" Moscow Times

INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

30 YEARS

Avant-Garde Exhibit Builds a Bridge

The Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts welcomes back Georgian art

By Andrei Muchnik and Alyssa Young

January 20, 2017

“Prince with a Wine Horn” by Niko Pirosmani THE PUSHKIN STATE MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS

Toward the end of 2016, the Pushkin Museum of FineBArts opened a major exhibit
celebrating Georgian avant-gardeBart from 1900 to the 1930s. This is the first large
scaleBexhibition of Georgian avant-garde artists in Russia.

Curators painstakingly collected works from multiple museumsBEand private Georgian and
Russian collections to make thisBexhibit a reality. They assembled over 200 works by such
artistsBas Niko Pirosmanashvili (Pirosmani) (1863-1918), Vladimir (Lado)BGudiashvili
(1896-1980), David Kakabadze (1889-1952) and manyEothers.

Marina Loshak, the museum’s director and one of the peopleBbehind the exhibition’s
original concept, said in an interview toBThe Moscow Times that “there had always been
great interest inBGeorgian avant-garde art, but the opportunity to organize such aBmassive
exhibition only just opened up.”
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Walking through a sequence of the most influential paintersBfrom this unique school of
Georgian art is a powerful experience.BKakabdze’s mesmerizing abstract compositions,
Zygmunt Waliszewski’sBdepictions of scenes in France and Germany, and Kirilll8Zdanevich’s
“Orchestral Self-Portrait” make some of the mostBlasting impressions from the exhibit.

The most fascinating angle of the exhibit is how it capturesBthe Georgian artistic and cultural
exchange with Russia and Europe.BAt the time, the avant-garde movement influenced
notBjust Georgian art, but also literature, music and theatre. Tbilisi,Bor ‘“Little Paris,” was at
the center of Georgian artistic activity.BCurators have taken great care to show viewers how
historicalBand cultural ties between Russia and Georgia were inextricablyBlinked to the
discourse of the Georgian avant-garde movement.

“Georgian and Russian culture have always been close,” saidBLoshak. “At the turn of the
20th century, Georgia was a kind ofBparadise for Russian artists, poets, and writers — a
space whereBthere was somehow more freedom. In the first third of the 20thBcentury,
Russians and Georgians studied alongside each otherRin Paris. It was a veritable ‘hotpot’ of
cultural relations and traditions,” Bshe added.

The Georgian avant-garde exhibition echoes another one, “Iliazd.BIlia Zdanevich’s 20th
Century,” held at the Pushkin MuseummBIlast year. Ilia Zdanevich was a poet, a designer, an
anthropologist,Band a publisher. While in Tbilisi, Zdanevich and his artist brotherBKirill,
first discovered Pirosmani. Niko Pirosmanashvili was aBself-taught painter who worked at a
variety of menial jobs, fromBdairy farmer to railroad conductor. His primitive paintings
wereBrather popular among locals, and that’s how Zdanevich’s brothersBfound out about
him.

Ilia Zdanevich wrote an article praising Pirosmani’s workBfor a Moscow newspaper in 1913.
That same year, Russian poetBMikhail Le Dantu purchased five of Pirosmani’s paintings
andBRdisplayed four of them at the avant-garde exhibit “Target” inBMoscow, Pirosmani’s
first show. You can view the contents of LeBDantu’s sketchbook from his visit to Tbilisi,
“Caucasian Album,”Bwhich was largely influenced by Pirosmani, on the third floor ofBthe
exhibit.

Some of Pirosmani’s best-known pieces, such as “Brother andBSister” or “Prince with a
Wine Horn,” are also on the third floorBof the exhibit. His paintings are noted for their
minimalism andBanimalism. Only about 200 of his works have survived until theBpresent
day. Pirosmani is now considered one of the major naiveBstyle painters of the 20th century
along with Henri Rousseau.B“Pirosmani has always been the hero of intellectuals, so
there’sBalways an interest in his works. We tried to gather as many of hisBworks as
possible,” said Loshak.

The second floor of the exposition hosts the works of Lado Gudiashvili, Alexander Bazhbeuk-
Melikov, Elene Akhvlediani and Kirill Zdanevich. Influenced by Pirosmani, Gudiashvili’s
brilliant use of blues and greens captures attention in paintings like “Green Woman.”
“Gudiashvili is one of the most popular artists among Georgian collectors. After his studies in
Paris, he became extremely productive, and there are many works on the market from that
period. But the paintings he did in Paris are much harder to find,” said Loshak. Gudiashvili
stayed in Georgia and lived a very long life, until 1980, although his relationship with the



Soviet authorities was rather tumultuous.

Additionally, there is a section of the exhibition that is dedicated to the Georgian avant-garde
theater of the time, where visitors can see theatrical costumes and sketches of stage sets. On
the ground floor of the exhibit you can see the abstract works of David Kakabadze, as well
some introductory videos on the Georgian avant-garde.

The exhibition displayed more Georgian avant-garde works from private collections than
from museums. “We couldn’t get works from Georgian museums as our countries don’t have
diplomatic relations,” commented Loshak. “Although every step towards each other tends to
humanize the dialogue. I believe that cultural bridges like this exhibition can really improve
the relationship between our countries. Our love and respect for each other haven’t changed,
and we miss each other,” added Loshak.
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