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The first time I saw the famous photo of the 1945 Yalta Conference, I was
shocked and enchanted. It seemed like a work of conceptual eclecticism, a
collage, for those men were such different figures: Churchill, a servant of her
majesty; Roosevelt, a democratically elected president; and Stalin, a bloody
dictator.
I had this vision when Donald Trump was elected. In the old Yalta, there was
a big difference between Stalin and the other two: He cared only about his
power. Now I see these leaders — Mr. Trump, Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping
— and they all seem to care only about their power. This has united them,
finally.
Vitaly Komar is a Moscow-born artist who has lived and worked in New York since
1978.
A version of this op-ed appears in print on February 19, 2017, on Page SR7 of the New
York edition with the headline: New Yalta. Today's Paper|Subscribe
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Komar’s “Allegories of Justice”
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by KIM LEVIN
May 18, 2015

Vitaly Komar, formerly half of the illustrious team Komar
& Melamid, which split in 2003, continues to paint in a
style he has dubbed “New Symbolism.” For more than a
decade, his virtuosic paintings of the proverbial scales of
justice, tiny birds of truth, hulking Russian bears waving
red flags, and circular serpents biting their own tails have
been going through their allegorical paces, wrapping
religion in history and spirituality in cosmic swirls.
Melamid, meanwhile, has kept a lower profile.
Komar’s recent exhibition at New York’s Ronald Feldman
Fine Arts, “Allegories of Justice,” which includes a few
earlier works by the former team, raises a number of
questions. What happens when an artist duo splits up, as
Komar & Melamid did? What happens when the context of
any artist’s production—in this case conceptual
sociopolitical work satirically skewering both Soviet
ideology and American consumerism—vanishes into thin
air, as the Soviet system did, leaving them and other Soviet
artists without a framework? And how do they continue to
make art in the context of the internal void of a suddenly
collapsed culture? Also, in the case of Komar & Melamid—
who left Moscow in 1977 and moved to New York the next
year—how was their work affected by the external
disruptions of emigration to a diametrically opposite
society?

Vitaly Komar, Victory over the Sun, 2010–2015.
Tempera and oil on canvas, 36 x 108 inches.

View of Vitaly Komar, “Allegories of Justice,"
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York, 2015.

Komar & Melamid were among the Soviet Union’s best
nonconformist artists: they founded “Sots Art”—a merger
of Socialist Realism, politicized Pop, and Conceptual art—
and called their first joint show back in 1967
“Retrospectivism.” In 1974, they were arrested during an
outdoor exhibition in Moscow that has come to be known
as “The Bulldozer Exhibition,” because the government
used bulldozers to destroy the artworks. (1) Their first US
show, in 1976 at Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, consisted of
smuggled works.

(Left) Vitaly Komar, Victory over the Sun, 2010–
2015. (Right) Vitaly Komar, Pushkin's Cat, 2010–
2015.

As emigrés, they expanded their conceptual critiques—
establishing a corporation to buy and sell human souls
(Warhol donated his), and making allegorical portraits of
Reagan and self-portraits as Lenin and Stalin. They had
scientific polls taken in 11 countries of the “most wanted” and
“least wanted” paintings for their series “People’s Choice”
(1994–97), and produced those banal paintings, only to
conclude that “looking for freedom, we found slavery.” For a
project titled Ecollaboration (1995–99), they went to Thailand
to teach elephants to paint; paintings by Renee, the elephantpainter, auctioned by Christie’s, helped save other endangered
Thai elephants. Their final joint project, a series of paintings
titled “Symbols of the Big Bang” (2001–2003), involved
abstraction, spirituality, and cosmic dualities, pointing the
Vitaly Komar, Pushkin's Cat, 2010–2015.2015.
way, as it were, to Komar’s recent work.
Among the symbolic replays and elaborations of scales, swords,
and bears brandishing red flags in “Allegories of Justice” is one
intriguing, atypical canvas:Pushkin’s Cat (2010–15). It pictures
the expanse of an indigo-blue night sky with a central starburst
and an indistinct whirlwind of green lettering. Down near the
lower edge, an unsmiling cat on a chain peers out at the world.
This wise cat is the storytelling narrator of a long epic poem by
Alexander Pushkin, “Ruslan and Ludmilla,” a Russian classic
dating from 1817. In the poem, the cat—bound by a golden chain
“to a green oak by the sea”—walks slowly round and round the
tree while retelling ancient Russian folktales and legends, and
dreaming sadly of better days gone by. Pushkin’s Cat sums
Vitaly Komar, Bear's Justice, 2010–2015.
up the mood of Komar’s recent work. The familiar symbols
and allegories seemed to have grown distant, generic, and
nostalgic. Could it be that the artist, like Pushkin’s cat, is chained to his own painterly past?

According to Komar’s 2009 description of New Symbolism, symbolic allegories may well be “conceptual
signifiers that coexist seamlessly with painting’s reverie.” They can arguably be interpreted, as the press

release suggests, as a “reflection on the current international political
situation.” Or could it be that what’s lacking in Komar’s recent work is the
biting satire and critique in the work of the former team? It has become
apparent that while Komar may be the better painter, it is very likely that
Melamid is the more conceptual and skeptical artist. If only they could
bury whatever hatchet caused their breakup and join together for one last
body of work to aggressively confront the current economic and
sociopolitical situation in Putin’s weird post-Soviet Russia and in a chaotic
post-Bush world of failed states, degraded environments, and hypercapitalism gone berserk.
Beyond the ideologies of production and consumption, past
a century in which two former superpowers needed each
other for balance, our geopolitical urgencies and planetary
anxieties are now unilateral. Together Komar and Melamid
might find a way for their art to reflect on our global Sixth
Extinction and the environment in the epoch of the
Anthropocene. That’s a tall order but if anyone can tackle it,
together they might. Their swirling painterly flourishes and
acerbic critiques, leavened by a dose of cynicism, would at the
very least provide a glorious cap to their career.

Vitaly Komar, Liberty as Justice, 2010–2015.

(1) “The Bulldozer Exhibition” of September 15, 1974, an illegal
exhibition, apparently had no other recorded name. It took place
in the Belyaevo area of Moscow.
Kim Levin is a widely published art critic and curator of museum
exhibitions in Eastern and Western Europe, Asia, and the US.

Vitaly Komar, The Tiny Bird and the Bear, 2010–
2015.

View of Vitaly Komar, “Allegories of Justice,"
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York, 2015.

Vitaly Komar, Project of a Monument to the
Bulldozer Show No. 1, 2010–2015.

(Left) Vitaly Komar, Bear's Justice, 2010–2015.
(Right) Vitaly Komar, Sentence to the Hunter,
2010–2015.
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Chimpanzee’s Polaroids Expected to Fetch Big Money at Auction
by Allison Meier on May 16, 2013

Mikki the chimpanzee learning to use a camera with Vitaly Komar and Alexander Melamid (all images courtesy Sotheby’s)

While staggering auction record peaks were summited this week by some talented human artists, a more amateur
representative of an underrepresented artist species is expected to gain some auction attention of his own. Photographs
by Mikki the chimpanzee that show blurry views of Moscow are estimated to fetch between $75,000–100,000
at Sotheby’s.

Mikki posing in Red Square

The lot of 18 photographs is part of the June 5 “Changing Focus — A Collection of Russian and Eastern European
Contemporary Photography”auction in London. They include both Mikki’s clarity-challenged captures of Moscow’s Red
Square and other city sights, as well as documentation of Mikki learning to use a polaroid, analogue, and antique largeformat camera with Russian-born American conceptual artists Vitaly Komar and Alexander Melamid. Called “Our Moscow
Through the Eyes of Mikki,” the 1998 collaboration between human and simian was part of Komar and Melamid’s broader
ongoing project of collaborating with animals. Back in 1987 they worked with a a dog named Tranda to “draw” with paw
prints canine-friendly subjects like the outline of a bone, and in 1995 they painted busts of George Washington with an
elephant named Rene at the Toledo Zoo in Ohio. They even tried out gnawed wood sculptures with with beavers in 1998.
Komar and Melamid reportedly first encountered the chimpanzee Mikki at the Moscow Circus, according to Metro. While
chimpanzees have similar vision to humans, including bifocal sight, depth perception, and distinguishing the variations in
colors, it’s hard to say whether Mikki could really conceive of the idea of capturing what was before him with these strange
devices. However, Suad Garayeva, the curator of contemporary art at Sotheby’s, told Metro that “Mikki got quite excited
with the results.” These results, the fuzzy views of the spires and people of Russia, may not have much in the way of
control, but there are plenty of surprising angles and a dislocation from the expected in their frames.
Below are a few of Mikki’s shots up for auction.

Mikki’s photograph of curious spectators

A blurry Moscow view by Mikki

Red Square photographed by Mikki

An interesting capture of light in one of Mikki’s photographs

A long exposure of the sky and Moscow architecture by Mikki

Photographs from Vitaly Komar and Alexander Melamid’s “Our Moscow Through the Eyes of Mikki” are up for auction
in ”Changing Focus – A Collection of Russian and Eastern European Contemporary Photography” on June 5 at Sotheby’s
in London.
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French Museum Shows America's Most Wanted
Painting (As Painted By Two Russians)

The Most Wanted Paintings, September 5, 1995. A project by Komar + Melamid commissioned by Dia Art Foundation.
Courtesy of La Panacée.

Forty-four percent of Americans prefer the color blue. Sixty-four percent like traditional art more than
modern. Eighty-eight percent prefer pictures that show outdoor scenes, in which wild animals such as
deer are preferable domestic cats by twenty-four percentage points. Humans should be historical
figures or ordinary people, depicted fully clothed. (Only three percent of Americans admit to preferring
nudes.) And the ideal dimensions of a painting? The size of a dishwasher or a nineteen inch television.
All of these statistics were collected in 1994 by Marttila & Kiley, a polling firm hired by the RussianAmerican artists Vitaly Komar and Alex Melamid, who had the notably American ambition of making
America’s most wanted painting. (The result is pictured above.) Komar and Melamid also painted
America’s least wanted (a mélange of maroon and gray triangles), and they subsequently created the
most and least wanted paintings for countries including Holland, China, Kenya and their own mother
Russia. The results are currently on view at La Panacée in Montpellier as part ofElectric Conversations,
the museum’s inaugural group show on the theme of art and social interaction.

The sort of social interaction sought by Komar and Melamid was deceptively simple, and disarmingly
sincere. “Whether it’s the President or the artist, there’s a border between us and the people,” Melamid
explained in a 1994 interview with The Nation. “There are some channels for communication between
the classes but very few, because socially people are almost totally separate.” Through the political
quantum of dialogue – the telephone poll – the two artists were expressing the public aesthetic will,
and if the painted results were farcical, that merely illustrated the folly of polling as political feedback.
(If this is America’s most wanted painting, just imagine what laws the President and Congress think
you want passed.)
Komar and Melamid are often called satirists, and their work is described as ironic, but neither of those
designations is right. The truth is that they reflect the absurdity around them, just as they did when
they were dissident artists in the Soviet Union. And although they no longer work together, the most
wanted painting series is a rousing reminder that Komar and Melamid are two of America’s most
needed artists.
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Vitaly Komar: Exploring the Lines Between Us
By Susan Edwards

Questions New York-Moscow-New York, collaboration between Douglas Davis (right) and Komar & Melamid (left), 1977. Both signs
ask, “Where is the Line Between Us?”

In a recent talk at the Getty Research Institute, artist Vitaly Komar described himself as a man of duality. Born in the
USSR in 1943 and living in the U.S. since 1978, he identifies as half Russian and half American. He sees Russian culture
as something between Asia and Europe, between Christianity and Islam. And most of his artistic career has been as half
of a duo.
From the 1960s through 2003, Komar worked with artist Alex Melamid as the artistic duo Komar and Melamid. Together,
they founded the Sots Art (Soviet Pop and Conceptual Art) movement in Russia, which co-opted the visual language of
official Soviet state-sponsored art and propaganda.
In their work, Komar and Melamid often explored ideological and aesthetic dualities with the aim of uncovering the
invisible lines that both join and divide humans. In their 1977 collaboration with artist Douglas Davis, Questions New YorkMoscow-New York, a thick black line bisects photographs of the artists. From each side of the line, they hold signs that
ask “Where is the line between us?” Here, the line becomes a symbol of the political division between Soviet Russia and
the U.S. during the Cold War, but also asks us to consider ways that the two countries are bound to one another.

Skyscraper With Stalin Bust (from Anarchistic Synthesis series), 1986-87, Komar and Melamid. Tempera and oil on canvas, six panels,
107.5 X 48 in. overall

Such lines also appear in Komar and Melamid’s diptychs and polyptychs. The panels are painted in radically different
styles—socialist realism in one, abstract expressionism in another. The result is a juxtaposition of styles and images that
asks us to consider the nature of visual representation itself. In his talk, Komar said the lines between the panels join them
in a dialogue about the ideologies these stylistic modes represent.
To Komar, even abstract images are allegories, as they conjure up stories and meanings from the past. For example, in
Russia a black square evokes the Suprematism of Kasimir Malevich. In Russian, the word for “beautiful” is closely related
to the word for “red,” which is heavy with meaning in communist ideology.
Komar took us back to his childhood to explain how a particular kind of duality was expressed in Soviet imagery. The
Soviets banned avant-garde art, but also absorbed its elements for their own ends. This image from his elementary school
is dominated by a giant head of Lenin in the style of socialist realism. But behind the head is a solid red triangle that
evokes modernism—abstraction that co-exists with realism.

Example of a typical installation of the bust of Lenin in soviet schools.

In Russia, Komar reminded us, art was supposed to be made for the masses. But how did artists know what the masses
wanted to see? When they came to the U.S., Komar and Melamid decided to ask. With the help of the Dia Art Foundation,
they hired an ad agency to survey people around the world about what kind of colors, subjects, and styles they wanted to
see. The result was the People’s Choice project (1994–1997). From the data (which is all available here), Komar and
Melamid were able to create canvases that represent the most wanted (and unwanted) visual imagery for each country.
America’s Most Wanted is a realistic landscape of blue sky and blue lake featuring a figure of George Washington.
Russia’s most wanted? A similar landscape of blue water and sky—but instead of George Washington, Jesus. And
instead of adults at leisure, children at work.

America’s Most Wanted from the People’s Choice series, 1994, Komar and Melamid

In the least-wanted images from both the U.S. and Russia, we find more common ground: both countries deride abstract
compositions of red triangles. In this project, Komar and Melamid managed to translate attitudes about taste and style into
visual forms that characterize a nation. The result invites a conversation about what unites and divides these nations, and
about the visual languages we use to communicate with one another.
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The Wayward Press

Black Hole
by Rebecca Mead November 15, 2010

It is to William Makepeace Thackeray that the English language owes the colloquial use of the word “snob”—a formerly
obscure term that the novelist popularized in a series of satirical essays published in Punch in the mid-nineteenth century.
In them, Thackeray—who went on to write “Vanity Fair”—attempted a taxonomy of the type, ranging from the Military
Snob (“With his great stupid pink face and yellow moustachios”) to Sporting Snobs (“Those happy beings in whom Nature
has implanted a love of slang”) and the Dinner-giving Snob (“a man who goes out of his natural sphere of society to ask
Lords, Generals, Aldermen, and other persons of fashion, but is niggardly of his hospitality towards his own equals”). “I
have (and for this gift I congratulate myself with a Deep and Abiding Thankfulness) an eye for a Snob,” Thackeray wrote.
“You must not judge hastily or vulgarly of Snobs: to do so shows that you are yourself a Snob.”
This last observation has been taken as a motto by Snob, a Russian-language magazine that, having been launched in
Russia and Europe, has just been rolled out in the United States. Snob, which is being funded by Mikhail Prokhorov, the
Russian billionaire who recently acquired the New Jersey Nets and an interest in a big chunk of Brooklyn real estate,
looks like a cross between Tatler and The New York Review of Books, printed on the kind of paper stock usually reserved
for royal invitations. It features articles by Gary Shteyngart and Salman Rushdie, photography by Ellen von Unwerth and
Francesco Carrozzini, and an alarming cover price of eight dollars. It is aimed at international Russians—those
successful, educated cosmopolites who might live part of the time in London or New York but who, the folk at Snob like to
say, think in Russian.
A launch party was held the other night to celebrate the magazine’s American début, at 200 Eleventh Avenue, the not yet
completed residential tower designed by Annabelle Selldorf, in a penthouse apartment that was rumored to belong to
Nicole Kidman. Perhaps twice as many guests had come as Kidman might ever be advised to invite, and as a result the
party brought to mind Thackeray’s characterization of the festivities offered by the Party-giving Snob: “Good Heavens!
What do people mean by going there? What is done there, that everybody throngs into those three little rooms? Was the
Black Hole considered to be an agreeable réunion, that Britons in the dog-days here seek to imitate it?” Most of the throng
were not just thinking in Russian but also speaking in Russian, shouting in Russian, elbowing in Russian, snaring the last
piece of truffle-grilled cheese from the waiter’s decimated tray in Russian, and trying to squeeze their way to the bar for a
cocktail in Russian.
Among those present was Mikhail Prokhorov, who, being six feet eight inches tall, had the advantage of occupying a more
congenial elevation. “I’m just a guest,” Prokhorov said, waving off further conversation as he stood in a corner, surrounded
by diminutive satellites in suits. (The current issue of Snob features him in more voluble mode: in an eight-page Q. & A.,
he reveals that he does not know how to use a computer, that he is not interested in politics, and that he likes New York.
“It’s perhaps the only city in the world where the energy reminds me of Moscow,” he says. “In all other major cities, I
generally fall asleep.”) Prokhorov’s reputation as the playboy of the Slavic world preceded him, and while some guests
were disappointed at the lack of conspicuous concupiscence—one guest muttered about the absence of caviar being
eaten off naked models—there were quantities of anonymous high-cheekboned lovelies in attendance. There were
various international Russians of prominence as well, including Alexander Melamid and Vitaly Komar, the artists; Keith
Gessen, the novelist; Anastasia Kuznetsova, the model; and Aliona Doletskaya, the former editor of Russian Vogue. Also
making an appearance was Cassandra Wilson, who had been hired on short notice to sing a few tunes, at a fee said to be
thirty-one thousand dollars; she did so, valiantly if not entirely successfully countering the hubbub.
Vladimir Yakovlev, who founded the Russian newspaper Kommersant and is the editor-in-chief of Snob, said that the
magazine’s name has different connotations for a person who thinks in Russian than it does for one who thinks in English.
“In Russian, it is a little bit softer than it is in English,” said Yakovlev, who was wearing a slim suit and fashionable
glasses. “It is not a compliment; on the other hand, it is not an insult. We think there is a little bit of snob in each of us,
though most of us would not like to admit it.” Yakovlev went on to say that it was appropriate for the magazine to take its
inspiration from a nineteenth-century English novelist rather than from one of the Russian greats of the era. “The entire
project is about the relation between Russian and Western culture, and between an ability for people to belong to Russian
culture and also to belong to Western culture,” he said. Besides, he added, “I don’t think Dostoyevsky wrote about snobs.
It’s a bit more about an axe.” ♦
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Moving symbols of fragile unity
Vitaly Komar's exhibit at Gershman Y links personal, global healing.
By Victoria Donohoe
For The Inquirer
Much about Vitaly Komar's exhibit, "Three-Day Weekend," at Gershman Y has the force of a
public statement. And the ability to move us is truly present.
It's not hard to see the urgency behind the message conveyed in this cycle of imaginative recreations by Komar, an internationally known Russian artist living in New York since 1978.
What will undoubtedly astonish you, as it did me, is the very direct and achingly real way that
Komar links painful experiences of family separation during his early childhood with a compelling
need for healing on a global scale in our own day.
Komar picked his utopian "Three-Day Weekend" title as a symbol of peaceful coexistence among
different peoples and different ideas of faith and spirituality. He was thinking of Friday for
Muslims, Saturday for Jews, and Sunday for Christians - with persons of all other faiths joining in,
along with atheists.
Rather than have such people stand idly by, he thought like-minded members of his Three-Day
Weekend Society could dedicate themselves to love, to family, or to creativity, or might even start
up small family-type businesses - no threat certainly to big corporations.
Essential to Komar in getting Three-Day Weekend moving is his attempt here to create very
easily understood symbols. They've evolved for him out of mandala drawings and paintings he
has made that are graphic symbols of the universe. These symbols take the shape of universal
mandalas by joining ancient symbols of spirituality with historical and personal images.
Three-person images have special poignancy for Komar. Not until the 1980s in New York did
Komar first see the photo of the three Allied leaders at Yalta - Franklin Roosevelt, Winston
Churchill, and Joseph Stalin - an image banned in the Soviet Union.
That picture haunted him. And gradually he began to see it interchangeably with his own favorite
family photo, showing him at age 6 with his father and mother.
That picture had been taken shortly after World War II, and just before his Christian father, a
Moscow military man, divorced Komar's Jewish mother. The child never saw his father again.
The main reason for the divorce was that his parents' separate religious traditions could not
coexist peacefully.
So, for Komar, the two photos - Yalta and his old family picture - became a symbol of a fragile
unity. The Yalta image stood for the Allies' unity just before the Cold War. The family photo
captured a cherished moment not long before the breakup of Komar's family.

These two pictures put him back in touch with his old dream of a happy family and with his
longing for peaceful coexistence among peoples, ethnic groups, and religions.
The work featured here is some of what Komar calls "art for the soul." This fascinating and
profoundly inspiring show isn't lacking in creative contradictions and imaginative oppositions, and
it has a real audience outside the "art world" itself.

Vitaly Komar, “Fragile Unity,” mixed media on paper
Also at Gershman Y, Chrystie Sherman is a photographer with broad social concern who has
located and photographed people in five ancient Jewish communities scattered in India.
Her exhibit is called "Lost Futures: Journeys Into the Jewish Diaspora - Photos of Jews of India."
Persons she photographs singly and in small groups seem to perch with confidence and wonder
on the edge of the known, the almost known, and the not yet known. Sherman's attitude toward
these subjects is a key element, her handling intimate, personal and fresh, and she evokes rather
than analyzes.
Her accent on the typical is the mark of a documentary approach, and yet several photos have
the casual atmosphere of an oversize sketch.
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Politics, Power and Passion
Do the lives of Gandhi, Solzhenitsyn and Mandela tell us more about the future than those of Stalin, Hitler and Mao?
Several prominent world-watchers tell us what they think.
Vitaly Komar
Russian artist and founder of the Soviet pop art movement

Mel Rosenthal/Ronald Feldman Fine Arts

In Soviet Russia, my artist friends and I were called nonconformists and dissidents. Our art was referred to as unofficial
and underground. We called the Soviet authorities “them.” The prisons, army and police belonged to them, as did all
banks, art collections, museums, galleries and clubs. During Brezhnev’s reign, we dreamed of coming up from the
underground.
To overcome our isolation, we organized Soviet Russia’s first open-air exhibition. On Sept. 15, 1974, we brought our art to
Moscow’s Belyaevo park. The exhibition was the sensation of the year. All the Western newspapers and magazines wrote
about it.
Suddenly, bulldozers appeared, heading toward us. Plainclothesmen began to destroy our paintings. I saw that when they
came up against resistance they were overcome by the passion for power. Not only did they beat the artists, but viewers
as well. One tried to grab my Double Self-Portrait with Melamid as Lenin and Stalin. This painting was particularly
important to me. I held it tight and ran.
He caught me, shoved me, and I fell face down in the mud. I saw his boot step on my work. I saw enraged passion on his
face; suddenly I imagined the portrait not as Lenin and Stalin, but as Tolstoy and Gandhi. In a quiet, confident voice, I
said: “What on earth are you doing? This is a masterpiece!”
Our eyes met and a different kind of contact arose. His eyes widened in surprise; then his face changed and passionate
anger yielded to compassion. He didn’t destroy the work but simply threw it in the back of a dump truck.
A minute later, still lying on the ground, watching the truck drive off, I smiled. It was my hour of triumph. People weren’t
indifferent to my art. I savored the compliment. I had created a unique, ephemeral work, which for one moment had
changed the face of power. I saw the fleeting surprise that connected passion with compassion. —Translated by Jamey
Gambrell
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The Moscow Times
Art Ban Puts Louvre Exhibit in Doubt
28 September 2010
By Alexandra Odynova
e-gallery.guelman.ru/authors/ter-oganyan/
A stab at censorship by the Culture Ministry may derail a high-profile exhibition of Russian modern art in the
Louvre, with artists lining up to boycott the event after works were banned from going to France as “too
provocative.”
The ban covers the works from the 2004 “Radical Abstractionism” series by Avdei Ter-Oganyan, who reported
the incident on his blog late Sunday.
The works in question are simplistic abstract art pieces with notes by the author saying that they incite religious
hatred and promote prostitution and various other crimes.
The pictures were to be featured at the exhibit “The Counterpoint: Russian Modern Art,” which is to run in the
Louvre from Oct. 14 to Jan. 24. Works by 15 artists and art groups, including Blue Noses and Andrei
Monastyrsky, are also to be on display.
The “Radical Abstractionism” series has been freely exhibited in Russia, with the latest show staged this
summer at Moscow’s Garage venue, run by Daria Zhukova, girlfriend of billionaire Roman Abramovich.
A number of Louvre participants, including Yury Albert, Andrei Monastyrsky, Igor Makarevich, Vitaly Komar,
Vadim Zakharov, Yury Leiderman and Valery Koshlyakov, will boycott the show if Ter-Oganyan’s works are
banned, prominent art critic Marat Gelman said Monday.
“Unfortunately, Russian officials don’t understand that they are tarnishing the image of the whole country,”
Gelman told The Moscow Times.
The Culture Ministry did not reply to an inquiry by The Moscow Times on Monday, but a senior official told
RIA-Novosti that the exhibition would not be canceled because the artwork has already been shipped to Paris.
Louvre representatives said they were not aware of the scandal.
It remained unclear Monday when the ban on Ter-Oganyan’s work was introduced and who ordered it. But
Mikhail Mindlin, head of the State Center of Contemporary Art, a co-organizer of the show, confirmed the ban
in an interview to OpenSpace.ru on Monday, saying the works were ruled “unfriendly” and “provocative.”
Ter-Oganyan said on his blog that he initially accepted the offer to exhibit reprints of his works in the Louvre
but later backed down because he wanted to protest increasing censorship in Russia.
“Through my refusal, I want to attract attention to the relationship we have between culture and the authorities,
or, more precisely, to cause this absurd conflict to escalate,” he said. “My artwork was actually created for this
purpose, and they serve to vividly demonstrate the idiocy of idiots.”

He added that he also has tried to protest the prosecution of fellow artist Oleg Mavromatti, who fled to Bulgaria
to escape charges of inciting religious hatred — punishable with up to four years in prison — after a 2000
performance where he was nailed to a cross in an impersonation of Jesus Christ.
Ter-Oganyan himself was the first artist to flee the country because of his art in post-Soviet Russia. He went to
the Czech Republic after a performance where he smashed Christian icons with an ax in 1998 prompted
authorities to open a case against him.
The scandal is not the first of its kind. The Culture Ministry withdrew modern art pieces by Blue Noses from an
exhibit in France in 2007, also ruling them “too provocative.” The artwork depicted two male policemen French
kissing.

“A Dozen: Vitaly Komar.”
Myninjaplease.com, August 28, 2009.

A Dozen: Vitaly Komar
Search no further- we now present to you an interview that MNP had with Vitaly Komar.
On November 7th, 2009, Komar will be opening his new work, New Symbolism at the
Ronald Feldman Gallery, NYC. You can read about New Symbolism right below the
painting (Landscape with Ouroboros)- and then the interview commences. Thanks to
Vitaly for taking part!

Landscape with Ouroboros
New Symbolism is intended to suggest a movement. Even if it remains one artist’s
movement, it may work toward restoring a sundered connection between art and certain
historical and timeless myths. In New Symbolism, symbols akin to mandalas and heraldic
emblems are conceptual signifiers that coexist seamlessly with painting’s reverie.

Its images are visions of a yet unborn, unpronounceable word. They’re related not only to
the art of the Pre-Raphaelites and 19th-century Symbolists but, to a greater extent, to
syncretic symbols that, thousands of years ago, unified the origin of written language and
art. These works may be termed conceptual symbolism or proto-symbolism.
With this project, I would like to approach the near-absurd syncretism of state symbols. I
recall walking to UN Plaza to watch the removal of the Soviet flag. It was the fall of 1991
and leaves were falling in New York, but as I looked at the hammer and sickle I saw
instead the old symbols of vanity and life’s evanescence: the hourglass and the skull. I
stood for a long time under those flags and canvases at an installation juxtaposing
abstract and figurative images, political heraldry and transcendental mandalas.
The consequences of world wars, of social and scientific breakthroughs, have eroded the
connection between fragments of what once was a continuous experience of the world. In
these conditions I turn to visual symbols and their mysterious quality of bringing together
unrelated images and concepts. Today, this magical gravitation gives me a feeling of
lightness and hope that art may yet resist the universe’s scientifically-proven tendency to
expand the phenomenon that someday will bring about a starless sky, with all of its
unproven consequences for the soul.

Lenin with Crown
How would you define your art?

You know my definition of course changed- people changed and my art change. I
understand my art in two different parts. First in the old view point of view- what art
means for me and second what my art means for spectators. For myself, I believe my art
is a kind of visual representation of the moment of contact between irony and admiration
of visual enigmas. It may sound too philosophical but my art became more philosophical,
more metaphysical. For the spectator, I make a hermit- to mediate, to become a hermit for
a moment, a moment of contact. It is not necessarily in my art or in other artist’s works,
but these are my two definitions that I can say now.
You have lived in the US as long as you have lived in Russia- do you still feel Russian (or
American)?
You know it is impossible to change identity in the depths of your heart, if you were born
in some place it is like marks on your body, it is impossible to avoid, if you try to
eliminate this it could cause cancer. I’m against any flat definition, we live in a 3dimensional world, 3 is the magic number- in three forms. I think I don’t define myself as
a Russian or American separately- I believe this falls into a 1 dimensional way of
thinking. I view myself as a 3-dimensional person- Russian, Jewish, American. I don’t
like to view myself as 1 dimension it make me flat. I prefer the 3 dimensional view.
How has your work changed now that you work alone?
My work has always changed even when I worked in collaboration. I still work in
collaboration, now I work with art history, especially with the first brilliant artists that
created the original symbols years ago- those that created writing, etc. But I still work in
collaboration, it is very important. For example, if you are a young artist, not well
experienced, are you working in collaboration or are you working on your own? 99.9%
will say I’m a lonely artist- in the first moments they will mention the artists that they
admire, but you know if you look at the works of this artist you will see abstract
expressionism, this makes it very clear that they are working in collaboration, but they
just don’t recognize it. They are collaborating with the early developers of the style- any
type of moment is a work in collaboration- its a type of family business for me.
What themes are most difficult to visualize in your paintings?
It’s difficult to say. Everything is sometimes difficult- but I enjoy the process of painting.
I spend hours mediating on a painting, which is very enjoyable for me when I can find
something to fix. I enjoy the process even it is slow. So this is a difficult question for me
to answer.
What would your advice be to a new artist?
I understand that many artists have lost connections and enjoyment of the knowledge of
their family history- a kind of genealogy. Many young artists simply do not enjoy the
contact and time that you spend in museums in contact with art that was created many,
many years ago. They lost the enjoyment of being the art spectator- they are more art

creators. I believe this a dangerous loss with mythology and the enjoyment of artifacts of
the past. For me it is quite enjoyable when I visit a museum and see a not very well
known masterpiece. If I discover in a very small museum a masterpiece I feel great. I can
spend the same amount of time that people spend in front of a computer or screen in front
of a painting. I can mediate for hours on a painting. People usually look at a painting for
one or two minutes- you know to see something easy to catch, not mediate. I remember
this was typical for many young artists because I studied art with artists who belonged to
traditional and classical art and modernism- I mean some old survivors, the ones that
were teaching at my art school. In Soviet Russia an old style academy coexisted with
some avante garde tradition.
What styles of painting are you most attracted to?
I really love all art history. For me it is a type of dictionary or ABCs. It is difficult to say
which words you love more or what letter or character of the alphabet you love more. In
the beginning of the seventies I tried to use all styles together as a type of alphabet to
create new words that had yet been articulated in the universe. The most attractive
contemporary style for me is abstract art and particularly Cubism, especially some kind
of transitional moment between Cubism and abstract art or some abstract images of the
Cubism and Futurism. A representation of the world as a kind of vision through
diamonds. From the classical, the old art, I really like 17th Century art. What I’m doing
now is I am trying to combine old art and futuristic contemporary art in my latest work,
which I call New Symbolism. In Russia it was attracted by two styles, classical art and by
Russian Avante Garde art. In my latest work I present this is some type of tradition
Cubism and Futurism which coexist with traditional art.
Who would you like to engage with your art?
It is difficult to say, but I hope the spectators of my art are the people that spend more
time, not looking for something easy to catch in the painting and are able to mediate on
the image. Usually these are people who are not in a rush- people who have not their
abilities. I remember your mother actually gave me a great lesson- the Poetry of Sound of
Australian artists: what is life if you don’t care, if we have no time to stay and stare?
Maybe this is naive now, but I really love the concept. We really have no time to stay and
stare. My favorite spectators are the ones that can really spend the time- are not cheap
with spending time. Somebody who really treasures time and become a hermit for a
minute.
How do you view painting and its relationship to film/video?
I believe film and art belong to contemporary media or art. I can divide these on two
different branches. One branch is when you see the presence of the operation of the
artist’s hand. Sometimes you can see it in brush strokes or etching and printing and even
the scratching of metal in etchings represent the highly personal vibration of the artist’s
hand. It represents like an electric cardiogram of the heart beating or the life of our
eternal soul or world or psychology. And in different other types of art that usually don’t

represent this type of vibration its executed through the assistance of something.
Assistance is important in great art, in architecture and design especially. In architecture
you don’t build brick by brick, but with assistance from a sketch, or calculation in some
type of celestial joining of mathematics. But in this type of fine art, closer to design,
when artists just give the image, installation, or production of the object done by
machinery; along with photography or video art done by machinery, it could represent the
beauty of the object, but it doesn’t represent of the beauty shaking hand (or vibration). I
love both styles actually, but it is really important to represent contemporary art by these
two different approaches. I love the representation of this vibration of the artist’s hand
during creation, as a kind of representation of time that artists spent on the art object. An
art object by definition is the freezing of time, or a moment. In this moment, with the
presence of vibration or shaking, time is represented by the frozen moment of eternity
spent by the artist.
When do you feel a piece of work is finished?
Usually I work on a painting for a couple of hours then meditate on the painting- just stop
and look at the painting. I see I have to change this and that, then meditate and make
another change. When I cannot see anything to change, in this moment of course, art is
finished. But sometimes I look at my old paintings in my studio and suddenly I feel that I
have to change that and that. This doesn’t often happen, since paintings sell, but the ones
that I keep for myself I continue from time to time.
How do you like the New York art scene?
It gives me a wonderful feeling. I don’t know many places, maybe only London, Paris, or
even Berlin, which provide such an intensity for the artistic life.
Where do you think has the best emerging art movements?
Of course many people think about London and the young British artists, and it’s really
true because many interesting emerging artists appear in London. We can say there is a
very close connection between the London art world and the New York art world. A very
close comparison can be made with their respective stock markets. Now we can take a
computer of plane and cross this divide in a few hours- symbolically it is one state,
London New York. Apart from their language similarities that exist, a British Empire still
exists, just with the United States. Berlin is interesting because the real estate is relatively
cheap for a capital with such a nightlife. Having a nightlife is an important definition for
“capital + art world.” Gallery openings usually don’t end until the evening or even in the
morning as part of the traditional 19th Century Bohemian style. I noticed that some
young artists live in Berlin, because everyone speaks English there- the Latin of the 20th
Century. For example, when a Japanese boy meets a French or Puertorican girl they are
speaking English. There is no language barrier anymore. Berlin offers inexpensive rent
that allows you to have a big space while being in the Center of Europe- and now Europe
can be known as the “global tourist village.”

What plans do you have for the future?
I will continue to work on “New Symbolism.” Young artists have been asking me to learn
about the way of symbolist art, so maybe I’ll make a free school at my studio for an open
session, once a week, anybody can come and we’ll speak about art. It wouldn’t be a
practical school covering how to mix color or which brush you could use, but a
conceptual school. The most important thing is vision to get the concept of painting.
Technical things are technical things, but how to develop a symbolist vision of this life is
what I would be getting at. Life of the contemporary world is in ruins- the traditions of
the world as whole in the 19th Century now remain in ruins because of revolutions, social
revolutions, world wars, scientific revolutions, technical and sexual revolutions; we are
living in ruins. Symbols have a magic ability to combine these ruins, to nurture these
ruins in a type of mysterious gravity. We can learn how to live in these ruins, how to
make these ruins our home and how to create a beautiful mosaic from these ruins. I
believe this is one of the functions of symbols, to remain in a mysterious gravity and to
combine visual symbols that are far apart from one another.
How would you define your art?
You know my definition of course changed- people changed and my art change. I
understand my art in two different parts. First in the old view point of view- what art
means for me and second what my art means for spectators. For myself, I believe my art
is a kind of visual representation of the moment of contact between irony and admiration
of visual enigmas. It may sound too philosophical but my art became more philosophical,
more metaphysical. For the spectator, I would want him or her to become a hermit for a
moment – to meditate for a few moments of contact with my work. It is not necessarily in
my art or in other artist’s works, but these are my two definitions that I can say now.
You have lived in the US as long as you have lived in Russia- do you still feel Russian (or
American)?
You know it is impossible to change identity in the depths of your heart, if you were born
in some place it is like birth marks on your body, it is impossible to get rid of them, if you
try to eliminate them it could cause cancer. I’m against any flat definition, we live in a 3dimensional world, 3 is the magic number- like in 3 primary colors, 3 forms of time- past,
present, future. I think I don’t define myself as a Russian or American separately- I
believe this falls into a 1 dimensional way of thinking. I view myself as a 3-dimensional
person- Russian Jewish American. I don’t like to view myself as 1 dimensional, it would
make me disappear. I prefer a 3 dimensional form of existence.

Landscape with Lenin’s Tomb (Triptych)
How has your work changed now that you work alone?
My work has always changed even when I worked in collaboration. I still work in
collaboration, now I work with art history, especially with the first brilliant artists that
created the original symbols years ago- those that created writing, etc. But I still work in
collaboration, it is very important. For example, if you are a young artist, not well
experienced, are you working in collaboration or are you working on your own? 99.9% of
them will say: “I’m a lonely artist” – after having a conversation with me they first begin
to understand that they are working in collaboration with their favorite artists whose style
they admire and try to continue or develop. For example, if you look at the works of an
artist who admires abstract expressionism, you will see that he or she works in
collaboration with the creators of abstract expressionism, but most artists just do not
recognize it. They are collaborating with pioneers and early developers of the style- any
art movement is work of participating artists in collaboration- it’s a type of family
business for me. For example, all Futurists’ work looks very similar, as if made by
siblings.
What themes are most difficult to visualize in your paintings?
It’s difficult to say. Anything could be sometimes difficult- but I enjoy the process of
painting. I spend hours meditating on a painting, which is very enjoyable for me when I
can find something to continue. I enjoy the process even it is slow. So this is a difficult
question for me to answer. The concept and vision come to me simultaneously- come
people think that a theme comes first, and then the artist tries to visualize it. This is not so
in my case.

What would your advice be to a new artist?
I think that contemporary lost its connection with images and poetry of ancient
mythology, legends and history. I recommend to try to reconnect with them.
Unfortunately, in art schools, art history classes have no connection painting and drawing
practice. It would make me happy if they spent no less time in a museum department of
ancient archaeology than in front of Marcel Duchamp paintings. I would like to open a
free school of symbolism where I could share my experiences with any artists interested
in that.

Last Days of Job
What styles of painting are you most attracted to?
I really love all art history. For me it is a type of dictionary or alphabet. It is difficult to
say which words you love more or what letter or character of the alphabet you prefer. In
the beginning of the seventies I tried to use all styles together as a type of alphabet to
create new words that had not yet been articulated in the universe. The most attractive

contemporary style for me is abstract art and particularly Cubism, especially some kind
of transitional moment between Cubism and abstract art or some abstract images of the
Cubism and Futurism. A representation of the world as a kind of faceted vision through a
diamond. From the classical, the old art, I really like 16-17th Century art. What I’m doing
now is I am trying to combine old art and futuristic contemporary art in my latest work,
which I call New Symbolism. In Russia I was influenced by two styles, classical art and
by Russian Avante Garde art. In my latest New Symbolist work I invented conceptual
eclecticism as coexistence of futurism and classical old masters’ tradition.
Who would you like to engage with your art?
It is difficult for me to express myself in my English, but I hope the spectators of my art
are the people that spend more time, in front of a painting, that are not looking for
something easy to catch in the painting and are able to meditate on the image. Usually
these are people who are not in a rush. I remember your mother actually gave me a great
lesson- the Poetry of Sound of Australian artists: what is the life if full of care, we have
no time to stay and stare? Maybe this is naive now, but I really love the concept. We
really have no time to stay and stare. My favorite spectators are the ones that can really
spend the time- are not cheap with spending time. Somebody who really treasures time as
life, not as time as money and can become a hermit for a minute.

Russian Alphabet in an Hourglass
How do you view painting and its relationship to film/video?
I can divide contemporary art in two different branches. One branch is when you see the
presence of the operation of the artist’s hand. Sometimes you can see it in brush strokes
or etching and printing and even the scratching of metal in etchings represent the highly
personal vibration of the artist’s hand. It represents artist as a cardiogram of the heartbeat.
The other branch is represented by artist’s ideas executed by assistants, using
contemporary technologies- industrial design, photo and video labs. Assistance is
important in great art, in architecture and design especially. In architecture you don’t
build brick by brick, but with assistance from a sketch, or calculation in some type of
celestial joining of mathematics. But in this type of fine art, closer to design, when artists
just give the image for an installation, or production of the object done by machinery;
along with photography or video art done by machinery, it could represent the beauty of
the object, but it doesn’t represent of the beauty OF unsteady artist’s hand. I love both
styles actually, but it is really important to represent contemporary art by these two
different approaches. I love the representation of this vibration of the artist’s hand during
creation, as a kind of representation of time that artists spent on the art object. An art
object by definition is the freezing of time, or a moment. In this moment, with the
presence of vibration or shaking, time is represented by the frozen moment of eternity
spent by the artist.
When do you feel a piece of work is finished?
Usually I work on a painting for a couple of hours then meditate on the painting- just stop
and look at the painting. I see I have to change this and that, then meditate and make
another change. When I cannot see anything to change, in this moment of course, art is
finished. But sometimes I look at my old paintings in my studio and suddenly I feel that I
have to change that and that. This doesn’t often happen, since paintings sell, but the ones
that I keep for myself I continue from time to time.

Sky and Earth. Forest as a Temple
How do you like the New York art scene?
It gives me a wonderful feeling. I don’t know many places, maybe only London, Paris, or
even Berlin, which provide such an intensity for the artistic life.
Which do you think has the best emerging art movements?
Of course many people think about London and the young British artists, and it’s really
true because many interesting emerging artists appear in London. We can say there is a
very close connection between the London art world and the New York art world. A very
close comparison can be made with their respective stock markets. Now we look at the
web and cross this divide in a few hours- symbolically it is one state, London New York.
Apart from us speaking the same language, the British Empire still exists, ruling the
world with the United States. Berlin is interesting because the real estate is relatively
cheap for a capital with such a nightlife. Having a nightlife is an important definition for
“capital + art world.” Gallery openings usually don’t end until the evening or even in the
morning as part of the traditional 19th Century Bohemian style. I noticed that some

young artists live in Berlin, because everyone speaks English there- the Latin of the 20th
Century. For example, when a Japanese boy meets a Puerto-Rican girl in a Parisian club,
they usually speak English to one another. There is no language barrier anymore. Berlin
offers inexpensive rent that allows you to have a big space while being in the center of
Europe- and now Europe can be known as the “global potemkin village.”

Cross and Sickle
What plans do you have for the future?
I will continue to work on “New Symbolism.” Young artists have been asking me to
share my unique experience of living in two worlds- east and west, so maybe I’ll start a
free school at my studio for an open session, once a week, anybody can come and we’ll
speak about art of visual symbols. It wouldn’t be a practical school covering how to mix
color or which brush you could use, but a conceptual school. The most important thing is
not to separate concept and vision. Life of the contemporary world is in ruins- the

traditions of the world as whole in the 19th Century now remain in ruins because of
revolutions, social revolutions, world wars, scientific revolutions, technical and sexual
revolutions; we are living in ruins. I’m fascinated by visual symbols and their mysterious
quality of bringing together unrelated images and concepts. Today, this magical
gravitation gives me a feeling of lightness and hope that art may yet resist the universe’s
scientifically proven tendency to expand- the phenomenon that will someday bring about
a starless sky, with all of its unproven consequences for the soul.
:: all images courtesy of Ronald Feldman Gallery in New York ::
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Art in Review; Vitaly Komar
By KEN JOHNSON

Three-Day Weekend
Ronald Feldman
31 Mercer Street, SoHo
Through July 29
At least for the foreseeable future, the long and fruitful partnership of the Soviet dissidents, emigrés and United
States citizens Komar and Melamid has come to an end. Vitaly Komar's first solo venture involves the
ingenious play with political and cultural symbols that characterized his collaborative work with Alex Melamid;
it is more personal, but, disappointingly, it is not as antically absurdist or satirically biting.
The title ''Three-Day Weekend'' invokes a utopian dream of ecumenical harmony in that it includes the three
days of worship for Muslims (Friday), Jews (Saturday) and Christians (Sunday). To promote the ''Three-Day
Weekend Society'' Mr. Komar has created a mandala-type painting with a triangle in the center and an actual
hole into which viewers can insert their heads for Polaroid photographs.
He has also created two large stained-glass mandalas with round central widows opening onto mirrors in which
viewers can see themselves. And he has made numerous intricately patterned mandala drawings on graph paper;
collaged into them are photographs of the artist as a boy with his mother and father -- a Jew and a Christian who
divorced when he was young -- and photographs of Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin at Yalta.
At the heart of all this is a yearning for wholeness -- psychological, familial, political and religious -- in a world
of endless conflict. This is poignant in light of the Komar and Melamid breakup; but any reference to that
remains conspicuously absent, which is perhaps why it feels as if a certain vital energy is missing. KEN
JOHNSON

