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Hans Christian Andersen Comes to
Moscow

Anatoly Zverev's unorthodox take on the Danish master's fairy tales
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Enter the Museum and step down into the sea, where Zverev's illustrations to Andersen's "The Little
Mermaid" are displayed in ship port holes. AZ Museum Press Service

What do aBtall, lanky, quiet and rather ascetic 19th century Danish writer of fairy talesBand a
short, pudgy, expansive 20th century Russian artist have in common? FindBout at the AZ
(Anatoly Zverev) Museum, where a show of Zverev’s illustrations toEfairy tales written by
Hans Christian Andersen has been extended for anotherBmonth.

An OddlCouple

At firstBglance, Andersen and Zverev do not seem to be a natural team of writer
andRillustrator. Hans Christian Andersen, born in 1805 and died in 1875, wrote aBfairy tales
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— both traditional stories he remembered from his childhood and hisBown creations. They
are not all cheery folk tales that end with happily everBafter. Some, like “The Emperor’s New
Clothes,” “The Little Mermaid,” or “TheB®Swineherd,” with their complex themes and sad
endings, do not seem like talesBfor children at all.

AnatolyBZverev was born more than a century later in 1931 in Moscow. After studying artRin
grade school and graduating from a vocational school, he began to paintBfences at Sokolniki
Park to help support his family. He was full of life and animated,Bthe emotional opposite of
Andersen. Celebrated abroad for his brilliantBgraphics and paintings, in the Soviet Union he
was an unofficial,Bnon-conformist painter who only had one sanctioned exhibition in
Moscow duringBhis lifetime. He died in 1986.

WhateverBtheir differences, the two men were alike in one way: both were
extraordinarilyBprolific. Andersen wrote over 200 fairy tales and stories, and dozens of
otherBworks. Zverev left thousands of sketches, drawings, portraits and paintings.

SeveralByears ago Natalya Volkova, the chief archivist of the museum, was working on
aBbook about Anatoly Zverev and decided to check the archive of Alexander Rumnev,Bthe
choreographer, ballet master, actor and performer who was one of Zverev’sBfriends and
patrons. Inside a box she found a file filled with Zverev’s illustrations.B“There was also a
letter Rumnev sent to Zverev, who had been living in aBvillage. He told him to come back to
Moscow and that he’d try to get him workBas an illustrator,” she said in an interview to The
Moscow Times. “This wasB1961, when there were editions of Hans Christian Andersen being
prepared. TwoBmonths later Zverev did the drawings.” They apparently were never even
offeredBto publishing companies, because, as Volkova noted, “They were not at
allBappropriate stylistically for that time period.”

Happily,Btimes have changed, and the five fairy tales by Andersen with
Zverev’sHillustrations were quickly published. But the curators of the museum wanted
toBpresent the illustrations in a different way. “We were so interested in howBtime changes
perception, how differently Zverev saw these fairy tales thanBother illustrators, both Russian
and foreign,” Polina Lobachevskaya, directorBof the AZ Museum told The Moscow Times.
“For one thing, other artists worked inEcolor, but his illustrations were in black and white.
We wanted to create aBspecial atmosphere in the museum to showcase their charm, with
film, animation,Bmusic and other means that would provide more information to the
viewers,” sheBsaid.

Zverev'si{/Andersen

And so theyBRdid. When you enter the small manor house off Tverskaya Ulitsa that is home
toRthe AZ Museum, you are plunged into a different world — quite literally on theBfirst
floor, where lighting creates the effect of being on the bottom of theBsea. Zverev’s drawings
of “The Little Mermaid” are in ship portholes set aroundBthe room. On the second and third
floors there are mechanical birds and wings,Bbird song and animated films, music and
installations. The illustrations to four fairy tales haveBbeen enlarged and properly lit to be
more easily seen, and are displayed nextBto excerpts of texts. Four of Zverev’s small and
fragile original drawings haveEbeen lent to the show by the Russian State Archive of
Literature and Art andBcan be seen in glass cubes on each floor.



Even if youBreread the fairy tales before your visit — “The Little Mermaid,”
“TheBNightingale,” “The Wild Swans” and “The Emperor’s New Clothes” — you might
findm®it a bit difficult to follow the stories through Zverev’s illustrations alone.
HisBsympathies and antipathies were those of a man living in the 20th centuryBSoviet
Union, a place where bureaucrats and citizens, including children,Bcurried favor with the
leaders through flattery, lies, and denunciations. Zverev is generally not kind to
Andersen’sBcourt chamberlains or public crowds. In “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” the
little®boy is usually the hero of the tale: the brave soul unafraid to speak the truthBto power.
But in Zverev’s illustration, the little boy is just a squiggle atBthe back of the crowd with his
hand raised in accusation. Zverev seems toBsympathize with the emperor, portraying him as
a jolly fellow enjoying hisBfantasy of magnificent clothing.

TollAndersen’s Homeland

Zverev’sHillustrations to Andersen’s tales are just some of the hundreds ofRillustrations
done for translations of the tales all over the world, and oneBsuspects that Danes are used to
the unexpected ways that artists in otherBcultures perceive and present their national tales.
But all the same, the AmbassadorBof Denmark in Russia, found the drawings and installation
“unique.” He told TheBMoscow Times that, “...the extraordinary drawings by Anatoly Zverev,
the modernBRussian interpretations of selected works of Andersen and the way it all
wasHput together by the AZ Museum made the exhibition truly remarkable and
special.”BAfter the show closes in Moscow at the beginning of April, it will travel
toBDenmark, where Andersen’s modern compatriots will see his tales anew.

The show has been extended until the beginning of April. See museum-az.com&for evening
events of lectures and music.
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