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Figure 1 . Vladimir Tatlin, Model of the Monument to the Third
lnternational, 1920. Published in Veshch', Objet, Cegenstand
1-2 (1922):22.

Orthodox cathedral. He appears both familiar, as

when he describes his work on theTower or discusses
the building of his flying apparatus, and strange, as

when he insists on a special "Russian way" for his art
or refuses to cooperate with the directorsVsevolod
Meyerhold and Les' Kurbas because of their purported
decadence. Tatlin's behavior highlights his foreignness to
Western sensibilities and may explain the reason for the
unpopularity of these memoirs. Although long known
to a host of researchers who worked with the artist's
archive, no attempt has yet been made to comment on
them. Except for an obscure publication in a Ukrainian
periodical in 1968, Begicheva's memoirs have not seen
the light of day.s lt did not help that their author, a run-

5. Anna Begicheva
1 59-1 70.

of-the-miil theater producer, also wrote an infamous
letter to Stalin in 1948, accusing a number of Soviet
intellectuals of introducing the decadent influence of
the West into the Soviet theater.{' For those readers who
are interested in the Russian avant-garde, but tend to
idealize it and sanctify its members, a host of Iegitimate
questions immediately arise. How could Tatlin befriend
such a flawed individual? Moreover, if Begicheva's mora
judgment is compromised, can we trust the veracity of
her memoirs?

Putting aside a knee-jerk reaction provoked by the
indignation of associating Tatlin's name-however
indirectly-with that of Stalin, we should take these
memoirs seriously. lf we read them attentively, it all
makes sense: the artist's bravado, his theatricality, his
apparent mistrust of the West, his search for the "Russian
way." All of these factors are part of a package. As
the journalistVadim Nikitin wrote when warning the
Western public about its enthusiasm and support of the
feminist punk collective Pussy Riot, three members of
which were imprisoned in 2012 "You can't have the
fun, pro-democracy, anti-Putin feminism without the
incendiary anarchism, extreme sexual provocations,
deliberate obscenity and hard-left politics."' Similarly,
with Tatlin and other members of the oost-revolutionan'
avant-garde, one cannot have altruism, intelligence,
uncompromising humanism, and relentless creative
drive without suspiciousness, insecurity, anarchism,
and a refusal to engage in active political life. Artistic
achievement is rarely bound by universal moral criteria.
Why then should we judge these artists according
to the morality of their political or personal choices?
Begicheva's memoirs are valuable not because they
reveal Tatlin from a conservative perspective, but
because they shed light on the artist's thought and his
working process. In this age of artistic appropriation,
it may be refreshing to investigate neglected historical
sources in order to obtain new perspectives on the artists
that have become oart of the canon.

A new interpretation of Tatlin is suggested by the
artist's distinct phenomenological stance, which
emerges from these memoirs. The core of his artistic
philosophy is characterized by an emphasis on
perceptual consciousness as a self-affirming act of

6. Anna Begicheva's Ietter to Stalin can be found at http://www
. i hst. rulprojects/soh isVbooks/cosmopol iVB5. htm.

7. V Nikitin, "The Wrong Reasons to Back Pussy Riot," The
Opinion Pages, Nerv York Times, August 20, 20'l 2, http:/irvww.nytimes
.com/201 2/OBl21 /opi n ion/the-wron g-reasons-to-back-pussy-riot.htm l.
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Following a suggestion of l. L Vrona,r0 director of
the art institute, Tatlin was invited to head the division
of theater, film, and photography in the department
of painting.ll [. . .] Tatlin came to Kiev when he was
forty years old, at the height of his creative powers,
surrounded by legends. By that time, his "lopsided
fame" lkrivobokaia slava moial as he called it, made
a tour of Europe. He was famous for The Tower of
the Third lnternational lThe Monument to the Third
lnternationall-a project that was awarded a gold medal
in Paris-and honored as an innovator who laid the
foundation for the study of material culture. [. . .]

While everyone was enthusiastic about Tatlin,
the artist himself had an ironic attitude toward his
popularity. When in 1917 the Bauhaus students
demonstrated in Weimar with slosans of "Tatlinismus
[und] Maschinenkunst," Tatlin wai not happy.r, They
misrepresented his art. [. . .] "l want to make a machine
by means of art and not to mechanize art-there is a
difference in understanding," he used to say.

Even then he categorically repudiated non-objective art,
which was carried in the stream ol "|eft" art. "Half-wits,"
he used to say. "Everything in this world is object-oriented,
figured, and perfect. An imperfect form in nature indicates
sickness, ugliness. Nature strives for combination, unity,
harmony. There is no abstraction in nature. ln easel art,
abstraction was created by a sick mind, bad taste, failure
to understand the laws of art." [. . .]

Tatlin's pupils are partly responsible for misinterpreting
his art: "l liked Rodchenko very much, but he did not
understand me; he took up the cause of geometric art.
Partly, it is his fault that I was labeled a formalist and the
Berlin journal Object called me the father of Russian
Constructivism. l've never been such." f. . .l

you expressed a kind desire to Ieave my'notes/ in your archive. I will
be happy lto do that] . I consider myself a pupi I of A. P Dovzhenko.
Of all my teachers, he alone entered my heart. He had a kind type
of talent [ego talant dobryi] and it was infectious: lt always evoked
kindness in others." At the top of the first page, there is an inscription
with the same red pen: "Tatlin and I were friends united by art from
1 926 until his death." lulia Solntseva (j 901-1 989) was a popular
Soviet actress and film directol the wife of the film director Aleksandr
Dovzhenko.

10. lvan lvanovichVrona (1 BB7-1970),a Soviet art historian. From
'1 924 until 1 930 he was rector of the Kiev Art lnstitute. Vrona published
his own memoirs aboutTatlin inVitchizna 10 (1986): 2O1-202.

1 1. Tatlin was invited to teach "formal{echnological disciplines,, at
the Kiev Art Institute.

12. Begicheva's knowledge of the Cerman reception of Tatlin,s
work was sketchy at best. She must refer to the 1920 slogan of Cerman
Dada launched by Ceorge Crosz and John Heartfield: ,,Die Kunst ist
tot. Es lebe die neue MaschinenkunstTatlins."

One evening, warmed by a golden autumnal light,
Vrona gathered his friends to meetTatlin. The guests
were excited-everyone was thrilled to meet a star. He
came with no delay, at 7 PM sharp. He entered-or,
rather, suddenly appeared-with his long arms, a ready
smile, in a perfectly ironed suit of his own design, a
blue shirt (blue and Iight blue were his favorite colors),
no tie. [. . .] He brought with him calmness, a friendly
disposition, and a certain sense of action. He tilted his
head back slightly; his hair, eyelashes, and brows rvere
the color of ash with a silvery tint, like those of a dark-
blond person who turned gray early. His eyes changed,
depending on his mood, from gray to blue to whitish.
While not handsome in a traditional sense, he sparkled
with inner light, which makes a person beautiful. He had
a perfect build. lmmediately he charmed everyone: He
seemed close and familiar, although his thoughts were
new and surprising.

"Do you belong to the left?"
"Not the left, nor to the right. I grow from the root lia

korennoil. I know no theories, accept no declarations;
I make things needed for the state. There are no
movements in art-only artists. . . ."

"What is important in art?"
"The sense of the new above all. Artistic tact and,

of course, taste. Taste is the categorical imperative in
art. My principles are concentrated in The Tower o{
theThird lnternational. Not everyone understands this.
The People's Commissarl3 called it'a lopsided freak'
[krivobokii urod]-he was then hypnotized by Paris. Of
course/ this project was canned. But not everything that
we do not understand is unnecessary, no? lt does not
matter, though. They will understand [me] later, wnen
my thoughts are exported back from the West. people
will demand new things and then they will need my
discoveries." [. . .]

After persistent requests, Tatlin explained the ,,secret,

of his Tower: "My monument is the symbol of the era.
In it, I created a certain synthesis of art and life by
combining artistic and utilitarian elements. I based the
design of the building on a screw [vlnt] as the most
dynamic of forms. The screw is the sign of our time,
indicating energy, dynamism, aspiration. The entire
construction consisted of metal forms and looked
like a spiral, inclined to coincide with the movement
of the earth. Objects tilted to the earth's axis are the
most stable and soft of forms. This construction served

13. Anatolii Vasil'evich Lunacharsky (87S-1933), The people,s

Commissar of Education from 1 9'l 7 unril 1929.
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A Ukrainian night

Charmed by his singing, I asked him: "Do you paint
as well as you sing?" Tatlin smiled shyly (he always had
a shy smile) and . . . did not answer. We left together.
[. . .] On the way to Pechersk, where I lived, he read me
his mother's poems. "She was a Ukrainian, a poetess,
a member of the People's Will, and a very kind human
being. Khlebnikov's mother was also from Ukraine. He
and I are half from here." [. . .]

Then he read Khlebnikov's verses, recounting how he
directed his play Zangezi in Leningrad. What unusual
design he invented . . . Khlebnikov dreamed about his
poems being published in handwritten books. ln Zangezi
lTatlin] drew his words graphically. He invited me to
direct Zangezi .Then I worked for the theater Berezil' ,

assisting Kurbas in the production of Haydamaky by
Shevchenko. I knew Khlebnikov only by reputation
and did not read Zangezi, butTatlin insisted: "lf you
have oxygen and hydrogen, you can create a sea. You
only need to have a burning desire." [. . .] Tatlin could
talk about art so well that his friends began calling him
"Zangezi," which in Persian means "teacher."

Zangezi

It's getting dark. Tatlin stands on a mountain near
the Dnieper River, by habit keeping his feet somervhat
apart, as if growing into the ground. The Dnieper
flows below him. The setting sun lights church domes,
caresses mountains, stamps Tatlin's face with a fier1, seal.
. . . Across from him, on Trukhanov lsland, storks are
pacing grandly in the midst of willow bushes. The one
with particularly long legs enters the water, stops for a

moment, and deftly snatches a frog out of the water. He
flies up with ease and sails in the direction of an old pine
tree. Then he returns and again walks along the riverbank
as grandly as a dandy on a boulevard.

"What are you thinking about?" Tatlin asked me.
"Me? About the Pechenegs."
"Everything has been thought about them already.

Look instead at this bird. lt is big and heavy but flies
easily and gently. Would you like to fly?"

"Yes, very mLrch."
"l will teach you how. lf man learned how to swim

when he needed it, then he will learn how to fly when
the earth becomes too crowded. I built a bird already."

"Where is it?"

(1873-1 938), a Russian-American opera singer; Pauline Viardot
(1821-1910), a French opera singer, companion of lvanTurgenev

"Right here," he touched his forehead, "for now, it
is here. Very soon I will fly. Note that the bird flies up
against the wind. Up and forward right away. The wind
would have driven her down, messing up her feathers. lt
rvas not by chance that the ancients predicted weather
according to the flight of birds. The great Leonardo
uncovered the secret of bird flight. Oh, he knew so much
and he could do so much! Lilienthal nearly flew but
crashed.20 People have always believed in being able to
fly. lt was not for nothing that legends about angels were
born. The Russians created a magic carpet and a magic
humpback horse. Cogol made the devil fly along with
other evil spirits. Lermontov's demon hovered in the sky.
Legends about lcarus and Dedalus were not invented.
The names of the brave Iurk behind them. There were
plenty of daredevils who jumped off heights on kites.
They crashed. Their names were not recorded. They were
considered eccentric. You see before you such an oddit1,.
I want to make a bird. I want to fly."

We sat on the top of a mountain. We could see the
sky, the birds in it, and theclouds.Tatlin kepttalking... .

He told us how Mozhaisky built a kite and flew on it
twice.21 The kite was tied to a cart whirled along a gentle
slope by three horses. Mozhaisky held on strong. . . . The
kite filled up lwith the wind] like a sail. ln a momentthe
kite and the rider would be in the air. [. . .]The norses
gallop and he, already soaring in the air, shouts: "Drive
on, drive on!"Then, the horses slow down to a trot, the
kite descends. . . . This means that man can create!Then
Mozhaisky switched to a screw propeller. The inventors
have chosen this path. A man does not fly, but sits in a
machine with its motionless, dead, outspread wings. This
is how the dream of an individual flight died.

"l must realize this dream. This is not an idle fantasy.
This air-bicycle would relieve the city from traffic, noise,
and crowding, and would clean the air of gasoline. One
could take off from one's window, balcony, rooftop-
from anywhere. lt would be fast, convenient, and cheap.

"Not very convenient," I objected. "What if the
citizens fly away from the militia in different directions?"

Oh, howTatlin laughed! Never again did I hear such
laughter from him. "Well, something will be invented to
restrain such citizens. The militia will fly first. Tsiolkovsky
also believed in my bird.2r lvisited him in Kaluga and

20. Otto Lilienthal (18,+B 1896), a Cerman pioneer of manned
flight. He died after an unsuccessful glider landing.

2'1 . Aleksandr Fedorovich Mozhaisky (1 825-1 890), a Russian naval
off icer, aviation pioneer, engineer of early flying machines.

22. Konstantin Eduardovich Tsiolkovsky (1857-1 935), a Russian
rocket scientist, founder of astronautic theory.



'puPqsnq si e^aLlltSaB PUuv .tz
'uMou) 

^lleuotleulalut 
aulolaq o] uetf tlpujaqlpu.l

alPLUal ]srrJ aq] se,M ( t6B t-0gB L) e(e)s^ale^o) p!4os €z

ulllel'lsau )Jols e seM alaq] do1 ,{lan s1r 1y 'aar1 aurd
areq e pools araql 'asnoqale8 e ol lxau 'pre,,( rno u;

,,'ueaq aq] a^eLl lou plno^\ I

'Jaqrea],4u sr aq5,, ',{es o1 pasn aq ,,'ptlgp ll!) }ouuer 1,,

'(spueq areq qlr,t,r tq8net aq plnor ,(aql teql saqsnq aLl]
ur ,{ueu os ara^ ataqt q8noq}) )lnp auo 3ur;;11 }noq}t^\

:rauueLU telrurs e ur palunq a;-1 'readdeslp lr Surqrlem
'o3 11 1a1 plnom aq 'sa8e,{on aLurlupLU srq Surrnp plor ,{q

pa8eLuep .(;]uaueulad ara,n ,{aql asnelaq }a,ln laa} srq

la8 ol lou alns 3u11eu 'pue lale,tr aq] ol rasolf atuol
plnom aq 'sple,tualjv 'spueq stLl ul ]! Sururnl ,auu11 3uo;
e ro; {1aso;: tl aurLUexa plno^ aL{ uaqj',4;lnlarer looq
aq] JJo qsU aq] a)et plnom urliel /aurl Surqsrl aqt Sur4r;

,{ltua8 JaUe 'ra^amoH 'llanr 3u11rq aLanr qsr} s,url}el
'Surqsrl ue8aq ,,sdeqf plo,, aLll 'raqlo qtea Luor'1 ]rede

]eqmauros Suluts '3urop se^ all ]eqm ,t,lau) urllelleq]
palur^uol aulelaq pup LUaLll qlrnn 3uo1e luaM | ,af ug

'rlsl1 ot Moq Mau) urllef ]eqt sn parnsse naqtr8ag
,,1dnos LlsU auos ro1 q8noua qllel ]ouuel no,{ lr rolres

e aq no,4 plnof ,lnoH,, :ueluJaqst] e se alnlteJ e ulllel
paraprsuol ; pue ralq8nep {W 'naq:r8ag .{q lq8ne: qsr;

uorl apeur aq s,4e,u1e o] peq dnos aq1 ']a)rnq ,{tdr_ua ue
q]r,lr paurnlar s,{err.r1e url}ef leq} pasud.rns ara,ln aM

'paLlsll pue parunq ,{aqt
'araql'sMopeaLu Llll^\ paJa^of se^^ Llf tLl^^ ,eusac aLll Jo
)ueq raqlo aql ol pa^out pue 'aouer uetutel)n 1no-8np

e ,,'4eq,, e sa^lasutaq] lqBnoq ,{aq1 'Surqsr; oB p;no,tr
uaru aq] 'Sururoru aq] ut a^U punolv 'aultl aq] jo ]soul

iua;rs 1da1 qloB 'LUltl roJ suotlelnrlel apeu pueqsnq ,{y1
'sl1oa)el [,spr!q aq]J Surnrasqo 'stana; 'sauoq ,sJaq]pa1

Sur,trerp sem eH 'spoo^ aql olur pareaddesrp ur;]e1
'aurer)n alrlua aq] uor; araLl] auuer ,{aqt Jr se pa)ool }l

'3urlsau a;altn suoraq 'sn uor; re1 ]oN 'Jel ]o etuoJe )f tql
e qlr,ln pa1;r;'tsarol plo ue sem ll 'punore a;doad,{;uo aql
araM oM 'ln4qnspod tlelap nsal ,rl des ro1 paddel Suraq
sem lsaro1 alll'onouJtd pallel anrasald arnleu e ur ,nat;

r,uor1 ,4e,tle re1 ]ou Ja^rU eusa6 aq] uo SpooA\ aq] Suoup
pa^f l ulllel pue 'J ,,'naqt$ag 'gZ6L jo Jatuuns aql ul

uatuJor{srl

[' ' '] ,..,/'uaq] spnolr
aql urol ol palue^ os;e ; ,(e,u aues aq] u; '' ' 's8urrlrerp

snorrals,{u aqt raqdrrap o} palue,lr a^eq lsnu ltrB aq1
21are1d aqt ra^o lle selnulo] trerqa8Je umop alolm alf un

raq; raded;;e,u uo suBrs snouags,(uu ,{q pan8ulur se,lt
aqs asnpf,aq uerlrleLUaqleu e auJef,aq e,{elsnaleno;1

er1o5 sdeqrad ')u!ql a;doad ,uoq ,palerrJduo: s,t;
'uorlualle Ll]t,ln Luaql pa^rasqo pue ,splrq aq];o sno;eaf

sem | 'spnoll aq] ot ]xau 'araql aq o] palue,tt ; 
..{;}ue}sur

Suueaddesrp 'ate1 s,laqlout ,{uu ,ues I 
,uaLl} Suor_ue

' luappns isLulo] Aueu o5 'sadeqs rraqt Sur8ueq: ,au.r

anoqe dn Surlres spnolr,ues ; 
,,{1s aLlt o}ur pa)ool I

uaqM' ' ' 'ale] raq llefar )ou plnor ]nq /aLu qtl^^ ]l
Surdaal 'spueq pue ]searq raq Jo r1tLure,ln aq} laal plnor 

I

'f,(roLuau ,{Lr,r ur] ll xU iou plnor lnq ,are1 laq paur8elur ;

',(;rea parp aqS :lol e raqlour ,{r_u lnoqe lq8noql 1 
.ueqdro

ue 3uraq,, 'lqSnoqt s,]uau;oLU e JaUe pres aq ,,,sdeqra6,,
'pa)se 

1 ,,23uAg ]noqe )urr.ll no,{ apeuu }Br.lM,,

,,'Sauoaql ,{ueuu
yo lods )eam e sl slql'.(ltuelsur re aql ur dn ;;as1r 4r;

3nq ,(eLu aq] sa)eu leq^ puelslapun lou op staaur8ul
'ssa;pre8ar 3ur,(1; sdaal pue 

^ 
el srr{} Mou) lou saop Bnq

aqi ssaupooS >lueq-L',(11 touuer 8nq ,(eLu e ,srrueu,{porae

jo smel aql o] Surplorry ,'3ur,{11 lrnb pue no,( o1 ualsr;

lll^ aq soeqrad 'Molr all] ol stql lla] 
/au o] slq] llot ]ou

oc/ :para^ sue | 'lla^\ 
^^al] ^^oJf 

e leql uasse ol auesul
sem ]r pres ,{aq1 :lueu8rpur aram slsr}uans .,trorl e

a)rl 'saqstm aLl alaqm Surpue; ,ftrlrqerannaueu 
1ea:B

qtlm 
^1, 

upl uelu teql palelrpur I uorler^V lo ,(L1srury1
aq] ro1 Uooar ALU ul 'srauJol a^eq tou saop ll luos pue
punor st 'rananroq 'p;.ro,m aql .)felr ,{aq1 .,{;rsea 

lealq
,{aq1 'sraurof q}r^\ ',L8ue-suuro; pr8u aper,u sraaur8ug
'arnyedap;o lurod rno srLl] a)eLU plnoqs aM-paLlsnll

la8 ]ou op ,{aql }eqt os 's8urnn pa8pa-preq a^eq sprrg
[' ' '] 's8urnn 

1o sa8eluenpe aq] poo]slapun saSenes uanS
'dlaq 

11r,u sBur,m aql-8ur,{;1ro1 q}Suarts qSnoua aneq

llr,lr uel 2LuopaarJ ;;e: no,{ tpq,tr }eqt },usl .^ar) ur rauurp
pue ',morsoy1 ur tlfunl 'pelSurual ut tsej)earq [a^eq

plno: t1l rnoq ue sralauolr) Slt lo paads aqt lp Uol1a
qlnu lnoqlr^^ sall] prlq all]ll aq] laldLUexo rol ,,uoJ;e,ns

e aLuotaq ol ]eal; aq plno^^ ll// :panutluor ulllel

or 
^e^qleo 

e sr pasrdrns aq o],n,trqe if:ir;"i,:::l
uado sLeanle se^ aH isrels aLll ol ueLU puas o] paluem

aLl puv /' ' 'alelnf lef 'alelnllef sl op I llv.suotlelnf ler
aleuu ,{1uo ; '1sr1te ue ole no1:spueLl rno,( ul ale splef
aq1 'lq8noqt 3ur;aaur8ua aLll alelnurls ,sr-uro1 rrue8ro

ruor] lsaurl] pa^rnf a)e1, :past^pe ap1 .,(13uotts 
]lasutrl

ur pa^arlaq ueu srLlf ,'ino lq8nos aq lllnl s8urmerp rno,t
uaqm aruof lltnn aulrl aql'au ller eraq a;doad leqnn

s,]eq]-]olp! plo ue Sur,uerp daal '3ur,uerp daay, :a1rus
,{1s e qlr,r.t 'pres aq puv 'LulLl Marp | ,1,{;1 }snr_u uery, ,pres

aq ,iaJeC, :aLU ro anrpoddns se,rr aH .jlasLurq apelu aq
qtrq,u 'a1e1d utl Jo ]no apeu auof 3rq e rea srq o1 dn

plaq aq aut] o] aurl uloll '3urql,4tana slpaq aq ,o1 spaau
aLlll ]nq '[no,{] reaq }ou saop pue daa;se 3ur;1ey sr aq

o)rl s)ool ]l :ueu plo buttsaralut ue [st oH] .pa)le] a^^

S0€ urllpl raqLUau.ral I MoH :e,raqtrBag



306 RES 63/64 SPRINC/AUTUMN 2013

used to observe them for a long time: how the dad
and the mom flew out to seek prey, how they fed their
offspring. Then they taught them to fly. They would put
the fledgling on the edge of the nest and would circle
around him flapping their wings. They would flap until
the little stork starts flapping his own wings. Finally,
one parent would carefully pick the chick up from the
nest. The little one would awkwardly wave his wings,
fly up a few times, and fall back into the nest. Tatlin
relished watching this. He stood under the tree for the
longest time, observing the science of flight through
the binoculars. At night, he would put mustard plasters
around his neck, because it hurt.

Soon the chicks learned how to fly and disappeared
somewhere. Tatlin explained: "they are building their
own nests." One inspector charged with overlooking
the tree tapping process shot the female stork for fun.
The bird fell to the ground. Tatlin was incensed by
the superior's vandalism. He picked up the dead bird.
He spread its wings above his window. They slightly
quivered in the wind. The lmale] stork circled the
gatehouse making sad sounds, as if calling his beloved.
Then he stood up on the edge of the nest, lifted up one
leg, and hid his head under his wing. He stood like
this for about three days without moving, then fell to
the ground dead. This event upset everyone, especially
Tatlin, who asserted that the stork committed suicide. "l
am as lonely as this stork is," he used to say.

At this time, Tatlin was alone. His wife, a doctor Musia
Ceintse,2s left him, taking their sonVolodia [Vladimir].
Tatlin loved the mother of his son and it seemed that he
secretly was waiting for her return.

Kiev

Kiev did not meetTatlin's expectations as a calm place
to work. Ukraine, somewhat later than Moscow, was
re-evaluating its cultural life, rethinking artistic values.
Young creative energy was sweeping everything without
distinction, madly, even more furiously than in Moscow.
The cauldron boiled. Everything stood on its end, las if]
mixed up in a huge blender. In theater, fine arts, poetry
there was an intense competition of groups, a dizzying
alternation of flags. [. . .] Tatlin openly criticized blind
imitations of the West and ultra-left trends. IHe said that]
art seeks an expression of our spiritual world, and Paris
is useless to us. He also reiected endless declarations

25. Maria Aleksandrovna Ceintse (d.

biologist and medical doctor.

and manifestos. "Here my Order Number One about the
elimination of windbags from our midst would come in
handv," he used to sav

Nationalistic excesses disgusted Tatlin, who began
to see clearly new forms of universal beauty. Students
loved him, because he always had interesting thoughts.
His colleagues, the artists, began to look with worry at
this "troublemaker." He taught theater design because
he considered theater a means of putting his teaching
into practice. Kurbas proposed to him [to design] Yves le
Trouhadec by Jules Romains.26 "He did not understand
me," said Tatlin with surprise. When he returned from
meeting Kurbas, he was beside himself: "l gave him
a headache: The 'maitre' went to bed." One can only
imagine their conversation if Kurbas, who had Furopean
manners, went to bed in front of his guestl

Tatl in continued with an indignant tone of voice:
"Kurbas thinks that I am an abstruse formalist, while
he himself is blinded by the West. Whom else? By the
Expressionists, those bourgeois aesthetes. . . . You see,
he is producing [CeorgJ Kaiser's Cas, whereas I would
like to create a Soviet classic. I already had a similar
collaboration. Vsevolod (Meyerhold) asked me to make
a mysterious tree and a dark hallway for his production
of Spectral Charms.z7 Instead, I made him a slender,
straight mast and a light hallway. 'Why do you need a

dark one?' I asked him. 'lt would scare the children!'
The next day, when I came to see Vsevolod, he wrapped
his head with a sheet and refused to see me. He told me
that he had a toothache. Vsevolod had a toothache and
Kurbas a headache. I am very contagious!" Tatlin was not
upset that the collaboration failed. Meyerhold attempted
to work with him once more by inviting him to design a

set for Mayakovsky's Bathhouse. Tatlin refused, declaring
that he did not find in Bathhouse a deeo content.

When he was preparing to work on his flying
apparatus Letatlin, the artist became more focused; he
kept to himself. In his room on Dikaia Street, he kept
a stork who lived there in the winter. Tatlin soent most

26. Monsieur le Trouhadec saisi par la d1bauche (1923), a novel
and play by the French writer lules Romains (1885-1 972). Tatlin had
a fertile career as a theater designer. Over the yeais, he designed sets

and costumes for several productions in Russian and Soviet theater
including those in Ukraine. About the Kievan period of Tatlin's work in

theater, see A. Parnis, "Kievskie epizody teatral'noi biografii Tatlina," in
VladimirTatlin: Leben, Werk, Wirkung (note 1Z), pp. 394-399.

27. Spectral Charms INav'icharyl was the first novel in a series
by the Symbolist w,riter Fvodor Sologub (1863-1 927), which included
the novels Drops oi Blood, Queen Ortruda. and Smoke and Ash. Later
Sologub changed the title of the series Io The Created Legend.

I q31 ?t, Tatlin's first rvife, a
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time with his family and friends transformed the artist.
He became more talkative and sociable. The worK on
the flying apparatus was art. Necessary parts of the
machine became beautiful in his hands. Without any
theory-through practice-Tatlin introduced into life the
so-called "technical aesthetics." He used to say: ,,This

aesthetic has been present in people,s lives since time
immemorial. lt was not invented yesterdav.,,Tatlin built
every detail of his machine Iike an artwork, similar to
how skilled masters carved window frames or made
Cuzul belts out of silver, and made containers out of
birch bark to hold honey, bows, spindles, spinning
wheels. . . . Art is the deepest necessitv of humankind.

Letatlin was a beauty. The artist was full of hope.
He called the wooden B-shaped support for the wing
his "beloved Venus." After his death, this ,,Venus,, was
thrown out of his apartment and was lying in the yard on
Maslovka lStreet].

"The Creeks turned everything into beauty,,, said
Tatlin. "Even suffering and death. Remember their
funeral lamentationsl And what about the funeral feasts
of the SIavs, their weddings, the greatness of their burial
moundsl"

During this calm period, an irreparable sorrow
entered Tatlin's life: Mayakovsky's suicide.ra Tatlin could
not accept it. "Volodia, Volodial Life must have oeen
too gentle with youlYou must have judged yourself too
harshly if you took your own life. you often forgot that
you are a poet, which is more terrifying than daily life,,,
lamented Tatlin. "A poster is not yet a poem; a signboard
is not yet a painting."

The exhibition of Letatlin at the Museum of Fine Arts
was the high point of his life.35 Tatlin was hnppy. Full of
inspiration, he captivated people around him, like his
Letatlin. [. . .] The exhibition was full. Friends rejoiced;
enemies twisted their lips. Could it be otherwise? Tatlin
broke the limits of the accepted norms of thinking. Many
were angry about this and mocked him insanely. But
the young and the honest believed in Tatlin. I remember
how a Spanish artist, Helios C5mez (who lived in
Moscow at the time), came up to him, bent his head
and kissed his hand: "Moscow loves you, Teacher."r6
Tatlin did not know what to say-he was taken aback,

which was uncharacteristic of him. He was touched and
embarrassed. Was it the first time that he had been so
sincerely honored by a genius? Just once. . . . This made
him happy.

Tatlin's triumph was short-lived. The exhibition
closed. The bird evoked no further interest. Funds for
his experiments were denied. Officials did not approve
of this "venture." [The artist] did not have friencls who
could demand action by banging their fist on the table.
Larionov emigrated. Mayakovsky died. Much talk about
Tatiin's "magic" ended in silence. . . . He was asked to
leave his studio on top of the bell tower of Novodevichii
Convent. And so the inventor was left without shelter.
The rejected bird rvas lifted upon the shoulders of Aleksei
Sotnikov-Tatlin's faithful disciple-and was dragged on
a sled and on skis to the Osoaviakhim Museum on tne
other end of Moscow.r/ "A museum is like a cemeterv.
and I dreamed of raising her up into the skyl,,

Because he was considered a formalist, Tatlin did not
receive any painting commissions. But he had to live
somehow. Tatlin turned again to light industry, but here
he was already perceived as a schemer. The artist made
sketches of typical decorations of shops and bakeries;
he was thinking of building a modernized Russian izba
with plank beds, suited for sports, hunting, and fishing.
Long before America, he proposed plans for a studio-
on-wheels for artists to the art fund. He came uo with a
plan for a new city with a calm, measured way of life-a
satellite city. Everything there was thought through to the
minutest detail: housing, offices, transport. Everything
was so conveniently located that any trip would have
been a leisurely, relaxing walk for the inhabitants
of the city. lt was intended to be a small, exemplary
garden-city. The artist's architectural projects, technical
inventions, objects for everyday life, and drawings all
added up to a unified oeuvre.

The Revol ution sti mu lated latent I ife-bu i ld r ne
tendencies, but unfortunately, the weak state oi
technology made it impossible to realize his ideas. That
was the artist's tragic predicament: the impossibility of
bringing his thought to completion. Now, when technical
possibilities have grown immensely, Tatlin,s tower would
have soared to the sky.

The artist exerted so much effort in order to mare
Iife easier, more pleasant, more comfortable, and more

3,1. Vladimir Mayakovsky killed himseif on April 1.1, 1930.
35. Tatlin's only solo exhibition took place in the Museum of Fine

Arts in Moscow (also known as the Pushkin Museum or CMll), Mav
.1 5*30, 1932. lt was dedicated almost exclusively to Letatlin.

36. Helios C6mez (1905 1956), Spanish graphic arrist, paintel
and muralist. As a politically active leftist artist, he came to Moscorv in
1932, shortly before Tatlin's exhibition, to escape political persecution

in Spain. He sta,,ed there until 1934. In 1933 he had a solo exhibition
in the Museum of Fine Arts, lvhere Tatlin had showecl his terat/in a

,vear earlier.
37. "Osoaviakhim" stands for Society of Assistance to Defense,

Aviation, and Chemistry, t1927 1918).
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[At this time,] Mikhail Chigirev, the main artist of the
agricultural exhibition, invited Tatlin to work on it. He
entrusted him with the cattle-breeding pavilion.ar "This
is good," Tatlin said. "The four-legged creatures lvill
understand me. I will make a comfortable, beautiful
dwelling for them. Men are blinded by false pride

lspesivtsy). They think that animals do not care where they
live. But I saw with my own eyes how a horse laughed
when he was happy. I saw how dolphins played and had
fun. When I was a sailor, I observed them frequently. They
are intelligent. They understand people's intonations and
intentions. They hate drunks, and expect mean tricks from
them. I saw how cranes dance with pure joy."

Tatlin saw many things in his life. With enthusiasm
and full commitmentTatlin started working on this task,
which may seem too lowly [malopochtennoe delol lor
his extraordinary talent. He consoled himself with the
thought that even the great Leonardo often interrupted
his work on paintings in order to make a lampshade or a
mill wheel, if life so demanded. [. . .]

The war

The war crushed Tatlin. His son Volodia died at
the front. He was a nineteen-year-old volunteer. This
happened in 1942.a3 Soon after the start of the war, Tatlin
invited [his friends] to a festive dinner. We found him,
as usual, working. He was sitting on a stool in his apron,
peel i ng potatoes. Volod ia entered. Sl ightly embarrassed,
he said, "l am leaving, papa." Tatlin looked into his son's
face-still very young, almost childlike. I knew that his
son was a sniper and that he was getting ready to go to
the front. But . . . so soon?

"When?" he asked, Iooking somewhere far away, over
the head of his son.

"l have to be at the station in two hoLtrs."
All of a sudden, Tatlin stooped, which was not his

habit. The knife fell from his hands. He froze. He became

Tatlin: Retrospektive Inote 2BJ, p. 395); these memoirs move the date
to the mid-1930s. In a private conversation, Strigalev told me that
Pleskovskaia's marriage with Tatlin was never registered. Apparentl;,,
after Pleskovskaia and Tatlin parted wavs, he became close with
another artist and former ballerina Aleksandra Nikolaevna Korsakova,
who is considered his other (and last) common-law wife. The reasons
for Begicheva's omission of Korsakova's name from the Iist of Tatlin's
official and unofficial wives mav be oersonal.

42. Begicheva must be referring to the First All-Union Agricultural
Exhibition, which opened in Moscow in Aueust 1939.

43. According to Strigalev, Tatlin's son died in a militarv hospital
after January 1943. See Vladimir Tatlin: Retrospektive (note 28), pp
3 95-3 96.

immobile. The boy did not notice any of this: He was
packing. He put bread, toothbrush, and soap into his
backpack. The father told him to take wool socks and a

warm scarf. He beckoned his son with a finger and put
money into the pocket of his student jacket. Humbly
looking at his son, he stroked his chest several times,
as if he wanted to touch the beating heart of his boy.
"YoLr are leaving, son, but your bicycle just arrived. . . .

Perhaps you could wait a bit?"
"Father, I am not a little boy and not a coward. My

friends are waiting for me." Volodia hurried away and
did not even have time for dinner. He oressed his cheek
against the cheek of his father and quickly left the room.
lwentto see him off for a bit. I looked into his clear
face. . . . lf even for a second I could imagine this face
covered in blood lwoulcl have never let him g,o. . . .

The sun shone through his childlike ears and made his
freckles golden. The boy smiled (he smiled readily, like
his father). ln parting, he shyly hugged me. His hands
were thin like a girl's.

When I returned, Tatlin was still sitting. Potatoes were
half-peeled. The knife was on the floor. He could not
get up. He told me that he had tremendous pain in his
feet, which he froze long ago, when he was sailing on a

frigate and had to scrub the deck on cold mornings. "You
and I are both orphans," he said quietly. My daughter,
who would have been nineteen, had died by that time.
Soon, Volodia died in a hospital from his wounds.
Petrus', Tatlin's stepson and Volodia's friend, lost his life
as well.

Tatlin retracted into himself somehow, as if shrunk in
size. He usually did not talk about his misfortune with
other people. Only when he offered someone something
sweet, he would say: "Volodichka loved this." [. . .]

Tears

The war ended. The arrival of the Soviet soldiers on
Red Square was an event for poems, songs, and epos.
Tatlin came to me and asked timidly: "Shall we go?" We
stood on the street in silence looking at the passing tanks
and soldiers. All of a sudden, not far from us a shortish
man in a cap waved his hands somewhat awkwardly and
started shouting. One soldier left the column: "Fatherl"
He embraced the old man. This happened suddenly and
impressively, like a cut in a film frame.

Tatlin shuddered. "Let's go, let's go." He pulled me by
the hand. At home, he opened a bottle of wine. "Let's
remember the little one." He took from the plank bed a

canvas and showed me a portrait of his son. which was
almost finished. He looked at it for a long time. "No,
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took down the old icons-the object of his constant
admiration-from the scaffold-like plank bed lpolatil
that he made for his room on Maslovka [Street] . And
again, like in his youth, the artist would prime planks of
oak and linden with a mixture of alabaster and chalk,
and prepare the canvas according to old recipes (he

knew a lot of methods for priming). On his windowsill
appeared pots of paint made with a mixture of honey
and egg, jars with lprepared] gold. In the Old Believer
Church on Preobrazhenka, whereTatlin became a

freouent visitor. he was taken for a Nikonian monk. He
remained standing throughout long services, fixing his

Saze upon ancient Russian icons.
Energetically Tatlin ran through museums. He looked

intently at works by El Creco andZurbarAn, finding in
them new depths. To uncover the secrets ofVeldzquez's
color, he went to Kiev twice to visit the museum with
the famous lnfanta.as He admired Borovikovsky's
portraits; studied the methods of Raibushkin, who,
according to him, knew how to "apply paint"; tried
to understand Serov's devices; admired Korovin's
coloring; and spent hours in front of the canvases of
his beloved Rembrandt.at' "There is no one better than
him in painting," he exclaimed. "Mankind expended a
lot of energy in order to create the likes of Rembrandt,
Leonardo, Michelangelo, Rublev. . . . Many generations
will study their art, will read them and will not be able to
finish reading-will not understand whence comes the
nearly magic power of these geniuses."

That is how seriously an elderly Tatlin again immersed
himself into painting. He took chances. Remembered.
Thought a Iot. Considered it insufficient for an artist
to have only eyes and hands. [. . .] He demanded the
participation of the mind. "An artist must not only
reflect-most importantly, he must experience the
world.". . . He drew a lot during this period. His sharp,
mathematically precise drawings, resembling those of
the Dutch masters, were astonishing. He knew how to
make the line now subtle and barely perceptible, now
firm and energetic, now serpentine, as if swirling. lt was
not for nothing that in Penza he learned painting from
Afanasiev, a wonderful draftsman.ai The time for painting
finallycame....

45. Diego Veldzquez's painting, Infanta Margarita (1658-1 660) is in

the Kiev Museum of Western and Oriental Art.
46. The Russian painters Vladimir Borovikovsky (.1757 1825);

Andrei Riabushkin (1 861 -1 904); Valentin Serov (1 865-1 91 1 );

Konstantin Korovin (l 861 -1 93q).

42. Aleksei Fedorovich Afanasiev (1 850-1 920?), director and art

teacher at the Penza Art School, whom Tatlin credited with influencing
him most.

He asserted that our spiritual foundation was laid
down in childhood and develooed until the end of
our lives, maturing and strengthening only in a native
land-this is the strength of a tradition. As far as master\
was concerned, it came with experience. Once again
Tatlin diligently studied the plasticity of the human bodr
but instead of professional models he drew friends, for
free. For models, he sought out Russian bogatyrs with a

classical body type and lyrical Russian women. l. . .l
Tatlin totally immersed himself in painting, hoping

to uncover his true self by expressing the depth of his
relationship to everything that is new in life with his or,r,n

language of painting. He was among the first pioneers of
a new era of visual arts firmly rooted in the native land.

"l think as a oainter," the artist did not tire of
repeating. "This is why I chose painting, in order to
communicate with mankind. I have liked this language
since childhood." [, . .] Tatlin began with flowers.
[. . .] His bouquets were full of breath. They lived on
the canvas with a new life created by the artist. They
appeared from some imperceptible airy depth as if
not made by human hands. . . . Their color seemed to
belong organically to the petals and leaves, rather than
be painted. The silhouette attracted with its subtlety and
exrlress tveness.

To the question of how he managed to achieve the
depth and the precious iridescence of colors, he used
to say: "Beauty is hiding, one needs to uncover it. [This
is achieved,l first of all, by thinking hard about the
material with the help of a sharp eye. We belong to the
breed of prophetic eyes! Our language is also visual.
The most important aspect of painting is that paint does
not lie on the surface, does not look decorative, flat, as

if applied by a housepainter. lt should become one with
the material lof the support]. lt takes a lot of effort and
understanding to apply color this way."

Of his last works, Tatlin considered completed, or
"perfected," three bouquets. . . . One depicted garden
flowers and was painted in silver tones. White-and-blue,
they trembled in the air. They charmed and bewitched.
"Aren't they fragrant?" he asked. The other bouquet was
of field flowers in a glass jar. This work he dedicated
to his late son. "They are merry like children," he used
to say. Finally, [he paintedl a tiny little bouquet of
small flowers on a linden board. There, he achieved
Rembrandt's perfection of chiaroscuro. ilt reflectedl
light, a flickering vision of the real world of beauty. . . .

The painting shimmered. . . . In it, two half-opened
buds were lighting up with red light, just a tiny little bit,
slightly. I. . .J

Experiments, experiments, experiments.
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