginal passage: ‘TTocrosuHo ObiBasm Tam: uera Impmmanos, Carmo, M.A. Moposos, A.II.
borkuna, M.M. Hlykun, xortopeit Bce Oesobpasno pyran. Ilosie: ApryrvHCKHI U HECHOCHBIH
Ipabaps’ (Benois 2008 [1906]: 72; Tolstoi 1981: 282).
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was, naturally, highly partisan in its priorities. Partly, this ambition was attributable to
the urgency of reassessing the chronology of Russian culture, a feeling that radiated
from the controversies of the months of first Russian revolution in 1905 (Tolstoi
1982: 284). Indeed, one of Benois’ main claims in the catalogue essay was that the
show presented a coherent narration about Russian identity expressed through art. In
this context, the presence of icons and kustar production were paradoxically
promoting that identity in the same domain as the Russian 1900 pavilion in Paris did,
namely through non-Western and often ‘primitive’ imaginaries, inadvertently
emphasising its imperial, expansive character. This duality was exactly what Benois
himself had been protesting against on the occasion of the Paris World Fair. To some
degree it contradictorily shows him as still attached to the ‘national school” concept.
In the meantime, the Salon d’Automne was a platform that was tentatively imagining
the art process in a more cosmopolitan manner.

However, this project was truly strategic exactly as it pertains to the ways in
which history was treated through the prisms of the miriskusniki. It was shrewdly
staged throughout this exhibition, which reasserted very diverse aspects of Russian
cultural history. The most recent artworks, those that demonstrated its synchronous
nature with Western trends, were shown to have roots in 18th century art, with its
aristocratic elegance itself representing a segment of the dialogue with European art
while simultaneously exuding a distinctly Russian spirituality in the form of the icons.
Diaghilev described the point of view he chose as the most contemporary one. He
deliberately did not aim to offer the viewer a properly objective vision, and justified
his choice, its arbitrariness notwithstanding, by citing the needs of the moment which
corresponded for him to the needs of the recent Russian art. In the introduction to
the catalogue, he wrote that what the show corresponded to the ‘true image of the

contemporary artistic realm in Russia, its sincere spirituality, its respectful admiration
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before the past, and its ardent faith in the future’.206 At the same time, it was the same
logic that stood behind the words of Benois, who thought it was the right moment ‘to
obtain a certain certification from Paris207 when he tried to conceptualise the project
in its earliest stages. Although the exhibit employed the World Fair ‘national pavilion’
logic within the completely different and more elegant context of an independent
exhibition society, the national was presented here though original curatorial
juxtaposition where the folk imageries were placed in the same timeline with the
examples of aristocratic culture (Sharp 2006: 144-145).

Generally, the goal of the Russian section at the Salon d’Automne was to
demonstrate the common affinities in the pedigree of contemporary Russian and
European art, and through that idea claim the space for the former. Two main goals
that served as pillars for the entire endeavour of the retrospective section were the
rehabilitation of 18th and early 19th century Russian art, which evolved in step with
the Western-European canons of that period, and the removal of the Realist tradition
as the principal ambassador of national art. In recuperating the masters of the 18th
century, they did exactly that, and they also inserted the narrative of forgotten
treasures being finally recovered that was common in the European art historical
discourse of the time. Overall, the genealogy fiercely supported by the Mir iskusstva
artists and developed through their art-historical pursuits, editorial work, and
exhibition projects formed the conceptual grounds of this ultimate Parisian
enterprise.

The 12 halls obtained by the organisers were arranged as follows. The first
hall, named ‘Russian primitives’, consisted of 35 icons from the collection of Nikolai

Likhachev and one from the collection of Aleksei Khitrovo. The halls numbered from

206 Original passage: ‘Aro BEPHBIH o6pa3 CErofHAIHEN XyfioKecTBeHHOM Poccuu, ee mMckpeHHEro
OfyLIEBJICHHS, €€ IOYTUTEJBHOIO BOCXUIEHMA IIEpPej HPOIIIBIM M €€ Topsueidl BEpH B
byaymee’ (Exposition de lart russe 1906; Zil’bershtein 1982a: 204)

207 Original passage: ‘3axorenocs mosyuuts psig arrecranuii ot [Taprka’ (Benois 1980: 452)
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two to four dealt with the 18th-century art, while the fifth was dedicated to the
masters of the 1830s. The sixth room contained both works of Nikolai Ge and Ivan
Kramskoi, alongside pieces by Repin, Levitan, Polenova, and Iakunchikova. The
central hall, richly decorated with potted plants and pergola fences, featured Vrubel’s
paintings, sculptures, and graphic works, as well as Korovin’s paintings. The next
rooms hosted the production of Golovin, Roerich, Ap. Vasnetsov, Konstantin Iuon,
Serov, Somov, Troubetzkoy, and Artemii Ober. There was a section with
impressionistic work by Grabar’, Nikolai Tarkhov, and Mikhail Larionov, and then a
hall with works by Alexej Jawlensky, Nikolai Milioti, and Filipp Maliavin. This was
followed by one dedicated to the miriskusniki, namely Benois, Bakst, Anna
Ostroumova-Lebedeva, Lancéray, Dobuzhinskii, and Elizaveta Kruglikova. The last
hall was reserved for symbolist artists from Moscow such as Pavel Kuznetsov, Viktor
Boris-Musatov, Aleksandr Matveev, Sergei Sudeikin, and others (Shervashidze
1906208; Tolstoi 1983b: 79). Overall, recent art represented a solid portion of the
exhibit and was presented as belonging to the ‘newest artists’.

In fact, these artists — who mostly belonged to the Blue Rose group — were
concentrated in the concluding route of the exhibition, and since the whole project
relied on a genealogical and chronological order, their works were framed as the apex
of the entire historical development of Russian art. This is likely one of the main
reasons that they received positive feedback from the demanding French observers.
Artists such as Boris Kustodiev, Ivan Bilibin, Leonid Pasternak, and Natal’ia
Goncharova were also featured, although it is difficult to identify the rooms in which
their works were presented. Notably, the rivalry between artists from Moscow and St
Petersburg was a feature that was delineated in the exhibition, wisely indicating the

dynamism and richness of the artistic developments in Russia at the moment. To

208 Aleksandr Shervashidze was an artist of Abkhazian origins who studied in Kyiv, Moscow, and Paris
and contributed to the exhibition of 1906. He was also a good friend of Benois and the two spent a lot
of time together when both were in the French capital during the summer and autumn of that year.
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compare two ‘schools’ of two different cities is a traditional trope of art-historical
writing and persisted ever since the times of comparisons between Florentine disegno
and Venetian colour.

The design of the exhibition was entrusted to Bakst, who seemed to be
satisfied with his work (Fig. 36). He wrote to Somov: “The Russian section is strong
and fresh [...]. Your display was presented with a sage-green background made of solid
gunny cloths and was specifically thought of by myself’.20> Meanwhile, Benois was not
happy with the design developed by his colleague, particularly because of its high
price. He wrote in his diary: “What a senseless waste of money for those endless
bosquets by Bakst that anyway did not surprise anyone here’.210

The catalogue, which bore the simple title ‘Exposition de I’art russe’, was
comprised of over a hundred pages and was richly illustrated and decorated with
vignettes also designed by Bakst, one of which translated the atmosphere of 19th-
century Russian estates while the rest featured a mixed style that combined allusions
to baroque decor or byzantine-inspired ornaments. The first illustration, placed on
the first page of the list of works (Fig. 38), had previously appeared in no. 7 of Mir
iskusstva (p. 17) and was a vignette to accompany the 4th chapter of Dmitrii
Merezhkovskii’s essay on L. Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky. The choice of placing the image
of what might seem like a traditional, generally aristocratic, feudal country mansion
right above the list of the works that were intended to sum up the bicentennial history
of national art was both symbolic and vitally strategic. The usad’ba, as a cradle of
cultural life, was also correlated with the role it acquired through the last third of the
century when such estates as Abramtsevo or Talashkino, to list the most notable ones,

became centres of revivalist aesthetic ideas and practically fostered the market of folk

209 Original passage: ‘Pycckuit oTAen 0ueHb CUiIeH U cBex [...]. TBOI OTAesN Ha cepoBaTO-3e/IeHOM pOHe
ANIIETUTHOM POTOXKH est particulierement soignet par moi’ (Bakst 1906).

210 Original passage: ‘Taxas TJIyTas TPaTa Ha BEYHbIN 6aKcTOBCKUIT 6OCKET, KOTOPBIM OH 3/IeCh BCE PABHO
ruxoro He yausui (Benois 2008[1906]: 72). The entry is dated by 26-30 September 1906.
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crafts. The design of the catalogue cover featured some elements of rural embroidery
with a strong folklore quality that was, however, ‘mediated’ by the refined gaze of the
modern artists as was also the case in 1900 (Sharp 2006: 144) (Fig. 37). Nonetheless, it
is critical to observe that the interpretation of national style that was developed by
those centres was largely ignored by the historical narrative offered in the Paris exhibit.

If 1900 was an exercise in the retrospective cultivation of idyllic folk
imaginary, 1906 was also the attempt to revitalise the imperial facets of Russian
history. Generally, the excitement for reviewing and re-interpreting its timeline and
for conceptualising ‘its historical path’ were some of the foremost characteristic
features of the Mir iskusstva community (Tolstoi 1982: 279).211 The vision of Russian
cultural history that was articulated in the 1906 section tried to address the major
identitarian lacuna that were revealed by the Russian contribution at the 1900 World
Fair, where the ‘metropolitan’ culture was excluded from the construct it offered in
favour of folk revival, which however was presented with a strong ethnographical
stance (Shevelenko 2017: 57).

Diaghilev’s Paris project largely consisted in presenting a genealogy of Russian
artistic culture, and, coincidently, he also emphasised the importance of the recent
production of his fellow miriskusniki and other younger symbolists by providing a
concise and elegant pedigree that was deeply rooted in the common Russian and
Western-European history. This logic might be further illustrated by the way he
neglected art that related to folk or religious topics. In their turn, these omissions,
although explained in the catalogue’s preface, served as a stimulus regarding the
display of Tenisheva’s collection in Paris that took place a year later (Tressol 2019:
354-335). The objects and artworks that evoked folklore and fairy-tale inspired

imagery were not placed independently, but were integrated into the general narrative

211 The goal of the ‘historical’ project of the miriskusniki was bilateral and is deeply rooted in the logic
adopted by the protagonists of the group, which, as was repeatedly emphasised by several scholars,
aimed to promote (mainly younger-generation) Russian art abroad and foreign progressive (although
not yet radical) art in Russia.
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staged within the exhibition (Harkness 2009: 279). Tenisheva was furious at
Diaghilev’s choices and at the way the artists she appreciated the most were presented
at the 1906 exhibition, and even sought to convince French critics to condemn his
interpretation of ‘Russsianness’ in the arts.212

A broader ambition of the exhibition was to challenge the preconceptions
about Russian art that were dominant abroad, and, in particular, in France. To direct
the reviews, Benois even accompanied the journalists through the show. Nonetheless,
to some extent it once again fell into the trap of the ‘European’ gaze. The French
audience expected to see revocations of Byzantine imagery and was disappointed to
witness art that did not manifest any exoticism but instead relied heavily on the
European artistic matrix (Tolstoi 1983a: 139). Generally, the response it got from
Parisian critics is attributable to the rhetoric used, especially in the catalogue. It
compared the exhibits to the exponents of the European schools because it was trying
to emphasise Russian art’s belonging to a wider tradition (Tolstoi 1983b: 82), and the
accusations about imitativeness were a logical side effect of this layout which was
genuinely attempting to explain the art presented to the European viewer.

The show was broadly reviewed in France and afterwards in Germany.
However, as was argued by Tolstoi (1983b: 148),213 the diverse character of the French
reception alongside the wide range of attitudes that biased them reveal that this event
was not univocally deemed positive by critics abroad. The opposite would have been
indeed too complicated to happen, as knowledge about Russian art other, than for
some exponents of Realist school, had not yet entered the circulation of European
criticism. Nevertheless, the attendance of the show was considerable and amounted to

60000 visitors, while the management of the Salon d’Automne officially made 15

212 On this regard, see her letter to Nikolai Roerich from Paris in Tenisheva 1906a; 1906b. Sergei
Makovskii, who was her friend, wrote some very reserved reviews published in Russia.

213 A previous, partial assessment of the feedback to the 1906 exhibition in Paris can be found in
Alpatov 1960: 288-293.
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artists from the Empire members of the society (Russkaia khudozhestvennaia
vystavka 1906).

The most frequent idea that appeared in the reviews authored by Roger-
Miller (1906), de Saint-Hilaire (1906), and Jamot (1907) concerned the imitative
character of the entire artistic tradition. However, a shift in perspective still occurred,
as the observers looked more carefully into the formal qualities of the works, trying to
evaluate them from the positions of contemporary French criticism, and no longer
out of a mere interest of learning about Russia’s ‘national character’.

Most of articles predictably dwelt on the historical artists and the
representatives of the older generation. Yet some of them dedicated considerable
attention to the works of ‘newer artists’, again appraising them formally and in the
context of the recent art shown at the salon itself and analogous venues. Jamot (1907)
compared Vrubel’ to Gustave Moreau, while the impressionist work of Korovin was
in his eyes owed to the influence of Anders Zorn; this applied to Serov’s and,
unexpectedly, to Maliavin’s paintings as well. At the same time, the artists who were
honoured in comparison to the French Impressionists were Tarkhov and Grabar’,
whose landscapes were reckoned by Jamot to be among the most ‘pleasing’ artworks
of the entire exhibition. Further on, he appraised Borisov-Musatov as descending
from the stylistic paradigms of Maurice Denis and Paul Gauguin and, this time
legitimately, reported beardsleyist elements in the graphic works of the miriskusniki
(Jamot 1907; Tolstoi 1983b: 152-153). The only modern artist who was praised by
the reviewer was Somov, who was surprisingly deemed as ‘the least French-like’. The
reason for this was apparently to be found in his ironic touches, in relation to both his
way of treating erotic subjects and to the re-enactment of the atmosphere of the past
in his works.

Meanwhile, another review that dwelt much more on contemporary
production was that of de Danilowicz (1906), who dove deeper into the work of

Vrubel’ - although without disregarding his match with Moreau — and underscored
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his dialogue with traditional mythology and the former’s revivalist ambition. De
Danilowicz reserved the highest praise and recognition for Roerich, Pasternak, and
Serov, who he believed ‘merited to enter art history’. Vrubel’s Pan (Fig. 39) was
featured in the catalogue of the Paris exhibition as Le Dien Pan, supposedly in order
to avoid the embarrassing incidents owed to a misunderstanding of its iconography as
happened in 1901 after the Russian section at the Vienna Secession was reviewed by
Muther.

Zolotoe runo published a resumé of the French reviews that was, however,
cleverly assembled to inform the reader only about positive feedback (Siunnerberg
1906). Even if the exhibition and its Berlin version attracted some criticism back home
(Iashchenko 1906; Lazarevskii 1906; Kosorotov 1906; Makovskii 1906a; 1906b;
1906¢214) largely due to the omission of the mammoths of Realist painting, who were
absent not least because the imperial and city collections did not concede the loans,
the main opponent of the miriskusniki was not there any longer to attack them.

Ironically, one of the articles dedicated to the exhibition and praising its

214 Sergei Makovskii was particularly active in his attempt to diminish the achievements of this
exhibition. Even if one of the first reviews he composed about it was moderate, those that he issued by
the end of the year were centred on the opinion that Diaghilev not only betrayed the ‘national
direction’ in Russian painting (Makovskii 1906¢), but also concealed its eventual failures. Thus, he
wondered: ‘[...] if the success, which is so eagerly advertised by those people who were involved here
(too involved to be presenting an objective opinion), was real? Above all, the French did not buy any of
the works from the exhibition’. Original passage: ‘[...] nepes Hamu GaxTbl, KOTOPBIX HEJIb3A 3AMOALAMY,
— ¢aKTHI, BHISBIBAIOMME HEBOJIBHOE COMHEHHE: JEHCTBUTEBHO JIU (5.4 TOT YCIEX, O KOTOPOM TOTOBBI
KpPHYATh JIALR, CIMIIKOM 3aMHTECPECOBAHHBIC, 9TOOE He OBITE... mpucTpacTHbIMEU? [Ipexze Beero: Hu
OJIHOM KapTHHbI C BRICTaBKY (ppaHiyssl He Ky (Makovskii 1906b). Even though one might agree
that the show was not as triumphant as Diaghilev cohort claimed, Makovskii’s arguments seems to be
erroneous. In fact, Makovskii apparently had not visited the Parisian show, but only attended the
version mounted in Berlin. Makovskii’s statements regarding the sales, in particular, contradict the
information that can be found in Benois’ diaries. On the 22th of October, the latter wrote, ‘Almost all
my artworks are sold’. Later he also mentions that ‘Bénédite is picking the items in the show for the
Luxembourg [Museum]. He has allocated 1000 francs to the exhibiton’. Original passage: ‘TIouru Bce
Mou Bewy npogassl. [...] beneaut Ha BhicTaBKe BoIOMpaet Bemu Ayt Luxembourga. Beero accuraosan
BbicTaBke 1000 ppankor’ (Benois 2008 [1906]: 73).

183



contemporary segments appeared on the pages of Russkie vedomosti, right before
Vladimir Stasov’s obituary.215

In the years thereafter, many Russian artists, including Kandinsky and
Jawlensky in the mid-1900s, would submit their works to the Salon d’Automne.
However, most of the Russians who would contribute to its exhibitions in the start of
the following decade were Symbolist early avant-garde creators. These included
Vladimir Baranov-Rossine, Pétr Konchalovskii, Pavel Kuznetsov, and II’ia Mashkov in
1910, Bakst, Baranov-Rossine, Alexander Archipenko and Leopold Survage in 1911,
and again Archipenko, Baranov-Rossine, and Chagall in 1912. Finally, 1913 saw over
fifty artists of Russian origin displayed in the 11th edition of the Salon d’Automne

next to the section of Russian folk art.216

215 However, Stasov wrote a writhing review on the February exhibition of the Mir iskusstva in St
Petersburg. See Stasov 1906.

216 On the engagement of Russian artists of the younger generation with Parisian exhibition platforms,
see Marcadé 1979.
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2. Russian Symbolism and ‘a modern sense of art’ at the 1908 Secession

in Vienna

In the light of the strategies discussed in the previous chapters, the episode at
the 31st edition of the Vienna Secession in 1908 seems like an uncompromising
triumph of Russian fin-de-siecle artists within the scope of Europe’s independent
exhibition platforms. This edition was exclusively dedicated to Russian modernist
production. Similar displays had been organised previously by the Secession; for
example, it had exhibited a selection of artists from the Polish Artists’ Association,
Sztuka, based in Krakow, which had concise modernist and cosmopolitan aspirations.
In doing so, the Secession followed the example of the Paris salons, including that of
the Salon d’Automne. Thus, it had copied the tribute sections scheme and celebrated
the recently deceased French symbolist master Eugene Carri¢re, just as their French
colleagues did in the retrospective solo exhibit that was part of the 1906 Salon
d’Automne together with an homage to Paul Gauguin.

The Russian edition in 1908 was part of the Secession’s policy that aimed at
illustrating how the modern artistic sensibility (Fig. 40),217 which it considered itself
as one of the main proponents of, was spreading over different ‘national schools’.
Unlike in the Paris edition of 1906, in Vienna there were a lot of works related to
archaising and fairy-tales stylisations that were pieced by Roerich and Ivan Bilibin.
Entitled Moderne Russische Kunst, the show occupied the whole building of the
Secession in Friedrichstraf$e. In the preface to the catalogue, which was likely written
by a person that was not directly involved in the Russian art process of the moment,
the leading roles in the ‘modern school of national painting’ were ascribed to Roerich,
Maliutin, Bilibin, Nesterov, Apollinarii Vasnetsov, and, surprisingly, also to Surikov.

Their main achievement, according to the author, was to have introduced the

217 Tt is interesting to notice that the scene represented in the poster designed by Bakst is taking place in
a studio space featuring three women artists.
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principles of ‘immediacy and intimate subjectivism towards the ancient monuments
of old Russia’ (Sokolowsky 1908). However, their work was distinguished from the
previous versions of the national style in painting, which the author judged as
‘tasteless’. In his statement, he relied on the opinion of Sergei Makovskii, who was
himself trying to arrange an exhibition of Russian art abroad during those years.
Makovskii’s ideas that the younger generation of Russians who were exploring
the themes of the ‘national’ in their art were supposedly free of the exaggerated
sentimentality or the pretentious chauvinist attitudes of the older cohort, were here
fully embraced by the author. What attracted both was clearly the commitment to the
ideals of ‘art for art’s sake’ and the ability to enclose allusions to ‘eternal poetry’ in
their works. The subjectivity that transpired in the interpretations of the topics was
connected to the mythology or the architectural gems of Old Rus’. Other artists in the
exhibition, he continued, ‘were not able to free themselves from the French influence
yet’ (Sokolowsky 1908), providing examples of Maliutin, Kustodiev, Lancéray, and
Aleksandr Sredin. Moreover, he anticipated that there were also works that gave the
chance to explore how primitive and even primordial motifs were approached by
modern Russian artists; he dedicated significant space to describing Roerich’s work,
with particular emphasis to his interpretation of the North and his interest in the
archaeological dimension of history. Both were read here as the evocation of the
‘primitive’ and its profound and spiritual notion of man’s relation with the nature,
and appreciated for how they were concisely and suggestively introduced to the

visitor:

‘In Roerich’s pictures you can hardly see the people. Like trees and
animals, like silent stones of deceased villages, they are standing quietly
next to the elements of life. They do not exist individually, and it gives

the impression that they never existed individually, as if they also used to
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live together with the trees and stones and mythical monsters of

antiquity’.218

This haunting speculation about the imagery created in the works of Roerich
is concluded with the notion that the artist brings the viewer back to the primordial,
‘barbaric’, original man, and therefore communicates something universal with his
art, while references to national history only serve as a framework for this profound
endeavour. All these points were derived from Makovskii’s essay on Roerich that was
published in Zolotoe runo in 1907 (Makovskii 1907).

One of the reviewers reproduced the angle from which the introduction to
the catalogue was written, positively assessing the ‘archaic’ way of portraying nature
that the newer Russian artists had developed. Austrian art critic Berta Zuckerkandl

argued that:

‘Already at the Paris World’s Fair in 1900 it became evident that Russian
art now is oriented towards the Byzantine Empire, and even further back
to archaic, primitive forms. This movement is constantly expanding and
is interpreted as a symptom of a similar disengagement of Russian art
from foreign influences. [...] This deep mysticism of the tectonic also
sprouted from that passion of coloration, the intonation of which was a
secret held by the peasantry. And who else gave such art its thythm other

than the at times hysterically sweet, at times grandiosely resplendent, in

218 Original passage: ‘Auf den Bildern von Roehrich sieht man kaum die Menschen. Wie Biume und
Tiere, wie stille Steine verstorbener Dérfer sind sie mit den Elementen des Lebens namelos. Sie
existieren nicht einzeln und es ruft den Schein hervor, als ob sie einzeln nie existierten, als ob sie auch
friher mit den Biumen und Steinen und mythischen Ungetiimen des Altertums ein gemeinsamen
Leben fiihrten’ (Sokolowsky 1908).
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part chilling, sceptical, but always powerful primal nature of holy

Russia?’21?

Exactly through this kind of semantic operation, these artists could, in her opinion,
aim to express an original, characteristically Russian interpretation of ‘a modern sense
of art’ (Zuckerkandl 1908).

Even though the presentations dedicated to Roerich and Bilibin was
extensive, there was also a major focus on Bakst and the artists close to the circle of the
Blue Rose. In fact, the exhibition also proved to represent a cardinal shift towards
Symbolism in Russian art after the 1901 edition, when Viennese audiences had a
chance to appreciate Vrubel’s work. The show was an important source of affirmation
for Russian symbolist painting and particularly for the Blue Rose circle, as Borisov-
Musatov, whose inspiration lay behind the collective’s formation, was represented
with one canvas. Moreover, the exhibition was filled with remarkable examples of
various Symbolist inclinations that emerged in the Russian art of the 1900s, not only
in the country’'s main cities but also in provincial centres, a feature that had not
previously been included in similar international displays.

Interestingly, the project did not originate from either of the capitals as had
happened before, but was conceived of by a critic and art enthusiast mainly based in
Kyiv. Aleksandr Filippov (1882-1942), a native of the city, was the editor of the
illustrated magazine V mire iskusstva [In the world of art] in 1907-1910 which was
modelled after the St Petersburg-based Mir iskusstva. The magazine had also

organised several editions of its own art salon that featured Roerich, Petrov-Vodkin,

219 Original passage: ‘Daf3 die russische Kunst sich nach Bizanz jetzt orientiert und weiter noch zuriick
zu archiistisch primitiven Gebilden geht, hat schon 1900 die Pariser Weltausstellung gezeigt. Diese
Bewegung ist im steten Wachstum begriffen und wird als Symptom fiir die endliche Loslésung der
russischen Kunst von fremdlindischen Einfliissen gedeutet.[...] Dieser tiefen Mystik des Tektonischen
entsprof§ auch jene Leidenschaftlichkeit der Firbung, die anzustimmen, einst Geheimnis des
Landvolkes war. Und wer anders als die bald hysterisch stiffe, bald grandios prangende, halb eisig
verzweifelnde, aber immer michtige Ur-Natur des heiligen RufSland hat solcher Kunst den Rhythmus
gegeben?’ (Zuckerkandl 1908, as translated in Lehner 2014: 139-140).
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and Maliutin in late 1910 - early 1911. Indeed, fellow creatives used to call Filippov a
‘little Diaghilev’, both for his zeal in organising editorial work and exhibitions and
because he sympathised considerably with the aestheticising views of the leader of the
St Petersburg group. The choices that he succeeded in presenting in Vienna reflected
this logic perfectly (Akinsha 2014: 29). The Vienna exhibit of 1908, although modest
in scale, signified ‘modern’ art’s confirmation in the midst of an increasing fascination
for all things Russian that was expanding in the second half of the 1900s. Indeed, after
1906, several shows of folk items were set up in Paris, including Tenisheva’s collection
that was presented in 1907 (Tressol 2019: 352).

The exhibit resulted in Kustodiev, Roerich, and Serov being the only three
Russian artists that were invited to become corresponding members of the Union of
Austrian Artists. It also led to three purchases from the part of Aurstian-Hungarian
authorities, among which was one of the Kustodiev’s works that had been presented
in 1908 after being featured in Diaghilev’s show in Paris (the Portrait of Polenov’s
Family, 1904-1905). However, the 1908 Secession was also remarkable due to its
utilisation of the term ‘modern’, which was applied to the newest works of Russian
art. This way, it employed mechanisms similar to those of the ‘newest artists’ section
at Diaghilev’s Paris exhibition, where the most progressive art was constructing and
then manipulating narratives around tradition in order to claim its place in the

contemporary art debate.
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3. Modernist exhibitions and the historicising narratives: Sonderbund

in Cologne and the Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition in London

Subsequently, the Section russe travelled to Berlin, where it was exhibited at
the Schulte gallery which was to some extent linked to the environment of the Berlin
Secession. In 1907, a modified version of the show was presented at the 7th Venice
Biennale.220 However, after that episode, Diaghilev reoriented his activity towards
music and theatre, which is the phase of his career that is most broadly addressed by
scholars. It is worth noting that throughout the second half of the decade, the
institutional landscape of Russian art changed radically as it witnessed the emergence
of multiple progressive art groups. However, the exhibition strategies of the
generation of artists that were associated with the Mir iskusstva and the Union of
Russian Artists that were developed in the international realm were barely affected by
those shifts because they relied largely on a foundation of already existing contacts
and successful performances.

Among the members of the Russian creative community who shared values
and tried, in some sense, to bypass the traditions of the fin-de-siecle groups were, for
example, Zolotoe runo in Moscow, Apollon in St Petersburg, and the Kyiv-based V
mire iskusstva. All these enterprises placed a strong emphasis on exhibition practices.
Apart from Filippov, attempts at exporting Russian art abroad were consistently made
by Sergei Makovskii, who organised a show of artists close to the Mir iskusstva in
Brussels in 1910 and in Paris the same year. The latter was hosted by the prestigious
Bernheim-Jeune gallery, then directed by Félix Fénéon. By that time, Bernheim-Jeune
had already displayed the most innovative paintings of the time, including some works

by Henri Matisse.

220 See Raev (1982; 2000) on the reception of the German version of the show and see Bertel¢ (2011a;
2011b) on the circumstances surrounding the display in Venice in 1907.
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Personal links established through the early 1900s were vital for securing
Russian artists’ presence in foreign exhibitions. Notably, there were two exhibitions
that were afterwards acknowledged as particularly remarkable for their considerable
contributions to the establishment of the canons of European modernism. The input
of Russian exhibitors in those occasions was limited. However, the tools that were
employed by their organisers for arranging their displays, and the discursive choices
that accompanied them, render these two episodes worthy of further examination.

A number of art shows from the early 1910s have become recognised as key
events for the affirmation of the modernist paradigm. These episodes range from the
small, chamber-like first exhibition of Der Blaue Reiter that took place in late 1911, to
the massive Armory Show in New York in 1913, all valued for the expressive
radicalness of the art they featured. However, one of their most common distinctive
features concerned how they prepared the international success of the artists working
with the most experimental forms, both in terms of critical acclaim and the market.
Some of these milestone exhibits, however, contained a strong retrospective element,
which was used for the benefit of the younger artists. Two of these shows were
organised in 1912 in succession, and, although they were set up in Cologne and
London by two different groups of commissioners, had a profound link between
them while also adopting the same emphasis on a retrospective outlook.

These were the Internationale Kunstausstellung des Sonderbunds westdeutscher
Kunstfreunde und Kiinstler (International Art Exhibition of the West German Special
League of Art Lovers and Artists), mounted in Cologne, and the Second Post-
Impressionist Exhibition organised in London at the Grafton Galleries under the
leadership of Roger Fry, by then already a prominent art critic and historian. Both
represented the apex of the expansion of independent exhibition societies that was
unfolding at the turn of the century. At the same time, everything in the wider
rhetoric employed in these shows was centred around the defence of innovation and

its legitimation.
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By those years, it had become a common practice for medium and large-scale
group exhibits to incorporate tribute sections into their selections. They were usually
celebrative rooms devoted to the oeuvre of a recently deceased artist, often arranged in
collaboration with an art dealership, in commemoration of those masters who were
regarded as essential to the day’s art by the members of the committee. Although it
was a form which partly derived from the exhibition practices of the French art
academy (Gahtan and Pegazzano 2018: 3), its importance for the discourse that aimed
at providing a validation for the vanguards of the late 1900s and 1910s cannot be
overestimated. Different kinds of appeals to historical references, both vague and
personified in relation to an older master, were used by critics and exhibition
organisers to justify their preferences.22!

The 4th Exhibition of Sonderbund opened in Cologne in 1912, instead of
Dusseldorf, where the organising body had mounted the previous editions. Especially
from the second edition and thereafter, these were open to foreign art, and introduced
innovative French works to the provincial German audiences by displaying artists
such as Pierre Bonnard, Paul Signac, Edouard Vuillard, and early Georges Braque.
Jawlensky and Kandinsky eagerly participated in that second Sonderbund. The
Cologne edition was shown at the city’s newly-built Kunsthalle and was composed of
thirty rooms and almost six hundred works. Notably, an unprecedentedly elaborate
network of actors independent from both state politics and the academic
environment — from museum curators to artists and art leaders — was involved in its
realisation. Neither did this composition attract too much criticism from the
conservative part of audience, because there were well-known patrons and provincial
politicians backing the initiative. Presided over by the art historian Richart Reiche,
the committee expressed the ambition of introducing the most innovative painting

styles (Reiche 1912: 3) alongside illustrating their pedigree, which was to be found in

221 Their complex intersections were the root of numerous historiographical controversies, as well as
the perpetuation of stereotypes by contemporaneous critique.
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the masters of the 1880s—1890s, notably Van Gogh (125 paintings), Cézanne, and
Gauguin (circa 25 works each). Many of these came from private collections, such as
that of Karl Ernst Osthaus (Stamm 2012: 59), an open-minded art patron and the
founder of the Folkwang Museum in Hagen, which was the leading institution
devoted to modern art in the 1920s. The catalogue introduction indicated that the
goal of the project was to ‘discover to what extent the modern movement looks back
to the old masters” (Reiche 1912: 6-7). By so doing, it claimed that contemporary
German art was part of that cosmopolitan tradition which, especially in the case of
the last two, became normalised through that same tribute displays at the Salon
d’Automne: Cézanne was featured in 1904 and 1907, and Gauguin in 1906. The
Sonderbund show also featured Signac, Picasso — who was juxtaposed to El Greco,
another guest from the past — and Munch. As for the Expressionist cohort extensively
presented here, the exclusion of the Fauves (Matisse was featured by only six works)
was a deliberate committee choice that aimed to conceal his influence on German
artists exploring the expressionist field and emphasise their originality and the Nordic
roots of their art (Cestelli Guidi 1992: 27). Within that context, several pieces by
‘Russian Munichers” were placed next to their colleagues from Der Blaue Reiter
under the brackets of recent German art in rooms 17 and 18. There were two works
by Vladimir Bekhteev, namely The Rider (Rossebindiger) from 1912222 and Diana on
the Hunt (Diana auf der Jagd), the latter having remained unsold. There were four
works by Jawlensky, a Self-portrait and Girl in Light Blue (Mddchen in Lichtblan),
which was sold at the show alongside a Stzll-life and Read Head (Rotkopf) from 1910.
The other two are unidentifiable. He also contributed a Female Portrait
(Damenbildnis) painted in 1912, which for some time remained in the collection of
the sister-in-law of the writer II'ia Erenburg. In room 17 there were two canvases by

Kansinkii: Improvisation Nr. 21a from 1911, which is now in the collection of

222 Now part of the Gabriele Miinter and Johannes Eichner Foundation.
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Lenbachhaus, and Boat Trip (Kabnfabrt), created in 1910 (signed in Versailles), which
entered the Tretyakov Gallery in 1922.

A number of exhibits from the Sonderbund were previously presented at
Manet and Post-Impressionists, an ambitious show ideated by Roger Fry and also
presented at the Grafton Galleries in 1910. In fact, the decision of building up a
genealogy of contemporary artistic production starting from the three key figures of
Van Gogh, Cézanne, and Gauguin was correlated to the way that Fry elevated Manet
to the altar of a patriarch of modern art. This first enterprise he mounted was sharply
criticised, but it became an exemplary case of how history-making was performed in
the context of exhibitions, and was broadly examined by scholars.223

Fry had extended his theorising over modern art through the two
exhibitions,?24 and while preparing the second one drew greatly on his experience of
visiting the Cologne Sonderbund, which he had reported on for The Nation (Fry
1912). Even though Fry exported the use of the triad upon which the Cologne exhibit
was based, he attributed a special place to the legacy of Cézanne. The Second Post-
Impressionist Exhibition opened in October 1912 and lasted, with a short pause, until
January 1913. The rearranged appearance of the exhibition that was finalised in
January might be recreated based on the updated edition of the catalogue (Fry, Bell,
and Anrep 1913).

The exhibition was composed of three areas that were delineated more or less
based on geographic criteria, but apparently without much classifying rigour. Fry
curated the French part, and in doing was chiefly preoccupied with establishing the
causal ties between Cézanne and the most recent British art. His colleague and friend,

Clive Bell, was in charge with the British part, while there was also supposed to be an

223 See Nicolson 1951; Bullen 1988; Gruetzner Robins 1997: 15-45; 2010, Bruneau-Rumsey 2009 and
Burlington Magazine vol. 152 (Shone 2010), various articles in which are dedicated to this issue.

224 Fry’s approach was significantly informed by the ideas of Meier-Graefe (Falkenheim 1980: 19) and
was characterised by a profoundly formalist stance, which at the same time, did not exclude the
spiritual dimension of aesthetic experience (Twitchell 1987: 42).
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extensive Russian section overseen by Boris Anrep. Anrep was a Russian expatriate
artist who, alongside Fry, shared a fascination with Byzantine art. He wrote an article
about the exhibition in Russian which was published in Apollon (Anrep 1913).

However, Fry also wanted to connect the tradition of Cézanne with other
national schools in order to illustrate the expansion of his visual language and ideas.
Fry believed that his art was a perfect expression of the ‘classic spirit’, and this notion
helped the critic to better conceptualise his reflection on Post-Impressionism, which
was rooted in an evolutionist outlook and attempts to structure modern art as a
lineage of formal developments. It is important to note that that Fry’s theoretical
approach was influenced by his earlier background in Early Renaissance art (Shiff
1984: 144).

A peculiar overlap of these ideas, and his reading of Cézanne as an iteration of
‘classic’ imagery in particular, had likely influenced his presumptions about Russian
art. Moreover, on the earlier steps of his career as a critic, Fry labelled Cézanne,
together with Gauguin, as ‘proto-Byzantines’ (Verdi 2017: 544). In 1911 there was
also a performance of the Ballets Russes in London where it was touring for the first
time, and it is plausible that the impulse for this Russian section derived from there.
The tour’s programme included the opera Prince Igor, performed with a set designed
by Roerich that was guided massively by an archaising aesthetic evoking the themes of
Slavic paganism.

The choice of artists and the respective works arranged by Fry for his
exhibition reflected his interest in primitivist evocations (Protopopova 2008: 90) (Fig.
41). Fry also underscored the synthetic qualities of new Russian art and its decorative
potential. From a logistical standpoint, there was reportedly a problem either with
shipping or with customs control that impeded the arrival of a portion of the works
on time. Goncharova’s, Mikhail Larionov’s, and Martiros Sar’ian’s contributions only
appeared for the rearrangement in January, and immediately garnered attention

(Igumnova 2006: 19). It is most likely that Goncharova was featured with two works
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from the series The evangelists (1911) that mixed the expressionist arsenal with
religious iconography, and with Street in Moscow from 1909. Larionov’s works
included a variation on the subject of the soldier, while Roerich displayed eight
canvases — including Battle in the Heavens — and several sketches for set designs
(Igumnova 2006: 20) (Fig. 42). The emphasis on the archaism present in Russian art
as a phenomenon with a strong spiritual potential was also emphasised by Anrep in
the introductory note (Anrep 1912). The Byzantine and Scythian allusions, as
explored by the art of Natalia Goncharova and Roerich, must have swayed
Fry. Additionally, they likely met the public’s expectations for exotic and
archaising imagery (Protopopova 2008: 89-91) and resonated with the Byzantine
ideal revered by Fry and his circle. Members of the Bloomsbury Group were deeply
enchanted by Byzantine art, which formed an important element in their aesthetic
views and the ways they theorised about them. It was considered as an ancestor of
authentic and genuine expressiveness (Berkowitz 2018). Serving as spiritual-aesthetic
category rather than a proper historical source, it allowed Fry to formulate a rhetoric
of transcendent values that united the great art of the past with the great art of the
day, which he proceeded to incorporate throughout his practice.

Opverall, in giving the floor to progressive artists, including several Russians,
these exhibitions also made a remarkably instrumental use of history. This served as a
validating means for the most audacious examples of stylistic innovation, presenting
them as heirs to the French art of the 1880s and 1890s that had been gaining
momentum on the market and steadily entering not only private, but also public

collections in Europe at the time.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis addressed the history of Russian turn-of-the-century art groups
through a lens that emphasised the wide range of ways through which they
programmed and instrumentalised their participations in exhibitions abroad.
Particular emphasis was given to their participation in the secessionist platforms of the
dominant art and cultural centres of Europe such as Munich and Paris. This thesis
demonstrated that, in this context, shifting the analytical focus from the categories of
cultural or national identity to the dimension of strategies prove profoundly
beneficial. This orientation is useful because such a perspective attributes active roles
to the artists and emphasises the ways in which they exercised their agency, instead of
supposing that their actions were exclusively dictated by their membership or
participation in a specific background. Modernist artists in Russia, just like their
foreign peers, consciously made use of diverse strategies, within which their
approaches towards exhibition practices played a vital role.

The findings of this study can be collectively understood as a new
interpretation of the processes under which the international artistic networks that
involved Russian modernist artists became established. By the late 1890s, the younger
generation of artists in Russia were becoming increasingly motivated to participate in
the European exhibition process. This necessity led them to reformulate their image
in accordance with their goals of exhibiting their works abroad, beyond the
supervising gaze of the academy. To accomplish this, they all shared an urgency to
express themselves as the representatives of a modern national school, the latter being
the most widely adopted criterion for critical appraisal at the independent art shows
and therefore a crucial issue for most artists’ professional identities. At the same time,
they were in line with two main preoccupations shared by their colleagues abroad.
The first was to find or expand one’s presence in the art market, while the second

concerned their aspirations to secure their place within the wider art-historical
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narrative, which was imposed by the dominant paradigm centred around art history
and which was increasingly determining art practice. These needs were complemented
by the increasing prominence of the mechanisms of external validation, which, as I
argued, compelled artists to exhibit abroad regardless of the prospects of gaining
ground within the foreign art communities.

Throughout this thesis various aspects of this process were scrutinised,
leading to the following conclusions. Firstly, Russian fin-de-siecle artists’
contributions to the independent art exhibitions and Secessions in European art
capitals stimulated a major discussion between conservatives and progressive members
of artistic field, centred around the aesthetic values and formal features associated
with the movements that were gaining momentum in the European scene at the
period. Secondly, the Russian art groups of that generation, namely the Mir iskusstva
and the Union of Russian Artists, evaluated and tried to import the secessionist
models they observed in Europe (primary from an organisational standpoint, but in
some cases also in terms of stylistic choices). They did so in order to be more up-to-
date and to be able to ‘speak the same language’ as their peers abroad. Thirdly, many
Russian artists of different stylistic orientations carefully and wisely aligned
themselves (sometimes probably not entirely deliberately) to the trends of the
international exhibitions and to what they perceived were the expectations of foreign
audiences regarding their work. Their eventual successes in those occasions worked as
a catalyst for the expansion of certain themes; this was the case of the later phase of
folk revival, and, as was argued in this thesis, also applies to the proliferation of motifs
centred around the Russian North. Finally, by the mid-1900s, the use of art history as
a tool within the exhibition’s wider narrative had become another increasingly
important strategy for the organisation of their presentations.

Overall, the argument that aesthetic agendas were not the sole motive force of
the changes witnessed in Russian fin-de-si¢cle art was supported by providing

evidence that these developments fit closely with, and were often anticipated by,
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concrete institutional alterations. This thesis argues that it was these alterations that
actually opened the way for and enabled changes in form, instead of subscribing to
the conventional claim in the relevant literature that sees a reversed relationship
between the two domains. To actively be involved in the art field was the precondition
that no artist could neglect, and therefore, in order to give space to expressive
innovation, they had to primarily and fundamentally secure themselves a platform
and space within that field.

The discourse that eagerly compared Russian art with foreign art assumed a
steady pace in the 1890s for the reasons discussed above. Therefore, the entire grid for
evaluating works of art was going through a major process of disruption and
renegotiation at the period, and artists were increasingly looking for opportunities for
confrontation and cultural exchange in order to be in a position to better evaluate
their work. As argued here, the idea of national singularity in the arts, which itself as a
category had been formulated in the context of global events such as the World Fairs,
or the imperative to present an updated version of a national school, were the
predominant factors driving the exhibition strategies of the artists entering the mature
phase of their paths in the late 1890s—early 1900s. To exhibit abroad through a
reliance on the proper networks instead of on the academic environment that had for
long overseen and determined the nature of Russian contributions at foreign art
gatherings (which were then largely limited to the World Fairs) meant that artists and
creative groups needed to think more carefully about what works to send and how to
relate to the criticism received there. Moreover, outside the World Fairs, artists were
less constrained by politics and could explore the still very topical issues of national
singularity in the arts in a more liberal manner.

This thesis also explored the rhetoric adopted by Russian artists and
exhibition organisers as a powerful device that allowed them to reorient public
opinion within the logic of external validation. Thus, as was illustrated among other

cases, no project of Diaghilev’s throughout the decade of 1896-1906 was an
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uncompromising victory. Nonetheless, he rearranged the positive and neutral
feedback to lay out his argumentation in the press, thereby creating successes out of
his endeavours. First, he did so at the 1898 exhibition in Munich, but he also pursued
the same strategy in 1906, this time attempting to give directions to the French art
journalists about how to write their reviews. This practice was imitated by the leaders
of the art groups that emerged in Russia in the late 1900s, for example by Sergei
Makovskii.

To sum up, I wish to foreground the argument that all the participations
analysed and compared in this thesis were unified by the ambition to be included into
the narratives of the new and relatively globalised art; this is by essence a purely
modernist pursuit, one that characterises the modern artist as a sociocultural
archetype. Faced with the European fin-de-siecle art scene, Russian artists, whose
paths I sought to reflect on here, did succeed in linking themselves with the
secessionist environments, members of which were the gatekeepers of the symbolist-
Jugendstil domain; however, they basically failed in attracting the consistent support
of the private galleries which would go on to become the leaders of determining
trends in the art process (and secured the success of the avant-garde movement) from
the late 1900s onwards. In this regard, however, it should be observed that potentially
useful insights could emerge from research dedicated to that second realm, in which
the production of the artists discussed in this thesis circulated in the late 1900s and

the early 1910s.
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Figure 6: Savitskii, K. A. (1894-1895) Awaiting the Court Sentence. Draft version
[Oil on cardboard]. The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. Available at https://
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Figure 7: Keyfner, G. (1898) ‘Russische Bilder’, Kunst fiir Alle, vol. 14, no. S, 1

December 1898, pp. 70-73. Available at https://digi.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/diglit/
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Figure 8: Antokol’skii, M. M. (1882) Spinoza [Marble]. The
State Russian Museum, St Petersburg (Brockhaus and
Efron 1906-1913).
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Figure 9: Benois, A. N. (1897) At the pool of Ceres [Watercolour and gouache on
paper]. The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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145x83,8 cm. The State Tretyakov Gallery,
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Polenovo. Available at https://www.tg-m.ru/articles/
3-2020-68/dva-zhenskikh-lika-tsvetnogo-oforta-mariya-
yakunchikova-i-elizaveta-kruglikova-v- (Accessed 21 May
2022).

248



'-r{"j!.'.;"'.. LA T PLLS ”.--r“ll-llt. i |-'_..:
Figure 17: Iakunchikova, M. V. (1893-1894) L Irréparable [Aquatint on paper],
24,5x28,7 cm. The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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Figure 18: Iakunchikova, M. V. (1893-1894) L ’Effroi
[Aquatint on paper], 29x20 cm. Museum Estate of Vasilii
Polenov, Polenovo. Available at https://www.tg-m.ru/
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Figure 19: Iakunchikova, M. V. (1894) Reflections of an
Intimate World [Oil on canvas], 115x66 cm. Private
collection, Chéne-Bougeries, Switzerland.
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Figure 20: Iakunchikova, M. V. (1899) Cupboard [Wood] (Normand 1900: 284).
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Figure 21: Iakunchikova, M. V. and Solomenko workshops (1899) The Girl and the
Wood Spirit [Embroidered panel], 300x360 cm. Private collection. Christie’s
(Hardiman 2019: 307).
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Figure 23: Pasternak, L. O. (1895) Before the Exam [Oil on canvas], 39x55,5 cm.
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Figure 24: Korovin, K. A. (1896) Pavilion of Far North at
the Nizhnii Novgorod Fair [Photograph by M. P. Dmitriev].
Shchusev State Museum of Architecture, Moscow.
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Figure 25: Korovin, K. A. (1896) Aurora polaris. Panels made for the
Pavilion of Far North at the Nizhnii Novgorod Fair [Oil on canvas],
425%350 cm. The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow (Kirichenko 2012:
267).
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Figure 26: Korovin, K. A. (1896) Fishing in Murman Sea. Panels made for the
Pavilion of Far North at the Nizhnii Novgorod Fair [Oil on canvas], 211x431 cm.
The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow (Kirichenko 2012: 269).
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Figure 27: Korovin, K. A. and Klodt, N. A. (1899) Pier Near a Factory in Murman.
Panels made for the Russian Pavilion at the World Fair in Paris in 1900 [Tempera
on canvas], 100x349 cm. The State Russian Museum, St Petersburg.
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Figure 28: Korovin, K. A. and Klodt, N. A. (1899) Shores of Murman (Pomor
Crosses). Panels macde for the Russian Pavilion at the World Fair in Paris in 1900
[Tempera on canvas], 100x349 cm. The State Russian Museum, St Petersburg.

Figure 29: Korovin, K. A. and Klodt, N. A. (1899) The Caravan of Samoyeds. Pancels
made for the Russian Pavilion at the World Fair in Paris in 1900 [Tempera on
canvas], 102x454 cm. The State Russian Museum, St Petersburg.
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Figure 30: Mir iskusstva exhibition held in the spaces of St Petersburg Fine Arts
Academy from 10 January to 4 of February 1901. Mir iskusstva, vol. 5, no. 4, p. 101.
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Figure 31: Mir iskusstva exhibition held in the spaces of St Petersburg Fine Arts
Academy from 10 January to 4 of February 1901. Mir iskusstva, vol. 5, no. 4, p. 101.
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Figure 32: Roller, A. (1901) Poster
to the 9th Exhibition of the Vienna
Secession [Colour lithograph],
Albertina, Vienna.
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Figure 33: Nihr, M. (1901-1902) Hall ‘Russische Kiinstler’, 12th
Secession exhibition [Photograph], ONB, Vienna (Akinsha 2014:
31).
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Figure 34: Nihr, M. (1901-1902) Hall ‘Russische Kiinstler’, 12th
Secession exhibition [Photograph], ONB, Vienna (Akinsha 2014:
32).
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Figure 35: (1905) Exhibition of Historic Portraits at the lauride Palace in St
Petersburg in 1905. Hall of the Epoch of Empress Catherine II [Postcard], National
Library of Russia, St Petersburg. Available at https://nlr.ru/petersburg/spbpcards/
prochee/2.htm (Accessed 21 May 2022).
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Figure 36: (1906) Sculpture hall at the Exposition de l'art russe at the Salon
dAutomne, Paris [Photograph]. Heritage Image.

267



Figure 37: (1906) Cover of the catalogue of the
Exposition de l'art russe at the Salon d’Automne,
Paris. Moreau fréres, editeurs.
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Figure 38: (1906) The catalogue of the Exposition de
[art russe at the Salon dAutomne, Paris. Moreau
fréres, editeurs.
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Figure 39: Vrubel’, M. A. (1899) Pan [Oil on canvas], 124x106
cm. The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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Figure 40: Bakst, L. S. (1908) Sketch of the poster of the Exhibitions of works of

Russian artists at Vienna Secession [Watercolour, gouache and pencil on cardboard].
The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow.
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Figure 41: (1912) Catalogue of the Second Post-Impressionist Exbibition. Pages listing
the works of Boris Anrep, Nikolai Roerich and Dmitrii Stelletskii [Print]. Available
at https://bibliotheque-numerique.inha.fr/collection/item/35311-second-post-

impressionist-exhibition-grafton-galleries-oct-5-dec-31-19122offset= (Accessed 21

May 2022).
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Figure 42: Roerich, N. K. (1912) Battle in the Heavens [ Tempera on cardboard],
66x95 cm. The State Russian Museum, St Petersburg.
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ABSTRACT

This dissertation traces the presence of artists from the Russian Empire in
international art exhibitions in the European cultural capitals at the turn of the 20th
century. Starting from the late 1890s, their presence has triggered a growing
polarisation of opinion on the definition of national heritage and of its place in
creative processes. The internal aesthetic dilemma within the Russian art world was
inspired both by modernist dynamics in Europe in terms of style and institutional
layout, and by a need to revisit one’s cultural identity within an increasingly global
field. Throughout their careers, the exhibitors abroad had to (re)formulate their
position vis-a-vis the international art community and their own backgrounds and
histories.

This research views the role of Russian artists in fin-de-si¢cle exhibition
process in Europe as a stimulus for the debate on modern aesthetic in Russia. It aims
to investigate the display models employed throughout those years to rethink the
evolution of expressive language in Russian art and the creation of cross-cultural
networks in connection with the rise of new exhibition strategies and work patterns
among artists.

In doing so, it seeks to decode the significance of this participation for both
the reception of these artists in a European cultural context and for their own
evaluation of their path. The main concern of the present research is to situate it not
as a timeline of narrative-building events that punctuate the history of Russian art,
but rather as a swift process where the market and the agencies of the individuals
involved are as important as the quest for a renewed collective identity.
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