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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis concentrates chiefly on two Russian Avant-garde movements, 
Suprematism and Constructivism. These movements occurred alongside a pivotal period 
of Russian history: the overthrow of the Tsars in 1917, leading to the creation of a Soviet 
State by 1922. This thesis examines the context in which these movements occurred, 
specifically with regard to how the rise of Communism and the evolution of the Soviet 
State affected the production of art, cultural institutions of art, artists, and the concept of 
the artist itself.  
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CONTEXTUALIZING THE RUSSIAN AVANT-GARDE: 
 

THE RISE OF THE SOVIET UNION AND ITS IMPACT ON SUPREMATISM AND 
CONSTRUCTIVISM 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
Art organizes social experiences by means of living images with regard both to 
cognition and to feelings and aspirations. Consequently, art is the most powerful 
weapon for organizing collective forces in a class society – class forces.  

– Alexandr Bogdonov, Director of Proletkult  
 

 
Fig. 1 Boris Kustodiev, The Bolshevik, 1920 

 

The title of 1920 painting proudly reads, The Bolshevik (Fig. 1). From the 

perspective of an onion-domed Russian palace, hundreds of citizens assemble in the city 

streets on a winter’s day. They pour in from the upper right corner of the artwork, 

prompting a fluid diagonal movement towards the palace on the lower left. Some citizens 

raise their fists in the air; others carry firearms. Dozens more rush through the snow on 

the outskirts of the city square, eager to join the march. The crowd gathers at the piece’s 

focal point: a larger-than-life man centered in the painting, donning utilitarian clothing 

and sturdy black boots. In his hands, he clutches a large red banner. The folds of red cloth 

stretch across the top of the pictorial plane, floating over the masses gathered below. An 
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austere expression overcomes the man’s visage. With eyebrows narrowed he looks to the 

palace ahead, his shadow engulfing the building. Without question, The Bolshevik’s 

political agenda is clear. The masses rally alongside the giant Bolshevik, rising up as a 

collective unit against tsarist oppression and injustices as represented by the luxurious 

Russian palace. Kustodiev’s The Bolshevik, in every sense – from its visuals to its title – 

is a glorification of the Soviet revolution. Yet some Bolshevist sympathizers found it to 

be problematic, calling instead for new means of representation for a new era. 

Pieces such as The Bolshevik were troublesome not because of their subject 

matter, but because of the cultural questions they raised. During the earliest days of their 

rule, the Soviets were faced with the challenge of developing a new era of society. The 

overhaul of the tsarist system, in many ways, called for an overhaul of the basic Russian 

identity. How could they construct a distinct culture independent of the tsarist hierarchy? 

Accordingly, art was critical in answering this question. It provided a reflection of the 

new collective consciousness, and was furthermore capable of propagating a socialist-

utopian vision of the country’s future. For those on the leftist side of the Revolution – the 

Bolsheviks in particular – accomplishing these tasks relied on eradicating any old 

methods of representation. Traditionalism was the problem, leftist Bolshevik artists 

argued. Kustodiev, who had been trained as a painter at the Imperial Academy and 

worked in traditional methods of representation, was thus outdated. From the perspective 

of Bolshevik artists such as Vladimir Mayakovsky, who vehemently renounced “all 

artistic precedents from the past,” Kustodiev and The Bolshevik – although unmistakably 

sympathetic to the Bolshevik cause – were stylistically symptomatic of the old regime. 1  

                                                           
1 Taylor, 39. 
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In the avant-garde, leftist artists found solutions to the problem of representation. 

In truth, the avant-garde movement began to cement itself in Russia during the years 

prior to the 1917 Revolution. Under the influence of contemporary Western European 

“isms” – Futurism, Cubism, Primitivism – Russian artists became increasingly 

preoccupied with abstraction and different methods of expression. Suprematism, a 

movement founded by Kasimir Malevich in 1913, centered on abstract arrangements of 

form and color to achieve “pure” art. It was superseded by Constructivism after the 

Bolshevik Revolution. While appropriating geometric elements from Suprematism to 

create a “new” visual language, Constructivists were concerned chiefly with the 

development of a proletarian culture – one that Kustodiev’s The Bolshevik, with its 

reliance on outmoded techniques, would never be capable of achieving. In 

Constructivism, art became a practice directed at achieving social purpose. In the pages 

that follow, I shall seek to articulate the historical context and stylistic developments of 

the Russian avant-garde with specific emphasis on Suprematism and Constructivism. I 

shall examine how the rise of the Soviet state affected the production of artwork, artistic 

cultural institutions, and the artists themselves.  
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Russia underwent a series of drastic changes during the nineteenth century to 

reverse what was seen as its comparative “backwardness” to Western Europe. Whereas 

the West had largely abolished the feudalistic practice of serfdom after the Renaissance, 

the Russian serfs were not granted emancipation until 1861. Their liberation arguably 

prompted the rapid modernization of Russian industry as peasants, seeking work in new 

factories, began to migrate from rural areas into cities. The increase in migration induced 

changes in Russian transportation: the country’s railroad system was swiftly expanded, 

allowing for faster, more accessible travel. Yet despite any ostensible improvement in 

their potential freedoms and opportunities, the socio-economic situation of the peasant 

class – which at the time composed roughly 85 percent of the population – was still 

destitute. In fact, much of Russia’s modernization was financed at the expense of the 

peasants; the Tsars relied on them heavily to finance both the country’s industrialization 

and the state budget. In the years that followed their liberation, the peasants’ situation 

grew steadily worse as land shortages and famines increased. The Russian agricultural 

industry was negatively affected by a decline in world grain prices around 1900, which 

prompted further damage to the peasant class. Spontaneous riots broke out with 

increasing frequency shortly thereafter, and began to upset the traditional social order of a 

subservient lower class.  

From the bourgeoisie’s perspective, the modernization of Russia was 

tremendously beneficial. The railway system allowed those with monetary resources an 

unprecedented access to Western Europe. Merchants acquired pieces from modernist 
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painters such as Picasso, Cézanne, Monet, and Gauguin, and introduced them to a 

bourgeois and educated Russian audience. The bourgeois Russian artists, in turn, adapted 

the techniques of Western European painters into their personal work, thus spawning 

Russian Futurism and Russian Neo-Primitivism. Moreover, the railway provided Russian 

travelers with an opportunity to discover their homeland on a large scale. Russian citizens 

gained exposure to their country for the first time, paralleling an increased demand for art 

of distinctly Russian origin. It is perhaps no coincidence that it was a railway tycoon, 

Savva Mamontov, who patronized artists capable of “[rediscovering] the values and 

achievements of medieval Russian art.”2 With increased communication and 

transportation, the struggles of the lower classes also became increasingly apparent, as 

did the problems of the Tsarist regime. 

As Russia became better acquainted with both itself and Western Europe, factions 

of predominantly bourgeois artists created groups that were preoccupied with both an 

increased awareness of the political situation and a pursuit for Russian identity. The 

Peredvizhniki (Wanderers) abandoned the Imperial Academy by around 1870, and sought 

after a cultural heritage by turning their attention to Old Russia. 3 The Mir Iskusstva 

(World of Art), a group of wealthy intellectuals led by Alexandr Benois, developed into a 

Russian Symbolist movement by 1898. Though more interested in esoteric knowledge 

and mysticism, they did not shy from criticizing the Royal household and the likeminded 

Imperial Academy for becoming “increasingly out of touch with public taste and … the 

                                                           
2 Nash, 193. 
3 The Imperial Academy was closely aligned to the right wing of the Russian political system, as it was 
sympathetic to the Tsars and their court. Its painters were not concerned with the conditions of the lower 
classes, and the Academy consequentially did not concern itself with the “leftist” art movements.  
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mood of the majority of the population.” 4 A third group, the Golubaya Rosa (Blue Rose), 

attempted to transcend the so-called “monotony of realty” between 1904 and 1908. In 

their magazine Zolotoe runo, the Golubaya Rosa eschewed a theory that artists must work 

to become “true prophets and priests.”5  

The national trends of Westernization, politicization, and a desire to find a 

Russian identity are perhaps best embodied in two of the most influential artists of the 

period. The primitive and historical tradition of a uniquely Russian woodcut craft, the 

lubok, greatly influenced both Mikhail Larionov and Natalia Goncharova. Western 

European movements impacted the artists stylistically as well. When Larionov developed 

his Rayonnist movement in 1913, its manifesto was inspired largely by F.T. Marinetti’s 

“Founding and First Manifesto of Futurism.”6 In his own manifesto, Larionov 

foreshadows a sentiment that Constructivists will adopt less than a decade later: “We 

deny that individuality has any value in a work of art … Hail Nationalism! – we go hand 

in hand with house-painters.”7  

I would like to point out that the calls for revolution made by many of these art 

groups, the attacks on the Imperial Academy, and the general distrust of tsarist authority 

are especially interesting to consider as the majority of these artists’ patronage came from 

the bourgeoisie. That even the bourgeoisie identified on some level with the concept of 

‘revolution’ is indicative of the widespread social and political unrest. Within the span of 

a couple years, the authority of the tsarist system rapidly diminished on a national level. 

Massive peasant revolts began by 1904 and industrial strikes left thousands of workers 

                                                           
4 Taylor, 9. 
5 Ibid. 
6 “The Futurist Manifesto” was published four years prior to Larionov’s in 1909 in the Parisian newspaper, 
Le Figaro, further reinforcing Larionov’s connection to the West. 
7 Nash, 194. 
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unemployed in 1905; all of them called for political reform. By March, even the Union of 

Unions – which consisted of liberal professionals, including lawyers, doctors, and 

engineers – challenged tsarist authority. The political unrest deepened further when 

security officials massacred a group of peaceful, working-class protestors on “Bloody 

Sunday.” Although these actions were made without the knowledge Tsar Nicholas II, 

Bloody Sunday became symbol for the tsar’s incompetence, and a series of revolts 

following Bloody Sunday left the tsarist regime increasingly powerless. The grievances 

held by the general population, coupled with the humiliating defeat of Russia in their war 

with Japan by August of 1905, culminated in a huge strike during October that resulted in 

the shutdown of St. Petersburg.  

Seven years earlier, the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party had formed in 

1898 to address the increasing class struggles. Their manifesto was largely informed by 

The Communist Manifesto, which was published fifty years prior by Karl Marx. Despite 

the poor organization of the Social-Democratic Workers’ Party, the manifesto contained a 

clear agenda: the proletariat working class – “including its cultural interests” – must 

deviate from the bourgeoisie.8 Thus, a call for a distinctly proletarian culture was made. 

By 1903, a small group of revolutionaries particularly concerned with the 

proletariat established themselves within the Social-Democratic Workers’ Party. The 

group fell under the leadership of Vladimir Lenin, who argued that the “political 

consciousness of the proletariat would not evolve from within, spontaneously, but needed 

organizing and encouraging … from a small, elite group of revolutionary thinkers.”9 

Lenin intended this group to be separate from the working masses – but of course, they 

                                                           
8 Taylor, 2.  
9 Ibid., 1.  
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were separate from the start: the Party consisted of the bourgeoisie and Russian 

intelligentsia. How well they sincerely identified with the plight of the proletariat and the 

peasant is questionable, as they were only observers to the struggle. Furthermore, by 

forming an “elite group” to prompt a proletarian revolution, Lenin curiously gives an 

extraordinary amount power to the individual to eradicate individuality. Incidentally, the 

issues presented by Lenin concerning the role of an individual within the context of the 

collective whole will also be a later issue of concern for Constructivism.  

Alongside the modernization of Russia came the crumbling of the traditional 

social structure. The fact that the Russian contemporary art movements of this turn-of-

the-century period were so preoccupied with concepts of mysticism, “Old Russia,” and 

revolution is indicative of the country’s larger social context. In turning away from reality 

and towards Primitivism and the search for something innately “Russian,” artists fought 

an inconsistency of the immediate world by searching for stability in higher truth. In the 

years before the avant-garde firmly established itself in Russia, the country was in 

desperate need of forging a new national identity: one that was capable of rallying people 

together, but moreover, one that was independent of the tsarist hierarchy.  
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SUPREMATISM 

 

During the pre-Revolution period of disorder, Kasimir Malevich founded a 

movement he termed Suprematism. In many ways, Malevich reaffirms what has already 

been established at a more national level. In his formative years as an artist, Western 

European art impacted Malevich’s work immensely. The paintings he created while 

training at Kiev’s School of Art, as well as those made after he left the institution by 

1900, suggest a familiarity with the movements from the west. Furthermore, these early 

pieces suggest a preoccupation with class divisions and the bourgeoisie. In Flower Girl 

(Fig. 2), completed just three years after his departure from the School of Art, Malevich’s 

loose brushwork, subject matter, and soft color palette are aligned with the values of 

Impressionist painters. 

The focus of his painting is a 

woman, holding a basket of flowers 

from the crook of her arm. Her attire 

is quite plain compared to the 

lavishly dressed women 

congregating in the background, 

suggesting that this woman is of a 

lower social standing. In spite of this contrast, the woman confronts the viewer directly as 

she holds up a bouquet of flowers – presumably to sell. Interestingly, the bourgeois 

women in the background are executed in the looser style of the Impressionist and post-

Impressionist painters; the woman with flowers, on the other hand, is formed with tight 

brushstrokes. The comparison in execution suggests that the bourgeois women are mere 

Fig. 2 Kasimir Malevich, Flower Girl, 1903
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sketches of people, whereas the flower girl has substance and dignity. Similarly, On the 

Boulevard (Fig. 3) portrays two bourgeois women in the same Impressionistic manner: 

they wear luxurious Victorian dresses, but in composing their faces with dabs of paint, 

Malevich refuses them individual detail. 

Formally, they are no different than the 

buildings, grass, and trees that comprise their 

surroundings.   

Malevich’s artwork took a different 

direction after his arrival in Moscow, either in 

1904 in 1905 .Whereas Flower Girl suggests 

Malevich’s preoccupation with lower-class 

urbanites, he became increasingly interested in 

representing the rural peasant class. Although the sources I have consulted are in 

disagreement over Malevich’s political sympathies, he was certainly present for the 1905 

Revolutions in Moscow. In Russian Experiment in Art: 1863-1922, Camilla Gray asserts 

that Malevich took an immediate interest in the Revolution by distributing illegal 

literature.10 Conversely, Brandon Taylor states in Art and Literature Under the 

Bolsheviks that “[Malevich] had no interest in and little sympathy for the revolutionary 

events of 1905.”11 Taylor further asserts that any interest Malevich had in the peasant 

class was merely a reflection of his involvement with Russian Primitivism. The 

Primitivist concern for the peasant, according to Taylor, is not political but instead 

                                                           
10 Douglas, 267.  
11 Taylor, 10. 

Fig. 3 Kasimir Malevich, On the Boulevard, 1903 
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concerns the so-called “spirituality” of the peasant.12 While Malevich may have not been 

overtly vocal about a political agenda, his early work does suggest an awareness of class 

divisions, which certainly played a part in the Revolutions.  

Malevich’s first forays into the avant-garde were prompted by his 1910 

involvement with a group of artists led by Larionov and Goncharova.13 Following this 

involvement, Malevich borrowed themes of Neo-Primitivism and Cubo-Futurism to 

complete works such as Woman with Buckets and a Child in 1910 and The Woodcutter 

(Fig. 4) from 1911. While both works concern themselves with the peasant class, this 

may have been – as previously noted by Taylor – not a political maneuver to elevate 

awareness of the peasants’ situation, but a need to fulfill the national concern for a 

distinctly Russian identity (which Primitivists seemed to associate with peasants) separate 

from the tsars.  

The Woodcutter was Malevich’s first 

mature Cubo-Futurist piece, drawing heavily 

from Léger’s experiments with rounded 

forms. The focal point is a bearded man in 

simple clothing, clutching an axe in both 

hands; he chops the logs of wood 

surrounding him. Whereas the intent of 

Malevich’s technique in Flower Girl was to 

emphasize the difference between a 

working-class figure and its surroundings, 

                                                           
12 Ibid., 10. 
13 Gray, 145.  

Fig.4 Kasimir Malevich, The Woodcutter, 1911 
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The Woodcutter suggests the opposite. Malevich proposes that the woodcutter is, in fact, 

unified with his surroundings by the three-dimensional cylindrical forms used to compose 

all objects in the artwork. The forms share a similar color palette – yellow, black, white, 

and orange – and consist of rounded geometric shapes: pentagons, circles, triangles, and 

so on. The man is identified through the land he labors on, 

reinforcing the Primitivist ideology of the peasant’s 

spiritual connection to Russia. 

It is also of importance that Picasso and Braque 

influenced Malevich at this time, particularly with the 

production of Synthetic-Cubist work. Just as The 

Woodcutter was influenced by Léger, Malevich’s Cow 

and Violin (Fig. 5) from 1913 is extremely reminiscent of 

Picasso’s work. Malevich plays with the Western 

European “-isms,” appropriating certain qualities and 

experimenting with their forms in his own right.     

 Malevich’s attempts at both Cubo-Futurism and 

Synthetic-Cubism emphasize an early preoccupation with geometric forms, which would 

form the basis of his Suprematist movement.  

 In 1913, the same year of Cow and Violin’s creation, Malevich alleges that he 

originated Suprematism during his time as a designer for Aleksei Kruchenikh’s Futurist 

opera, Victory over the Sun (Pobeda nad Solnstem). Although the twelve costume designs 

and backcloths constructed for the opera were “witty Cubist-Futurist concepts,” they 

Fig. 5 K. Malevich, Cow and Violin, 1913 
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were – for the most part – nothing particularly innovative.14 However, one of the 

backcloths created by Malevich was an abstracted representation of a square, divided into 

black and white triangles; it is to this square that Malevich ascribes the foundation of 

Suprematism.  

While Malevich published multiple essays on Suprematism after unveiling it to 

the public in 1915, it wasn’t until nearly ten years after its culmination that Suprematist 

ideals were clearly defined retrospectively in his 1927 publication, The Non-Objective 

World: The Manifesto of Suprematism.15 However, one must consider Malevich’s own 

subjectivity when reading these manifestos as there are, not surprisingly, discrepancies 

between his early and later writings; these differences must be accounted for when 

attempting to analyze Suprematism as a cohesive movement. Malevich’s early 

Suprematist writings reveal more of the original thought processes behind Suprematism 

because of the attention he pays to articulating both structure and form. The emphasis on 

the emotion and mysticism of Suprematism, on the other hand, “did not really make [an] 

appearance until the 1920s as a reaction to the super-materialism of the constructivists.”16 

While Malevich’s 1927 Manifesto was quite obviously written nearly ten years after 

Suprematism had ended, it is most interesting for my purposes because of post-

Revolution undertones that were likely absent in his initial writings.  

                                                           
14 Nash, 195. 
15 This was published in Germany under the title Die Gegenstandlose Welt during Malevich’s time at the 
Bauhaus. It was written in Russian and translated into German. 
16 Douglas, 267. 
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In his Manifesto, Malevich asserts that the visual phenomena of the objective 

world are meaningless, and that the “true value of a work of art resides solely in the 

feeling expressed.”17 Malevich writes: 

But a blissful sense of liberating nonobjectivity drew me forth into the ‘desert,’ 
where nothing is real except feeling … and so feeling became the substance of my 
life … I realized that the “thing” and the “concept” were substituted for feeling 
and understood the falsity of the world of will and idea. Is a milk bottle, then, the 
symbol of milk? Suprematism is the rediscovery of pure art which, in the course 
of time, had become obscured by the accumulation of “things.”18 
 

Because – according to Malevich – importance is attached only to feeling, and feeling is 

the true purpose of art, “pure” art must allow feeling to be perceived to its fullest extent. 

Only non-objective representation is able to reach the fullest expression of pure feeling. 

“Things” and “concepts” are problematic because they obscure feeling with imitations of 

reality, which Malevich finds inherently distrustful: 

Nothing in the objective world is as “secure and unshakeable” as it appears to our 
conscious minds. We should accept nothing as predetermined – as constituted for 
eternity. Every “firmly established,” familiar thing can be shifted about and 
brought under a new and, primarily, unfamiliar order.19 

 
Although Malevich does not directly address his contemporary political context, it would 

be reductive to entirely ignore its impact in light of such statements. Malevich undeniably 

developed Suprematism during a time period wrought with violent calls for the overhaul 

of the traditional structure. His desire to overcome instability through non-objectivity 

suggests a need for art to articulate something infinite and universal, something that art 

prior to Suprematism was unable to fulfill due to its dependency on representation of the 

physical world – which is inherently volatile for Malevich.  

                                                           
17 Chip, 341. 
18 Ibid., 342. 
19 Ibid., 344. 
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I would also like to return to a point previously noted regarding Malevich’s 

attitudes towards Constructivism. Because Malevich wrote the Manifesto in 1927, 

Constructivism was the dominant avant-garde art form of the period. The mystic 

dimensions of Malevich’s theory might also be driven by a need to separate himself from 

the Constructivists and criticize their ideology. Malevich believed that reason and logic 

were products of evolution that developed to preserve the human species. Reason is 

therefore utilitarian, and only represents part of man’s potential. Art, on the other hand, 

needs to make use of the whole psyche and its capacity for true creation.20 In his 

Manifesto, Malevich indirectly attacks the basis of Constructivism for of its emphasis on 

utility. 

 

 

All of the principles expressed by Malevich in the Manifesto were fully realized 

in his Black Square (Fig. 6) piece. The date most frequently attributed to the painting is 

                                                           
20 Douglas, 270 

Fig. 6 K. Malevich, Black Square, 1913-15 
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1915 –the same year it was first exhibited – although it has also been suggested that 

Malevich completed it as early as 1913.21 Its title is indeed an accurate description of the 

painting: a large black square, centered on the canvas, is framed by a white border. Black 

Square was publicly revealed at the “0.10” exhibition in December of 1915, alongside 

thirty-four other non-objective pieces. By reducing the painting to the 

nonrepresentational aspects of “pure form and color” (the white field and the black 

square), Malevich attempted to invoke ‘pure’ feeling in the spectator.22 Not surprisingly, 

the painting had a profound impact on Malevich: it affected him to the point that he was 

unable to sleep, eat, or drink for the week after its completion. He repainted Black Square 

a total of three times, and additionally copied the image into his lithographed books, 

attached it to his signature, and used it on the pins his students wore on their lapels.23 

Malevich continued to work out his theories on Suprematism by completing paintings 

similar in style to Black Square. His Black Circle 

from 1915, for example, depicts a white field 

occupied by a black circle. By 1916, Malevich’s 

work began to grow in complexity with the 

introduction of more shapes and colors, as well as 

more complicated geometric arrangements.  

His 1918 White on White (Fig. 7) took 

Black Square’s thought trajectory to a logical 

                                                           
21 Gray, 161. The discrepancies in dates might be explained in part by Douglas’ comment in Suprematism: 
The Sensible Dimension. Douglas makes note of Malevich’s preoccupation with secrecy – “so that he might 
display his discovery [Suprematism] with appropriate dramatic impact” – before the movement’s unveiling 
in 1915. 
22 Jager, 5. 
23 Jakovljevic, 19. 

Fig. 7 K. Malevich, White on White, 1918 
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conclusion. White on White, a white square painted on a white canvas, removes “mimetic 

or even abstract forms” and radically “[restructures] … the painting’s content” by 

abolishing form altogether.24 White on White questions the idea of a white canvas as a 

neutral background, or the grounding space for geometric forms, and destroys all 

figurative aspects of painting such as back- and foreground. Malevich is thus able to 

create a void in which “all residue of illusion has been removed,” leaving behind a field 

for pure feeling; white comes to stand for Suprematist nonobjectivity itself.25  

 The unveiling of Suprematism at the “0.10” exhibition in 1915 was instrumental 

in the context of Russian art. The exhibition firmly established the avant-garde’s presence 

in Russia, as it also showed the work of another key avant-garde artist, Vladimir  

Tatlin. Despite Malevich’s enthusiasm for Suprematism, he acknowledges in his 

Manifesto that the reception of his ideology was not necessarily well-received: “the 

general public saw in the nonobjectivity the demise of art, and failed to grasp the evident 

fact that feeling here had assumed external form.”26 Tatlin himself was strongly opposed 

to the theories posited by Malevich.   

Like Malevich, Tatlin began exhibiting artwork in Larionov’s circle after moving 

to Moscow in 1910.  Also like Malevich, Tatlin was initially influenced by Larionov and 

Goncharova. However, he “quarreled with them and traveled west” by 1913, at which 

point he visited Paris and saw the synthetic-cubist work of Picasso.27 Shortly thereafter, 

Tatlin returned to Moscow and began work on his non-representational “constructions.”  

Tatlin and Malevich exhibited together at two separate shows in 1915. The first, held in 
                                                           
24 Ibid., 20. 
25 Ibid., 21. Malevich refers to this as “monochrome-white Suprematism.”  
26 Chip, 343. 
27 Nash, 196. Picasso must have had an extraordinary influence on Tatlin. Tatlin vied for a position as 
Picasso’s apprentice in Paris; only after he was rejected did he return to Moscow.   
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February, was “The Futurist Exhibition: Tramway V.” The second was the “0.10,” or 

“The Last Futurist Painting Exhibition,” held in December of the same year with the 

same group of artists.  

The “0.10” exhibition proved disruptive for the burgeoning avant-garde 

community because of the growing rivalry between Malevich and Tatlin. Tatlin objected 

profusely to Suprematism, declaring Malevich’s paintings “amateur” and “impossible to 

include in an exhibition of professional painters.”28 Yet Malevich was already a well-

respected member of the Russian avant-garde; holding the exhibition without him was 

impossible, and Malevich refused to show anything other than his Suprematist works. 

Tensions between the two artists continued to rise, culminating in an actual fight just 

before the exhibit opened. A compromise was eventually reached: each artist’s work was 

to be hung in separate rooms. Tatlin, in a final display of aggravation, hung a notice on 

the door of his room stating: “Exhibition of Professional Painters.” 

 The “0.10” exhibit itself consisted of various styles, including Cubism and 

Futurism. Tatlin exhibited a total of twelve pieces, including his Counter-Reliefs; these 

art objects used specific materials to generate forms. The Counter-Reliefs were “intended 

to replace the old symbol of Russian faith with one dedicated to respect for modern and 

industrial materials,” an idea that will become of utmost importance for the 

Constructivists operating under the Soviet government.29 However, focal point of the 

exhibition was clearly the group of thirty-six Suprematist compositions shown by 

Malevich. Malevich additionally issued a manifesto alongside the paintings. It vaguely 

echoes his later 1927 manifesto, although his tone is far more aggressive and direct here: 

                                                           
28 Gray, 206. 
29 Stokstad, 823. 
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… To reproduce the hallowed objects and parts of nature is to revivify a 
shackled thief. 

  Only stupid and uncreative artists protect their art with sincerity. 
In art truth is needed, not sincerity …30 
 

The “0.10” exhibition prompted Malevich to hold a lecture in Petrograd’s Tenisheva 

School of Decorative Arts titled, “On the movements reflected in the exhibition ‘0.10’ 

and on Cubism and Futurism.” Although the public was not taken by his Suprematist 

paintings, Malevich quickly found a following amongst other artists of the avant-garde. 

Within a year of the “0.10,” according to both Gray and Taylor, Suprematism had 

arrived fully in Moscow. Nikolai Punin noted that by 1918, “Suprematism has blossomed 

throughout Moscow. Signs, exhibitions, cafés, everything is Suprematist. One may with 

assurance say that Suprematism has arrived.”31 What, if anything, had prompted the 

change in public opinion of Suprematism is left unclear by these scholars. However, it is 

ironic to note that if Suprematism was as popular as Punin alleges in 1918, it only took a 

year for Malevich to declare it dead with his 1919 solo exhibition, “From Impressionism 

to Suprematism.” 

 I would like to stress the importance of acknowledging that Suprematism and its 

surrounding activities occurred within the framework of a larger political context. The 

dates of Suprematism – 1915 to 1919 – closely mirror Russia’s involvement with World 

War I between 1914 and 1917. Perhaps the avant-garde took hold in Russia during these 

years because of the distance it provided artists from the Imperial Academy, which still 

dictated artistic standards. The Imperial Academy was closely affiliated with the tsarist 

regime, which proved problematic because the tsar was becoming increasingly powerless 

and irrelevant.   
                                                           
30 Gray, 208. 
31 Gray, 209. 
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 The political situation in Russia was growing steadily worse well before its 

disastrous involvement with the War. The tsar, already unpopular, continued to damage 

his public opinion by mismanaging the war effort and supplying the army with 

“incompetent and aimless direction.”32 As a consequence, the Russians suffered greatly at 

the hands of the Germans. Fifteen million Russian men had been called into combat, and 

by 1917 nearly half were either killed or wounded. After decades of grievances, the 

country’s population was finally pushed to a massive revolt. 

The war had four primary effects on the Russian population.33 First, the Tsarist 

regime refused to acknowledge the growing calls for reform. The ambivalent attitudes of 

the Imperial Court weakened Russian society, and citizens became increasingly interested 

in radical change. Second, pre-existing resentment was intensified with the suffering of 

so many Russian citizens. Third, the war prompted a partial collapse of the Russian 

economy: income declined, and food shortages were common. Fourth, Nicholas II and 

the Tsarist system were discredited. Many Russians believed that Nicholas himself was to 

blame for their suffering. These events prompted a string of revolutionary actions in 

1917.  Demonstrations in February over bread shortages resulted in Nicholas’ abdication 

of the throne; the Provisional government established thereafter was forced to share 

power with a grassroots organization known as the Soviet. After the February Revolution, 

tsarist officials were removed in favor of Soviet committees that kept a close watch on 

the Provisional government.  

Lenin continued a steady rise to prominence during this time period as well. He 

wrote Imperialism: the Highest Stage of Capitalism while exiled in Europe, suggesting 
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33 See Thompson: “Revolution, Reform, and War, 1904-1917.”  
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that World War I was the “result of struggles among the capitalists.”34 When he returned 

to Petrograd in April of 1917, he and his Bolshevik party advocated war not only against 

the Imperial Court, but against capitalism in general.  The Bolsheviks’ primary 

opposition lay with another faction of the Social Democratic Workers’ Party, known as 

the Mensheviks. The Mensheviks were more liberal than their counterparts; they clung to 

orthodox Marxism, believing that Russia must pass through a capitalist phase to achieve a 

utopian state of socialism. Lenin opposed Menshevik support of the Provisional 

government from the start. When he released his April Theses, he greatly attacked the 

Mensheviks; he called on his fellow citizens to revolt against the Provisional government, 

to transfer all power to the Soviet, and to end the war immediately. His opinions were 

allegedly too radical at this point for even the Bolsheviks: many politicians wrote off the 

April Theses as “extremist nonsense.”35  Yet by September of 1917, Lenin’s tenacity paid 

off. The Bolsheviks developed a slogan, “Peace, Land, and Bread,” which won over huge 

portions of the peasant and working classes.36 The Bolsheviks took over Petrograd by 

November and established a Soviet government, called the Council of People’s 

Commissars, which was composed almost entirely of Bolsheviks. Within months, Lenin 

and the Bolsheviks were controlling all aspects of political life. Thompson summarizes 

the impact of these events well: 

The October Revolution meant that in a few days, or weeks at most, power 
in the largest country in Europe had been transferred into the hands of a radical 
socialist minority bent on entirely restructuring Russian society and on carrying 
their “proletarian revolution” to the advanced countries of the West and 
eventually to the whole world … The Bolsheviks were able to build upon deep 

                                                           
34 Thompson, 197. 
35 Thompson, 198. 
36 In fact, the peasant class was more closely aligned with the values of the Socialist Revolutionary Party; 
however, when they voted SRs into Lenin’s Constituent Assembly instead of Bolsheviks, Lenin dissolved 
the Assembly to ensure a one-party dictatorship. 
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popular feelings – resentment of the injustice and oppression associated with old 
privileged Russia, fear of counterrevolution, revulsion against the war and the 
sacrifices it entailed, and dreams of a better, securer, more just future – to come to 
power and have the chance to construct a new order.37 

 

Not all Russian citizens, however, were content with Bolshevik rule. A Civil War erupted 

by October of 1917, principally between the Bolsheviks (the Reds) – who had assumed 

power – and the Mensheviks (the Whites) – who wanted to regain power. The Bolsheviks 

implemented a secret police system, the Cheka, and resorted to terror for survival. Artists 

sympathetic to the Bolsheviks began creating propaganda art in the name of 

Constructivism, urging for a Red takeover, and the Soviet government established itself 

in Russia by 1921. The remainder of this essay will concentrate on the relationship 

between Constructivist artists and the communist government. 
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CONSTRUCTIVISM 

 

The Bolsheviks, in attempting to establish permanency in Russia, swiftly realized 

that overhauling the country’s structural systems depended on replacing ideas of the old 

regime. For Lenin, the most efficient way to begin restructuring of Russia was through 

education. All aspects of education, including the Imperial Academy, needed reforming 

to educate and train its new citizens. Likewise, a new art was needed to encompass 

“broadly-based, participative, exhortative tasks,” such as speeches, parades, and 

propagandistic events, to establish itself firmly in the “minds … and hearts of the 

working class.”38  

In November 1917, the Bolsheviks established a People’s Commissariat of 

Enlightenment (Narodnyi komissariat prosveshcheniya) or Narkompros, which took 

administrative control of both education and the arts. Anatoly Lunacharsky was 

appointed head of the Narkompros; he was both a cultured patron of the arts, and a firm 

believer in the Soviet regime. It was under his control that the considered “left wing” 

thrived, such as the avant-garde. By 1918, Lunacharsky established a Department of Fine 

Arts (IZO), and the appointments he made to this organization were predominantly avant-

garde artists. However, many of the Bolsheviks – including Lunacharsky himself – were 

not necessarily supportive, or sympathetic, of this new kind of art.  

The avant-garde seems to have been a point of controversy amongst the 

Bolsheviks from its conception. The “new art” centered on an elite community of artists 

who contributed to discussions, exhibitions, and magazines, demanding active 

participation from its followers. The Bolsheviks, who were largely underground and 
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nomadic in their formative years, were unwilling to yield the commitment required by the 

avant-garde; furthermore, they perceived the avant-garde as suspiciously bourgeois. The 

Bolshevik party’s attitude towards art may have been influenced considerably by Lenin’s 

own opinion of the arts, as he had no real affinity for cultural matters. Lenin especially 

disapproved of modern art, having seen many of the Western European ‘–isms’ while in 

exile, even going so far as to state: “I do not understand them and they give me no 

pleasure.”39 Leon Trotsky, on the other hand, took a far greater interest in the arts. His 

background was considerably more cosmopolitan than Lenin’s: he was well versed in 

literature, including the works of Nietzsche and Ibsen, and he enjoyed both the theatre 

and the opera. Thus, Trotsky seems to have been more sympathetic to the avant-garde 

than Lenin. 

The Narkompros had a difficult time establishing itself among artistic groups, 

who were hesitant to accept Bolshevik rule. The Union of Art Workers (Soyuz deyatllei 

iskusstv) demanded that the Narkompros grant them the independence necessary to carry 

out their own reforms independently of state intervention.40 The hesitation in the art 

community to accept Bolshevik rule put Lunacharsky and his Narkompros in a delicate 

situation. On one hand, they needed to cultivate the arts for the purposes of propaganda; 

on the other, the only energetic followers of their movement in the art community were 

the somewhat controversial left-wing artists. Lunacharsky consequentially allowed the 

avant-garde to foster because he recognized the power its artists offered as “useful 

allies.”41  

                                                           
39 Taylor, 17.  
40 Ibid., 32. 
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The chasm between the proletariats and the avant-garde is discernable almost 

immediately from the conception of the Narkompros. Lunacharsky appointed Chagall 

head of the Vitebsk School of Art in 1918, and the work produced at the School sparked 

controversy amongst local citizens.  For the Revolution’s first anniversary, Chagall called 

upon artists to decorate the town; they produced banners and lined the streets with red 

bunting. Local papers were not receptive to these decorative measures. They criticized 

Chagall and the School for wasting valuable materials, wondering “how many pairs of 

underwear could be made from the fifteen thousand meters of cotton”42. Chagall 

expressed frustration with this outlook, stating that citizens – including Party officials – 

kept asking questions about his art: “Why is the cow green and why is the horse flying in 

the sky? Why? What has that to do with Marx and Lenin?”43 The divide created between 

Chagall and the Party officials seems to have been exploited by Malevich, whose 

teaching position at the Vitebsk School was actually acquired with Chagall’s help. 

Malevich was a firm believer in the Bolshevik cause by this point, and was by all 

accounts both powerful and stubborn. During Chagall’s temporary absence to Moscow, 

Malevich began to attack Chagall’s methodology for being outdated. He declared himself 

to be the “guardian of the ‘new art’ and future,” and replaced Chagall as Director shortly 

thereafter.44  He had the School renamed the College of the New Art, or the Unovis.  

The divide between the artists and the proletariat in some ways mimics Lenin’s 

initial conception of the Revolution. As previously mentioned, Lenin believed that the 

Revolution needed to occur within an “elite” group of “professionals.” Similarly, the 

avant-garde was conceived to be an “elite” group of artists. While Lenin’s 
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“professionals” were disconnected from the working and peasant classes, so too were the 

avant-garde artists seemingly disconnected from the proletariat population they were 

attempting to reach. Furthermore, both groups dealt with the concept of the individual 

within the collective. The goal of Lenin’s revolution was communism, which by very 

definition overhauls society into a collective group free of class structures; Lenin’s 

leadership immediately suggests a hierarchy. Similarly, Malevich was in charge of 

promoting this culture of collectivity. Yet he, like Lenin, imposes a hierarchy by claiming 

to be the “guardian” of the future. In working to benefit the proletariat, these ‘elite’ 

groups seem to lose sight of the political ideology of communism.  

The Narkompros became involved with Proletkult (Proletarian Culture) 

organization, whose philosophy in part addressed the problems associated with 

Narkompros, Malevich, Chagall, and Lunacharsky. Upon its conception in 1917, 

Proletkult had one agenda: fostering the development of proletarian culture independently 

of the government. In consequence, divisions between the ideologies of Proletkult and the 

Narkompros became increasingly evident. Proletkult was not interested in the 

Narkompros’ policy of tolerance and liberalism, believing Lunacharsky and his 

organization to have bourgeois sympathies. Alexandr Bogdanov, Proletkult’s leader, 

began to place emphasis on the practicality of art and further asserted a parallel between 

“art and physical labor.”45 He was firmly opposed to any instance of cultural 

individualism, which included both artistic inspiration and the concept of the individual 

“I.” He believed that the new art would champion both “monism (the fusion of art and 

life) and collectivism,” paralleling Communism on an intimate level.46 Lenin became 
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increasingly distrustful of Proletkult. His intervention in 1920 led to recalling Proletkult’s 

autonomous status, placing them under the direct supervision of Narkompros and 

Lunacharsky. The intervention ultimately ensured that no organization would be able to 

exist independently of the government. 

The Constructivists ultimately took hold of leftist avant-garde art in rejection of 

Suprematist ideology. Suprematists firmly believed that creating practical art defeated 

art’s true nature, and that art should concentrate not on the practicality of design but on a 

concept of abstract creation, evidenced by Malevich’s Suprematist teapots and cups and 

his Arkhitektonics series. The Suprematist cup, for example, was not useful drinking 

vessel; it was an abstracted representation of what Malevich believed was the concept of 

a cup. His designs were not utilitarian, and were moreover useless to a population that 

was already wrought with suffering from economic hardships. The Constructivists, led by 

Tatlin and Rodchenko, adhered to an opposing viewpoint: art needed to be useful. Artists 

such as Tatlin became more interested in “production art” that would ostensibly prove 

beneficial to the proletariat. To serve the proletariat, Constructivists believed, the artist 

“become a technician … he must learn to use the tools and materials of modern 

production … the artist-engineer must build harmony in life itself, transforming work 

into art, and art into work.”47 Whereas Malevich made unusable tableware, Tatlin 

designed functional workers’ clothes, stoves, and furniture. Constructivists were also not 

concerned with the sentimental nostalgia for peasant life that earlier movements had dealt 

with, such as Suprematism and the Peredvizhniki and Mir Iskusstva groups. Instead, 

Constructivists looked fervently toward the machine as a source for life, championing the 

slogan: “Art into life!” 
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Constructivism became a coherent movement by 1921, the same year that Lenin 

developed his New Economic Policy (NEP). The NEP was Capitalist in nature, designed 

to stimulate economic growth: peasants could sell anything in the open market; industry 

was denationalized and reverted to private ownership; lastly, the labor market and retail 

trade were allowed to operate privately. The Proletkult took advantage of the NEP by 

“[making] contact with trade union organizations,” which led to the construction of 

workers’ clubs where everything – “from the tables and chairs to the slogans on the walls 

and the light-fittings” – was Constructivist.48 Furthermore, Constructivist artists were 

commissioned to create advertising campaigns for competitive commercial businesses. 

I would like to discuss the artwork produced by the Constructivist movement in 

relation to areas of production. I have categorized my discussion of Constructivist art into 

three main sections: public monuments, two-dimensional public art, and publications. 

 

*** 

 

PUBLIC MONUMENTS 

  

 Beginning around 1918, Lenin stressed the need for monumental propaganda 

devoted to the Soviet’s cause. The Soviet regime, as noted, was not widely accepted in 

Russia at this point and their survival was dependent in part upon constructing a new 

culture around their administration. Lenin issued the Plan for Monumental Propaganda, 

whose main objective was to destroy remnants of the Tsarist regime and replace them 

with monuments alluding to the victory of the Socialism. This was codified more 
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concretely in April with an official decree, whose title leaves little room for 

interpretation: “The Removal of Monuments Erected in Honor of the Tsars and their 

Servants and the Production of Projects for Monuments to the Russian Socialist 

Revolution.”49 

The Narkompros, in accordance with the decree, undertook the task of 

constructing monumental sculptures devoted to influential figures in Russian culture. 

Because of the limited availability of resources, the Narkompros initiated a series of 

public competitions to decide which sculptures should be erected. Submissions were 

constructed on a small scale using cheap materials, such as plaster or wood; the public 

then voted on the best sculptures, and the winners were erected in more permanent 

materials such as marble or bronze. Statues were typically unveiled on Sundays by Party 

leaders, accompanied by speeches and festivals that solidified a culture of Bolshevism in 

the public consciousness.  

 Monumental architecture also became an important consideration during this time 

period, and one of the most notable contributions to the movement was Tatlin’s 

Monument to the Third International (Fig. 8).  Tatlin headed the Moscow branch of the 

Narkompros and was intimately familiar with Lenin’s decrees for Monumental 

Propaganda. However, he was against the juried exhibitions used for sculpture and 

instead wanted to employ young and energetic Bolshevik artists to construct propaganda. 

He quit his position at the Narkompros in August, and by January of the following year 

began work on his monument to the Revolution. The scope of Tatlin’s monument was, to 

say the least, overly ambitious.  He intended it to be a dynamic structure that “would 

                                                           
49 This was published originally in Izvestiya and Pravda during April 1918. It was also known by a shorter 
title, ‘On the Monuments of the Republic.’ 
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correspond to all invented artistic forms at the present time … cubes, cylinders, spheres, 

cones, segments, spherical surfaces, pieces of these, etc.”50 Taylor offers a detailed 

account of the Monument: 

[It was meant to include] lecture halls, gymnasia and agitational rooms, but not 
libraries and museums, on account of [its] constant internal movement … The 
exclusion of cultural material from the past was symptomatic of the conception of 
the Tower. Other facilities would include a squad of motorcycles and cars for the 
distribution of agitational literature, a telephone exchange, a projector for 
throwing messages onto the clouds, a painting shop, and so on. The entire design 
would be based on the spiral and the diagonal, and the internal chambers would 
be glass structures, rotated on their axes.51 

 

The structure was to be twice as high as the Empire State Building, and each portion 

would rotate. The topmost section, an information center, was to turn once per day; the 

cone was to complete a revolution once per month; the cylinder was meant to turn once 

per year. The projector Taylor mentioned is also of particular interest. It had two 

functions: the first was to broadcast the 

latest news onto an open-air projector, 

and the second was to broadcast mottos 

into the sky.  

Small wooden replicas of the 

monument were shown to discussion 

panels in 1920, but the project was 

never fully realized. In attempting to 

become a symbol of the Utopian future 

that the Soviets hoped to build, Tatlin’s 
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Fig. 8 V. Tatlin, Monument to the Third International, 1919 



31 

Monument was ambitious and romantic to a fault. It strayed from Constructivism’s 

fundamental tenant of utilitarianism, and on a basic level, the materials required to build 

such a structure were simply unavailable. The excess of the Monument serves in many 

ways as a stark contrast to Tatlin’s other designs, such as those for clothing and furniture, 

where he stripped down objects to their basic form and increased their functionality by 

making them warmer, lighter weight, and so on. Naturally, the Monument was met with 

criticism from both El Lissitzky and Gabo, who failed to see it as an appropriate symbol 

for the Soviet state. Trotsky, too, dismissed the tower as “impractical and romantic.”52  

Referring back to the problem of individual artists operating within a collective 

communist ideology, Tatlin – like Malevich – seems to contradict many of the Bolshevik 

principles. In terms of production, he preferred to work independently of the 

Constructivists despite their similar artistic philosophies. Furthermore, his Monument 

contradicts both communist and Constructivist values because as a structure, it is entirely 

excessive and impractical. Like many of the public monuments and statues conceived of 

during this period, the Monument only existed on paper and in models. For these reasons, 

it is ironic the Monument has since become symbolic of the Constructivist movement as a 

whole.  

 

*** 
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TWO-DIMENSIONAL PUBLIC ART 

  

In addition to public monuments, street posters and wall paintings were another 

method used by the Soviets to propagate support of their governmental system. Closely 

linked to the development of these public arts was the concept of efficiency, which 

increasingly became a concern for Bolshevik leaders. Alexey Gastev, who headed 

organizations within businesses called Time Leagues, desired to increase what he 

perceived to be the efficiency of language by cleansing it of “lengthy and cumbersome 

expressions.”53 The Time League issued posters with brief, aggressive slogans and 

expressions aimed at the proletariat class: “Discover the mechanism of time and then 

reform!”; “Calculating time means a longer life!”; “Sharp Eye, Keen Ear, Alertness, 

Exact Reports!”; “Mighty Stroke, Calculated Pressure, Measured Rest”; “Unremitting 

Struggle, Mastery of the Body!”54  

 The Society of Young Artists (Obshchestvo molodykh khudozhikov, or 

OBMOKhU), created in 1919, also developed posters. They sought the “carrying out of 

what they called ‘production tasks’ … which meant agitational work in general and 

poster production.”55 They were commissioned to create posters for the Committee for 

the Eradication of Illiteracy and the Central Political Education Committee of 

Narkompros (Glavpolitprosvet), as well traveling theatre groups. At their first exhibition, 

the artists of the OBMOKhU demonstrated their “collectivist philosophy and their 

staunch opposition to individualism” by signing all artwork with the name 
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“OBMOKhU.”56 Like the 

philosophy of Bogdanov and his 

Proletkult, clear attempts were made 

in this group to destroy the romantic 

ideas of the artist and place 

authorship into a collective whole.  

 The Russian Telegraph 

Agency (ROSTA) – organized by 

the Bolsheviks after the 1917 

Revolution – developed propaganda 

posters in support of the Red Army 

(Fig. 9). Recalling the tradition of the Russian lubok, or woodblock print, these ROSTA 

windows were fashioned by painting images onto walls using cutout stencils. After these 

‘posters’ were applied around a city, the stencils were sent to other cities around the 

Soviet Union. Current events were a common subject, and they were narrated in 

“sequences of simple pictures that often portrayed the political forces of good and evil in 

metaphorical terms.”57 The pictures were crudely drawn, brightly colored, and 

maximized conflict. While textual narration accompanied each poster, they were not 

necessary to read in order to gain understanding of the images. In essence, they were 

quite similar to the modern-day comic book.  

Alexander Rodchenko, a leading Constructivist artist and member of the 

Narkompros, also heavily contributed to poster design. Rodchenko studied at the Kazan 
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Fig. 9 M. Cheremynch, ROSTA Window #81 (Quickly Repair 
Agriculture), 1920 
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School of Art between 1910 and 1914, and his work was shown in Tatlin’s 1916 

exhibition “The Store,” where he also met Malevich.58  Rodchenko came to identify 

briefly as a Suprematist, experimenting with geometric forms in compass-and-ruler 

drawings, before turning to Non-Objectivism, and finally, to Constructivism. By 1921 he 

was among the “most committed of those who sought to replace self-expression by 

‘production art’ (proizvodstvennoye iskusstvo).”59 His designs feature aggressive 

arrangements of shapes and lines intermixed with text. Like the ROSTA posters, 

Rodchenko was more interested in the clarity of a message than he was with illusionistic 

depictions of depth. His images are therefore simple, typically using only two or three 

colors. His preference for 

clarity and boldness proved 

useful for the advertisements 

he created in the early ‘20s. 

Even in these posters, 

Rodchenko’s inclination to 

portray “the event over the static representation” of an object is realized.60  

Rodchenko’s 1923 advertisement for light bulbs (Fig. 10) demonstrates his 

precision for stating a message through design. The rectangular poster is divided into 

three sections by color: a dark blue square in the middle is flanked by white squares on 

either side. The blue block underscores the importance of a white light bulb, which is 

                                                           
58 Interestingly, it was Rodchenko’s friendship with Tatlin that prevented Rodchenko from becoming 
involved with Suprematism for several years. Tatlin, as previously discussed, disliked both Suprematism 
and Malevich immensely; when Malevich took a liking to Rodchenko at ‘The Store,’ Tatlin advised 
Rodchenko against his friendship.  
59 Milner, 278. 
60 Margolin, 29. 

Fig. 10 A. Rodchenko, advertisement for light bulbs at GUM, 1923 
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centered in the poster and tilted at a diagonal angle. In the white squares, black and red 

text boldly declares: “Give sunshine at night! Where will you find it? Buy at GUM! 

Dazzling and cheap.”61 Sharp red lines parallel the overall shape of the poster, 

culminating in arrows pointing directly to the light bulb. The poster is conceptually 

important for Constructivist advertising. Rodchenko uses only four colors, red, white, 

blue, and black, for the entire poster. Only the object being sold, the light bulb, is 

portrayed. The metaphor of the light bulb as “sunshine at night” is emphasized visually in 

the contrast between the darnkess of the square and the whiteness of the bulb. The text is 

aggressive and brief, consisting of action verbs – “give,” “buy” – recalling the slogans 

issued by Gastev and his Time League. The direct approach to text is typical of 

Rodchenko’s advertisements. A 1923 poster advertising watches (Fig. 11), for example, 

states: “Man needs a watch. For watches only Mozer. Mozer only at GUM.”62  

Rodchenko establishes the need for watches as a 

given, which – like the light bulb advertisement – 

is reinforced visually by the image constructed for 

the poster: a geometrical human form with clocks 

in place of the head, hands, and torso. As if 

mirroring a logical proof, Rodchenko’s text 

simultaneously advertises both Mozer and GUM, 

leaving no room for doubt in the proletariat’s 

mind.  
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Fig. 11 A. Rodchenko, advertisement for 
Mozer watches, 1923 
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El Lissitzky was another notable Constructivist artist who worked primarily with 

two-dimensional design. Unlike Rodchenko, Lissitzky was directly influenced by 

Malevich’s teachings at the Unovis. Lissitzky’s career began initially in engineering, but 

in World War I he turned to architecture. By 1917, he had fallen into a group of Jewish 

graphic design artists, and began working on book illustrations. The influence that 

architecture, engineering, and Suprematism had on Lissitzky’s work can be understood in 

a series of paintings he created entitled Prouns, which focused on “interplay[s] of 

pictorial as well as structural qualities.”63 One of Lissitzky’s most notable contributions 

to the public art sphere was the creation of a street poster entitled Beat the Whites with 

the Red Wedge (Fig. 13). It called upon passersby defeat the Mensheviks and allow the 

Bolsheviks to retain their control over Russia. As with Rodchenko, Lissitzky uses  

 

 

geometric graphics to visually parallel his message. Lissitzky halves his picture at a 

diagonal angle by white and black sections – perhaps indicating the tension between the 
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Fig. 13 El Lissitzky, Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge, 1919-20 
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two rivaling political groups. A white circle in the black portion of the plane is penetrated 

by a red triangle; as red would have been widely regarded as a symbol for the Bolshevik 

party, the red triangle’s penetration suggests the hopeful victory for the Bolsheviks.  

 

*** 

 

PUBLICATIONS 

  

The Constructivists took interest in publications as a vehicle for reaching the 

widest possible audience of Russian citizens; this took the form of both book designs and 

literature. The spreading of information via books has a longstanding tradition of raising 

cultural awareness, which the Soviets were firmly aware of. The majority of the Russian 

population at this time, however, was vastly illiterate, and so the Soviets relied on “a 

standardized visual vocabulary” to disseminate their ideas to the proletariat.64 Both 

Lissitzky and Rodchenko were involved in book design, and their book covers are quite 

similar to the poster art they also created.  
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Rodchenko began to design book covers 

around 1921 and did so for about a decade. 

His books were “governed by the 

Constructivist program: to organize material, 

reflect content, produce a visual impact, and 

be economically and mechanically mass-

produced.”65 Like his advertisements of the 

same period, Rodchenko relies on bold text, 

lines, pictograms, and colors to draw a 

viewer’s attention. Symmetry is a further 

defining feature of his work, usually 

emphasized by a strong vertical or horizontal 

axis.  As with his advertisements, Rodchenko uses forms to develop a visual language 

that allows one to extrapolate meaning without understanding any accompanying text. A 

cover Rodchenko designed in 1924 for Sergei Tret’iakov’s book, Flight: Aviation Verse 

(Fig. 14), is a fine example. Bold red text is overlaid on a black icon of an airplane. A red 

triangle is formed below, matching the wingspan of the plane. The point of the triangle 

navigates the eye to the date and author below, which are written in black and red ink. 

The heavy emphasis on symmetry and geometric forms are again characteristic of 

Rodchenko’s art. Even without understanding the book’s title, one recognizes that 

aviation is its subject.  

                                                           
65 Ibid., 53. 

Fig. 14 A. Rodchenko, Fight: Aviation Verse, 1923



39 

Lissitzky’s graphic design is 

distinct from Rodchenko’s; the 

influence of Suprematism on 

Lissitzky is particularly noteworthy, 

as is his preoccupation with 

typography. In his 1919 cover 

design for Committee to Combat 

Unemployment (Fig. 15), the bold 

letters, symmetry, and pictograms of 

Rodchenko are absent. The cover 

design is confined to a square 

occupied by an a-symmetrical 

triangle that offsets Lissitzky’s use of negative space with a strong vertical axis. 

Geometric forms of various weights and depths fill the triangle’s point. Lissitzky 

contrasts his straight angles with a large red half-circle and a curvilinear, handwritten 

font. Unlike Rodchenko’s designs, the cover of Committee to Combat Unemployment 

does not explicitly refer to its content. However, its message is “ideologically precise. We 

are in the presence of a new world in construction, a world of spiritual renewal, with the 

vector of upward motion stretching beyond the curve of the globe.”66  

The combined influence of Malevich and the politics of Constructivism are also 

of particular interest for a children’s book Lissitzky conceived. It was published in 1922 

under the title, A Suprematist Tale of Two Squares (Fig. 16), and is heavily governed by 

a Suprematist aesthetic.  
                                                           
66 Rowell, 54. 

Fig. 15 El Lissitzky, Committee to Combat Unemployment, 1919
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The story is made up of ten pictures with minimal text, and the plot is roughly as follows: 

“… a red square and a black square … approach the planet Earth, on which rages a 

“black storm”; they hit the earth, everything falls apart, and out of this catastrophe 

emerges a new order: red is established over black.”67 Lissitzky’s sympathies with the 

Bolshevik party are made strikingly apparent in his Tale, using the geometry of 

Suprematism as a vehicle to incite and justify the communist revolution and Bolshevik 

victory during the Russian Civil War. The “black storm” represents the tsarist structure, 

which must be overthrown through the cooperation of the reds (the Bolsheviks) and the 

blacks (the Mensheviks). The disaster after the squares meet on earth is indicative of both 

                                                           
67 Jakovljevic, 25.  

Fig. 16 El Lissitzky, Suprematist Tale of Two Squares, 1922 
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the Revolution of 1917 and the war that followed. The result of the conflict, of course, is 

the establishment of the red (Soviet) government. 

Though functional, Lissitzky’s graphic designs are essentially utopian in their 

vision; Rodchenko’s are simply utilitarian. Lissitzky’s approach to design is ultimately 

indicative of his interpretation of the Soviet ideology:  

[Though Lissitzky was] intensely committed to the Soviet renewal of society, [he] 
did not adhere to a literally political, methodical, or utilitarian art. Although [he] 
believed in “functionalism” and mechanical production, [he] rejected the 
Constructivists’ programmatic rationalization of the creative process and 
defended the importance of creative intuition.68 
 

Again, tension is created in Constructivism between the role of the artist as an individual, 

and the communist desire for a proletarian “utility art.” Yet we have seen that even those 

Constructivist artists who welcomed the manufacturing of “utility art” are in many ways 

contradictory. Rodchenko’s book covers, despite any desire he may have had to create a 

purely functional design, are distinct from those produced by other Constructivists. When 

trying to destroy the concept of the “individual” in art, an arguably “individual” aesthetic 

still seems to arise. This individualization is continued even today, as historians and 

curators undertake monographic projects. 

 Both Rodchenko and Lissitzky were contributors to another seminal aspect of 

avant-garde publications, the “Left Front of the Arts” journal, or LEF. It was founded in 

1923 to defend the leftist art championed by Constructivists: that “easel painting was 

finished, that art must merge with work, and that creation must merge with production.”69 

The Constructivist poet Vladimir Mayakovsky articulated the seven goals of LEF as 

follows: 

                                                           
68 Roswell, 55. 
69 Taylor, 175. 
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(a) to find a communist direction for all forms of art, (b) to review the ideology 
and practice of so-called left art, rejecting its individualist distortions and 
developing its valuable, communist aspects, (c) to carry out vigorous agit-work 
within production art … (d) to bring in the most revolutionary movements in art 
and serve as an avant-garde for both Russian and world art, (e) to familiarize the 
Russian workers’ audience with the achievements of European art as represented 
not by its canonized and official figures, but by the young writers and artists who, 
while rejected by the European bourgeoisie, in themselves represent the 
beginnings of a new proletarian culture … (g) to give examples of literary and 
artistic works not in order to indulge aesthetic tastes, but to indicate devices for 
the creation of effective agit works, and (h) to fight against decadence, against 
aesthetic mysticism, self-satisfied formalism and uncommitted naturalism, for the 

affirmation of a partisan realism based on 
the use of the technical devices of all 
revolutionary schools of art.70 
 
In fact these “leftist” ideologies were 

increasingly unpopular amongst the next 

generation of communists, who preferred a 

return to realism.71 The criticisms of 

mysticism and decadence made by 

Mayakovsky seem to be indirect attacks on 

these new Constructivist artists, who 

supported the Constructivist ideology but 

did not produce leftist art.  LEF thus 

became an important publication to reaffirm 

the values of production art and assert the importance of the avant-garde for a communist 

audience. Rodchenko designed LEF’s first cover (Fig. 17) to convey the supremacy of 

leftist Constructivism. In the upper left, a plane labeled ‘LEF’ drops a sharp writing 

utensil toward the head of an ape on the lower right, who clutches an arrow in his hand. 

                                                           
70 Brik, 70. 
71 Realism would become state policy less than a decade later, under the term ‘Socialist Realism.’ 

Fig. 16 A. Rodchenko, cover of LEF magazine, 1923
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Rodchenko makes his point clear: those who oppose leftist Constructivism are outdated 

and primitive, and cannot survive in the presence of LEF’s modernity. Despite such 

enthusiastic and aggressive promotion, LEF did not appeal to a mass audience; by 1925, 

the journal “ceased publication through a lack of demand.”72 It was briefly reinstated in 

1927 as New LEF, but permanently closed down two years later. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
72 Taylor, 183. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

  Suprematism and Constructivism were, at their base levels, contradictory avant-

garde movements. Kasimir Malevich and his Suprematists arose during a period of 

political and social uncertainty: the Russian population, from peasants to disaffected 

bourgeoisie, challenged the dominating structure and tradition. By stripping objects from 

their artwork, Suprematists sought stability in the midst of national chaos; they did not 

trust the world that traditional art represented, and art was, above all else, a spiritual 

activity. Creating practical art defeated art’s true nature. The Constructivists became the 

dominant avant-garde ideology after the establishment of the Soviet regime. Led by 

Vladimir Tatlin and Alexandr Rodchenko, the Constructivists refuted Suprematism: art 

should be utilitarian, not spiritual. Under their ideology, Suprematism’s concept of “pure 

art” was no longer valid. The true goal of the artist, they felt, was to benefit the 

Proletariat.  

 As the Bolsheviks cemented their power in Russia and established the Soviet 

Union, party leaders sought to promote the arts in an attempt to restructure society. The 

Narkompros, an organization dedicated to fostering Soviet art and education, headed by 

Anatoly Lunacharsky, found itself in a precarious relationship with the avant-garde. 

While Constructivists pioneered multi-media propaganda directed at the proletariat to 

cultivate and strengthen support of the Soviet regime, the artwork they created was 

problematic. The avant-garde was not understood by its target audience, and both the 

Narkompros and Soviet leaders, such as Lenin, found it suspiciously bourgeois. 

Moreover, from the perspective of the Soviet government, the Russian avant-garde failed 
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to address the needs of a post-Revolution society by placing too much emphasis on 

nostalgia for a romantic, utopian, and unrealizable vision of the future.  

 In addition, Constructivism confronted the role of the artist as creator. The 

movement was built on the mentality that art should mimic modern, mechanistic 

production techniques, divorcing itself entirely from the romantic conception of the artist 

as an “individual.” Certain groups arose during this time period that went so far as to 

remove the artist’s name altogether from an artwork, choosing instead to sign pieces with 

a designated symbol or the name of an art collective. Yet no matter how dedicated 

Constructivist artists were to removing themselves as “creators,” the work produced was 

still individualized on stylistic levels. Moreover, the Constructivists still felt a need to 

assert an identity into the artwork. On a conceptual level, is signing one’s name any 

different than signing with a symbol? The artwork’s origin is still designated, and stylistic 

differences among artists still make it possible to identify an artwork’s creator.  

 The increasing divide between leftist artists and the Soviet government ultimately 

led to the downfall of the Russian avant-garde. Many Constructivists and Suprematists 

found that Western Europe and its cultural institutions – the Bauhaus in particular –were 

far more sympathetic to their ideologies than Russia; even LEF journal received with 

more acclaim in the West than in its homeland. In consequence, a number of avant-garde 

artists, including Malevich and Lissitzky, left Russia for the West.  

 When Joseph Stalin came to power following the death of Lenin, he quelled all 

avant-garde activity by promoting a return to naturalistic art that the general population 

could understand. Stalin issued a decree in 1932 entitled “On the Reconstruction of 

Literary and Art Organizations,” establishing Socialist Realism as the official art policy 
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of the Soviet Union. Echoing Lenin’s earlier distaste to the Western European “-isms,” 

Socialist Realism rejected all modern styles as decadent and bourgeois. By 1934, 

Socialist Realism had four rules: art must be understood by the proletariat; art must 

portray typical scenes of Soviet life; art must be realistic; and finally, art must support the 

Soviet Union. The Soviet aversion to the avant-garde is best characterized by a 1960 

definition of Constructivism published in the Small Soviet Encyclopedia: 

… a formalistic tendency in bourgeois art, which developed after the First World 
War 1914-18. Anti-humanistic by nature, hostile to realism, Constructivism 
appeared as the expression of the deepest decline of bourgeois culture in the 
period of the general crisis of capitalism.73  

 
In trying to destroy representation, avant-garde artists believed they were destroying the 

‘old’ society; yet because their art was not easily understood, the Soviet Union 

interpreted the avant-garde as bourgeois nonsense.  

 As a final point, I would like to draw attention to the contemporary reputation of 

the avant-garde in the West. The avant-garde has firmly cemented its importance in 

Western academic settings: art history survey textbooks articulate avant-garde efforts, 

and exhibitions at prominent cultural institutions, such as Museum of Modern Art-New 

York, have held recent exhibits dedicated to Constructivism. The avant-garde, while 

trying to ‘free’ itself of Western bourgeois representation, has been matriculated into 

bourgeois Western institutions. Conversely, Socialist Realism is typically mentioned as 

an ‘after-thought’ of the avant-garde; it has not received similar contemporary acclaim. 

Although the Russian avant-garde eschewed support of the Soviet state, this art is perhaps 

less threatening to the values of our capitalist society: it is not grounded in concrete 

                                                           
73 Nash, 199. 
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representational support of communism, and it was, perhaps more importantly, dismissed 

by the Soviet Union. 
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