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Rodchenio
declaring himself too bored by the past to remember it.
Barr

mreetnr. On that occasion, he found
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recelved his early education at art school and in Moscow
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for artistic use, for later, in the 208, both pictures and

manilestus evince the peculiar swlcmotmpuuﬂ
mlm-huthe!lussiam symhnzenthullt! ﬂil ‘l ,.’“u

hthlmrhlhwhgm:rrlﬂ.lhm'. Rodchenko
met Tatlin, who invited him to participate in the exhibition
“The Btore.” He assisted in its preparation and showed
several non-objective works of his own. From their first
contact, Tatlin exerted great influence on Redchenko's
thought. But although In later years he avowed that Tatlin
had taughi him everything about art and life, it is clear
that Malevich was also a major influence. In essence, as
early as 1914 Rodchenko had adopted Malevich's simple

ic elements, for himsell, however,
the circlé and are, which were to remain forme
to Malevich. He also found useful Malevich's oblique

accents and dissolution of form and color areas, but
Rodchenko tended to compound these devices into solider,
structural images. the more complete of which approach
Tatlin's corner reliefs in their interplay of cylindrical and
planar forms clustered in space along a linear axis. The
synthesis successfully achieved a personal style that
distinguishes Rodchenko as one of the foremost painters
among the Russians.

In 1918, in response to Malevich's White on White, he
“declared BLACK ON BLACK in painting. ples of
both are In The Museum of Modern Art.) A number of
nihilistic quotations he used in conjunction with the
exhibition of these works (e, g.. M. Stirner: "As a basis
for my work 1 put nothing™) support a conjecture that the
questions -= of a soclal as well as of an artistlic nature --
raised by such refined and exclusive statements led
Rodchenko to investigate three-dimensional constructions,
and ultimately to a reconsideration of the role of the artist
in & revolutionary soclety and the abandonment of the
practice of "fine art. "

in 1019 Rodchenko began making three-dimensional
constructions in wood. The period of civil war following
the 1817 Revolution brought great deprivation and p scarcity
of materials of every kind, so that even the rough straps
he appropriated were probably In demand as kindling. The
first Constructions in are a radical departure from
the complexity, delicacy, and concern with color manifested
in his paintings. Conversely, they are rudimentary in
fabrication, asserting the [ importance of the
raw material and transforming it without embellishment.

They conslst of 2 few members arranged in sunple
geometric conflgurations; for emimple, une plece is based
on o ceptral I with two abutling Ls; another, on & cross
substructure with connecting diagonals, overiatd
equidistantly at the joints. Both are compossd of the
repetitive use of a3 measured section (probably not very
large -~ one might regard them a5 table-top scale) and are
ther&by variable in placement, invertable and reversiule.
Fir better known are the suspended Constructions in

of 1820, which were probably made of metal, for at
Rodehenko had taken charge of the metal workshop of the
newly formed art Institulion, Vkhutemas. They are
essentially spherical forms dissected concentrically from

a disc, and employ motion as a spatial element. In spirit,
the constructions bespeak Tatlin's injunctions to investigate
the natural proclivities of a material, its movement and
tension; in association with construction. They also evoke
the reigning fervor against aesthetic criteria and for a
“production art,” which exhorted artists to "think less
about beauty and create real things. "

Lenin asserted that the Revolution had freed artists from |
the yoke of producing marketable wares, allowing everyone I
who considered himself an artist to create freely, with the
Soviet State as supporter and purchaser. (He added |
portentously, though, that the process must be guided znd 7
the results formed according to plan!) In fact, under the ‘
benevolent authority of the Commissioner of Education, '
Lunacharsky, many of the artists held official positions in |
the art institutions. In 1918, Rodchenko was made Director 'l
of the Museum Buresv responsible for placement of works i
of art acquired under the ambitious purchading program of -
the government's Section of Fine Arts. Thereafter, he o

held several administrative and teaching posts. In their
commitment to the Revolution, the artists produced diverse
forme of art that could propagate the political dicta and
social aims of the Bolsheyiks. The theater and film were
natural instruments. Rodchénko worked on productions of
the Proletcult Theater (his first designs date from 1819) and
Iater did several sets for films. In architecture, oo, the
artists were often drawn to structures that could function
in the dissemination of propaganda: Lissitaky designed a
Lenin podium in 1920, Gabo a radio station in 1919-20, and
of course Tatlin's famous project for a Monument to the
Third International was to have housed the Communist
Party’'s organs of information and communication. In 1919,
Rodchenko made designs for kiosks that appropriated
typical Suprematist devices of color plapes but utilized
them as placards to carry slogans.

During these years, Rodchenko continued to paint and
participated in the major group exhibitions. In 1922, he
stopped painting forever. He considered himself the first
to discard It a3 an anachronistic activity, but his position
reflects the ferment of the time. Alexei Gan's manifesto,
written In 1920, declared that "The first siogan of
Constructivism is "Down with speculative activity in artistic
work! We declare unconditional war on art.'. . . The artist
must be a Marxist educated man who has once and lor all
outlived art and really advanced op industrizl material.

From then ou. Rodcheénke warked chiefly In photography,
furaiture, and hic design. He was the designer of
LEF -- the journal of the Left Front of the Arls, created
by the famous poel Mayakovsky -- [rom its Inception, and
subseguently of Novy LEF. Many of his photographs were
published in the latler periodical, and he often
incorporated them, (o, into the cover design (No.30).
in the first lssue, the critic Osip Brik wrote an essay on
him which began: "Rodchenko was an abstract artist. He
bas become a Constructivist and production artist. Naot
just in name, but in practice.” Rodchenkd was very close
to Mayakovsky and frequently collaborated with him on the
design of books and political posters. In 1823, he
illustrated Mayakovsky's famous love poem, About This,
with photomontages composed of informal photographs
used in conjunction with fragments of reproductions
(No. 24). The elaborate iconography of one page deals with
communications, and Rodchenko has wittily converted his
traditional device of axis and circle into 2 u.laphme shape.

many lactors affected Rodchenko's

and collaborated with, two of the leading proponen
commaaruume.mmmmmwm{mwm
to art as entertalnment): the writer Tretyakov and the
lilm-maker Dziga Vertov. The photographs predictably
demonstrate techniques that had their origins in
Rodchenko's painting. The diagonal remains esseatial and
is implemented through the shooting angle. The vantage
point is therefore rarely frontal, with the striking
exception of some of the portraits, in which, employing 2
straightforward, face-to-face approach, he accomplishes
haunting results, as in the early portraits of Mayakovsky
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-avant-garde, and his wife, Varvara

| declsions. Through his fields of artistic endeavor, he
lexemplifies tiie dedication of the Russian artists 1o the

lconsclonsness,” for the benelit of 2 consumer who would

-Associate Curator of Painting and Sculpture

in Art News and is used with the kind permission of the
‘larmuhmg&ommkus

(No.9) or his mistress Lily Brik for the cover of About 1y
This(No. 24). In both animate and inanimate subjects, s
FRodchenko achieves the angle by shooting either from o

overhead or underneath. This approach brings about 8 m;_'-'_"v
negation of gravity and results in a: centrifugal spatial
Wdtlmtrehtentohlsmpmﬂ&duulﬂwtﬂiul 1

interest in spiral forms in painting. In the 20s., Rodchenks
often worked with non-ligurative subjects, such as 4
architecture or nature, ambivalently maintaining their <
Identity, while achieving a view sc dynamic 78 to resultin .
abstraction. In the 305, however, artistic media came to \f'". i
'be evaluated according to their potential as Party .-
instruments of education and agitation, and he became
predominantly a sports photographer . celebrating Soviet
youth in parades and displays of phy-iul culture.
Following his rejection of painting and sculpture, i
Rodchenko also turned te furniture design, and for the
Exhibition of Decorative Arts in Paris in 1925 did the
interior of & workers ciub, which Alfred Barr has
characterized as "ponspinmus)y genuine in the midst o; !
'arts deco’ confectionery.” On this oceasion, Rodchenko \
mmﬂrstuipabmadmmycdhhrhhrm" g
weeks. His letters home evidence u:eloyanymm g
the Russians felt for their new society and frequently .3' ‘
express contempt for the decadence of m-ummm '-l'
He denounces at length the ludicrousness of the fashionable
Parisian women, who, he says, are treated not us human
beings, like men, bui as objects to be used. m-mm
attitude most particularly have impréssed Rodchenko,
singe many women artists were promineat in the Russian|
Stepanova, was M ¥
a very talented artisi and designer. The forthright o
distaste for Western ways and the nostalgia expressed
by Rodchenkn during this short absence Irom his Innehﬂ
may Indicate why so relalively few intellectuals emigrated R
from the Soviet Union despite the political climate, in
relation to art, which became threatening even before .
Lenin's death and worsenad with Stalin's accession (o gﬂi&’ » oy
Rodchenko's ideclogical commitment to the theories of
Construgtivism governed his vocntional and persomal

goals of their society. Early in the 30s, Stalin declarsd
the only genuine art of the people to be that which n =
functioned as & weapon and educational tool, and he

instituted Socialist Realism as the exclusively acceptable
form. This was Indeed @ travesty of the vision of the
Constructivists, defined by Brik in writing of Rodchenko:
“Aﬂmuedhywuunwnhmmandamm \

not want picutres and ornaments. “This consumer is the

proletariat. Withthvmwrydthepwlehrhtwﬂlm
the victory of Constructivism

Jemnnifer Licht
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less otherwise noted, all works are in the collections of

The Museum of Modern Art. Dimensions are given in
inches, height preceding width. Dates in parentheses do
not appear on the works.
IPalnunpanan'm
. Nen ective Black on Black. 1918. Oil
On Canvas, . the artist,
through Jay Leyda. 1936 |i4, 3¢

2. ition. 1918. Gouache, 13 x 6 3/8". Giit of
%._ﬁm 8.3

3. Non-Objlm % 1919. Oil on canvas, 33 1/4.
x 28", [ .

through Jay Leyda, 1936 /1 3. 3k

4. %ﬁn. 1919. Gouache, 12 1/4 x8". Gift of
artist, 1936 _2§. 3¢

5. Composition. 1919. Watercolor and ink, 14 5/8 x
TTI0" Gt of the artist, 1036 Jo, 3
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6. Line Construction. 1920. Colored inks, 12 3/4 x
anonymously, 1940 /i, 40

7. Line Construction. 1921. Color crayon, 14 x 101/2"
Gift of the artist, 1936 3, 3¢

8. Untitled (in "5x5=25" exhibition catalogue). (1921).
Crayon drawing on graph paper, 6 1/4 x 3 3/4".
Collection Alfred H. Barr, Jr., New York (. 140

Photographs

An asterisk indicates that the original is now

photograph
eirculating in the Museum's exhibition "Photo Eye of the
20s"; the print shown is a copy.

* 8. Viadimir Mayakovsky.

*10. Ass for a Demonstration. 1928. Mr. and
e ey e
*11. At the Telephone. 1928. Mr. and Mrs. John Spencer

1924. The Parkinson Fund

12. Untitled (Bridge). 1928. 8 1/2x51/2". Giftol
Alfred H. Barr, Jr. 223, 7C
13. Untitled (Railroad Station). 1928. 9 x 61/2". Gift
of Alfred H. Barr, Jr. 226 70
Giit of

14. Untitled (Street). 1928. 87/8x 8 1/2".
Alfred H. Barr, Jr. R2¢.%0

15. Untitled. 1931. 8 x 11 1/2". Gilt of the artist /. #/
16. Belomorsk Canal. 1033. 17 3/8x111/2". Purchase 47 70

17.

18.

19.

20.

al.

22.

23.

Chaulfeur. 1983 11 1/4 x 16".
neer 55 1o

Rehearsal, Belomorsk Canal.
Purchase 43, 1o

Mr. and Mrs. John

1933. 113/8 x 17 1/4"

Rumba. 1935. 8 7/8x 6 3/8".
Fund g, FO

1935. 14 7/8 x 10"
Farkinson Foul 5 53,30

Parade. 1936.
Fond  «4q 3¢

Parade on Red . 1836, 11 1/8 x 18 3/4".

T Do, Mok Pund 50,40
gﬁum.%dm. 1037. 185/8 x
1 "™, Da in 53, 3¢

Purchase,

The

10 1/2 x 18". The David H. McAlpin

Book Design

24.

25.

.

28.

30.

31

Design and illustrations for About This bylll,ahnm.
1823. Letterpress, 9 x 6".
Publishing House, Moscow and Petro:p'ld $C_

Design for her by Tretyakov. 1924,
Letterpress, x 6 1/4". Printed by the State
Publishing House, Moscow SC.

Design for advertisement for Lenin by G. Zinoviev.
1824. Poster paint over photograph, 9 3/8 x 6 7/8".
Collection Alfred H. Barr, Jr. #i,i39

uwwmt
8 x 5 1/4" Printed by the State House,
Moscow. Collection Alired H. Barr, Jr. NOT ZX4

Design for The Materialization of the Mcby
1. Ehrenburg. erpress, /8",
Printed by mucauou Moscow and unhgmlsc

Cover for China by Tretyakov. 1927.

. Cover for No. C by Mayakovsky. 1827. Letterpress

(front and back), 7 x 10 1/2". Printed by Federation
Editions, Moscow. Gift of Philip Johnson S

Design and photographs for the magazine Novy LEF
(New Left Front). Issues 1-12, 1927 and “ﬁ
Letterpress, 9 x 6. Printed by State Editions,

Moscow. Gift of Philip Johnson; and
Alfred H. Barr, Jr. { Ve ?- Gga N.th i
otheds arel Shudy Cell.

(Theater of the Revolution). Poster. (1929).
L.%erptus. 29 3/4 x 41 3/4". Gift of Jay Leyda 30tk .37

Documentary photographs of lost works





