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The lesser known romantic side of Soviet art

Alise Tifentale, Ph.D., art historian

Soviet avant-garde art from the 1920s and early 1930s is internationally well-known. Works in this
exhibition, however, are made after the end of the Second World War, and art and culture of the Soviet
Union between 1945 and 1991 is far less studied. During that time, the borders of USSR were closed
to the outside world, and the communist government put great effort into controlling, limiting, and
censoring information about it that appeared abroad. Because of self-isolation, art of the postwar Soviet

Union remains partly a mystery to foreigners even today.

This exhibition showcases one peculiar artistic tradition, united by a sense of nostalgia in subject matter
and variations of realism in style. Paintings in this exhibition do not reveal much of the social and political
turmoil that USSR underwent during these decades. Instead, they speak of desire to hold on to things
that do not change so rapidly. Especially genres like landscape and still life provided opportunities to

escape the challenges of daily life.

The romantic artistic tradition evolved on the background of numerous other regional and local styles
and trends. The postwar Soviet Union was a collage of fifteen republics, including Russia, each with
its own distinct ethnic and religious composition, culture, history, and artistic traditions. Some nations
belonged fo European culture (such as Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania), some were historical Christian
outposts in Western Asia (like Armenia and Georgia), others were predominantly Muslim countries in

Central Asia (such as Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and others).

The most politicized art in the USSR was produced between 1945 and 1953, during Stalin’s dictatorship.
This was the height of Socialist Realism when artists had to choose their subjects from lists provided
by the communist party officials. Portraits of workers were one typical subject. One example of this

approach to art is “Female Worker” (1949) by N. N. Chebakov.



Next was a brief period of slight liberation, known as the Thaw (1953-1964). Although Socialist Realism
had not been officially abandoned, artists were able to find more freedom in what they painted, and
how. “A Rapid Stream in Bolshaya Pyssa” (1964) by V. F. Stozharov is one example: a romantic rural
scene, created with thick layers of paint. At this time, the Cold War took shape as military, economic, and
ideological competition between USSR and USA. The archnemesis of Soviet art was American Abstract
Expressionism, and abstraction of all kinds was not welcome in the official Soviet art world. “Wall” (1964~ -
65) by Lithuanian artist K. A. Zhoromskis is a notable exception because the artist emigrated during the

war and lived and worked abroad,

The Thaw was followed by two decades of Stagnation (1964-1985) which saw the birth of politically
critical art, circulated secretly in unadvertised exhibitions in apartments. Yet other artists chose poetic
subjects as far from the politicized daily life as possible. One example is “Garden” (1984) by N. E. Belykh:
a Russian village with traditional wooden dwellings under the snow cover where nothing reminds of
the 20th century. Views of distinctly non-Russian cities remind of the cultural diversity of the USSR.
“The Scenery of Tbilisi in Autumn” (1979) by L. N. Semeiko, a Ukraine-born artist, depicts the capital
city of Georgia. V. Ya. Pavlotsky, an artist born in Turkmenistan, shoWs this country’s capital in “Winter in

Ashgabat” (1978).

During the last era of the Soviet Union, the so-called Perestroika (‘restructuring’) period (1985-1991),
censorship and other restrictions on art gradually loosened. With the reemergence of the avant-garde of
the 1920s and early 1930s, which previously was severely censored, artists like S. L. Roshchin in his “Corner”

(1990) rediscovered Malevich and El Lissitzky:.

From the outside, USSR was an idealized paradise of socialism for some, the ‘evil empire’ for others.
From the inside, it was more complex than that. As an art historian born and raised in the USSR, more
precisely in Latvia, | have a unigque geopolitical perspective. Latvia, alongside the neighboring Estonia
and Lithuania, cherished memories of its independence during the interwar years and was among the
first Soviet republics to insist on breaking away from the Union. Other republics, including Russia itself,
also developed growing dissatisfaction with the Soviet rule, Such attitude produced confrontational and
politically critical‘ art which dominates the postwar Soviet collections in the US and Western European
museums. At the same time, numerous other artists, regardless of their opinion on the regime, turned
away from contemporary issues and sought inspiration in history and nature. Their works offer a rare
glimpse at the Soviet era through a romantic lens. The exhibition invites Korean viewers to contemplate
the nuances of remarkably skillful realist painting and the beauty of nature in works that defy the

immense sociopolitical tensions of their time.
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