


 
 
Can a Picasso Cure You?  
By CHARLES McGRATH 

The Russian-born artist Alexander Melamid is by nature an ironist, so adept at serving as his 

own straight man that it’s hard to tell how seriously he means to be taken. He may not know 

himself.  

Mr. Melamid and Vitaly Komar, a fellow Russian émigré, were for years a highly visible Conceptual art duo in New York. 

They were known for monumental paintings, including one of Stalin killing himself in a New Jersey motel, in the style of 

Socialist Realism, and for teaching elephants in Thailand how to paint like Abstract Expressionists.  

Their most famous project was probably “The People’s Choice,” in which they polled people about their preferences in art 

and determined that what everyone really wanted to look at was a landscape with lots of blue, some animals and a 

historical figure or two. A painting they did according to this recipe — the ideal painting for Americans, they maintained — 

featured George Washington and some present-day picnickers by a bucolic lake with a hippo in the background.  

In 2003 Mr. Melamid and Mr. Komar parted ways, a nd since then Mr. Melamid, always the 

more outgoing, has been on his own. For a while he was painting large, Velázquez-like portraits 

of rappers and Russian oligarchs. His most recent project, though, is something called the Art 

Healing Ministry, a storefront clinic at 98 Thompson Street in SoHo, where people can come in 

by appointment and be treated, by means of exposure to fine art, for a variety of physical and psychological ailments.  

According to labels on the wall, these include bulimia nervosa, angioedema and urticaria, premenstrual dysphoric disorder 

and benign prostatic hyperplasia. (Mr. Melamid loves medical terminology, he said, because it reminds him of art 

criticism.)  

Various art-healing tchotckes are for sale: candles; shoe insoles printed with a van Gogh self-portrait; glass flasks for 

“charging” liquids with the emanations from paintings  

by Raphael, Botticelli, Picasso or Lichtenstein that have been reproduced on the inside of the glass; and 

prayer cards, one for Picasso, patron saint of motorists, and one for Georges Seurat, patron saint of 

clear, youthful, radiant skin. You can also arrange for a little robotlike gadget bearing reproductions of 

paintings by van Gogh and Warhol to visit your apartment and scuttle around on the floor for a while, 

ridding it of impurities.  

“We all know the power of art, its power to galvanize, fortify, stimulate, rouse, soothe and enlighten,” Mr. Melamid wrote in 

a statement announcing the creation of his clinic. In person recently, he explained: “I was always told that art was good for 

me, but until recently I didn’t know what it was good for. What is good? What is good in the U.S.A. 

is health and health products.”  

How the art-healing process works is not entirely clear, but it may involve invisible particles called 

creatons. “The creatons are everywhere, and they go into the human body,” said Mr. Melamid, who is small and animated 
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and has a nimbus of white mad-scientist hair. “If the creatons are used properly and nicely, they can enhance your body 

functions. They will help you to live happier and will also get rid of impurities. They enter through your kundalini and also 

into your eyes.”  

The clinic officially opens on Wednesday, but last week a middle-aged man complaining of work-related stress dropped by 

for a preview treatment. He looked warily at a vitrine displaying something called an “Art Infuser,” which appeared to be an 

old VHS tape connected to an enema bulb. But Mr. Melamid reassured him that rectal infusion was now obsolete and 

instead led him to the back of the clinic, to what looked like a dentist’s chair, with a computer screen and a small 

projection device.  

While the patient reclined, Mr. Melamid sat in a chair under a portrait of himself and took notes on a clipboard. He wanted 

to know specifics about the patient’s malady, and about any museums he had visited recently. Told that the patient had 

been looking at a lot of Whistlers, he nodded and said, “Not enough masterpieces.”  

After a moment, he said: “This anxiety of yours is a very typical problem of modern man. And woman. And everything in 

between. My function is to help you see the right things.”  

He went on to explain that a lot of visual information was bad for the patient. “So when you go to a museum,” he 

continued, “you have to be very discreet. You don’t want overexposure — that’s as dangerous as to take too many 

medicines. Art needs to be taken in moderation and according to a specialist who can prescribe the right dosage.”  

Clicking through a series of paintings on the small computer screen, he stopped at a Cézanne and said: “If you have hay 

fever, you go to see Claude Monet, that’s for sure. For your problem I would recommend Paul Cézanne. When you go to 

the museum, don’t look around much. Go direct to Paul Cézanne. It’s very powerful painting, but in a way it’s also 

pacifying.”  

For some additional, on-the-spot relief, Mr. Melamid zapped the patient right on the forehead with a projection of one of 

Modigliani’s reclining nudes. “Close your eyes,” he instructed. “Naked girl, beautiful girl. But will not arouse your emotions, 

because it’s elongated.”  

He added: “You understand this is not the full session,” explaining that a complete evaluation takes 20 minutes and costs 

$125, and that ideally, as with psychiatric treatment, art healing would go on indefinitely.  

“I’m not for money. I’m for health,” he said. “But I have to support my family and now my grandchildren.”  

Afterward the patient said he didn’t necessarily feel better, but he certainly felt no worse.  

“The question is whether I will step over and become real,” Mr. Melamid said. “Whether I will stop being an artist or a 

conceptualist and become a real healer. That’s what I want to do. I know I’ll never do it, but that’s what I want to do.”  

Speaking of his clinic, he said: “Besides being a great idea, it’s something everyone can relate to. It takes art a little bit off 

the pedestal. You can art-charge your water or your vodka, you can buy an art candle. And it’s funny. I discovered five 

years ago that the truth is funny. Not everything that’s funny is true, for sure. But whatever is not funny is not true. That’s 

why truth has never been revealed, because scientists don’t understand that the end product needs to be funny.”  

 





 
 
Soviet Union’s forbidden art unveiled 
St Petersburg’s first private art museum opens, showing Soviet underground and Russian contemporary art 

By John Varoli | From issue 214, June 2010 

2 Jun 10  

 

Anti-fascist fantasy: Yalta Conference: the Judgement of Paris, by Komar and Melamid, 1985-86 

ST PETERSBURG. A private Russian collector is due to open St Petersburg’s first private art museum on 4 June. Novy 
Museum, the brainchild of Aslan Chekhoev and his wife Irina, is devoted to Soviet underground and Russian 
contemporary art. The museum is centred on the Chekhoevs’ collection of nearly 300 paintings, works on paper and 
photographs assembled over the past five years.  

The couple has spent E1m renovating three floors in a 19th-century building on the historic Vasilievsky Island, not far from 
St Petersburg State University and the Russian Academy of Fine Arts. The collection features works by 69 artists—
including Yevgeny Rukhin, Evgeny Mikhnov-Voitenko, Komar and Melamid and Oscar Rabin—and the inaugural 
exhibition features a sample work by each artist.  

When asked why he embarked on this project, Chekhoev said: “We see this as something for history and for St 
Petersburg, because around 70% of our collection is comprised of important Moscow artists whose works are not well 
represented in our local museums.” 

Chekhoev will rotate the exhibition around three times a year, and he also wants to collaborate with other collectors. The 
Chekhoevs have been active buyers at major European and US auction houses, spending around E5m to build the 
collection. Their most notable purchase was Komar and Melamid’s Yalta Conference: the Judgment of Paris, 1985-86, 
which they purchased at MacDougall’s in London in November 2007 for £184,400. The three-metre-wide canvas depicts 
the conference that divided Europe during the second world war in the guise of Greek mythology. The painting shows 
Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin as Greek goddesses and Hitler as the shepherd-prince Paris. 

“Russian art of the second half of the 20th century is truly unique, but it is not appreciated in Russia and abroad,” said 
Chekhoev. “Underground art arose in extreme situations of dictatorship; never mind the censorship and repression, it was 
simply difficult to get materials. While this slowed them down, it also forced them to be more creative and resourceful, and 
this spurred an incredible level of originality.”  
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“La contrepoint” controversy breeds contempt 
27 September, 2010, 11:02 

An exhibition of Russian art due to take place at the Louvre in 
mid-October is at risk of failure as a result of a dispute over 
controversial works by a cutting-edge Russian artist, Avdey 
Ter-Oganyan. 

Leading Russian art dealer Marat Gelman told Ekho Moskvy 
radio station that seven artists have refused to take part in the 
large-scale exhibition in protest against Russia's Ministry of 
Culture and the Federal Surveillance Service for Compliance 
with the Law in Mass Communications and Cultural Heritage 
Protection. 

They are excluding works by Avdey Ter-Oganyan from the display at the Louvre. 

“Le contrepoint Russe” exhibition to be held in the framework of the Russia-France Cultural Year is expected 
to feature some of brightest lights of Russian contemporary art, including Ilya and Emilia Kabakovs, Pavel 
Pepperstein, Eric Bulatov, Aleksandr Brodsky, Komar and Melamid, and the Blue Noses, among others. 

Avdey Ter-Oganyan's avante-garde creations can be found in the Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow's Museum of 
Modern Art and the Russian Museum in St. Petersurg. 

Back in 1998, Ter-Oganyan created a performance “A Young Infidel”, which he presented at the Art-Manezh 
exhibition. It featured the 37-year-old artist from the South of Russia cutting reproductions of famous icons 
with an ax. 

The performance was cut short and the artist accused of inciting religious hatred. He subsequently migrated to 
the Czech Republic, where he was granted political asylum. 

His “Radical Abstractionism” series of works have been excluded from the list due to their alleged “call for a 
violent change of Russia's constitutional order and inciting religious hatred.” 

Meanwhile, the head of the arts department of the Ministry of Culture, Maria Sparzhina, told RIA news agency 
that the exhibition will take place despite the scandal. 

She was quoted as saying that they have received “no formal notice from the artists concerning their 
withdrawal from the exhibition; their works are about to reach Paris.” 

A similar incident happened three years ago when two of Russia’s most provocative artists, known as the Blue 
Noses, had their work banned from a Russian political art exhibit in Paris. “The Era of Mercy” photograph, 
showing two policemen kissing, was described as an “erotic picture” by Russia’s Culture Minister and 
excluded from the display. 
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Art exhibition lays bare Russia’s ’Shattered Utopia’ 
Works reflect changes as the Soviet Union fell apart in early 1990s  

By Amber Baker 
Loveland Reporter-Herald  

“Shattered Utopia,” an exhibition that promises to be a revelation to viewers, runs until Jan. 2 at the Fort Collins Museum 
of Contemporary Art.  

The exhibition traces the major developments of the Russian nonconformist and Sots art (a contraction of socialism and 
art) movements from the late 1960s to the present, says executive director Marianne Lorenz, and includes works by key 
figures in the movements such as Oleg Tselkov, Ilya Kabakov, Erik Bulatov and Michail Chemiakin.  

Lorenz adds that the exhibition is the first of its kind to be shown at the Fort Collins Museum of Contemporary Art.  

“It allows viewers a comprehensive view of how visual artists responded to the rapidly changing political, social and artistic 
atmosphere of Russia just before, during and after the fall of the Soviet Union,” she says.  

“A particularly impressive example of nonconformist art,” says Lorenz, “is the large-scale paintings by Oleg Tselkov.”  

His painting “Meal” depicts a man sitting in isolation with a menacing knife and fork in front of a meager meal.  

“Tselkov was an artist who, contrary to accepted Soviet socialist realism practice, insisted on the freedom to express his 
unique vision of the world. Tselkov’s isolate subjects are disturbingly beautiful and scary,” she says.  

Vitaly Komar and Alexandar Melamid, Moscow artists who were born during the last decade of Stalin’s regime, invented 
Sots art, which is based on American pop art, explains Lorenz.  

“Sots art is an art of undermining received images of the Soviet social and political structure in a way that robs those 
images of their meaning and power,” she says.  

“Leonid Sokov’s painting of Joseph Stalin and Marilyn Monroe sitting at a table and toasting one another is an example of 
how Sots artists deconstruct Soviet and American political and commercial icons in a humorous, satirical manner.”  

The works come from the extensive collection of Wayne Yakes, a Denver-area collector and Russian art enthusiast. Parts 
of the collection have been shown in a Denver museum, but this is the first time his entire collection has been shown, 
Lorenz says. A fully illustrated catalog accompanies the exhibition and will be available for sale.  
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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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Oral History: Tibor Hirsch and “Shoah” 

Richard Brody 

In 1984, I was hired by a remarkable man, a TV commercial director named Tibor Hirsch, to be his researcher on a 
documentary that he had long hoped to make and to which he was about to devote a great deal of time, energy, and 
money: a film about the liberation of a concentration camp in Germany (at the time, in East Germany), known both as 
Ludwigslust and as Wöbbelin, by American soldiers in the last days of the war in Europe—and also about his own 
liberation, and that of two of his closest friends, from that camp. My job quickly expanded beyond textual and telephone 
research; I travelled the country to meet veterans of the 82nd Airborne who took part in the liberation and to interview 
them on videotape. (The trunk of video equipment with which I travelled was so heavy that it had to sit in the center aisle 
of the propeller plane I took from Kansas City to Lincoln, Nebraska, in order not to make the aircraft unsteady.) I also 
attended reunions of Holocaust survivors and spent lots of time in oral-history archives to find others who had been 
interned in and liberated from the same concentration camp, and joined Tibor in recording interviews with many of them, 
mostly in the New York area.  

Tibor was a man of great courage and ability, firm principle, and mordant humor (he called himself an “alumnus” of 
Auschwitz—one of the many camps he had survived). After the war, he returned to his native Hungary, where he intended 
to become a filmmaker in order to document on film what he and others had endured at the hands of the Germans, but, 
now living under the Soviet yoke, he could only, for political reasons, find work in radio. He took part in the 1956 uprising 
against the Soviet occupiers, and his knowledge of German—learned in the camps—proved useful to the movement: he 
was sent to Vienna in order to gather news from the outside world about what was really going on in Hungary. When he 
radioed in with what he had learned, his fellow partisans told him, “Don’t come home, it’s over, we’re done for.” He made 
his way to the U.S., where he soon became a cameraman and then a director of commercials, but never lost sight of his 
cinematic master plan. 

The project for which Tibor had hired me grew daily in scope, and soon I was working out plans for him to travel to the 
former concentration-camp site along with two fellow survivors, a trio of American soldiers who were among their 
liberators, and a film crew. But before these complex arrangements could be finalized (the East German authorities didn’t 
make it easy for Americans to travel in the country, let alone to film there), work on the film was brought to a halt: before 
committing vast resources to the film, Tibor wanted some outside encouragement that it might have a life in the industry, 
and a retired news executive of his acquaintance to whom he presented his project offered cold comfort. As a result, Tibor 
abandoned the film of his lifelong ambition, but he quickly got me started on research toward another film—a documentary 
about the Soviet émigré artists Komar and Melamid, whose work he collected. Here, too, much footage was shot 
(including an interview with Andy Warhol), but his business commitments made it hard for him to devote the needed time 
to the film, and he abandoned this project, too. Several months later, Tibor was diagnosed with a brain tumor, and lived 
only a few weeks longer.  

This long reminiscence is spurred by a single grain of memory. When Claude Lanzmann made “Shoah,” the idea of a film 
about the concentration camps featuring interviews with survivors and with others who came into connection with the 
camps wasn’t as common as it has since become—it was really quite unusual, as this anecdote suggests. When news 
about “Shoah” emerged, in 1985, some of my parents’ friends called with congratulations—they assumed it was the film I 
had been working on.  

http://www.newyorker.com/�
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It pains me that Tibor didn’t make his film—and also that he didn’t live to see “Shoah,” which, I think, would have affected 
him profoundly. He died, as I recall, several weeks before it was shown here. Tibor lived with the drive to bear witness; so 
did a number of survivors of concentration camps interviewed by Lanzmann. In one of the most profoundly shattering 
moments in the film, Filip Müller, a Jewish man who was in a detail that removed bodies from the gas chambers to the 
crematorium, enters a gas chamber with a group of Jews who were about to be killed; he planned to die there too. Müller 
told Lanzmann (I quote from the published transcript of the film): 

One of them said: “So you want to die. But that’s senseless. Your death won’t give us back our lives. That’s no way. You 
must get out of here alive, you must bear witness to our suffering, and to the injustice done to us.” 

Lanzmann himself was driven to bear witness too, and the result is a masterwork of the cinema that transcends the 
cinema.  
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