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Do we read politics into art?
— Looking back at “the Exhibition of
New Russia” (1927) from Yerevan

Jotaro OHTA

Masterpieces of Russian painting can be found in Armenia and Georgia.
Important works of Russian art are held not only in the Caucasus region, but also in
Ukraine and other former Soviet Union countries. The ongoing conflict in Ukraine
threatens the preservation and the memory of Russian painting. Even if the
outstanding Russian paintings in the museum collections around these countries do
not fall victim to the conflicts (I really hope that doesn’t happen), they may end up
sitting in storage, never being shown to the public again.

For example, excellent works by Zinaida Serebriakova (1884—1967) and Robert
Fal'’k (1886—1958) are housed in museums of Ukraine and Georgia, but relations
between Georgia and Russia are at their worst due to the Russian recognition of the
independence of Abkhazia in 2008, and Ukraine is currently at war with Russia.
Even in Armenia, where there are 32 paintings by Fal’k, the relationship with Russia
is currently most delicate. While politics and art are distinct, the political tensions
between former Soviet Union countries and Russia cloud the future of Russian
painting collections.

Researchers from countries perceived as “unfriendly”, such as Japan, now are
unable to access archives, let alone collections of paintings in art museum
storehouses of Moscow and St. Petersburg. In this respect, the Russian Art
Museum in Yerevan is extremely valuable. Although it is small in scale, it is packed
with works by artists who colored the history of Russian art from the end of the 19th
century through the first three decades of the 20th century. The museum was
founded by Aram Abrahamyan (1898 —1990), a urologist who worked mainly in
Moscow. He was an authority on Soviet urology and treated top officials in the
Kremlin. He began collecting Russian paintings in the late 1940s, and in 1980
donated over 250 Russian works of art to Yerevan. Based on his collection, the
Russian Art Museum was founded on November 19, 1984. Abrahamyan lived in

Moscow for the rest of his life, but according to his will, he was buried in Yerevan.
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They called him “Tretyakov of Yerevan”, comparing him to the founder of the famous
Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow.

Abrahamyan’s collection does not include Russian avant-garde art, namely works
by Malevich, Tatlin, and Rodchenko. Still, it is full of works that reflect various
Russian art movements in the 20th century, starting with the “World of Art” at the
end of the 19th century, followed by the “Blue Rose” at the beginning of the 20th
century, the “Jack of Diamonds” before World War I, and culminating in the “Four
Arts” and other groups of artists after the Russian Revolution. The collection boasts
works by painters from diverse schools of Russian art history, curated in a well-
balanced and systematic manner. Most eye-catching works include paintings by
Aleksandr Drevin (1889 —1938), Nadezhda Udal'tsova (1885 —1961), Aleksandr
Tyshler (1898—-1980), and Aleksandr Labas (1900—1983).

I recognized several pieces in the Abrahamyan Collection from other exhibitions
or locations. One such example is Igor’ Grabar’s “Carousel” (1905). Another
version of this work, painted 20 years later, with a different painting method but
exactly the same composition, was exhibited at the “Exhibition of New Russia” held
in Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya from May to July 1927. The general director of the art
exhibition was Nikolai Punin (1888—1953). In addition to the “technical reasons”
mentioned by Punin himself, because of other political occasions, works by Malevich,
Tatlin, Rodchenko, etc. were not exhibited in Japan. As a consequence of this, the
exhibition has been hardly given any attention or correctly valued by any art
researchers. However, works by many of the same painters from the Abrahamyan
Collection in Yerevan, namely “World of Art”, “Blue Rose”, and “Jack of
Diamonds”, as well as works by younger generation painters such as Tyshler, were
exhibited at the “Exhibition of New Russia” in Japan. One notices that the eyes of
Punin, the organizer of the “Exhibition of New Russia”, and those of Abrahamyan, a
collector of Russian paintings, partially overlap.

By focusing on the eyes of Abrahamyan, a collector of 20th century Russian
paintings, I would like to evoke the eyes of Punin, the main organizer of “Exhibition
of New Russia”, who undoubtedly was one of the most influential art critics of the
age. To reconstruct and awaken in our memory the specific colors and forms of
paintings that were seen by Japanese audiences in the early summer of 1927. This

is the thesis I intend to explore in this paper.
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