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I dedicate this work to my sensitive life companion,
V.V. Bogomazova-Monastyrskaya.
August 1914 Boyarka.

Wanda Bogomazova was responsible for saving the entire legacy of her
husband. It is therefore no coincidence that this exhibition is dedicated
to her. It was an idea I put to the family of the artist and one they gladly
accepted though, in doing so, asked me to mention ‘an old, well-known
artist, K.D. Trokhimenko, who would tell people that an artist’s widow
lived next door at n° 18. Thirty years after his death, people began to
search… found… and helped remove the rolled-up canvases from a
trunk. Not even the neighbours were supposed to see them in those days.
These marvellous artists included Alexei Zakharchuk (1929-2013) and
Nikolai Storozhenko (1928-2015); D. Horbachov and some others joined
the group… They re-stretched some of the canvases; the drawings were
placed in paper mounts and properly laid out in portfolios.’
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IN T RODUC T ION

T

he sale of four works by Alexander
the impecunious Bogomazov never
Bogomazov to the Kröller-Müller
travelled to Western Europe. In fact,
Museum at TEFAF 2015 represented
he only left Kiev on three occasions: in
an important step in the reappraisal of
1907-8, to admire the work of Gauguin
this astonishing artist.
and others in the Shchukin and Morozov
This personal exhibition is another.
Collections in Moscow, where he
It is a logical step. All seven of the works
continued his studies; in 1911, when he
we sold at TEFAF 2015 were by Bogomazov.
travelled to Finland; and in 1915-16, when
This is no coincidence. Bogomazov
he worked in the Caucasus (then part of
deserves to be spoken of in the same breath
the Russian Empire). He was an artist
as his better-known Ukrainian compatriots
essentially rooted to his home spot.
Malevich, Arkhipenko and Exter.
The second reason derives from the
Kazimir Malevich, whose native
first: largely because of his limited
Alexander Bogomazov, 1898
tongue was Polish and second language
travelling, Bogomazov’s work was
Ukrainian, considered himself Ukrainian
not exhibited in Western Europe until
or Russian at various stages of his career.
1973 when Fischer Fine Art put on the
From 1928-1930 he taught at the Kiev Art Institute,
exhibition Tatlin’s Dream; then for the first time publicly
where Bogomazov was Head of Easel Painting. A recently
in 1988 – when four of his paintings were again shown in
unearthed document from 1929 shows that
London, this time at the Barbican Gallery’s exhibition 100
the two were acquainted.
Years of Russian Art from Private Collections.
Alexandra Exter was born in modern-day Poland but
He was also, until 1966, absent from Russian and
spent her student years in Kiev, where she married. She
Ukrainian private and state collections (including that
provided an important link between West and East for
of George Costakis). Then, thanks to the tenacity of
Bogomazov, her friend and fellow student, as the person
Professor Dmytro Horbachov, his first retrospective
who brought to Russia Western journals and magazines
was staged at the Writers’ Union in Kiev. This was a
with their articles on the Italian Futurists who may have
brave initiative: Bogomazov was still denigrated as a
inspired Bogomazov.
‘Formalist’ and the Avant-Garde remained taboo.
Alexander Arkhipenko, the youngest of the three,
But this landmark 1966 exhibition saw the emergence
was born in Kiev and studied with Bogomazov at the
of a local market for Bogomazov, and prompted
Academy of Arts. They were close friends. Both were
Moscow’s Valery Dudakov, among others, to start
expelled from the Academy in 1905 for their role in
collecting his works.
anti-Tsarist demonstrations. They exhibited together
Bogomazov exhibitions remained a rarity. The next
the following year, before Arkhipenko emigrated to
were not held until 1991 – in Toulouse and Kiev.
France and, later, the United States.
Another 16-year lull ensued before St Petersburg’s
The first reason why Bogomazov has remained in the
Russian Museum hosted a Bogomazov show in 2007. Such
shadow of his Ukrainian colleagues is partly geographic:
scratchy museum coverage does grave injustice to this

Self-Portrait, c. 1907. Oil on canvas, 40 x 28.5 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow
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pioneering artist, who is also (with the
exaggeration to say that Bogomazov is now
honourable exception of Kiev’s National
regarded as the Ukrainian Avant-Garde
Museum of Ukrainian Art) chronically
artist par excellence.
under-represented in public collections.
He is unquestionably worthy of this
The third reason why Bogomazov has
title. His theories, as outlined in his
languished in undeserved obscurity is his
1914 treatise Painting and Elements are
status as a ‘Ukrainian’ artist. As a result,
considered prophetic – he wrote how the
he has been ignored by many of the
black square on the white background
exhibitions devoted to the Russian Avantis the ‘most finished form’ a year
Garde in the West. ‘Ukrainian’ is, mind
before Malevich, whilst his musings on
you, something of a misnomer: Alexander
rhythm, colour and line predate those of
Bogomazov was Russian by virtue of his
Kandinsky. Only with increased exposure
mother tongue and birthplace in what
and research will the legacy of this artist
was then the Tsarist Empire.
be assured. A personal exhibition, the
Alexander Bogomazov,
late-1900’s
Yet, insofar as he spent virtually
first in his homeland since 1991, is now
all his life in Kiev, Bogomazov may
planned at the National Museum of
unquestionably be considered Ukrainian. He was
Ukrainian Art for the winter of 2016 and archivists are
educated at the Kiev Academy of Arts and spent almost
working through the myriad of documents and letters,
all his creative life in the city – including his final,
only a fraction of which have ever been published.
illness-wracked years as a polemicist and teacher at
The works chosen for this exhibition fall into four
what by then was Kiev Art Institute. With its hills,
sections. The first is devoted to Bogomazov’s inspiration
escarpment, twists, turns and vistas, Kiev is his city.
and support: his wife Wanda Monastyrska, whom
Bogomazov wrote: ‘Kiev in its plastic outlines is full of
he met in 1908. Two 1911 portraits of Wanda at this
beautiful, varied and deep dynamism. Here the streets
exhibition are intimate and touching. A 1913 view of
thrust into the sky, the forms are tense, the lines are
Wanda reading is more daring (they were now married).
energetic; they fall, split up, sing and play. The verticals
By 1915 his images of Wanda had evolved into something
of poplars and mountains slash across the horizontals.
far stronger, more confident and sexually charged.
The general tempo of life underlines this dynamism even
Before 1915 Bogomazov painted or drew his wife on
more; it gives it what might be called an ordered basis
at least 30 occasions. The relationship between the
and broadly flows over throughout, until it rests on quiet
diffident artist and the fiery, self-confident spouse
shores of the Left Bank of the Dnieper.’ Indeed, it is no
(herself also an artist) was slightly unconventional.

Left: Alexander Bogomazov: Self-Portrait – Elena Kashuba-Volvach, Rodovid Publishers, Kiev 2013
Centre: Alexander Bogomazov – Toulouse, Musée d’Art Moderne, 21 June – 28 August 1991
Right: Alexander Bogomazov: Master of Cubo-Futurism – Moscow, Central House of Artists, March 2014
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Bogomazov was smitten with Wanda on first sight but,
initially, she rejected him. His persistency paid off and,
by 1911, his images of Wanda had acquired an immediacy
that suggests he had reason to believe in her change of
heart. Their marriage in August 1913 detonated what
Dmytro Horbachov calls an ‘explosion of creativity’ for
Bogomazov, whose artistic career could have fizzled out
into despair and emptiness without Wanda’s support.
After his death from tuberculosis in 1930, Wanda
single-handedly preserved the work of ‘her Sasha’
from the Soviet authorities and Nazi invaders.
We have obtained first-hand impressions of the
remarkable Wanda from Professor Horbachov and her
granddaughter Tanya Popova.
The second part of the exhibition, Kiev 1914-15,
encompasses Bogomazov’s angular, dynamic SelfPortrait; his vibrant view of Kiev’s main avenue,
Kreshchatik; the Cubo-Futurist swirls of his Landscape,
Locomotive.
The third part, The Caucasus-Kiev, is divided into two
subsections. The first deals with the period 1915-17
when, in my opinion, Bogomazov was at his peak producing work whose intricacy and subtlety is more
than a match for the Italian Futurists.
The second section deals with four late works from
the 1920s when Bogomazov was a teacher at the Kiev
Art Institute and includes two portraits of his daughter
Yaroslava (whose reminiscences are also published in
English for the first time in our catalogue). Yaroslava
quotes her father’s diaries to suggest that Wanda filled
the emotional void created by his loveless childhood.

Left: Alexander Bogomazov – St Petersburg, State Russian Museum, 22 May – 22 July 2008
Right: Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992
Bottom right: Self-Portrait, 1911. Watercolour on paper, 25 x 18 cm. Collection of Tanya Popova, Kiev
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The Rhythm of Creative Will, evokes the composition’s
energy, dynamism and angularity. Bogomazov’s palette
changed during the 1920s, becoming brighter and more
Fauve. His style – described by Professor Horbachov as
‘spectral’ – became more realistic.
Although an art dealer’s opinion is inevitably biased,
selling a work to a major museum signals recognition of its
quality, however little-known the artist. We are currently
preparing a catalogue raisonné of Bogomazov’s work and,
despite the sensitive political climate, Moscow’s Pushkin
Museum has offered to host a Bogomazov exhibition. In
Kiev, an exhibition is being prepared for late this year.
In his foreword for the catalogue of the 1991 Bogomazov
exhibition in Kiev, Eduard Dymshyts wrote: ‘What
happened? How is it that for decades the names of our
greatest creators have disappeared into nothingness?
How could it be that an extraordinary and multi-talented
personality was presented as a deception or a mistake? A.
Bogomazov, who was worthy of the title Ukrainian Picasso,
one of the greatest artists of his time, was excluded from
the artistic process. Perhaps now the time has come.’
The myth of this ‘great unknown’, this ‘Ukrainian
Picasso’ – only now taking his rightful place among the
leading lights of early 20th century Eastern European art
– is finally being unravelled.

The works from 1915-17 include an astonishing
Armenian Woman, and the swirls and curves of a Bouquet
which, Tanya Popova tells me, was one of Wanda’s
favourite paintings. The circular mosaic Tanya made
using elements from this work (a copy of which we have
on show) was placed on her grandfather’s grave.
Between 1917 and 1926 Bogomazov virtually abandoned
easel-painting - He produced just two oils during these
nine years: Funeral and Catafalque. Between 1918 and
1921, as the government of Kiev changed sixteen times,
his focus was on surviving the Civil War. He contracted
tuberculosis in 1920 (an event described by his daughter on
page 109) and later concentrated on teaching, Agitprop and
administration, becoming Secretary of the Artists’ Union
and Professor of Easel-Painting at the Kiev Art Institute.
The final section of our exhibition is devoted to
Bogomazov’s last years and his legendary but unfinished
triptych Sawyers (1926-29). The right-hand part of the
triptych, Sharpening the Saws, hangs in Kiev’s National
Museum of Ukrainian Art – where the central section,
Sawyers at Work, is undergoing major restoration. The
triptych was unfinished when Bogomazov died in 1930,
before he had been able to start the left-hand section,
Rolling the Logs. We are fortunately able to show the
only surviving colour study for this work. It gives a clear
impression of Bogomazov’s intentions.
Elena Kashuba-Volvach’s article for this exhibition,

James Butterwick

Left: Self-Portrait, 1914. Oil on canvas, 30.5 x 33 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow
Right: Tramway - L’vovskaya Ulitsa, Kiev, 1914. Charcoal on paper, 40.5 x 30.2 cm. Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, Netherlands
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Locomotive, 1915. Charcoal on paper, 30 x 26 cm. Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, Netherlands
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WA NDA
Wanda Bogomazova Remembered
by her Granddaughter Tanya Popova

I

am delighted that my grandfather’s work is again
being shown at TEFAF Maastricht.
My earliest memories go back to the house where
my mother’s parents, sisters and brother all lived:
18 Vosnesensky Descent in Kiev. My mother was born
there. I lived there until I was 13.
Everyone remembers my grandfather as a highly
unusual, kind and subtle man, who, as his life became
financially easier, began helping all the relatives who
lived in that crowded apartment.
Alexander Bogomazov’s father – my great-grandfather,
Konstantin Fedorovich Bogomazov – was a hardworking, decent but severe man. He did not want his son
to study drawing or support his passion for art, and was
strongly against a career as an artist. My grandfather was
forced to study at Kherson Agriculture College, but he did
not give up drawing and, after finishing college in 1902,
enrolled at art school in Kiev. This greatly complicated
his relationship with his father and made him feel bitter,
even depressed. But he never wavered.
‘I am an artist!’ he declared. ‘This is the source of both
my strength and weakness. I cannot give up. It is not a
whim. It is a necessity – the very essence of my life.’
My grandfather was fond of Kiev and, with brief
absences, spent all his life there. The city inspired many
of his drawings and sketches. He liked to draw the trees
between our home and the Art Institute, and to paint
the nearby ravines with their small houses deep down
between the slopes. From 1913 these works were imbued
with movement and dynamics. The rhythm of the
buildings’ silhouettes, roofs and windows, the streetlamps, trees and hurrying pedestrians, all gave these
works a vivid, unique quality – evident in the works

on paper (Kreshchatik, Locomotive, Forest Boyarka and
Tramway - L’vovskaya Ulitsa, Kiev) acquired by the
Kröller-Müller Museum last year.
A number of Bogomazov’s best-known works relate
to Kiev, such as Market (the Kiev Haymarket – still
standing when I was a girl), Tramway and The Prison
(still in operation).

A Persistent Suitor
It was in Kiev where his first meeting with my
grandmother Wanda, a fellow student at the Art
Institute, took place. He fell in love with her. ‘I love
everything about her. How fine and tender she is.
I will always love her. She has filled my soul... It is

Left: Alexander and Wanda at their wedding, Boyarka, August 1913
Right: In the flat on Vosnesensky Descent. Seated from left to right: Wanda’s father Vitold, sisters Anna & Eugenia, mother Yanina (with Eugenia’s son Yaroslav).
Standing: Wanda, her brother Conrad
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extraordinary how Fate has tied the knot of my existence
with this slender, refined, kind and sensitive girl. My art
has retreated, a woman has come and closed it from my
eyes… my art is in the woman – in this beautiful particle
of the world.’ From the outset my grandfather wrote
to his Muse not only about his feelings, but also about
his attitude to creative work and service to higher
artistic ideals.
He courted her for five years and in 1913 Wanda
became his spouse, his faithful companion through his
tough life, his Muse, his ‘Dove, Dina’, as he referred
to her. They came to a mutual understanding of their
creative tasks in art and Wanda participated in all of her
husband’s creative endeavours. She took part in the Ring
exhibition of 1914 and, during the years of famine, they
painted Lutsky Barracks together, which were destroyed
later. In 1914 Bogomazov dedicated his treatise Painting
and Elements to her.
Wanda (1888-1982) had a long and difficult life. I
remember her with great warmth and an element of
sadness. I now realize what a modest life she led, on a
very small pension, in a tiny room, with her husband’s
works rolled up in a trunk in the corridor. That trunk
seemed enormous to me when I was a child. I only learnt
much later what was inside. During World War II, when
Kiev was occupied, the street where my grandmother

lived was part of the ‘forced eviction zone’. She rescued
my grandfather’s trunkful of priceless paintings and
manuscripts by pushing them in a wheelbarrow, on
foot, to Svyatoshyno, many miles away. When Kiev was
liberated she brought everything back the same way.
After our marriage, my husband and I moved into
our own flat with our 3-year-old son. My grandmother
would often stay with us for long periods, well into her
old age. She and I were both down-to-earth people
with our own personalities, but our relationship was
full of light. We were greatly attached to one another.
She occasionally remarked on ‘how your grandfather
would have loved to draw you!’ She was especially fond
of my son, her great-grandson Sasha (named after
her husband), who would present her with handmade
gifts on her birthday, or prepare little theatrical
performances for her.
Thank God my grandmother lived long enough to see
the first semi-legal exhibition of her husband’s work
in Kiev’s House of Writers in 1966! The public were
delighted to discover such an artist.

Works on show at TEFAF 2016
My grandfather drew and painted Wanda (or ‘Dadonka’
as she was affectionately known by her grandchildren
and great-grandchildren) on numerous occasions. Some

Left: Wanda c.1913
Right: 18 Vosnesensky Descent today – the Monastyrka/Bogomazov apartment (flat 5) is third floor on the left
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of our favourite works, which hung on our walls for
many years, are in the exhibition: Wanda Looking Over her
Shoulder; Wanda in an Armchair; Wanda in Front of a New Year
Tree… He drew her countless times.
My grandfather’s brief absences from Kiev were also
of enormous significance to his work. In 1915 he left
Kiev for the small town of Geryusi in the Caucasus, to
teach Graphic Art at the College of Advanced Education.
The Caucasus had beckoned him for a long time.
He wanted to see new, exotic places, to get new
impressions, to leave the comfort of civilization, and to
walk away from his familiar artistic environment. But
he had to earn a living, and this was a very important
period for his artistic development, which saw a further
explosion of originality in his painting.
The parting with Wanda, the harsh climate, the
cold and the hunger all made it a difficult period, but
Bogomazov was enthusiastic. ‘Dinka, if you could
only see the beauty of the distant mountains from our
balcony,’ he wrote to her. ‘The air is clear, you can see
for miles, and all forms look as if they are blossoming,
astonishingly splendid. They are so strong, sonorous…
Dinka, Dinka… I feel that I am capable, that I am
empowered, that in a little while I will start singing
freely.’ There are wonderful letters from this time.
My grandmother even visited him in Geryusi. She had

to travel by train, car and carriage, from which she
had ‘the honour of falling’ when it nearly tipped over,
before being carefully wrapped up in a felt cloak by the
attentive coachman. Caucasus and Armenian Woman, from
this wonderful period, are on show at this exhibition.
By the beginning of 1917 Wanda was expecting, so
my grandfather returned to Kiev. My mother Yaroslava
(‘Asya’) was born on March 19. My grandfather would
draw or paint his daughter on numerous occasions.
There are fine and sensitive drawings of her at this
exhibition (pages 75 & 77).
One of my favourite works, The Cellist, is also being
shown. A photo of it stands in my bookcase next to
volumes of poetry. And there is his brilliant blue/yellow
Bouquet, which my grandmother gave to me and which
hung on our walls for nearly 45 years. A few years ago
I used elements from this work to make a disc-shaped
mosaic in memory of my grandfather, which we placed
on his grave.
Rolling the Logs is another highlight of this TEFAF
exhibition. When I began my studies at the Art Institute,
some professors tried to teach us thoughtless, photolike ink-shading, instead of the concepts of form and
dynamics – as illustrated in Rolling the Logs. It is such
a pity that the triptych Sawyers was left unfinished
because of my grandfather’s tuberculosis, although he

Left: Wanda and Yaroslava, Boyarka c. 1924
Right: Wanda late 1890s
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left us with some wonderful preparatory sketches. These
drawings, with their power of line and form, served as
my benchmarks. They are associated with the small
village of Boyarka near Kiev, of which he was so fond.
Some of these drawings are at this exhibition.
When I was at Art School, a secret ban on Bogomazov’s
name was still in force – though such matters were not
discussed in my presence. One day, when I was in Year 6,
our teacher Pavel Orlov gave us an assignment: to copy
pictures of our own choice. My grandmother pulled out
a few sheets from somewhere and gave them to me to
copy. They were ink sketches for the painting Market.
I shall always remember how my teacher reacted.
‘Where did you get this?’ he asked. ‘What is it?’
‘It’s a copy of a work by my grandfather,’ I answered.
Then Orlov said something very warm and kind
about my grandfather, because mine was the only copy
that differed from all the others. Later, when I lived
elsewhere, I would still run to the Art Institute near our
old home, and always call in on my grandmother.
In the second year of my study at the Art Institute
we were taken to the Kiev Art Museum repository. I
had already met Dmytro Horbachov, the well-known
art historian and expert who worked there. At the
repository I spotted a painting by the wall – Invalids by
Anatoly Petritsky. It was the beginning of the Thaw

(a brief period of artistic and cultural freedom under
Nikita Khrushchev), a short yet very important time for
my generation and for the entire history of the country.
Naïvely, I asked why the work was hidden away. What
could Horbachov answer? Just a few years earlier it had
been impossible to even talk about taking students to
closed repositories to show them banned art. So many
brilliant works were buried there – simply because
lifeless Soviet ideology feared, above all things, art that
breathed with real life, true joy and sadness, and free
aesthetic feelings.
Horbachov also showed us – among other works
– my grandfather’s Sharpening the Saws (my fellow
students had no idea I was his granddaughter). One
student asked: ‘It’s all understandable, but why are
the saws different colours!?’ I laughed when I told my
grandmother about this. I was not at all surprised by
the saws’ different colours! Later I would often see how
an understanding of new art comes to people – even
artists – slowly, step by step. Even now, 100 years
on, Bogomazov cannot be understood by everyone.
To comprehend and admire, one needs to start from
basics, from the language – ‘letters’ to start with, then
‘syllables’, then ‘words’… Then comes one’s own taste,
and so on…
In 1914 Bogomazov wrote his treatise Painting and

Left: Wanda, c.1913
Right: Linoleum cut-outs used to help illustrate Bogomazov’s treatise Painting and Elements
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Elements, which he dedicated to Wanda. Parts of it were
published in the catalogue of his Toulouse exhibition in
1991. A few years later, together with my son Sasha, and
through the efforts of my family and with the support of
the Renaissance Foundation, we managed to publish the
entire treatise in a bilingual Ukrainian-English edition.
At home we have preserved some of the elements my
grandfather cut out from thin linoleum for this treatise:
they were exhibited at the Kiev Archives of Art, Music
& Literature in 2014, in honour of the centenary of the
treatise’s creation.
My grandfather was a versatile and talented person.
As well as playing the cello, he carved interesting
caskets, a wooden bracelet and an inkwell from tiny
‘logs’ (cuts of small branches) for Wanda. He carved a
wooden doll for his daughter, and painted it, and also
carved her a toy bed.
He made an ABC book and a box with numbers.
Letters and digits were drawn on paper disks and
squares, together with relevant pictures. Thanks to
such good home education my mother went straight
into Year 2 when she started school!
My grandfather also carved a cup for paintbrushes, and
decorated it with dancing figures. I now keep my own
brushes in it, and have done so for many years. Another
heirloom is my grandfather’s pince-nez. All these things

were saved by Wanda, then by Yaroslava and now by me.
Preserving them honours my memory of my grandparents
and how much they enriched my life. Pictures…
carvings… letters… the pince-nez (with one lens
broken)… all these are threads that link us spiritually.
Alexander Bogomazov experienced joyful, tragic and
very important artistic/creative moments – many of
them evoked by my mother elsewhere in this catalogue.
He was a great artist and an extraordinary, multifaceted
personality, theoretician and teacher who left a
considerable legacy. He was a philosopher and lover of
music. It is amazing how much he achieved in such a
short life that spanned World War I, revolution, civil
war, famine and tuberculosis.
Yet, after my grandfather’s death in 1930, everything
directly or indirectly related to him was banned.
Ignorant officials, and prevalent social and ideological
trends, closed his door for decades.
Today he is a renowned artist at home and abroad,
with a memorial plaque on the wall of 18 Vosnesensky
Descent.
I thank TEFAF Maastricht and James Butterwick for
arranging this opportunity to admire his work.
Tatiana Popova
Sydney, January 2016

Left: Brush-Pot carved and painted by Bogomazov
Centre: Ukrainian-English publication of Painting and Elements. Bogomazov’s pince-nez
Right: Market, 1914. Ink on paper, 40 x 30.5 cm. Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art

15

16

SE V EN POR T R A I T S OF WA NDA

‘How I long to tell you from the bottom of my heart that you are not a mere mortal
in the world of art, that your work is magnificent and wonderful, your line is
passionately strong, as enigmatic and mysterious as the power and strength of all
that exists in this world and all that exists in the world of the mind and soul.’
LETTER FROM WANDA TO BOGOMAZOV, 15 DECEMBER 1916

T

he melancholic Bogomazov was
for physical fulfilment, no! But for the
saved from depression by falling
development of the soul, the heart.
in love with Wanda Monastyrska,
And because I, too, am human – a
a fellow-student at the Kiev Academy
living human, thirsty for love, and for
of Arts. Their marriage sparked his
pleasure in existence, and to have with
creative genius.
me someone who could likewise open
Bogomazov’s childhood was tough. He
their soul and understand me.’
never enjoyed a mother’s love. ‘I knew
Wanda would be this person.
nothing of my grandmother,’ writes
In 1908 Bogomazov’s life was at a
his daughter Yaroslava. ‘She fell in
low ebb. His father, who disapproved
love with someone else and abandoned
of his choice of career, refused to help
my grandfather with two children. He
him materially and they split for good.
banned any mention of her name.’
Bogomazov was forced to work in a
His relationship with his father
school for deaf and dumb children in
was strained. ‘We were never spoilt,’
Kiev to pay for his studies. His daughter
‘I want to embrace you,
Bogomazov remembered. ‘We kept our
tells the story of her parents’ romance.
Like the quiet before,
distance from him. We feared him. We
‘My father met a young artist at the art
A sudden gust of wind’
were strangers.’
school, Wanda Vitoldovna Monastyrska,
Bogomazov to Wanda 1913
He shuddered when recalling
and fell hopelessly in love. She did not
primary school, with its ‘cruel egoism’
return his feelings. My mother used to
and ‘monotonous, dry, cold life.’ He
tell us children how, as if by chance, he
was soon determined to enter the
would meet her at every step. He would
Kiev Art Institute. In 1901 this lifelong atheist wrote
escort her home whilst engaging her in interesting,
prophetically in his diary: ‘The years pass as a neverthought-provoking conversation which contrasted
ending stream, whereas real life, with its work and
sharply from the idle chit-chat of her fellow comrades.
disappointments, interspersed with rare moments
My mother understood that before her stood a man of
of restless happiness, for which one would give up
uncommon ability, to whom she could listen endlessly.
everything – no! In my life only work exists, even if it is
Time passed. They began to meet more and more
irregular. At least it’s work. But even that is insufficient.
frequently and, in time, she fell in love with my father.
I need feelings that would light up the withered flame
My mother was a shapely blonde with skin like soft,
of my existence. I need a loving being, a woman. Not
golden porcelain, deep, dark eyes of the most unusual

Above: Portrait of Wanda Monastyrska, 1910-11. Oil on canvas, 59.3 x 52 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow
Left: Portrait of Wanda Monastyrska, 1910-11. Watercolour, 20.5 x 20.9 cm, Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art.
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The background doesn’t look so crisp,
Diamonds there they love,
Here’s our compass-like Cubist:
Mr Bogomazov.
Here’s a portrait of his wife,
A la mode, of course.
Surely such a portrait is
Reason for divorce.
Yakov Yadov-Otruta

shape, and black, arrow-like eyebrows. This beauty was
accentuated by her bright cheek-blush. Her features were
somehow not right, but shone with magic and kindness.’
In many ways the portraits at this exhibition mirror
the state of Bogomazov’s relationship with Wanda
over a four-year period. In the first portrait (originally
a design for an unrealized lithograph) the gaze is
neutral, in the second it is guarded, the sitter ill-atease with her ardent suitor. The third portrait is a
departure, there is far greater freedom of expression
and the face is hidden from the viewer. This suggests
that his marriage to Wanda had taken place, freeing
his artistic shackles. The three larger, vertical portraits
are painted around the same time, on the same size
and type of paper, and show the development from a
more guarded Wanda in an Armchair (the same one as in
Wanda in Front of a New Year Tree) through the compact,
sensual Wanda Looking Over her Shoulder to a more
abstract Wanda in Profile. This trio is then put in the
shade completely by the pure abstraction of Portrait of
the Artist’s Wife. Bogomazov saw these portraits not as

a direct representations of identity but as an arena to
display the struggle of line, vertical, horizontal, ovals,
sharp angles and dramatic rhythms.
Such portraits prompted a satirical verse by the poet
Yakov Yadov-Otruta translated above.
His daughter again; ‘In 1913 they were married in
Boyarka. That year was astonishingly fruitful for my
father. He painted a great deal and made countless
drawings of nature, people and landscapes. In almost
every painting is the image of my mother... sad,
happy, malcontent.’
Yet years before Bogomazov had described himself
as a ‘soulful pauper’, searching for the light within
himself. ‘Terror rots my soul. I am faced with the picture
of a never-ending road on a grey, dull day that squeezes
the heart with boredom. Around this road rolls a striped
ring, terrible in its monotony. This ring is my life.’
He was already in love at that time with the Kiev artist
Wanda Monastyrska, but his love seemed unrequited.
She was in no hurry – first growing accustomed to him,
then falling in love with him… until the end of her days.

Above: Portrait of Wanda, 1914. Oil on canvas, 57 x 57 cm. Private Collection, Europe
RIght: Portrait of Wanda, 1907-08. Oil on canvas, 41.5 x 33.5 cm. Private Collection, Kiev
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Portrait of Wanda Monastyrska, 1911
Indian ink & whitener on paper
Signed & dated 1911/АБ bottom right
28.5 x 29.5 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – St Petersburg, State Russian Museum, 22 May – 22 July 2008 (p. 64, ill.)
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Wanda Monastyrska in Front of a New Year Tree, 1911
Indian ink & whitener on paper
Signed АБ bottom centre-right
15 x 27 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – St Petersburg, State Russian Museum, 22 May – 22 July 2008 (p. 65, ill.)
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Seated Woman Reading (Wanda), 1913
Charcoal on paper
Signed & dated АБ 1913 bottom right
21.5 x 18 cm
P R O VENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Toulouse, Musée d’Art Moderne, 21 June – 28 August 1991
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992 (ill.)
Alexander Bogomazov – St Petersburg, State Russian Museum, 22 May – 22 July 2008 (p. 71, ill.)
LIT ERA T U R E
Painting and Elements – Tanya & Sasha Popov, Kiev 1996 (ill.)
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Wanda in an Armchair, 1914
Charcoal on paper
Signed & dated АБ 1914 bottom right
39 x 29 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
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Wanda Looking Over Her Shoulder, 1914
Charcoal on paper
Signed & dated АБ 1914 bottom right
40 x 30 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Toulouse, Musée d’Art Moderne, 21 June – 28 August 1991
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992 (cover ill.)
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Wanda in Profile, 1914
Charcoal on paper
Signed & dated АБ 1914 lower right
36 x 29 cm
P R O VENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
D. Horbachov, Kiev

30

31

E X HI B I T E D WORK

Portrait of the Artist’s Wife, 1915
Charcoal on paper
Signed & dated 1915 АБ top right
21.8 x 22.2 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
Martin Muller, San Francisco
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov: Cubo Futurism 1912-1918 – San Francisco, Modernism Inc., 8 April – 30 June, 1983
L IT ER A TURE
Nikita Lobanov-Rostovsky: Epoch – Fate – Collection – Russian Way, Moscow 2010 (p. 474, ill.)
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K IE V 1914 -15

B

etween 1914 and 1915 Bogomazov made numerous
drawings of Kiev and its environs, with streets
sloping and plunging dramatically across the
picture plane. He was creatively stimulated by Kiev’s
rapid industrialization whilst he was training to be an
artist. It was, for instance, the first city in the Russian
Empire to acquire an electric tram network and the
second in Europe. ‘The feature of a line is movement
– gravity, lightness, quickness, slowness, softness,
dryness,’ he wrote. ‘Line loses its painterly sense if
it does not transmit its rhythmic fluctuation. Lines
associated with a specific rhythm are full of meaning.’
Bogomazov knew that an object was identified by
its edges and its angles. The avenue Kreshchatik is the
pulsing artery of Kiev. We are drawn into the impersonal
rush of urban frenzy by a cinematic movement of hats
that merge into the perspective (Alexandra Exter and
her pet dachshund are shown far left). The greatest
strength of Bogomazov is the kinetic energy of such
drawings, and the scene that presents us of Kiev’s main
street is one of intersecting planes and people whose
form has changed.
As Bogomazov wrote: ‘Look at the boxes of our brick
buildings and you will sense a powerfully upward motion
of the mass. Look carefully at a one-storey house, and
watch it clinging to the ground, trying to spread out
in all directions. See how powerfully and sharply the
corner of an iron roof pierces the serene mass of green
trees. The artist’s goal is to re-create this impression of
vigorous life.’
In 1913 Larionov published an article entitled Luchism
(Rayonism), incorporating Italian Futurist theories of the
time. But Bogomazov largely ignored Rayonism, except

for the work at this exhibition - probably a response
to the influence of Larionov. Bogomazov’s stylistic
evolution was gradual – not the result of sudden Futurist
enlightenment. When Bogomazov was writing Painting
and Elements in 1914, Boccioni’s Futurist manifesto Pittura
Scultura Futuriste had yet to be published.
Bogomazov was musically gifted, playing the cello,
violin and flute. He saw the world in endlessly varied,
almost musical rhythms which he interpreted in the
major or minor key – what he called ‘tragic or joyful
inertia.’ Cellist dates from 1914, when Bogomazov was
pioneering his graphic technique, with the figurative

Above: Kreshchatik, 1914, Charcoal on paper, 30.2 x 32.3 cm. Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, Netherlands
Left: Market (detail), 1914, Oil on canvas, 110 x 95 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow

35

forms in his drawings becoming more abstract. The
cellist is shown in a fantastic landscape, where the artist
draws his red chalk over the paper like a bow over a cello.
The musician’s figure is based on a triangle to which
the artist gives three supporting points: the ends of the
feet and the head of the cello. The musician is on tiptoe,
as if swaying to the rhythm of his music. In such works
Bogomazov took an almost mathematical approach.
Movement is everywhere. In Gluboshitsa, a hilly district
of Kiev, the sharp edges of the valley knife the houses
below. Landscape, Locomotive is a left-to-right dynamic

swirl of another industrial wonder, the train, most
famously realized in the artist’s Locomotive.
As with many of his paintings, Bogomazov made
small, graphic studies. Landscape, Locomotive is the
inverse of the drawing in Kiev’s National Museum of
Ukrainian Art, though more abstract. The blue spiral is
a train bursting across the canvas, smoke billowing, as
described by the contemporary critic Yakov Turgenhold:
‘Bogomazov is possessed of a fantastic will to underline
all the limitations of form and structure. His abstracts
form faces and trees. There is greenery even in clouds of
smoke.’ Only recently have scholars confirmed that is a
train. At all previous Bogomazov exhibitions it has been
titled simply Landscape.
1914 was the year Bogomazov confirmed his place
as the forerunner of the Ukrainian Cubo-Futurist
movement, and this and the three years that followed
were his most successful. In early 1914 he showed 88
works at the Ring exhibition, which he co-organized.
The show led to some press attention and the perhaps
unwanted moniker of the ‘Ukrainian Picasso’.

The Koltso (‘Ring’) Exhibition
The Koltso exhibition of 1914 was an extraordinary
event by any standards: over 300 works by little-known
artists, in a variety of media, on show for a whole month
(23 February-23 March) in a prime city-centre location
(n°43 Kreshchatik).
A number of publications have erroneously claimed
it was organized jointly by Bogomazov and Alexandra
Exter, who had collaborated in preparing the Zvono
(‘Link’) exhibition in Kiev six years earlier. But, although
her home near the Opera was close to the exhibition
venue, Exter’s involvement in the Koltso exhibition was
peripheral. Perhaps because she had spent much of the
intervening period away from Kiev, notably in Paris and
St Petersburg, she was represented by just two paintings
(a still life and a city view).
The Koltso exhibition was essentially The Bogomazov
Show. He contributed 88 of its 306 works (nearly 30

Landscape, Locomotive, 1913. Charcoal on paper, 34 x 24.4 cm. Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art
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Locomotive, 1914. Oil on canvas, 100 x 105 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow
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percent). Seven were paintings: Market (see page 34),
Portrait of N.I.D. (see page 39), Holy Corner, On The Balcony,
a Still Life and two Studies. Five pastels, 8 wood-cuts and
68 drawings made up the rest. Ten of the drawings were
portraits, plus one self-portrait. All the works were
listed at the start of the catalogue; Exter’s two works
came at the end.*
Although the event is known in English as the ‘Ring’
exhibition, the term Koltso actually refers to the ‘Circle’
of artists engaged in what the catalogue called Novoye
Iskusstvo (‘New Art’). That phrase was taken up by the
artist and critic Nikolai Kulbin, who wrote enthusiastically
about the ‘first salon of new art in Russia.’ The assertion
was bizarre, insofar as the exhibition was not even the first
in Kiev, let alone Tsarist Russia, to be devoted to new or
modernist art. First there had been the Avant-Garde Zvono
exhibition of 1908, then the display of a huge ensemble
of international Modernist works organized by Vladimir
Izdebsky in 1910 (first shown in Odessa under the title
Salon, and transported to Kiev at Exter’s instigation). This
introduced the Ukrainian capital to the work of Kandinsky,
Matisse and – significantly from Bogmazov’s point of view
– the Italian Futurist Giacomo Balla.
The description of the Koltso exhibition as ‘new art’
was more down to Bogomazov’s ambition to appear at
the head of a group of artists with an aesthetic approach
different from anything Kiev had seen before. Reflecting
his pre-eminent role, a prototype PR photo showed
youthful Koltso exhibitors, in a variety of flippant poses,
surrounding a professorial Bogomazov in pin-striped
suit sitting next to an earnest Wanda.
The Koltso exhibition was not homogenous in style:
many works were Symbolist in mood, reflecting the
catalogue’s opening quote – from a poem by Konstantin
Balmont. Even so, as Kulbin noted unequivocably, ‘the
most innovative works were by Bogomazov.’
In Spring 1914 Alexander Bogomazov – invigorated
by his recent marriage and free of the health problems
*The exhibition featured 20 artists in all: Bogomazov (88 works);
Evgeny Konopatsky (26); S. S...ov (20); Ivan Udod & Mikhail Levin (19);
Isaak Rabinovich (15); Ekaterina Vasilieva & Nisson Shifrin (13);
Mikhail Denisov, Boris Pastukhov, Viktor Pastukhov (12); Georgy Kurnakov
(10); Konstantin Maltsev (8); Boris Barbot de Marin (7); Wanda MonastyrskaBogomazova, Ivan Grigoriev, Christian Kron, Sarah Shaw (6); Arseny Buzinny
(5); Alxandra Extzer (2); Petrot Rafaelov (1).

Tramway, 1914. Oil on canvas, 142 x 74 cm. Dudakov & Kashuro Collection, Moscow
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Portrait of N.I.D, 1914. Oil on canvas, 105 x 88 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow. Exhibited at the Ring exhibition
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Electrical Fitter, 1915, Oil on canvas, 70 x 70 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow
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that would bedevil his later years – was enjoying his
most productive period as both artist and theorist. The
introduction to the Koltso catalogue, with its insistence
on the importance of Line, Form, Colour and the
Pictorial Plane, effectively transformed the exhibition
into his personal manifesto by quoting from Painting and
Elements, on which he was then working.
Bogomazov completed this treatise a few months
later. By then World War One had broken out. His career
would never be the same again.

For example, ‘on the path to one’s soul, one has to
demolish many barricades of different notions in order
to attain one’s inner self. To find this lost unity and
harmony is the mission of modern art. If ancient painters
successfully did it in the past it was because their psyche
was more primitive and less demanding than ours. By
becoming a tributary to technical conquest, culture has
heightened our sensory capability.’
The treatise explains how the pace and rhythm of
everyday life can be translated into the language of
painting and how the eye, when coming into contact
with various shapes or colours, will react in differing
ways. Beside each diagram were the artist’s copious
notes written in his precise, methodical, handwriting.
Bogomazov made further analytical studies in the
1920s. He created his own colour charts, exploring the
effect of contrast in tonal variation. Whilst Bogomazov’s
theories remain to be studied, so revolutionary were his
ideas that they were adopted in 1927 as part of the set
course at the Kiev Art Institute.
Whilst much remains still to be analysed and
understood: these experiments were cut short and their
impact short-lived, with Socialist Realism adopted five
years later. As a 1934 Party statement thundered: ‘The
main danger in Soviet Ukraine on the representational
front lies in Ukrainian nationalism which – in various
guises, including Formalism – attempts to pull
Ukrainian Soviet Art on to a bourgeois, nationalist path.’
Bogomazov was branded a Formalist in absentia, which
made his widow’s bravery in hiding and preserving his
legacy all the more remarkable.

Painting and Elements (1914)
The six illustrated manuscripts that constitute the
treatise, written in Boyarka in August 1914, were
donated by the artist’s widow, Wanda, to the Archives of
Ukrainian Art & Literature in Kiev in 1971. The treatise
would not be published and translated until 1989 (in
Ukrainian magazine). As John Bowlt wrote:
‘Bogomazov’s treatise Painting and Elements is
indebted to late Symbolist ideas and innovative CuboFuturist theory. Even before Kliun, Malevich, Popova
or Rodchenko, Bogomazov, in his treatise, reduced
the process of painting to its intrinsic elements – line,
colour, mass, volume, rhythm. Bogomazov offered
a black square, one year before Malevich, as the
departure-point for the new art.’
At the beginning of his career Bogomazov tended
towards Symbolist ideas, dreamlike portraits of Wanda
(page 19), or hazy landscapes painted in a Pointillist
manner. The Symbolist obsession with feelings and the
inner being was the starting-point for the treatise.

Left & right: Diagrams from the treatise Painting and Elements, Collection of the Central State Archives of Ukrainian Art & Literature, Kiev
Centre: Title page of the manuscript, Collection of the Central State Archives of Ukrainian Art & Literature, Kiev
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Rayonnist Composition – Spring, 1914
Oil on canvas
33 x 32 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
N. Lobanov-Rostovsky
Modernism Gallery, San Francisco
Private Collection, London
E X HI B I T E D
Russian Avant-Garde 1910-30 – San Francisco, Modernism Gallery, September – October 1988
Russian Avant-Garde Art from a Private Collection – Baltimore Museum of Art, March – April 1991
Russian Avant-Garde 1910-32 – London, St Petersburg Gallery, April – September 2014
L IT ER A TURE
Modernism Gallery, San Francisco: Twenty-Five Years – Modernism Publishers, San Francisco 2005 (p. 57, ill.)
Nikita Lobanov-Rostovsky: Epoch – Fate – Collection – Russian Way, Moscow 2010 (p. 477, ill.)
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Dacha – Boyarka, 1914
Sanguine on paper
Signed & dated 1914. АБ bottom right
32 x 29 cm
PR OVE NA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
L IT ERA T U R E
Ukrainian Avant-Garde – Mistetsvo Publishers, Kiev 1996 (p. 80, ill.)
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Kreshchatik, 1914
Charcoal on paper
Signed & dated 1914. А.Б. bottom right & Киев. Крещатик under mount
30 x 33.5 cm
PR OVE NA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
D. Horbachov, Kiev
E X HI B I TED
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, Union of Writers of Ukrainian SSR, January 1966 (n° 1)
Ukrainian Avant-Garde – Zagreb, Contemporary Art Museum, 16 December 1990 – 24 February 1991 (n° 6, ill.)
Alexander Bogomazov – Toulouse, Musée d’Art Moderne, 21 June – 28 August 1991
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992
L IT ERA T U R E
Ukrainian Avant-Garde – Mistetsvo Publishers, Kiev 1996 (p. 77, ill.)
ART Ukraine – Journal of Ukrainian Art (N° 15) – Kiev 2010 (p. 173, ill.)
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Glubochitsa – Kiev, 1914
Oil on canvas
60.5 x 48.7 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
Igor Dichenko, Kiev
Private Collection, Moscow
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Toulouse, Musée d’Art Moderne, 21 June – 28 August 1991
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992 (ill.)
Collectors Ball – Samara, Victoria Gallery, 2006
Futurism - Radical Revolution. Italy - Russia – Moscow, State Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, June 2008
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Cellist – Self-Portrait, 1914
Sanguine on paper
32 x 35.5 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
S. Grigoriants, Moscow
Private Collection, London
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, Union of Writers of Ukrainian SSR, January 1966 (n° 37)
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992 (ill.)
L IT ER A TURE
Ukrainian Avant-Garde – Mistetsvo Publishers, Kiev 1996 (p. 78, ill.)
Nikita Lobanov-Rostovsky: Epoch – Fate – Collection – Russian Way, Moscow 2010 (p. 477, ill.)
Alexander Bogomazov: Self-Portrait – Elena Kashuba-Volvach, Rodovid Publishers, Kiev 2013 (p. 45, ill. & on cover)
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Self-Portrait, 1914–15 							
Oil on canvas
33 x 32 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
S. Grigoriants, Moscow
Private Collection, London
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992
Alexander Bogomazov – St Petersburg, State Russian Museum, 22 May – 22 July 2008 (p. 39, ill.)
Acquisitions & Loans – London, James Butterwick Gallery, May – July 2012
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Landscape, Locomotive, 1914–15
Oil on canvas
Signed on verso Painting by A.K. Bogomazov. I confirm. V.V. Bogomazova 2/6/1968
33 x 41 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
G. Ivakin, Kiev
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Ukrainian Avant-Garde – Zagreb Museum of Contemporary Art, 16 December 1990 – 24 February 1991 (no. 8)
Alexander Bogomazov – Toulouse, Musée d’Art Moderne, 21 June – 28 August 1991
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992
Alexander Bogomazov: Master of Cubo-Futurism – Moscow, Central House of Artists, March 2014 (p. 15, ill.)
Time, Forward! – TEFAF Maastricht, March 2015 (p. 37, ill.)
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Encyclopedia of the Russian Avant-Garde - Moscow 2014, Volume III, (p. 288)
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C AUC A SUS 1915 -16 TO K IE V 1917-28

I

n his catalogue notes to the 1991 Bogomazov
exhibition in Toulouse, the art historian Andrei Nakov
compared the Expressionism of Franz Marc with
that of Bogomazov. ‘His work, unique in its manner,
inscribes itself in the foremost ranks of Futurism and,
apart from Balla, Boccioni and Franz Marc, we are
hard-pressed to find other artists whose colouristic and
pictorial quality, as well as sheer originality, could bear
comparison.’
Nowhere, in the career of Alexander Bogomazov, is this
statement truer than in his cycle of paintings devoted to
the Caucasus, where he is at his most original.
After the outbreak of World War One Bogomazov
found it difficult to survive without additional income.
He therefore accepted a vacant teaching-post in
the small town of Geryusi (now Goris) in south-east
Armenia, close to the border of Nagorno-Karabakh.
Bogomazov set out in 1915.
He was astonished by the Caucasus, which he likened
to a ‘gigantic funnel where grandiose volumes twisted,
crashed and collided’.
Whilst his stay in the Caucasus was probably his most
fruitful, it was also the one where he experienced the
greatest hardship. As his granddaughter wrote: ‘For the
entire period of his stay in the Caucasus, Bogomazov
experienced considerable financial difficulties. His
pay was delayed, or not paid. There were shortages of
food and fuel. He froze, having to cut down on logs and
shoving paper into holes in the windows. “It is cold in
the flat,” he wrote to Wanda, “because, whilst waiting
for fuel, I do not wish to waste the few sad little logs I
have. Sometimes I go and warm up at the priest’s or the
inspector’s. I have planted in a box ten bean seeds and
an onion (here he used the Ukrainian word). It will be a

veritable garden! I am warming myself now by chopping
up wood for picture-stretchers. Your Sanka is not that
hungry! On one excursion with the students I managed
to pick up a couple of chickens from a Tartar who
brought them to sell. I paid him 62 kopecks.”
Such hardships seem merely to have inspired
Bogomazov to greater heights. The Caucasus is the first
painting of the series, probably painted at the outset of his
journey in September. The landscape is soft, the colours
almost autumnal, these are foothills compared to those
of Landscape, Caucasus (undulating composition) – built

Left: Armenian Woman, 1916. Oil on canvas, 80 x 60 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow
Above: Caucasus, 1916. Oil on canvas, 70 x 70 cm. Private Collection, Europe
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around swirling motifs redolent of sun and clouds rather
than jagged peaks; its overwhelming recourse to curves
presages his Bouquet of 1917 (see page 71). With its sharp
diagonals spearing bottom-centre to top-right, the red
chalk landscape from 1916 echoes the street perspectives
of Bogomazov’s Kiev views, while his charcoal Memories of
the Caucasus appears to be a work of reflective synthesis in
the form of a panorama viewed from afar.
Bogomazov further wrote from Geryusi that
“sometimes it seems to me that painting is like a fine

surgical operation, where everything is based on precise
judgement and knowledge, so that even the smallest
of mistakes may ruin the whole”.’
Such stringent attention to detail can be seen
in Armenian Woman where, according to Dmytro
Horbachov, ‘subtle psychological matter turns into a
firm construction created in accordance with the laws
of motion, attraction and repulsion. Armenian dancers’
heads are covered not with hats but Cubist constructions.
This is in contrast to the Armenian headscarf: an ancient,
ritual symbol, a formula for worldly powers, a model
for the top of the world – the mountains, the clouds,
the rain. The plait emerging from the scarf is a like
a mediator connecting the heavenly and the earthly,
the high and the low. Bogomazov’s Armenian is a
pagan princess watching over her kind with superior
impersonality. With her pronounced eyelashes and half
closed eye-lids, Futurism merges with the Ancient.’
Bouquet is one of the very few works painted in Kiev
after his return from the Caucusus in January 1917 and
before his nine-year sabbatical from easel painting.
Bogomazov was inspired by the interplay of broken and
rounded lines in Kiev’s most famous churches. ‘Beneath
the vaults of St Sophia, the soul forgets life’s prosaic
nature and experiences godliness. Thoughts curl in on
themselves, and Man becomes small and wretched,’ he
wrote. The colours of this work are the colours of Kiev:
the baroque swirls of St Andrei, St Sophia, the light
blues of the architecture.
When Bogomazov resumed his creative output in the
late 1920s, he was preoccupied by two subjects: his epic

Nagorny Karabakh, 1916. Oil on canvas, 60 x 64 cm. Private Collection, Kiev
Above: Geryuisi (Goris) today. Photo: Ondřej Žváček
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Sawyers triptych – and his young daughter Yaroslava
(Asya). The earlier, realist portrait (page 75) provides
a contrast to that dated April 1928 (shortly after her
11th birthday - page 77), one of his most sophisticated
drawings: a graphic struggle between verticals and
diagonals, curves and angles. Her jagged left elbow
contrasts with the sleek ovals of her bent knees; the
domed head and circular table offset the sharp angles of
the windows and walls. Bogomazov’s use of hatching is
particularly complex – alternately thick and thin, broad-

and narrow-spaced, studded with emphatic dots and
little crosses of varying size and intensity. This ‘portrait’
is very different from the tender, figurative head
study where the emphasis is on rhythm and swivelling
movement, as embodied by the multiple, blurred-effect
head which, like Bogomazov’s Sawyers triptych, suggests
a keen interest in photography or cinematography.
Finally comes Experimental Still Life,a rare
watercolour dating from 1927-8, when Bogomazov was
experimenting with colour ahead of Sawyers.

Memories of the Caucasus, 1916. Oil on canvas, 62 x 61 cm. Private Collection, Kiev
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The Caucasus, 1915
Oil on canvas
Signed & dated А.Б. 1915 bottom right
35 x 32 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
Private Collection, London
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L IT ER A TURE
Ukrainian Avant-Garde Art 1910–30 – Mistetsvo Publishers, Kiev, 1996 (p. 93, ill. & on cover)
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Landscape, Caucasus (undulating composition), 1915-16
Signed on verso БогомаЗов
Oil on canvas
41.9 x 40.6 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
Private Collection, Kiev
Martin Muller, San Francisco
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, Union of Writers of Ukrainian SSR, January 1966
Alexander Bogomazov: Cubo Futurism 1912-1918 – San Francisco, Modernism Inc., 8 April – 30 June, 1983
Alexander Bogomazov – Toulouse, Musee d’Art Moderne 21 June – 28 August 1991 (ill.)
L IT ER A TURE
Modernism Gallery, San Francisco: Twenty-Five Years – Modernism Publishers, San Francisco 2005, (p. 65, ill.)
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Landscape, Caucasus, 1916
Red chalk on paper
Signed & dated bottom right АБогомазов 1916
35.6 x 29.8 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
Martin Muller, San Francisco
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov: Cubo Futurism 1912-1918 – San Francisco, Modernism Inc., 8 April – 30 June, 1983
L IT ER A TURE
Nikita Lobanov-Rostovsky: Epoch – Fate – Collection – Russian Way, Moscow 2010 (p. 476 ill.)
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E X HI B I TED W OR K

Armenian Woman, 1916
Indian ink on paper
Signed & dated АБогомазов 1916 Рисунок “Армянки” bottom left
35 x 26 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
D. Horbachov, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Toulouse, Musée d’Art Moderne, 21 June – 28 August 1991 (ill.)
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992 (ill.)
L IT ER A TURE
Ukrainian Avant-Garde Art 1910-30 – Mistetsvo Publishers, Kiev 1996 (p. 90, ill.)
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Memories of the Caucasus, 1916
Charcoal on paper
Inscribed and indistinctly signed top right Горы АБогомазов
32.1 x 27 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
Martin Muller, San Francisco
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov: Cubo Futurism 1912-1918 – San Francisco, Modernism Inc., 8 April – 30 June, 1983
L IT ER A TURE
Nikita Lobanov-Rostovsky: Epoch – Fate – Collection – Russian Way, Moscow 2010 (p. 475 ill.)
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Bouquet, 1917
Watercolour on paper
Signed & dated АБогомазов 17 bottom left
35 x 30 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, Union of Writers of Ukrainian SSR, January 1966 (n° 32)
Alexander Bogomazov – Toulouse, Musée d’Art Moderne, 21 June – 28 August 1991
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, December 1991 – January 1992 (ill.)
L IT ER A TURE
Painting and Elements – Tanya & Sasha Popov, Kiev 1996 (ill.)
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E X H I B I TED W OR K

Portrait of the Artist’s Brother-In-Law Sergei Rudich,* 1926
Pencil on paper
Signed & dated 26 АБ lower right
32 x 27 cm
PR OVE NA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
Igor Dichenko, Kiev
Korners Auction House, Kiev
Private Collection, Kiev
* Sergei Rudich, husband of Wanda’s younger sister Anna
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Portrait of the Artist’s Daughter Yaroslava, 1927/8
Pencil on paper
30 x 25 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
Igor Dichenko, Kiev
Private Collection, Kiev
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E X H I B I TED W OR K

The Artist’s Daughter Playing Diabolo,* 1928
Pencil on paper
Signed & dated upper right АБ – IV – 28
23 x 22.2 cm
PR OVE NA NC E
Artist’s Widow, Kiev
Martin Muller, San Francisco
E X HI B I TED
Alexander Bogomazov: Cubo Futurism 1912-1918 – San Francisco, Modernism Inc., 8 April – 30 June, 1983
* a juggling toy with axle and two cups or discs, spun by a string attached to two sticks
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Experimental Still Life, 1927/8
Watercolour on paper
34 x 24 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
Igor Dichenko, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
The Good and the Great – Kiev, Arsenal Museum Complex 2013
Bogomazov: Master of Cubo-Futurism – Moscow, Central House of Artists, March 2014 (p. 23, ill.)
Time, Forward! – TEFAF Maastricht, March 2015 (p. 45, ill.)
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RH Y T HMS OF CR E AT I V E WIL L

Creating & Reconstructing the Sawyers Triptych
ELENA K ASHUBA-VOLVACH
UKR AINE ACADEMY OF ARTS – MODERN ART RESEARCH INSTITUTE

I

n the final years of his life, Alexander Bogomazov
worked on a cycle of pictures with the same subject:
Sawyers. Just one of them is familiar to the public
today: Sharpening the Saws1, a highlight of the National
Museum of Ukrainian Art, Kiev. The second painting
in the cycle, Sawyers at Work, is less well known. It also
belongs to the Museum but, due to significant paint-loss,
is kept in storage and visible only to specialists.
Bogomazov died before he could paint the third and
final picture: Rolling the Logs. But a number of pencil
drawings and compositional sketches survive, revealing
how the work evolved. One of these, now in the James
Butterwick Collection, is of great importance as the only
known colour sketch. It gives us a detailed idea of the
work’s intended palette, and of what the painting – and
the triptych as a whole – was meant to look like.
Bogomazov worked on the pictures from roughly 1926
to 1929 – a period when political considerations were
becoming the main criteria for judging art in Ukraine
and throughout the USSR. Participating in exhibitions
required loyalty to the Soviet authorities, with artists
forced to show their support for the country’s new social
and political set-up. This process was initiated and
controlled by NARKOMPROS (People’s Commissariat for
Enlightenment), which organized thematic exhibitions to
underpin Stalinist ideology.
In the wake of the Russian Revolution (1917), the
Civil War (1918-21) and his own lengthy illness,
Alexander Bogomazov virtually abandoned oil-painting
to concentrate on teaching. His Sawyers cycle marked

his return to active exhibiting and embodied his own
artistic theories.
From 1922 to 1930 Bogomazov taught Painting &
Drawing at the Kiev Art Institute. He founded a colour
scheme on the observational particularities of the
psychological acceptance of form and colour. Experience
acquired from both his pedagogical practice and his
research into the foundations of painting culminated
in 1927 in his new, handwritten teaching manual
Experiencing Elements of Art2. Bogomazov had already
produced a series of pictures reflecting his theoretical
approach back in 1914 after completing his first thesis,
Painting and Elements3.
An analysis of Bogomazov’s numerous sketches,
drawings and compositional studies for his Sawyers
cycle – most of which are now in Ukraine’s Central State
Archives of Literature in Kiev – suggests they all date
from around the same time, with Bogomazov working on
the three pictures simultaneously.
While he was alive the pictures had different titles1. It
is not clear how Sharpening the Saws acquired its present
title as, in the catalogue of the All-Ukrainian exhibition
of 1927 (celebrating the tenth anniversary of the October
Revolution), where it was shown for the first time, it was
called The Sawyers.
Further confusion arises with the name of the second
picture, shown at the second All-Ukrainian Art exhibition
of 1929. It is listed in the catalogue as Sawyers at Work,
and numbered 2. This is confirmed by correspondence
involving NARKOMPROS, the Kiev Art Institute and

Sharpening the Saws (detail), 1927. Right-hand panel of the triptych, oil on canvas, 138 x 155 cm. Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art
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Sawyers Triptych. Original reconstruction by Elena Kashuba-Volvach
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the Ukrainian Art Gallery in Kharkov about the work’s
acquisition. ‘Given NKP’s limited funds and my own
difficult situation,’ wrote Bogomazov, ‘I agree to the sum
of 750 roubles proposed for my picture Sawyers at Work,
currently on show at the second All-Ukrainian exhibition.
I must point out that I have received no advance for the
painting, despite working on it for over two years.’
However, in the illustrated section of the same 1929
catalogue, a different title – The Sawyers – appears
beneath a reproduction of the work. This was also the
title used when the work was reproduced soon afterwards
in the magazine New Generation. (For our reconstruction,
we have used the title adopted by Bogomazov himself.)
Bogomazov’s return to the artistic forefront came about
partly because of Sharpening the Saws and Sawyers at Work.
In his review of the second All-Ukrainian Art Exhibition,
Ivan Braun – whose attitude to the artist was neutral –
wrote that ‘apart from Bogomazov, who has made a new
version of his Sawyers, masters from the older generation
have shown nothing new or valuable… if anything, they
have gone backwards.’
The Sawyers triptych embodies Bogomazov’s idea of
showing the rhythm of life in dynamic art forms using
the laws and power of rhythm, colour and observational
psychology. Yet the pictures have never been exhibited
or appreciated as a single ensemble – even though all
three elements of the triptych must be seen together for

Bogomazov’s creative intentions to be fully understood.
The concept starts with the left-hand panel, Rolling
the Logs, where workers hoist sturdy logs on to wooden
supports. Bogomazov did not have time to start on
the definitive painting, although he worked out
compositional details in a series of studies – one of them
the watercolour at this exhibition. If we place this sketch
next to the two existing canvasses, the triptych’s overall
composition – and the purpose of its dynamic forms,
colour, and rhythmic structure – become clear.
The central picture, Sawyers at Work, represents a logical
development, with the lively diagonals now transformed
into thrusting verticals amidst alternating coloured forms
placed up and down the canvas. The movement conveys
the energy of the work process, with men on a platform
sawing rhythmically through thick logs.
The right-hand part of the triptych, Sharpening
the Saws, concludes the movement of form; the
rhythm, through a complicated trajectory, slows
down considerably. The colour clashes, which greatly
strengthened the formal dynamics of the two previous
works, are now only intermittent. The day is over: the
workers are preparing to rest.
In 1929, while he was working on Rolling the Logs,
Bogomazov also painted Sawdust Carriers – conceived as a
sort of counterpart to Sharpening the Saws and Sawyers at
Work, and not intended as a continuation of the triptych.

Left: Rolling the Logs, 1929-30. Study for the central panel of the Sawyers triptych, pencil and charcoal on paper, 31 x 36 cm.
Collection of Kiev, Central Archives of Literature & Art
Right: Rolling the Logs, 1929-30. Study for the central panel of the Sawyers triptych, pencil and charcoal on paper, 27.6 x 35 cm.
Collection of Kiev, Central Archives of Literature & Art
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1
Translator’s note: Bogomazov’s works were originally titled in Russian/
Ukrainian, and were only translated much later into English, often somewhat
infelicitously. This article uses the titles Rolling the Logs (Накат бревна in
Russian/ Накат Cтoвбypа in Ukrainian), Sawyers at Work (Tруд Пильщиков/
Прaця Пильщикiв) and Sharpening the Saws (Правка Пiл); the triptych as a
whole is referred to as The Sawyers (Пильщики/ Пильщики).

Ukrainian critics generally gave both the latter paintings
positive reviews when they were exhibited in Kiev, in
1927 and 1929 respectively. Sawyers at Work was shown in
the USSR Pavilion at the 1930 Venice Biennale4, then in
Sweden in 1931 and Japan in 1932.

2

Опыт элементов изобразительного искусства

3

Живопись и элементы

The Ukrainian Avant-Garde featured prominently at the 1930 Venice Biennale: along with Bogomazov, works by Viktor Palmov, Anatoly Petritsky, Alexander Shevchenko and Alexander Tyshler were on show among the USSR
Pavilion’s 48 artists – who also included such illustrious names as Deineika,
Labas, Lentulov, Pimenov, Saryan and Williams.
4

Rolling the Logs, 1929-30. Study for the central panel of the Sawyers triptych, pencil and charcoal on paper, 29.8 x 39 cm.
Collection of Kiev, Central Archives of Literature & Art
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A T WEN T IE T H - CEN T URY A LTA R PIECE

In 1927 – broke, politically disillusioned and fatally ill – Alexander Bogomazov
embarked on one of the most ambitious and unusual works of the 20th century
SIMON HEWIT T EX AMINES THE SYMBOLISM AND HISTORY OF THE SAW YERS TRIPT YCH

B

ogomazov had not lifted his brushes since catching
tuberculosis in 1920, when at the height of his
powers. Eking out a living as a teacher at the Kiev
Art Institute, he embarked on a creative silence that
lasted seven lean years and seemed destined to achieve
Sibelian proportions. It was only after completing his
teaching manual Experiencing Elements of Art that – keen
to give concrete expression to his mature theories about
form and colour – he changed his mind.
The rainbow colour scheme Bogomazov adopted for
his last major work seems infused with joy and hope.
But he knew he was dying.

workmen sharpening their jagged pit-saws at the end
of the day.
Although the three scenes all depict activity in the
same spot – a forest clearing – they are not portrayed
from the same viewpoint. The log-rollers are portrayed
from above, as if surveyed by the artist from a platform
or step-ladder. Once they start sawing they are seen
from ground-level, as if viewed from a sitting position.
In the final image, sharpening their saws, the workers
are shown in close-up – as if the artist has risen from
his chair and taken several steps towards them… the
painterly equivalent of cinematic zoom. Each of the
three views, in fact, has the quality of a movie-still.
In the first picture the workmen have their backs to
us. In the second we see some from the back, some from
the front. In the third we see them all front-on. The
three works are not the same height or format: the side
panels are horizontal, the central work vertical. It looks
as if Bogomazov has set out to challenge every rule in
the book.
The central (vertical) image is divided horizontally by
the logs on their trestles. Such two-tiered pictures are
unusual. Perhaps Bogomazov had in mind a work being
painted at exactly the same time: Deineka’s celebrated
Defence of Petrograd. The two were friends: Deineka was
Bogomazov’s guest in Kiev in 1925.
Compositions with figures on two levels are more
usually associated with Depositions, and triptychs with
altarpieces: a main image flanked by foldable side-panels.

Cinematic Triptych
The format he chose was revolutionary: the only
triptych of the Russian Avant-Garde. Triptychs are not
a 20th-century phenomenon. Rare exponents include
Beckmann, Bruschetti, Bacon and Rothko – and, closer to
Bogomazov’s time, August Macke with his 1913 Grosser Zoo
and Max Pechstein with his South Seas idyll Palau (1917).
At a height of 168cm and overall width of
425cm, Bogomazov’s triptych was destined to be
comfortably larger than Macke’s and Pechstein’s. It
also differed in its treatment of subject. Instead of
offering a continuous panorama, Bogomazov took
the proto-Baconic approach of treating the same
activity – timber-sawing – in three different though
related scenes: first the giant logs being rolled up
on to trestles; then their being sawn; and finally the

Sawyers at Work, 1928/29. Central panel of the triptych, oil on canvas, 168 x 135 cm. Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art
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Timeless Scene

Was religion at the back of Bogomazov’s mind when he
painted his Sawyers?
Not officially, at least: Bogomazov was the employee
of an atheist state, who kept his religious views so close
to his chest that his final words to his daughter were:
‘God exists, just don’t tell anyone.’
It is perhaps significant that the last two works
Bogomazov painted in 1920, before his seven-year
silence, took Death as their theme: Catafalque and
Funeral which, with its menacing array of lurching
black crosses, is one of the most harrowing images of
Christian burial ever conceived – lent unique impact by
aggressive Futurist diagonals.
We find diagonal crosses in the triptych’s central
image, too – formed by the intersection of vertical saws
and horizontal logs.
Does the choice of wood as the triptych’s central
element hark back to the Biblical profession of Joseph,
evoked by Pre-Raphaelite paintings like Millais’ Christ
in the Carpenter’s Shop or Holman Hunt’s The Shadow of
Death?
There is an ironic footnote to the possible religious
connotations of Bogomazov’s triptych. During World
War II the Nazis shifted Sharpening the Saws from Kiev
to Königsberg, where it was recovered by the Red Army
and dispatched to Leningrad. It spent the next decade on
Nevsky Prospekt – stored in Kazan Cathedral.

Religious paintings were out of the question in the
USSR. Bogomazov’s 1920 Funeral, inspired by the death
of his father-in-law, had been an intensely private
work, not intended for public display. His triptych, given
its huge size, most certainly was. Its subject matter had
to avoid offending Communist authorities.
Although Socialist Realism would not become official
aesthetic dogma until 1932, artists in the Soviet Union
were closely monitored from the early 1920s. Cheerfully
toiling peasants or, even better, enthusiastic factoryworkers were preferred subjects.
Bogomazov’s triptych portrays labour in the
countryside. It features neither peasants nor city workers.
Its protagonists appear conscientious and
well-organized, but there is nothing in the three
compositions that extols the society in which they live.
The scenes could be anywhere. The sawyers work in a
rhythmic tandem unchanged for centuries.
Yet Bogomazov’s reputation had been built on his
dynamic, modern city scenes. His earlier Tramway (page
38) and Electrical Fitter (page 40) showcased the benefits
of electrification – a Soviet theme par excellence. If he
wanted to paint works about timber, why didn’t he set
his triptych in a Kiev sawmill? That would have been
far more ‘politically correct’ – and would doubtlessly
have enhanced the works’ value in the eyes of the State
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institutions liable to purchase them.
Bogomazov’s sympathies were Left-Wing. He was
kicked out of art school for taking part in anti-Tsarist
demonstrations. He welcomed the October Revolution
and spent 1918-20 decorating streets, buildings, a train
and a ship with artistic Communist propaganda.
But his ardour waned. Bogomazov was a Left-Wing
idealist. He had no truck with the authoritarian realities
of Soviet society, or the philistines appointed to apply
State doctrine to the field of art.
His Sawyers seems to cock a snook at them. He
deliberately chose a universal theme that had no
particular relevance to Soviet society but which, being
built on the sweat of workers’ brows, was beyond
ideological reproach. He could talk to the men who served
as his subjects – and no doubt ask them to repeat, for
minutes on end, whatever poses he needed to perfect. He
was at one with Nature, deep in the countryside, beyond
the prying eyes of the city and the State.
The forest setting had sentimental relevance. He
could walk with his daughter Asya from his dacha to the
wooded clearing, then take her off to explore the forest
between bouts of sketching. As she recalled:
‘Every summer we went to Boyarka. We would get
up early and have breakfast. My father took a fold-up
chair and we set off for where they were cutting logs
at the edge of the forest. The clearing was covered in

fresh sawdust, the saws rang out like bells, and the
sap sparkled in the sun. The sawyers looked colossal
against the blue sky. The air rang with the sound of
their saws. My father sat on his chair to the side, lost in
concentration. During brief pauses in his work, he and I
would venture deeper into the forest, naming each leaf,
creature and insect. My father drew my attention to
the way the colour of the logs changed in the sunlight,
causing an interesting interplay of light and shade.’
The family dacha was located in Boyarka, 15 miles
south-west of Kiev – popular dacha territory since the
railway arrived in the late 19th century. And the railway
would ensure Boyarka enduring fame: as the site of the
central episode in Nikolay Ostrovsky’s iconic Socialist
Realist novel How The Steel Was Tempered, extolling the
heroism of Komsomol members who laboured through
ice and blizzards to construct a branch line from Boyarka
station to a lumber-yard 4 miles away in December
1921, making it possible to transport huge stockpiles of
firewood from Boyarka to Kiev that winter, preventing
the city from freezing to death.
Boyarka was frequented by the writers Mikhail
Bulgakov and Ilya Ehrenburg. The artist Mykola
Pymonenko (1862-1912), another native of Kiev, spent
his summers in the neighbouring village of Malyutianka.
It was in Boyarka that Bogomazov’s father-in-law died
and was buried in 1920.

Above: Stills from a Ukranian film documentary about the painting of the triptych
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Pioneering Colour

work with a related theme, Sawdust Carriers. It shows the
hunched figures of an old man and woman, tramping
through the snow in front of a bread shop, with
enormous sacks of sawdust over their backs.
The mood is one of resigned despair. Is this Kiev
winter to be warmed with sawdust, not wood? Are the
elderly so little cared for in the Communists’ brave new
world that they have to accept the most menial tasks
to survive?

The silent subversiveness of Sawyers is reinforced by its
abrasive colour-scheme. Futurism and the Avant-Garde,
as heirs to Fauvism, had thrived on bright palettes –
without ever attaining the orangey-pink contrasts of
Bogomazov’s triptych. Bogomazov was just as much a
pioneer of colour as Mikhail Matyushin (who conceived
a three-year programme for studying colour in 1922).
Both men, in their unfettered desire to innovate, went
far beyond the Petrov-Vodkin theory of primary colours
said to have inspired Bogomazov.
‘Formalism’ had yet to be established as the ultimate
Soviet indictment of innovation and individuality, but
Bogomazov’s triptych was Formalism full on, conceived
at a time when State censorship had yet to achieve its
monolithic efficiency of the 1930s.
Bogomazov seemed to tiptoe between the political
raindrops with the aplomb of a man who didn’t care. His
heroes whet saws: they do not pretend to temper steel.
While working on his triptych he painted a separate

Bogomazov and Malevich
Another painter to navigate the inconsistent waters of
1920s Soviet censorship was Bogomazov’s erstwhile
colleague at the Kiev Art Institute, Kazimir Malevich. In
March 1927 Malevich went to Poland and applied – in
vain – for political asylum and Polish citizenship. When
he returned to Leningrad that summer he was briefly
arrested. Yet 18 months later he was granted a solo
exhibition at the Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow.
Bogomazov’s relationship with Malevich has yet to

Left: Sawyer, 1927-28. Study for Rolling the Logs, pencil on paper, 41.5 x 31.4 cm. Arkansas Art Centre, Little Rock
Right: Sawyer, 1927-28. Study for Sawyers at Work, pencil on paper, 32.4 x 28.5 cm. Arkansas Art Centre, Little Rock
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receive the art-historical attention it merits. Just as,
at the start of the 1920s, Malevich taught in Vitebsk
alongside Chagall, so at the end of the decade he taught
in his native Kiev alongside Bogomazov. In Vitebsk,
Malevich and Chagall clashed irrevocably. In Kiev,
Malevich and Bogomazov peaceably co-existed.
Bogomazov stands comparison with Malevich for his
innovative genius as both painter and theorist – credited
with describing a black square on a white background as
the ‘most finished form’ of art a year before Malevich.
Was the brash, go-get-’em Malevich wary of his austere
colleague at the Kiev Art Institute? Or did the fact that
Malevich’s second wife had died of tuberculosis in 1925
draw them together?
Some critics feel that Malevich’s arrival in Kiev in 1928
saw his paintings regain the colourful palette of his early
career, citing such works as Carpenter – whose woodbased theme, background diagonal cross and dazzling
colour scheme contain echoes of Bogomazov’s Sawyers.
But the axe is tiny, the carpenter – like so many

Malevich figures – is static, and the pink cross is lazily
topographical rather than integrated into the work as
a whole. Late Bogomazov outstrips late Malevich in
that every aspect of the three works that comprise his
Sawyers cycle is inter-related.

Material Concerns
One aspect of Malevich’s stay in Kiev reveals the
importance that Bogomazov attached to his Sawyers
cycle: all Malevich’s works from this period were
painted on plywood.
Materials were expensive and in chronically short
supply. Bogomazov’s 1928 portrait of his daughter was
painted on board. For his Sawdust Carriers (1929) he used
the back of a portrait from 1914 (page 95).
The efforts Bogomazov had to make to obtain the
sizable canvases he wanted for his triptych must have
been monumental. The difficulties he encountered are
the main reason why the triptych was never finished:
only two of the paintings were completed. The left-hand

Left: Sawyer, 1927-28. Study for Sawyers at Work. Pencil on paper, 34.9 x 29.2 cm. Arkansas Art Centre, Little Rock
Right: Sawyer, 1927-28. Study for Sharpening the Saws. Pencil on paper, 41.5 x 31.4 cm. Arkansas Art Centre, Little Rock
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picture, Rolling the Logs, never made it on to canvas. Its
composition and colour scheme are known to us only
from the watercolour exhibited here.
In the USSR, large sheets of canvas were readily available
only to artists working on official commissions glorifying
Soviet society. Bogomazov was engaged in an individual
project with no official backing. It virtually ruined him.
In Autumn 1929 he remarked that he had spent ‘over two
years’ on Sawyers at Work (the central picture) without
receiving any advance, and complained that, although the
authorities had agreed to purchase it for 750 rubles, he
had yet to see their money. ‘It is the right of every worker
to receive their wages in a timely manner, especially
in current conditions,’ he fumed, adding that his wife
and daughter had barely enough to live on. His own
predicament was of little concern. (‘I gave up material
well-being for Art and a half-starved existence,’ he once
wrote. ‘Life’s comforts and amenities do not interest me.’)
Bogomazov was seriously ill when he embarked on
a project that was bound to exacerbate the already
tough existence of his beloved wife and child. Nothing
could indicate more clearly the paramount importance

he attached to it. It was to be the culmination of his
creative life, and the efforts it required of him (over
300 preparatory sketches, many made outdoors) surely
hastened his death. He completed only two of the
planned three paintings, and their status as parts of a
triptych – one of the most extraordinary triptychs ever
conceived – was to remain unsuspected until Elena
Kashuba-Volvach’s groundbreaking archival research.
Alexander Bogomazov died on 3 June 1930, just
seven weeks after Mayakovsky’s suicide symbolically
brought the curtain down on the hopes of pioneering
Communists for a freer and better world. By the time
Sawyers had achieved some international fame –
exhibited in the USSR Pavilion at the Venice Biennale
in 1930, Zurich in 1931 and Japan in 1932 – Socialist
Realism had been rammed down the throats of every
artist in the USSR, and Bogomazov consigned to the
dustbin of art history as a ‘Formalist’. He worked on
his triptych in the nick of time – leaving behind an
unfinished masterpiece to rank with Kafka’s The Trial
and Mahler’s Tenth Symphony.

Left: Portrait of the Artist’s Daughter Yaroslava, 1928. Oil on board, 59 x 59 cm. Ivakin Collection, Kiev
Right: Portrait of the Artist’s Daughter Yaroslava, 1926. Watercolour on paper, 28 x 27.5 cm. Collection of Tanya Popova, Kiev
Facing page: Sawdust Carriers, 1929. Oil on canvas, 105 x 88 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Rolling the Logs, 1928-29
Watercolour on paper
Study for the left-hand panel of the Sawyers triptych
25 x 30 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
Vladimir Vitruk, Lvov
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov: Master of Cubo-Futurism – Moscow, Central House of Artists, March 2014 (p. 27, ill.)
Time, Forward! – TEFAF Maastricht, March 2015 (p. 51, ill.)
ILLU STRA T E D
The Collection of Vladimir Vitruk – O. Sidor, Lvov 2008 (p. 117, ill.)
The Rhythm of Creative Will – E. Kashuba, Decorative Arts, Kiev 2014 (p. 67, ill.)
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Back of the Legs, 1928
Pencil on paper
Study for the figure in brown in Sawyers at Work
36 x 31 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – St Petersburg, State Russian Museum, 22 May – 22 July 2008 (p. 76, ill.)
Bogomazov: Master of Cubo-Futurism – Moscow, Central House of Artists, March 2014 (p. 21, ill.)
Time, Forward! – TEFAF Maastricht, March 2015 (p. 49, ill.)
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Feet, 1928
Pencil on paper
Signed & dated Богомазов 4/V – 1928 bottom right
Study for the central figure in Sharpening the Saws
36 x 31 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, Writers’ Union of Ukrainian SSR, January 1966 (n° 22)
Alexander Bogomazov – St Petersburg, State Russian Museum, 22 May – 22 July 2008 (p. 76, ill.)
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Hands, 1928-29
Pencil on paper
Study for the figure in the red smock in Sawyers at Work
35.7 x 31 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – Kiev, Writers’ Union of the Ukrainian SSR, January 1966 (No 23)
Alexander Bogomazov – State Russian, Museum, St. Petersburg, 22 May – 22 July 2008 (p. 77. ill.)
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Hands Gripping a Saw, 1928/9
Pencil on paper
Study for the figure in dark blue in Sawyers at Work
31 x 35.7 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – St Petersburg, State Russian Museum, 22 May – 22 July 2008 (p. 76, ill.)
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E X HI B I T E D WORK

Sawyer from Behind, 1928
Pencil on paper
Study for Rolling the Logs
36 x 31 cm
PR OVENA NC E
Artist’s Family, Kiev
E. Dymshyts, Kiev
E X HI B I T E D
Alexander Bogomazov – St Petersburg, State Russian Museum, 22 May – 22 July 2008 (p. 76, ill.)
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TOIL & T B: B OGOM A ZOV ’ S F IN A L Y E A R S

Yaroslava Bogomazova-Ivannikova’s memories provide a moving record
of Alexander Bogomazov’s final years

B

ogomazov’s life was seldom easy. He was cut off
from his parents. His father refused him funds
to study. The Civil War saw the government of
Kiev change eight times between 1918 and 1919 – the
year Bogomazov became Inspector of the Art Education
Committee and, before Kiev fell to the White Army under
Denikin, he decorated the Agitprop steamship Pushkin.
‘That was a fateful time,’ remembers his daughter
Yaroslava (Asya). ‘My father contracted tuberculosis.
I remember one day when my mother and a friend of
ours, Nikolai Nedzvetsky, a piano teacher at the Kiev
Conservatory, were talking in hushed tones and rushing
hither and thither. My father was missing. This was the
day he fell seriously ill. He was delirious, with a high
temperature, and spent the whole day wandering around
– he was only found late at night, next to a church. Later
we found out that this was the day that he received his
diagnosis, his sentence: tuberculosis of the lungs.
He was sent to the Crimea to recuperate. Clearly for a
long time, because I remember that I had become almost
completely unaccustomed to him and, when he returned
home, I was afraid to approach him. Life was not easy.
The figure of my father stands before my eyes: tall,
broad-shouldered, with his rational blue eyes looking
at me attentively but full of suffering. I never heard a
word about his hopeless condition (there was no cure

in those days). He never complained about his fate. He
worked with inspiration and under pressure. I always
felt he had neither the strength nor the time to put his
thoughts into practice. The illness had seized him and
he fought it to the best of his ability.
When I was three years old, Father made a special
wooden chair so that he could carry me on his back.
Mother and Father set off on foot with me to Boyarka.
My parents were fleeing the famine which had stricken

Left: Funeral (detail), 1920. Oil on canvas, 29 x 36.4 cm. Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art
Above right: Wanda, Yaroslava & Bogomazov, a photo poignantly entitled Together – Boyarka – 1930
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the whole country. My grandfather died there not long
afterwards. Father made the coffin himself, painted it
black, and he and mother went to bury him.’ Only two
oils exist from the years 1917-1926, both dated 1920,
Catafalque and Funeral - both painted as a reaction to his
father-in-law’s death.
‘At the start of 1922 I was brought back to Kiev. We
returned to our former flat on Vosnesensky Descent
– n° 18 (apartment n° 5), where I had been born. My
grandmother lived there, as did my aunts and uncles,
my cousin. This flat was where my father painted,
created, lived, worked and died.
His health was deteriorating. Travelling tired him
out more and more. The last landscape he painted was
of Gonchar, the old part of Kiev he could see from his
window. By 1929 his condition was getting worse and
worse, but we helped keep his spirits up. I still think
that Father was happy that year – as happy as a sick man
can be. He was happy still to be alive, to see his wife and

daughter, whom he loved so dearly... I remember one
beautiful, warm evening when Mother, Father and I sat
embracing on a bench on the porch, feeling very happy.
Suddenly Father started singing. That was the first and
last time I ever heard him sing. Mother and I joined in
and our spirits rose. It was like a celebration of life – of
its essence. Such an event was never repeated.
He died of tuberculosis, the ‘illness of the poor’, at
the age of fifty. I used to kneel by his bedside, kiss him,
and tell him how much I loved him. He would stare into
space and ask: ‘How are you going to live without me?’
I remember a terrible scene: Father was sitting on his
bed holding his hands to his chest. His eyes, swollen
from pain, did not see me. He was breathing heavily,
under terrible pressure. I tried to distract him, but he
made no answer. I never saw him alive again. On 3 June
1930, just after one o’clock in the afternoon, someone
came to tell me that Father had died. I wanted to rush to
him but they stopped me.’

Left: Catafalque, 1920. Oil on board, 33 x 34 cm. Formerly Collection of Maya & Anatoly Bekkerman, New York
Right: Tea Kettle, 1914. Oil on canvas, 49.5 x 45.7 cm. Collection of Martin Muller, San Francisco
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Alexander Bogomazov, 1930
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E S TA BL ISHING B OGOM A ZOV ’ S R EPU TAT ION

Dmytro Horbachov (born 1937) was responsible, together with Alexander Parnis,
another Ukrianian Art historian, for discovering Alexander Bogomazov in the early 1960s.
At the time Horbachov was working at the National Museum of Ukrainian Art in Kiev.
He was the organiser of the 1966 Bogomazov exhibition at the Ukrainian Writers’ Union in
Kiev. For this exhibition and his continued support of a so-called Formalist artist,
Horbachov was expelled from the museum in 1970
JAMES BUT TERWICK IN CONVERSATION WITH DMY TRO HORBACHOV

JAMES BUTTERWICK: Why is Bogomazov so
little-known compared to other artists of the
Avant-Garde?
DMYTRO HORBACHOV: Unless they travelled abroad,
Ukrainian Avant-Garde artists had no visibility. All
Ukrainian culture was dismissed as ‘Formalism’ and
destroyed, both physically and morally. It was the
politics of the day. Had Bogomazov not died he would
have been murdered by the system. He wasn’t even
studied by Stalin’s art historians.
JB. It has always puzzled me that George Costakis,
the greatest collector of the Avant-Garde, knew
nothing of Bogomazov.
DH. Maybe he never saw Bogomazov’s work,
I don’t know. It’s funny, even John Bowlt didn’t get
Bogomazov to start with – it was only later that he
understood his greatness.
JB. Did you ever meet Costakis?
DH. Yes, I met him in the flat of the Moscow collector

JB. Did you ever speak about Bogomazov?
DH. Not really, we spoke more about icon painting. I

Yakov Rubenstein then at his own flat, after the
Bogomazov exhibition in 1966 – which he knew
nothing about!

may have mentioned Bogomazov to him, I’m not sure…

JB. What did you make of Costakis?
DH. He was a huge man. He looked like a Malevich with

of people, although Rubenstein had a watercolour he
bought from the artist Nisson Shifrin.
Later he bought a picture from the family – a circular

JB. Why didn’t Costakis come to Kiev?
DH. Bogomazov was only known to a very limited circle

his square shoulders! He was obsessed with Popova.

Left: Fire in Kiev (detail), 1916. Charcoal on paper, 27 x 31.5 cm. Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art
Above: Dmytro Horbachov at the opening of the Alexander Bogomazov exhibition. Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art, November 1991
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portrait of Wanda. Shifrin was a student of Bogomazov’s
and took part alongside Bogomazov in the Koltso
exhibition of 1914. Many of the key Kiev artists studied
under him or Exter. I once asked the Non-Conformist
Alexander Tyshler (1898-1980), about Bogomazov. ‘He
was my teacher!’ he replied, even though he had studied
with Exter as well. I was pleased, because I assumed
Tyshler would have forgotten him.

be in the collection of [Ukrainian sugar magnate Fyodor]
Tereshchenko, back from the State Russian Museum. I told
the Russian Museum they didn’t need this drawing.
When Jean-Claude Marcadé saw it on my desk, before
we went to see Wanda for the first time, he called it
‘as good as Boccioni!’ and asked to see Bogomazov’s
paintings in the museum reserves. The Museum
Director told me we could only show foreigners the
reserves with the permission of the Culture Ministry,
which would never be forthcoming – ‘so pretend you’re
moving one of his paintings, and do it slowly!’ A bit
later, in his catalogue for the exhibition Tatlin’s Dream
held in London in 1973, the art historian Andrei Nakov
described Bogomazov’s work as ‘of world importance,
but utterly unknown’.

JB. Who were the first Western art historians to
discover Bogomazov?
DH. Jean Chauvelin and Jean-Claude Marcadé in 1968.
They came to Kiev, and I took them to see Wanda. Tramway
(page 38) was hanging above her stove, literally without a
stretcher. I remember Chauvelin saying: ‘I’ve travelled the
length and breadth of the Soviet Union looking at Leftist
art, and this is the best I have seen! I would like to do an
exhibition!’ But of course that was impossible. Marcadé
was different. I had just brought Fire in Kiev, which used to

JB. Which works did Marcadé see at the museum?
DH. Bottles and Sawyers.
JB. What can you tell me about Bogomazov’s collectors?
DH. I remember the Kiev collector Dmytro Gnatiuk
saying he paid 900 rubles for Memories of the Caucasus
(see page 59). Another collector, Boris Sveshnikov, told
me how he had bought Market (page 38) from Wanda for
200 rubles.
He felt it was such a small sum that he wouldn’t
bargain the next time he was offered one. Then Valery
Dudakov came from Moscow and paid 7,000/8,000
rubles for Tramway – even though the Tretyakov had
visited Wanda and valued the work at 9,000. I remember
Sveshnikov remarking how Kiev collectors could not
afford such prices – only 2,000 or so.

JB. Why didn’t the Tretyakov Gallery buy it?
DH. Anti-Ukraine bias, I fear. I tried to convince two
of their art historians, but they were reluctant – even
though, by then, the best Moscow collectors had
acquired his work.

Woodcutter, 1914. Watercolour on paper, 24.6 x 28.7 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow
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Portrait of Wanda, 1915. Oil on canvas, diameter 57 cm. Collection of Konstantin Grigorishin, Moscow
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JB. Why didn’t Ukrainian museums buy his works?
DH. Because they considered him a ‘Formalist’ – even

in 1933 but opposition continued in Western Ukraine
until 1960. It was all cruelly suppressed.

in the 1970s! Do you know how I got the Ukrainian
Museum to exhibit Bogomazov? I found a lithograph of
Karl Marx at Wanda’s, and told the Museum we had no
images of him. Next day the story was in the papers. The
1966 exhibition helped, too – Kiev collectors like Yuri
Ivakin began buying. Bizarrely, neither Locomotive nor
Tramway were shown, as they had no stretchers, and
were not restored or framed – and we only wanted works
in good condition. There would have been no exhibition
if Pavlo Zagrebelny from the Writers’ Union, hadn’t
been so insistent. He was a very cultured man, but there
were still some problems with the Union of Artists, who
officially complained about the ‘shame’ of putting on an
exhibition by a ‘Formalist’. I was there when Zagrebelny
stood up and shouted at them: ‘I will never consult
with you! The Artists’ Union is the most reactionary
organization in the USSR!’
They wanted to expel me from the Museum for
supporting such an artist, but only managed to do that
several years later. A motion was proposed at a Party
meeting to ‘finish with that Horbachov’ because he
was promoting a Formalist and writing to foreigners…
they decided to expel me for bringing Marcadé into the
Museum’s reserves, but I was saved by the poet Mikkola
Bazhan, who liked me and my work. He stood up to the
Minister of Culture, Rostislav Babichuk – who prompted
the joke about there being two Ukrainian tragedies,
Babi-Yar and Babi-chuk.

JB. Which year do you consider the most important
for Bogomazov?
DH. 1914. Before then it was all melancholia and
symbolism. His marriage changed things. I prefer
to ignore artists’ private lives – but he underwent a
metamorphosis. He courted Wanda for five years, was in
torment for five years, then suddenly…
JB. Do you think his marriage was the catalyst for this
metamorphosis?
DH. Yes.
JB. Maybe he found the ‘man in himself’?
DH. Yes, that’s clear. I see their marriage as breaking
the chains for him.

JB. How did you first meet Wanda?
DH. Alexander Parnis proposed that I go and see her,
and recommended me to her. She had a tiny one-room
flat, where she kept her husband’s works in large
folders. I suggested we frame some of them. There was
hardly anything on the walls. It was a communal flat,
with some works in the corridor – nasty neighbours
had put a hole in the ‘terrible’ portrait of Wanda (see
page 18) - it’s still there today. My first impression of
Wanda Vitoldovna was of a very small, soft, delicate
woman, clearly a member of the intelligentsia. When
I saw ‘that’ portrait, I thought they must have had a
row – but she was too delicate and cultured for that.
She was very generous, and gave so many things to the
Kiev collector Igor Dichenko and me. I took a lot for
the exhibition, and took ages about returning them.
When I finally did, she would say ‘Oh, go on, you can
keep that!’ Fortunately, a market began to develop for
Bogomazov, which helped her a bit, materially. She
was very poor. She didn’t work. Her pension was tiny…
although that didn’t worry her.

JB. Ukraine strikes me as a wonderful country with a
tragic history…
DH. We need to change this. Our history was perverted.
I used to travel through provincial villages where no one
knew anything about Ukrainian culture. Don’t forget
that opposition to the Soviet Union was strongest in
Ukraine. When the terror-famine began there were
thousands, literally thousands, of armed peasants,
whom Stalin realized he had to crush. The revolt ended

Bottles, 1917. Oil on canvas on board, 41 x 32.8 cm. Kiev, National Museum of Ukrainian Art
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JB. Did you meet often?
DH. Oh yes. I started to introduce my artist friends to
her. They were all agog and began whispering about the
‘Ukrainian Picasso’. The Kiev intelligentsia also adopted
the term. This intelligentsia still existed, even though
people assumed it had been destroyed by Stalin. Wanda
told me about David Burliuk.
I wrote to him myself. Parnis asked me to write to him
from the Museum. We even tried to organize a Burliuk
exhibition in his native country: he was from the village
of Ryabushki near Kharkov, where half the inhabitants
are called Burliuk to this day.

JB. Did Bogomazov know Burliuk?
DH. Yes. Burliuk came to Kiev with Kamensky and
Mayakovsky for that famous performance when they
hung a grand piano from the ceiling and Mayakovsky
announced: ‘We’re hanging a grand piano from the
ceiling because I’m not going to play it!’ Bogomazov met
Burliuk and Kruchenykh, and drew a portrait of Burliuk
which Wanda gave to Parnis.

actively. She took part in a couple of exhibitions. She
looked after her daughter.
She was particularly fond of my wife and daughter –
they wrote to one another, and their relationship was
a very warm one. Her daughter came to see me in the
museum, and our relations were equally warm; she died
in 2008. Wanda died in 1982. She was about 90.

JB. Was Wanda afraid of meeting foreigners?
DH. No she wasn’t. Her daughter was warned by

JB. Was she in despair after Bogomazov’s death?
DH. No. I think the memory of her husband kept her

the KGB, but she was a brave woman – as you know
from how she saved Bogomazov’s legacy during the
war. Remember that most of the archives relating to
Ukrainian artists were destroyed, but their letters to one
another are in the archives at the Literary Museum.

strong. She was surrounded by his works and seemed to
get some energy from her memories of him. He was the
centre of her existence.

JB. What did she say about Bogomazov that most
impressed you?
DH. He had melancholia, and Wanda told me how
impractical he was. He courted her for five years – she told
me she spent five years working him out and analysing
him, then got used to him and fell in love with him. Forever.

JB. Was she grateful to you?
DH. Of course she was. She was such a nice person. We
had a heartfelt relationship. And I wrote more and more
about Bogomazov. The day she gave me the manuscript
of Painting and Elements I couldn’t sleep. After all, I’m
an art historian! This manuscript helped me begin to
understand form and especially rhythm. To Bogomazov
the most important thing was the viewer’s reaction,
and what prompts various sensations. How our thinking

JB. What did she do after his death?
DH. She worked fleetingly as an artist, but not very

Wanda & Yaroslava, c.1931
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develops and adapts when viewing a painting was
Bogomazov’s psychology. An artist must work intuitively.
I remember Andrei Nakov’s reaction when he first
met Wanda. She lent him the manuscript overnight.
He took it to the Dniepr Hotel and returned next day
in a state of shock, exclaiming: ‘I’ve been working on
Avant-Garde theory for years, but this is amazing!’
Some of Bogomazov’s theories – e.g. on qualitative
and quantitative rhythm – have never been studied by
contemporary artists. His independence of thought
(and that of Ukrainian artists in general, compared to
Muscovites) is a national characteristic.

he was influenced by Petrov-Vodkin’s use of primary
colours. The origin of Malevich’s own use of bright
colours lay in Ukraine – it was, after all, his homeland.
He felt regenerated after arriving in Kiev in 1928, and his
colours returned to those he had used in 1911. With its use
of colour and its pink background, his painting Carpenter
can be compared to Sawyers. I don’t suppose he and
Bogomazov influenced one another, but Malevich must
have seen Sawyers exhibited.

JB. Did Malevich attend Bogomazov’s funeral?
DH. No. He left Kiev in the spring, and Bogomazov died
in June. Wanda told me how the money they collected
for wreaths and so on went to a foundation for the
unemployed. She even told me Bogomazov’s last words:
‘God exists, just don’t tell anyone!’ Wanda moved out of
the flat much later.

JB. What can you tell me about his relationship
with Exter?

DH. They met in 1908 and became close friends. They
were among the Leftist leaders in Kiev, and put on the
Link exhibition together. They also studied together
before Bogomazov was expelled along with Arkhipenko.
Nikolai Kulbin, who wrote about the Ring exhibition,
called Bogomazov ‘a great artist’.

JB. How much did Bogomazov know about foreign art?
DH. Quite a lot. He was fascinated by medieval frescoes
and their feel of rhythm, even though he only saw them
in reproduction. There was a more primitive attitude
to art in Renaissance times. It was the relationship
between the viewer and the work of art that fascinated
Bogomazov. He returned to easel-painting when his
illness relented briefly, taking the Renaissance as his
inspiration. He had nearly died: he was ‘dying’ for three
years, then enjoyed a temporary recovery, when he was
influenced by the Baroque, especially the Baroque of
Kiev: Pechersky Lavra, St Sophia….

JB. How do we know it’s Exter on the left in
Bogomazov’s drawing Kreshchatik?
DH. She had an identical hat to the one in the drawing.
It appeared in a caricature by Vladimir Naumov. And
Burliuk dedicated a poem to A. A. Exter and her dog –
which was a dachshund. So it’s obviously Exter.
JB. I wish he had done a painted version of Kreshchatik
– the drawing is so dynamic.
DH. I think the First World War prevented that. Then
there was civil war and famine.

JB. I love standing on Kontraktova Square and
looking up through the overhead wires at St Andrei’s
Cathedral. It’s a typical Bogomazov scene!
DH. Remember how he said everything in Kiev soars
into the sky!

JB. Did Malevich and Bogomazov ever meet?
DH. Of course. Malevich came to Kiev in 1928, and they
worked in the same faculty at the Art Institute, and
took part in the same discussions. Bogomazov became
a Spectralist, and later began using very bright colours:
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JB. Kiev was, of course, highly developed – only the
second city in Europe to have an electric tram system...
DH. Let me explain why. Originally Kiev’s trams were
horse-drawn but, owing to all the city’s hills, the trams
kept crashing into the horses and breaking their legs. So
the city had no choice! Kiev also had a vibrant intelligentsia,
and the Berdyaev-Shestov school of philosophy was the
best in Russia. Then there was Chelpanov... The celebrated
Beilis Trial took place in Kiev in 1913. France had its Dreyfus
Case, we had Beilis in 1913. He was acquitted after trial by
jury – amazing given that Ukraine is always accused of antiSemitism. When Bulgakov wrote of Jerusalem in The Master
and Margarita, he was thinking of Kiev.

JB. What? The ‘terrible’ one?
DH. Yes, that one! Then he got a teaching post in
Zolotonosha, 100 miles south-east of Kiev, and stayed
there for two years.

JB. I know of no other work of art like the Armenian
Woman formerly in your collection…
DH. I know! This and Memories of the Caucasus are
astonishing. Nakov described Bogomazov as an
exceptionally original artist.

Tretyakov Gallery and the Shchukin Collection with its
‘marvellous paintings by Gauguin’.

JB. I tried very hard to get Memories of the Caucasus for
this exhibition. I think that 1915-17 is Bogomazov’s
best period, although that’s not to say that his other
works pale in comparison. Then there was a hiatus
in his work. My Bouquet might be the last picture he
painted in the 1910s…
DH. Yes, he became involved in Agitprop.

JB. Did he see works by Boccioni, Marinetti or Balla?
DH. Kliment Redko wrote how Exter brought reproductions

JB. … but he painted two bleak paintings in 1920.
DH. His father-in-law died. They were Catholics and he

of works by Picasso. So perhaps he saw reproductions.

was buried in Boyarka. Bogomazov made the coffin. It
was during the Civil War, and the site of the grave became
lost. Then the artist Sergei Shishko, who buried Victor
Palmov in 1929 and Bogomazov in 1930, remembered the
location, and even helped pay for a headstone.

JB. What did Bogomazov make of Moscow?
DH. He wrote to Wanda about his impressions of the

JB. Which year did Bogomazov go to the Caucasus?
DH. In 1915. Wanda went too. He came back in 1916 and
exhibited Locomotive (page 37) at the spring exhibition in
Kiev, along with a portrait of his wife.

Cathedral of St Sophia, Kiev
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JB. Why did Bogomazov spend so much time on
Sawyers? It’s the only work he made hundreds of
studies for.
DH. His aim was to show realism – and anatomy, which
is the foundation of dynamism and movement. So it
was an analysis. But those wonderful drawings are
not ‘realist’: they are a dynamic part of the creation of
movement. Anyway, as Bogomazov once said: ‘It’s not
realism – it’s art!’ He also thought that, if you were
political, your art would suffer.

When I began working in the museum, and we took it
off its stretcher, the paint was flaking off. If I hadn’t
given instructions to have the canvas strengthened, its
condition would have been even worse.

JB. What do you know about the history of Sawyers? I

JB. Yes, but they decided to do it in-house...
Did I tell you that the Pushkin Museum want to
host a Bogomazov exhibition?
DH. You must do it!

JB. I offered the museum to pay for the entire
restoration, and for a young artist to paint the lefthand section as Bogomazov might have imagined it.
DH. What happened? Did you contact the Minister of
Culture?

love the idea of a triptych with varying rhythms.
DH. In 1927 the right-hand side, Sharpening the Saws, won
second or third prize at the All-Ukrainian exhibition,
and was bought by the Museum of Kiev. In 1929 the
central part was exhibited, and also purchased by the
museum. But in 1937 both pictures were removed into
special storage and earmarked for destruction [which
never happened]. The Germans, who plundered a great
deal from the Ukraine, dispatched Sharpening the Saws
to Königsberg [now Kaliningrad]. It was returned to the
USSR in 1947, and stored in Kazan Cathedral in Leningrad
[St Petersburg], from where it was brought back to
Kiev. The picture was actually in rather good condition,
whereas the one the Germans left behind, Sawyers at
Work, was in an appalling state. If only the Germans had
taken that too! No one had looked after it. It got damp.

JB. Much of my love for Bogomazov is down to Marina
Loshak, the Head of the Pushkin. Many years ago she
sold me his drawing Forest – Boyarka, which now hangs
in the Kröller-Müller Museum next to Boccioni’s
Walking Man. There’s fate for you!
DH. Many years ago I swore to myself to establish
Bogomazov’s reputation as a great artist... I am so
pleased that James Butterwick is now handling his work!
JB. And thoroughly enjoying it! You have walked with
Bogomazov pretty much all your life. I feel as if I’m
only just starting out.

Left: The Cathedral of St Andrei seen from Kontraktova Square
Right: The National Museum of Ukrainian Art, Kiev
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Memorial plaque by Boris Dovgan (born 1928) outside Bogomazov’s home on Vosnesensky Descent, Kiev
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A L E X A NDER B OGOM A ZOV: K E Y DAT E S

1880 	Born March 14 in Yampol (Kharkov province), second child of sugar refinery
accountant K.F. Bogomazov (1850-1912). Shortly after his Orthodox
christening, his mother Anisia abandons the family.

1890-96	High School student in Glukhov and Kiev.
1896-1902 	Kherson Agricultural School. First literary and artistic works, including a
student newspaper produced with friends. Supplements his education by
reading psychology and philosophy.

1902 	Internship in sugar refinery owned by famous art collector Fedor
Tereshchenko, founder of the Kiev Museum of Fine Art.

1902-05	Studies at the Kiev Academy of Arts. Fellow students include Arkhipenko,
Exter and Lentulov.

1905-06	Frequents Kiev studio of Sergei Svetoslavsky and shows interest in Leftist
politics. Expelled from art school (along with his friend Alexander Arkhipenko,
who moved to Paris) after taking part in a strike, inciting him to pursue his
education in Moscow.

1906 	Paints outdoors in Crimea during summer with Vasily Denisov and Alexis
Gritchenko (later an important Moscow art critic). Much of his early work
focuses on Byzantine art and its ties with Modernism.

1907-08 	Works in Moscow in the Modernist studios of Fyodor Rerberg (alongside
Malevich) and the colourist Konstantin Yuon, whose studio proves a breeding
ground for Cubists and Futurists.

1908 	Returns to Kiev in summer, re-admitted to art school. Starts to publish
socio-political caricatures in left-wing publications Kievskaja Iskra (‘Kiev
Spark’) and Kievskaja Mysl’ (‘Kiev Thought’). His art is profoundly influenced
by Symbolism, particularly by the posthumous exhibition of work of Victor
Borisov-Musatov in Moscow. Also writes poetry and ‘reflections on art’
imbued with the messianic and magical nature of Symbolist art.
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1908 	First participation in a Modernist exhibition in Kiev, Zveno (‘The Link’), held
in a city centre music shop. Meets David Burliuk, a crucial figure in the history
of Russian Futurism, and Alexandra Exter, soon to be a pillar of the Futurist
and Non-Objective movements, supporting Bogomazov in his first steps in
Futurism.

1908-13 	Drawing Teacher at a Kiev school for deaf and mute children – his principal
source of income for several years.

1911 	His art is received favourably by the press for the first time. Finishes his
studies at the Kiev School of Fine Art with a degree in Painting. Travels to
Finland as correspondent for Kievskaja Mysl, which publishes his drawings.

1912

Futurist orientations appearing in his artistic experiments.

1913 	Marries Wanda Monastyrska, a Polish Catholic, heralding his most prolific
period of creativity.

1914 	Chief organiser of 306-work Koltso (Ring) exhibition: a high point for Futurist
activities in Kiev. Several young Modernists take part, including his wife
Wanda, Exter’s student E. Vasilieva, V. Denisov, N. Shifrin & I. Rabinovich
(famed in the 1920s for his theatre designs). Bogomazov shows 88 works.
At a Futurist Evening in Kiev, the poet Alexei Kruchenykh talks about The Man
of the Future and Nikolai Kulbin (to whom we owe the best record of the Ring
exhibition) about Present-Day & Future Art. Bogomazov writes his treatise
Painting and Elements.

1915 	Moves to Geryusi in Armenia as Drawing Teacher. His Expressionist and
Futurist imagination is stimulated by the grandiose scenery of the southern
Caucasus; his theoretical concerns focus on quantitative and qualitative
rhythm.

1916 	Takes part in the annual Painting & Sculpture exhibition at the Museum of
Kiev. His work is noticed by the art critic Yakov Tugendhold – connoisseur
of French Modernism, writer for the St Petersburg magazine Apollon, future
biographer of Alexandra Exter, and author of the catalogue of Moscow’s first
Museum of Western Art (ex-Shchukin Collection).
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1917 	Teaches drawing at Kiev’s School of Commerce and Jewish High School. Birth
of daughter Yaroslava.

1918 	Enthusiastic at political upheaval and joins new artistic organizations.
Presents a paper on the reform of artistic education, Fundamental Aims of
Painting in Ukraine, at the First Congress of Ukrainian Plastic (Synthetic) Arts.

1919 	Along with Exter, Rabinovich and other Modernists, Bogomazov is involved
in the (Futurist) decoration of Kiev and the Agitprop boat Pushkin. With Exter,
Rabinovich, Meller and Tyshler, also participates in decorating a Red Army
propaganda train. Helps found the Kiev Professional Artists’ Union. Teaches
Painting & Decorative Art at the Free Art Studios (Svomas).

1920

Illustrates children’s books. First symptoms of tuberculosis.

1922

Becomes teacher of Painting at the new Kiev Art Institute.

1923-26 	Worsening tuberculosis prompts lengthy hospitalization in Kiev and Crimea.
His work suffers seriously until 1926.

1926-30	Returns to painting and continues teaching at the Kiev Art Institute, one of the
last places of refuge for modern art. Colleagues include the Populist Boychuk,
the Futurist Palmov, Tatlin and Malevich.

1927	His treatise Painting and Elements made part of curriculum at the Kiev Art
Institute. Finishes his monumental painting Sharpening the Saws (now in the
National Museum of Ukrainian Art, Kiev) with many studies and preparatory
sketches, attempting a sort of figurative synthesis of his Futurist experience.
The Art Institute stages public discussions analyzing the work at Kiev’s 10
Lyet Oktyabria exhibition, celebrating the 10th anniversary of the October
Revolution.

1930

Dies from tuberculosis on June 3, aged 50.
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