
When he looked back at 1917, the 
sculptor Naum Gabo (born 
Naum Pevzner) recalled in 

his Autobiography that “The Revolution 
seemed to me to be some kind of heavenly 
radiance, a token of fate presaging a new 
life, a new earth, a new people in my 
homeland.” In a diary entry of 1940 he 
stated, “I was one of the hundreds of  
artists in Moscow possessed by the vision  
of a new life.” 

Like many of his fellow Jews, Gabo 
welcomed the Revolution because it 
destroyed the tsarist regime, which had 

treated Jews as second-class citizens, 
restricting their movements and limiting 
their access to education. While the 
February Revolution of 1917 secured the 
abdication of the tsar and instituted 
democracy, the October Revolution of the 
same year overthrew capitalism, established 
the first workers’ state in history, and held 
out the promise of a communist future. It 
also gave Jews full civil rights and abolished 
all restrictions on Jewish activities. The 
Revolution seemed to offer freedom from 
all modes of oppression – political, social, 
cultural and creative.  

Many Jewish artists did not merely 
accept revolutionary change, but 
actually worked alongside the political 
revolutionaries to build a new world. David 
Shterenberg, for instance, became head of 
the Department of Fine Arts (IZO), set up 
within the Commissariat of Enlightenment 
(Narkompros) in early 1918. Responsible 
for running artistic affairs, IZO’s staff 
included numerous Jewish creative figures, 
such as the painters Natan Altman and 
Vladimir Baranov-Rossiné, the architect 
Berthold Lubetkin and the sculptors Gabo 
and Antoine Pevsner. They represent 
an artistic parallel to the prominence of 
Jewish politicians, such as Leon Trotsky and 
Maxim Litvinov, during the early years of 
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Painting the world red
The 1917 Revolution produced some of the most exciting art the 
world had ever seen, says Christina Lodder

the Soviet regime.   
In September 1918 Marc 

Chagall (born Moishe Shagal), 
who was at the forefront of the 
Jewish artistic renaissance, 
became Commissar for the Arts 
in Vitebsk (in Belorussia, now 
Belarus). He had been articulating 
an authentically modern Jewish 
art by combining motifs and 
memories of his native chasidic 
community with modernist 
artistic devices derived from 
Fauvism, Futurism and Cubism 
in works such as I and the Village 
(1911) and The Fiddler (1911-12). 
Now, as the official representative 
of Narkompros, he had, according 
to an official mandate, “the right 
to organise art schools, museums, 
exhibitions, courses and lectures 
on art, and any other artistic 
enterprises”. He was in charge 
of decorating the city for the first 
anniversary of the Revolution 
and designed several panels, 
including a version of his joyous 
painting Promenade (1917-19), 
in which he stands holding the 
hand of his wife Bella as she floats 
against a clear sky – freedom 
from gravity clearly acting as 
a metaphor for the new freedoms and 
happiness to be enjoyed by all. Chagall 
was also responsible for setting up the 
Vitebsk People’s Art School, which opened 
in January 1919 in the former house of a 
banker on Bukharinskaya Street.

Among the artists who joined the 
school’s teaching staff was El Lissitzky (born 
Lazar Lizitskii). After studying engineering 
in Darmstadt, in 1915-16 Lissitzky and the 
painter Issachar Ryback had joined an 
expedition organised by 
the Jewish Historical and 
Ethnographic Society to 
collect and record Jewish 
motifs, inscriptions 
and decorations. In 1917 
Lissitzky used this material 
to illustrate children’s 
stories, such as An Everyday 
Conversation: A Legend of Prague, written 
in Yiddish by Mojzesz Broderson. Several 
painted copies of the publication were 
rolled in the shape of a Torah scroll and 
held together in a wooden box. 

By late 1919, however, Lissitzky 
had begun to eschew the nationalist 
emphasis of Chagall’s approach in favour 
of Suprematism – a style of painting that 
consisted of coloured abstract forms on 
white grounds. It had been developed 
in 1915 by Kazimir Malevich, who 
arrived in Vitebsk in November 1919. 
Abstraction became popular among 

Jewish artists precisely because it could 
be seen as an aesthetic equivalent to the 
internationalism of socialism. Gabo, 
Altman and Shterenberg developed more 
abstract styles. Indeed, Altman used 
abstraction for his decorations for the first 
anniversary of the Revolution in Petrograd 
(now St Petersburg) in November 1918, 
assembling bold cuboid and curvilinear 
forms in shades of red and orange at the 
base of the Alexander Column (in front 

of the Winter Palace) to 
produce the effect of flames 
leaping up and consuming 
the old order. 

In a similar spirit 
Lissitzky produced his 
propaganda poster, Beat 
the Whites with the Red 
Wedge of 1920, using 

Suprematist forms to convey a political 
message in support of the Bolsheviks. An 
attachment to socialist ideals also informed 
works such as Proun 1A: Bridge 1 (1919), in 
which Lissitzky explored the volumetric 
and spatial possibilities of Suprematism, 
experimenting with cantilevering, 
rotation, equilibrium and dynamism. He 
called this type of investigation a Proun 
(from the term ‘proekt utverzhdeniya 
novogo’ – project for the affirmation 
of the new), which he defined as “an 
interchange station between painting and 
architecture”.

In summer 1920 Chagall 
decided to leave Vitebsk for 
Moscow. He had been ousted by 
Malevich, who as a teacher at the 
school had recruited a massive 
following among the students 
and staff.  In the capital Chagall 
produced a series of magnificent 
murals for the small Yiddish 
Chamber Theatre. Of the original 
nine canvases, seven survive. The 
main image, The Introduction 
to the Jewish Theatre, presents 
actors such as Solomon Mikhoels 
and Kraschinskii (holding a 
glass of tea in the picture), the 
director Aleksei Granovskii, the 
critic Abram Efros and the artist 
himself (holding a palette). The 
Wedding Feast surmounts four 
large vertical panels, depicting 
literature, music, drama and 
dance, while Love on the Stage 
completes the set. Originally hung 
behind the audience, it depicts 
two intertwining figures, who can 
barely be discerned among the 
white and grey geometric planes. 
It was Chagall’s Russian swan 
song and ironically, despite the 
continuities with his earlier work, 
very close in style to the paintings 

of his rival, Malevich.  
While the Bolsheviks were busy fighting 

the Civil War from 1918 to 1920, they had 
allowed the avant-garde considerable 
freedom in running artistic affairs, 
but once peace was established they 
began to exert control over all aspects 
of Soviet life, including culture. They 
purged IZO, and the freedoms of the 
immediate post-revolutionary period 
were gradually eroded, ultimately leading 
to the repressions of Stalin’s regime and 
the reimposition of restrictions on Jewish 
culture, including the closure of the 
Hebrew Theatre. 

The euphoric period of the revolution 
was over, but peace gave artists the 
opportunity to travel abroad again and 
learn about developments in Europe. Many 
Jewish creative figures left Russia. Some, 
like Lissitzky, returned. Others, including 
Lubetkin, Baranov-Rossiné, Pevsner, 
Chagall and Gabo became permanent 
émigrés. Having played their part in 
changing artistic life in their country, 
they brought with them to the West ideas, 
experiences and an art forged during the 
Revolution.  n

Revolution: Russian art 1917-32 is at the Royal 
Academy from 11 February to 17 April. See www.
royalacademy.org.uk. What’s Happening p62. 
Christina Lodder is an Honorary Professor in the 
History of Art at the University of Kent.

“Artists 
worked with 
revolutionaries 
to build a new 
world”

Marc Chagall: Promenade, 1917-18; top right: Kazimir 
Malevich, Peasants, c. 1930; El LIssitzky: Beat the 
Whites with the Red Wedge, 1920
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