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Scholars of Russian and Soviet art have firmly established their fields as essential provocations to
the discipline rather than niche areas lurking in the margins of the mainstream (a Western-centric
dismissal that long awaited all but the Avant Garde). If ever there was a volume illustrating the success
of that coming-of-age, it is this: an expertly conceived set of essays that confirms the imperative of the
imperial Russian and Soviet experience to any serious scholar of Orientalism and the visual arts.

The volume is bookended by a foreword and afterword by writers perfectly placed to situate its
essays within the core disciplines involved: Vera Tolz, expert on the formation, politics, and perception
of nation and Orient in Russian and Soviet contexts; and art historian Mary Roberts, whose work
on Orientalism across Ottoman and European borders expanded the parameters of the field. Their
neat distillations provide lay as well as specialist readers with the necessary theoretical and historical
frameworks. Tolz’s mention of the origin in the 1730s of notions of Russia as an empire divided into
a European west and a colonial, Asiatic east, for example, supports the editors’ decision to cover
a period starting in 1740. Equally, Tolz and Roberts’ attention to the slipperiness of this and other
formulations reasserts the contingent and contested nature of terms that the various authors employ.

The main thrust of the volume begins with excellent contributions from its editors. Maria
Taroutina’s introduction lays out the agency and challenge of Orientalism in visual media across
two centuries of Russian and Soviet rule. Available as an open-access pdf, this piece, like much of
Taroutina’s scholarship, will excite readers from undergraduates to authorities with the opportunities
that Russian material uniquely presents.

Eschewing her usual formidable readings of artworks, Allison Leigh then crunches through data to
reveal the inconsistent and at times bizarre manner in which doctoral dissertations and book reviews
on Russian and Soviet subjects have been classified. As Leigh explains, the impossibility of assigning
this work systematically to existing geographical, temporal, or conceptual categories underlines the
ongoing Eurocentrism of art history’s taxonomies. In multiethnic, multifaith empires whose shifting
borders encompassed vast bicontinental terrain (we are reminded that three quarters of Russia’s land
mass lies in Asia), such oppositions as self/other, western/non-western, or indigenous/imported do not
hold still. Suggesting, therefore, that art history needs to forego some of its unhelpfully rigid structures
in order to fully diversify, Leigh urges avenues towards a more inclusive discipline than the global turn
has yet managed to produce.

Subsequent chapters pick up this gauntlet in suggestive ways. Their chronological arrangement is
judicious, especially for audiences without a clear framework of imperial Russian and Soviet history.
Yet reading the chapters out of sequence is illuminating. Ekaterina Heath and Jennifer Milam’s
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exploration of chinoiserie under Empress Elizabeth, for example, meshes with Katrin Kaufmann’s
account of Karl Rakhau’s work to reveal a fascination with cultural production in non-Christian
contexts that galvanized interior design. Equally, Andrew Nedd and John Webley’s chapters—on
Grigorii Gagarin and Vasilii Timm’s images of the Caucasus, and Vasilii Vereshchagin’s painting
Blowing from Guns in British India—display the subtlety (or not) with which artists responded to
Russia’s geopolitical rivalries.

These chapters, like others, reflect on the limitations of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), the first
Russian translation of which appeared as late as 2006. As several authors mention, Said’s emphasis
on western superiority and distance fails to accommodate Russian views of the East “as a place simul-
taneously connected and apart” (p. 50). Rakhau’s recourse to the Alhambra, a seat of government
built for the medieval Nasrid dynasty but by Rakhau’s time located in an imperial European heartland,
equally exposes the instability of the Saidian binary for, as Kaufmann explains, “the Orient could also
be located in the West” (p. 100).

A couple of topics in the present volume would benefit from further elaboration, among them the
tantalizing intersections of gender and Orientalist aesthetics that Milam and Heath introduce, and the
nexus of Orientalism, pleasure, and spaces of leisure with which Kaufmann’s essay concludes. Other
chapters, however, exemplify the layers of meaning that an unremitting visual reading can unearth.
Webley’s account of Vereshchagin’s representation of British imperial cruelty in Blowing from Guns
and the outrage this caused when it was exhibited in London is a tour de force. Equally spellbinding
is Nikita Balagurov’s interrogation of a single figure in Ilia Repin’s Reception of Volost Elders by
Alexander III that gradually exposes the subversive nature of the picture, as this marginalized imperial
subject allures the viewer through the unfettered freedom of its painterly form.

Further chapters maintain this monographic approach. With forensic focus, Taroutina uncovers
Malevich’s engagement with Buddhist material culture that, discarding the exoticizing lens favored
at the time, generated a distinctive hybrid of Russian Orthodox iconography and Buddhist and Hindu
forms. As Taroutina asserts, the syncretism of mysticism and materialism that this entailed has impli-
cations for modernist scholars determined to keep clear water between the two. Marie Gasper-Hulvat
upends other narratives, demonstrating how Pavel Kuznetsov’s diminution of signifiers of alterity in
his images of Crimean and Caucasian agricultural laborers confounded the agendas of both Marxist
art criticism and Soviet nationalities policy.

These chapters confirm painting to be the book’s most recurrent subject, yet a commitment to dif-
ferent media continues to the end. Taking inspiration (as do other chapters) from Linda Nochlin’s
“imaginary Orient,” Hanna Chuchvaha traces a distinct Russian iteration of this that progressed
from literary folk traditions to illustrations, prints, and stage designs. Revelatory here is that these
often stemmed from western European narratives which, embroidered with pseudo-Slavic details and
projected into indeterminate Oriental locations, morphed into Russian tales. Finally, with blazing eru-
dition, Mollie Arbuthnot shows how poster artists in 1920s Uzbekistan deployed Islamic motifs in their
efforts to craft a modern national aesthetic. Breaking new ground by approaching the Soviet discourse
of Islamic art from the vantage of visual propaganda, Arbuthnot’s focus on eastern forms reconceived
for local rather than western audiences challenges conventional understandings of Orientalism, and
provides a healthy counterpoint to the centripetal pull of European actors in other essays.

The editors might have followed Arbuthnot’s lead by including more viewpoints east of the Ural
Mountains. Less substantively, tighter copy-editing would have resolved such minor issues as mis-
placed punctuation and capitalization, the absence of in-text references to some of the figures, and
the inconsistent inclusion in footnotes of original versions of translated quotations. However, these
fleeting distractions barely register in an ambitious volume that advances at an urgent moment our
understanding of the imperial matrices within which Orientalist art emerged.
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