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Since 2016, the Co-operative for Creative 
Research “Krasnaya Shpana” has been 
working on a project dedicated to the his-
torical avant-garde in contemporary poli-
tics. As part of the artistic research on the 
first stage of the project, Krasnaya Shpana 
collected and analyzed materials from ex-
hibitions and other events and sought out 
public statements by political and cultural 
figures on the importance of the avant-garde 
in Russia and Ukraine. The second stage of 
the project was the joint implementation of 
a series of performative acts with the Ger-
man cultural institution Kampnagel Inter-
nationale Kulturfabrik.
In February and May 2018, Krasnaya 
Shpana presented the first and second 
parts of the performance To Whom Does 
the Avant-Garde Belong? Malevich Pro-
ject. Representatives of the Hamburg Rus-
sian-Ukrainian community took part in this 
work. In the first part of performance, the 
participants made statements to the public 
after a week of preparation. The second part 
of performance was musical, built around a 
script composed of text fragments proposed 
by Krasnaya Shpana.
Krasnaya Shpana’s artistic research is di-
vided into cases. For example, Shpana is 
interested in an attempt to rename Kyiv’s 
Boryspil Airport in honor of the artist Ka-
zimir Malevich, which was supported by a 
statement by the Minister of Foreign Affairs 
of Ukraine, Pavlo Klimkin. Other cases in-
clude the use of symbols of the historical 
avant-garde during mass events, such as on 
the closing day of the Winter Olympics in 

Sochi (2014) or during the draw for the 2018 
World Cup. Individual statements can also 
become cases. Thus, Vladimir Putin’s dia-
logue with Ilya Glazunov about Malevich’s 
Black Square and “vulgar left shame” dur-
ing the People’s Front Conference in 2013 
or Patriarch Kirill’s statement about the con-
nection between the Black Square and Ma-
levich’s soul at the Bishops Cathedral (2015) 
became cases. At the moment, the number 
of cases is confidently growing.
As Krasnaya Shpana performed its re-
search, it became obvious that art institu-
tions are actively popularizing the heritage 
of the historical avant-garde. Thanks to 
new technologies, museum marketing and 
official support, attention to the historical 
avant-garde is maintained at the highest 
level. Examples include large-scale exhibi-
tions such as Chagall bis Malewitsch. Die 
russischen Avantgarden at the Albertina 
Museum (Vienna, 2016), Malevich +, Mys-
tetskyi Arsenal (Kyiv, 2016), Revolution: 
Russian Art 1917–1932 in the Royal Acad-
emy of Arts (London, 2017), A Revolu-
tionary Impulse: The Rise of the Russian 
Avant-Garde in MoMA (New York, 2017), 
Somebody 1917 in the State Tretyakov Gal-
lery (Moscow, 2017) and many other held 
around the world, including those related 
to the centenary of the October Revolution. 
We should not forget about other forms of 
cultural mediation performed by art institu-
tions, such as the cooperation between the 
Tretyakov Gallery and the Moscow Metro 
on the project Intensive XX (2016–2017), 
when, among other things, an agitation train 
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was created, or about the compilation of the 
Encyclopedia of Russian Avant-garde, the 
multimedia installation The Golden Age 
of Russian Avant-garde presented by Pe-
ter Greenaway and Saskia Boddeke at the 
Manege Central Exhibition Hall (2014), 
the international conference Kazimir Ma-
levich. Kyiv Aspect (2016), and other ac-
tivities aimed at popularizing the Ukrainian 
avant-garde specifically.
A separate research topic was the impor-
tance of the avant-garde and modernism for 
Russian and Ukraine foreign policy and the 
achievement of international political and 
commercial goals. There are demonstra-
ble correlations between Russian-German 
gas contracts and the financing of cultural 
exchange. In 2007, the exhibition Bonjour 
Russia, financed by the German company 
E.ON, Gazprom’s partner in gas production 
and transportation to Europe, took place in 
Düsseldorf. In 2006, an exhibition on Ma-
levich was held in Helsinki, which was 
jointly visited by Vladimir Putin and Finn-
ish President Tarja Halonen.
Over the past 30 years, the historical 
avant-garde has come to be included in na-
tional art history narratives on post-Soviet 
territory after being cast into official oblivion 
for a long period during Soviet times. We are 
now witnessing a new wave of attention to 
the historical avant-garde, which coincides 
with the conflict in the east of Ukraine and 
the rise of national/nationalist attitudes in 
society. In connection to this, proposals for 
greater inclusion of iconic avant-garde figures 
in the national culture have emerged from 

the culture industry and the cultural estab-
lishment, together with an emphasis on their 
connection with folkloric and national roots. 
This has been described by Illia Yakovenko, 
an artist and a member of the Krasnaya Shpa-
na group in his text From Suprematism to 
Nationalism (published in Preface, Method 
Fund, 2016). In Russia, such aspirations may 
be confirmed by considering the statement of 
Zelfira Tregulova, the director of the State 
Tretyakov Gallery, on the Russian avant-gar-
de as part of Russian identity.
It should be noted that while the heritage 
of the avant-garde serves as material for 
constructing Russianness/Ukrainianness 
under the conditions of the gradual disin-
tegration of the post-Soviet self-conscious-
ness, advertising and mass popular content 
are also retrospectively making use of the 
pathos of newness and revolutionism in 
avant-garde art. The most well-known cases, 
noted in the Krasnaya Shpana’s research, are 
the branding of the official Russian tourist 
agency and the safety video of Ukrainian 
airline UIA. Thus, the historical avant-garde 
becomes a part of the culture industry and 
undergoes a recovery process, while critical 
art remains either without institutional at-
tention or under direct repression in Russia. 
The danger of attacks on alternative artistic 
spaces and left-wing artists by right-wing 
radicals remains in Ukraine as well.
Krasnaya Shpana’s research raises a ques-
tion about the possibility of using the term 
Russian avant-garde with a purely territo-
rial or temporal designation, and asks wheth-
er in the current political situation it is not 
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becoming a term of confrontation. Justifica-
tion of the use of “Russian avant-garde” to 
refer to a specific period was made in Rus-
sian art historiography by Andrey Krusanov 
(2010), although this phrase was used much 
earlier and came to us, according to Gleb 
Pospelov, from the post-war art history tradi-
tion of Western European countries. Andrey 
Kovalev (1994) wrote about the inconsist-
encies of the term Russian avant-garde, 
noting that it includes the “specific Western 
mythology about Russia”.
Confirming Krasnaya Shpana’s concerns 
about the contemporary perception of the 
phrase “Russian avant-garde” as being 
tainted by Russian cultural expansion, the 
Ukrainian journalist and writer Oleksiy Ra-
dynski points out in his article Shchors, the 
Avant-Garde and the World Revolution 
(published on the internet portal Prosto-
ry), the inconsistency of considering the 
avant-garde as a national phenomenon, 
since it goes against the international char-
acter of the artistic movement itself. In her 
article MoMA Can Also Be Wrong, or the 
Battle for the Ukrainian Avant-Garde 
in Art Ukraine, Anastasia Gerasimova re-
viewed the Russian avant-garde exhibition 
at MoMA, highlighting what she saw as the 
erroneous curatorial decision to indicate the 
nationality of artists, and criticizing Rus-
sia’s policy of “appropriation of artists”. The 
situation around the Russian and Ukrainian 
avant-garde raises a great number of ques-
tions, which undoubtedly require theoretical 
clarification and public discussion, and at 
the same time need special consideration in 

relation to the tragic ongoing military and 
political confrontation.
Of course, it is important to understand that 
the issues described above cannot be con-
sidered and understood solely within one 
discipline, they require an interdisciplinary 
approach that would not only consider the 
historical avant-garde and current cultural 
and political situation from an art-theoretical 
or art-historical perspective but would also 
establish connections to a wider field of re-
search into postsocialism/postcommunism 
and the sociology of culture. In some cases, 
intersections with theories of postcolonial 
research would also be possible. In recent 
years, these theories have often been used 
to analyze cultural phenomena, including at 
European universities, but their applicabili-
ty to the situation of post-Soviet reality still 
needs to be determined.
I want to stress that Krasnaya Shpana does 
not see this project as a kind of finished 
work of art and does not try to give quick 
answers to the questions raised. We are rath-
er driven by the desire to better understand 
these issues and enliven the discussion for 
a wider audience.
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