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1 Mikhail Vrubel, 1898.

Introduction

‘ x  riting about Mikhail Vrubel in 1962, the renowned Construc-
tivist artist Naum Gabo (189o—1977) lamented in his book
Of Divers Arts thatitis a

matter for regret that the art historians of Western Europe are
almost entirely unaware of the work of this artist, of its pro-

found significance in the formation of the new concepts in art
which now prevail all over the world, and of his primary influ-
ence on the subsequent generations of Russian artists and on

my contemporaries, including Inyself.1

More than six decades later, the status quo has not significantly
changed, and outside of Russia and Ukraine, Vrubel is still largely
viewed as a minor Eastern European artist. Thus, for example, in
Stephen Eisenman’s authoritative publication Nineteenth Century
Art: A Critical History only a few sentences are dedicated to Vrubel,
where he is described as an ‘idiosyncratic Russian painter’ who
‘embraced the stance of the Buropean Symbolist esthete’” While
technically not wrong, this pithy characterization hardly does jus-
tice to the originality and complexity of Vrubel’s multifaceted oeuvre.

Vrubel’s career was replete with contradictions, which both

challenge and complicate conventional modernist efforts to trace



MIKHAIL VRUBEL

a linear trajectory from Impressionism and Post-Impressionism to
Fauvism and Cubism and further to Postwar Abstraction. Although
Vrubel was a trained academician, he was paradoxically rejected as
a ‘decadent’ by the official critical and artistic establishments in
Russia. In his choice of subject matter, he eschewed both the polit-
ical radicalism of the Russian Peredvizhniki, or Realists, and the
Impressionist depictions of the modern cityscape and urbanized
social environment. He was not interested in portraying young rev-
olutionaries or the suffering lower classes as the Peredvizhniki had
done, nor was he drawn to celebrating the material manifestations
of modernity, such as trains, department stores, night cafés and
cabarets, that were the primary subjects of the Impressionists and
Post-Impressionists.

As somewhat of an outlier, Vrubel was eclectic. His attention
turned toward a wide range of other sources, including classical
antiquity, contemporary literature and opera, and esoteric themes
of the demonic, angelic and prophetic. In his correspondence he pro-
fessed an admiration for academic artists such as Mariano Fortuny
(1838-1874), Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema (1836—1912) and Peter von
Cornelius (1783-1867), yet his art betrayed an intimate familiarity
with the work of Claude Monet (1840-1926), Vincent van Gogh
(1853—1890) and Paul Cézanne (1839—1906), among others. Vrubel
equally esteemed the art of the ancient Assyrians and Egyptians,
medieval Byzantine craftsmen, and Renaissance masters such as
Giovanni Bellini (1430—1516) and Tintoretto (1518—1594). He also
made copies of Chinese and Indian textiles, Persian carpets and
Islamic metalwork. In his creative range and diversity of sources, Vrubel
was in many ways a quintessentially fin de siécle artist, combining an
interest in ‘the new’ and ‘the old’, ‘the vanguard’ and ‘the rearguard’,
‘the innovative’ and ‘the traditional’ Accordingly, the present book
aims to challenge Vrubel's peripheral status in the annals of Euro-
pean art history by repositioning him as a pivotal artistic figure in the

emergence of a distinctive Russian modernist style around 1goo,
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Introduction

whose body of work made a lasting contribution to the development
of both transnational modernism and the historical Russian
avant-garde.

Although a vast body of literature on Vrubel has been published
in Russian, there is currently just one scholarly English-language
monograph on his art, written in 1982 byAline Isdebsky—Pritchard,
a Russian émigré.” While it provides an intellectually rigorous intro-
duction to Vrubel’s oeuvre, its publication in the context of the Cold
War means that it is now significantly dated. Moreover, the book
contains only grainy black-and-white illustrations, which fail to
convey the visually arresting nature of Vrubel’s art, especially his
vibrant palette and subtle chromatic effects.

Apart from Isdebsky-Pritchard’s monograph, there are several
English-language translations from Russian, such as Sofia
Kaplanova’s Mikhail Aleksandrovich Vrubel’ (1977) and Mikhail
German's Mikhail Vrubel (1985).4 However, both of these books were
published by a Soviet press and accordingly reflect a particular
Marxist narrative and socialist perspective. For example, they con-
sistently marginalize Vrubel's religious works and disproportionately
privilege his folkloric, neo-national subjects. They also rely heavily
on the artist’s biography and focus almost exclusively on the content
of his artworks at the expense of form and style. In 1996 German
published an updated edition of his 1985 book under a new title,
Mikhail Virubel: The Artist of the Eves, which adheres more closely to
Western art-historical conventions both in its interpretations and
methodology.”

Apart from this handful of publications, little has been published
on Vrubel in English within the last two decades. Unfortunately,
the meticulously researched and erudite late-Soviet and post-Soviet
monographs on Vrubel by Mikhail Allenov, Mikhail Alpatov and
Nina Dimitrieva are only available in Russian.® John Bowlt, Janet
Kennedy and Wendy Salmond have all discussed various elements

of Vrubel’s art in articles and as part of their books on Art Nouveau,

11



MIKHAIL VRUBEL

Arts and Crafts and the visual culture of the Russian Silver Age.
Meanwhile, the British literary scholar Avril Pyman has examined
Vrubel’s Demon paintings in her work on Russian literary symbol-
ism.” Beyond that, the only English-language scholarship on Vrubel
published in the last ten years has been my own book chapters and
articles on different aspects of his oeuvre.® The present monograph
extends upon this work, analysing Vrubel's unique artistic vision
and output in greater depth and detail.

Just as with English-language publications, the same omission
has affected the collection and exhibition of Vrubel’s art outside of
Russia. The works of avant-garde artists such as Vasily Kandinsky
(1866—-1944), Kazimir Malevich (1879—1935), Natalia Goncharova
(1881-1962), Marc Chagall (1887-1985), El Lissitzky (189o—1941)
and Alexander Rodchenko (1891—1956) are generally well-known
in Europe and the United States because either these artists emi-
grated to the West in the wake of the Bolshevik Revolution or their
art was brought overseas by Western and Russian émigré collectors
and patrons such as Alfred Barr (1902—1981), Nikolai Khardzhiev
(1903—1996) and George Costakis (1913—199o). The works of these
twentieth-century artists can be found in most major museums of
modern art in Western metropoleis, such as the Moma and Guggen-
heim in New York, the Centre Pompidou in Paris, Tate Modern in
London and the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. Yet the same does
not apply to their turn-of-the-century predecessors, who either did
not live to see the Bolshevik Revolution or were already too old to
emigrate. Unlike the Peredvizhniki, whose paintings were actively
promoted by the Soviet regime on account of their ostensibly revo-
lutionary themes and realist style, artists of the Silver Age such as
Vrubel, Isaak Levitan (1860—19o0), Konstantin Korovin (1861-1939)
and Valentin Serov (1865-1911) were dismissed as ‘decadents’ and
‘bourgeois formalists’ and actively suppressed by the Soviet govern-

ment, thus suffering a double erasure — both in the ussr and the

West.
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Some of Vrubel’s art has been exhibited in Europe and North
America in the twenty-first century as part of larger thematic exhi-
bitions.’ However, a major retrospective solo exhibition of Vrubel’s
art was only presented to European audiences on one occasion in
1997, when his works travelled to Diisseldorf (25 January—13 April
1997) and Munich (8 May—20 July 1997) to mark the 140th anni-
versary of his birth."” A major travelling exhibition of Vrubel’s art
was also being planned by the State Tretyakov Gallery to open in
early 2021 but was delayed by the covip-19 pandemic and then cut
short by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, ultimately
opening only to a Russian public in Moscow (3 November 2021—8
March 2022) and St Petersburg (3 June—14 November 2022) as col-
laboration with Western museums became inconceivable in the
context of full-scale war."

Ironically, although Vrubel is mostly perceived as a ‘Russian’
artist, he was born to a Catholic father with Polish-Prussian roots
and an Orthodox mother of Tatar-Danish heritage. Like many of his
prominent contemporaries and fellow artists, such as Nikolai Ge
(1831-1894), Arkhip Kuindzhi (1841—1910) and Ilia Repin (1844—
1930), Vrubel spent some of his most formative years working in
present-day Ukraine, dividing his time between Moscow, St Peters-
burg, Kyiv and Odesa. Although the vast majority of scholarship
focuses on Vrubel’s ‘mature’ phase, which he spent predominantly
in Moscow and St Petersburg, the profound impact that Kyiv had
on his creative formation cannot be overstated. The medieval mon-
umental art that Vrubel first encountered in Kyiv, as well as the
lifelong relationships he formed with local artists such as Mykola
Murashko (1844-1909), made a lasting contribution to his artistic
development. Not only was Kyiv home to all of Vrubel's early church
commissions, but a number of his most significant late paintings,
such as Morning (1897), Bogatyr (1898) and Lilacs (1goo—19o1), were
likewise created during his long stays in the Chernihiv region with

his wife’s family. In fact, several of Vrubel's most important works,
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such as A Girl against a Persian Carpet (1886) and Eastern Tale
(1886), still reside in Ukrainian collections and museums that are
currently in danger of being destroyed by continuous Russian
bombardments. This highlights not only the inherent complexity
of Vrubel’s nineteenth-century identity as a Russian imperial sub-
ject but the importance of Ukraine as a dynamic cultural and artis-
tic milieu, which both inspired and shaped an entire generation of
modernist talents, many of whom are now household names, such
as Kazimir Malevich, Vladimir Tatlin (1885—1953), Sonia Delaunay
(1885-1979) and Alexander Archipenko (1887-1964). At a time
when Russia is actively embracing a staunch and aggressive neo-
nationalism, Vrubel’s fundamental cosmopolitanism, multicultur-
alism and intellectual expansiveness stand in stark contrast to the
zeitgeist of the current political moment, and it is in this spirit that
I hope the present book will be read.

As its title suggests, Mikhail Virubel: From the Academy to the
Avant-Garde provides an in-depth overview of the artist’s life and
work. Adopting a roughly chronological structure, the book traces
the formation and elaboration of Vrubel’s artistic vision and cre-
ative output across a range of media, beginning with his student
years at the Imperial Academy of Arts in St Petersburg in the early
1880s and ending with his untimely death in 1g10. Over the course
of his career Vrubel made several trips to Europe, where he encoun-
tered a rich variety of ancient and modern masterpieces that deeply
influenced his art. The book therefore situates his oeuvre within a
wider comparative framework, analysing it within the context of
burgeoning French modernism, German and Austrian Jugendstil,
British Arts and Crafts, and international Art Nouveau, in addi-
tion to interrogating the specifically Russian and Slavic inflections
in his works.

Although the book generally follows the chronology of Vrubel’s
life, each chapter centres around a particular theme, such as his

creative influences, his discovery of medieval religious painting,
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and his foray into theatre and the applied arts. This is because
until now, interpretations of Vrubel’s oeuvre have often been heav-
ily influenced by the events of his tumultuous biography, as well
as over-determined readings of his nervous breakdown in 1go2
and his subsequent struggles with mental health, much as in the
case of his fellow artist and exact contemporary Vincent van Gogh.
This book therefore strives to foreground Vrubel’s creative vision,
working methods and aesthetic experimentation over his mythol-
ogized status as a ‘mad genius’ or ‘tortured artist’ It also aims to
strike a balance between discussing some of Vrubel's best-known
artworks, such as his monumental Demon paintings, and those that
have historically received less attention, such as his early watercol-
our studies, theatre designs and applied artworks. For those who
wish to consult the main events and dates of his biography, a brief
chronology is included as an appendix.

One of the principal goals of this book is to show the far-ranging
impact of Vrubel's art on twentieth-century Russian artists and
theorists. Vrubel’s influence on the historical avant-garde was as
pervasive and enduring as that of Cézanne on the development
of French modernism. Toward this end, throughout the book the
contemporary reactions to Vrubel’s art are frequently compared
and contrasted to his reception in the twentieth century, especially
among key theorists of the historical avant-garde, such as Nikolai
Punin (1888-1953) and Nikolai Tarabukin (1889—1956). The book
thus provides an overview of the shifting perception of Vrubel's art
from the late nineteenth century to the post-Soviet period.

The first chapter opens with a general discussion of the artist’s
family background, childhood and student years. It then proceeds
to focus on Vrubel’s training at the Imperial Academy of Arts in St
Petersburg under the leading academician Pavel Chistiakov (1832—
1919), whose ‘cult of deep nature’ profoundly impacted Vrubel's
views on art. Additionally, the chapter examines Vrubel's interest

in and initial imitation of contemporary Western European ‘salon’
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artists such as Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema, Mariano Fortuny and
Arnold Bocklin (1827—1901).

Chapter Two analyses the highly productive years that Vrubel
spent in Kyiv during the 1880s and investigates his first official com-
mission in 1884: the restoration of the twelfth-century murals in the
Church of St Cyril. In preparation for this project, Vrubel sketched
multiple examples of medieval Byzantine art, closely imitating their
penchant for bright colour, flatness, pronounced outlining and spa-
tial ambiguity. The chapter also analyses Vrubel’s trip to Venice
in 1885, where he spent several weeks studying the mosaics, fres-
cos and paintings of the most renowned medieval and Renaissance
masters. It concludes with a discussion of his proposed fresco cycle
for the interior of the revivalist Cathedral of St Volodymyr, which
was rejected by the conservative jury overseeing the project due to
its ‘unorthodox’ and ‘unseemly’ nature.

A discussion of Vrubel’s iconic Demon series and the devel-
opment of his signature mature style is at the heart of Chapter
Three. The 189os marked Vrubel’s most prolific period, which coin-
cided with his extensive stays at Savva Mamontov's estate and his
participation in the Abramtsevo Artistic Circle. In addition to his
monumental paintings on the subjects of the Demon and Slavic
mythology, this chapter likewise attends to his lesser-known water-
colours and graphic works, and his experimentation with nocturnal
plein air painting. At the centre of the chapter is a description of
the Nizhnii Novgorod scandal, when Vrubel's monumental murals
were rejected by the academic jury of the 1896 ‘Nizhnii Novgorod
All-Russia Industrial and Art Exhibition” on account of their
‘impressionist’ and ‘monstrous’ execution.

Chapter Four surveys Vrubel’s participation in a number of the-
atrical, architectural and applied art projects, demonstrating how
he transgressed the conventional barriers between ‘high’ and Tow’
art to produce daring and original work, such as the iconic Mikula

Selyaninovich and Volga fireplace, which received a gold medal at the
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1goo ‘Exposition Universelle in Paris. The chapter concludes with
a discussion of Vrubel’s foray into architecture and interior design
and his innovative experimentation with majolica.

The fifth and final chapter explores several phases of Vrubel'’s
reception, beginning with the late 18gos and continuing through to
the post-Soviet period. Following his untimely death, artists, crit-
ics and theorists such as Alexander Benois (1870—1960), Nikolai
Punin, Naum Gabo and Nikolai Tarabukin repositioned Vrubel as
a pioneering father figure and mythical originator of the Russian
and Soviet avant-gardes. After briefly touching on Vrubel’s interna-
tional reception in the early 1goos, the chapter examines the impact
of Vrubel’s majolica works on the Soviet avant-garde’s experimenta-
tion with porcelain production and then concludes with an analysis
of his rediscovery and rehabilitation in the post-war and late-Soviet
periods as well as his resurgent legacy following the fall of the ussk.

Writing about Vrubel is undoubtedly a daunting task, not only
due to his colourful and eventful life but because of the astound-
ing variety and multidimensionality of his oeuvre. In truth, no single
monograph can do justice to this unique artist, but it is the author’s
hope that the present study will constitute a small step towards
stimulating scholarly and public interest in Vrubel’s life, work and

enduring legacy.
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