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Kazimir Malevich shows his Suprematist canvases atthﬂ I
thus bringing the Russian Formalist concepts of art and |

hen Aleksei Kruchenikh's (1886-1968) Zaumr!ayngni:gﬂ

appeared in Moscow in 1915, little distinguished "‘iS

content from that of a dozen previous books of his
poems illustrated by one of his avant-garde artist-friends, including
Kazimir Malevich and, from 1913, his own wife Olga Rozanova
(1886-1918). Although Rozanova was already one of the most
inventive participants in the Suprematist movement launched by
Malevich in 1915, her illustrations for Zaumnaya gniga belonged
to an earlier phase of the Russian avant-garde, called “neo-primi-
tivist,” during which the idiom of early Cubism was grafted onto
the Russian lubki (popular broadsides, usually woodprints, whose
folkloric tradition goes back to the early seventeenth century).

The title itself, Zaumnaya gniga, would not have surprised any
follower of Kruchenikh's activity, or that of any other “Cubo-
Futurist” poet (as he and his friends called themselves at the time):
one could translate it as Transrational Baog (boog, not book—the
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typo is intended, as the neologism gnigais an obvious deformation
of kniga [book]). In the “transrational” tongue invented by
Kruchenikh and his peers, which was aimed at “defying reason”
and at freeing the word from the common rules of language, it was
indeed appropriate that a book should become just a boog, a
combination of letters whose indeterminate meaning would be
the sheer product of associations in the mind of the reader.
Kruchenikh's phonetic verses, devoid ofany direct connection to a
referent (“Dyr bul shehylfubeshchur/skum/vy so buf v 1 ez”), had
been one of the rallying points of the Russian avant-garde ever
since he had officially launched the “concept” of zaum (“beyond
reason”) in 1913 (and even before that, in 1912, with the deliber-
ately outrageous publication of Slap in the Face of Public Taste, a
collective poetic almanac coauthored with David Burliuk,
Vladimir Mayake wsky, and Velemir Khlebnikoy).

Rozanova’s illustration for the cover of Zauni

aya giga,
however, was not typ

ical in this context (it could easily be mistaken

A fora product of the not-yet-born Dada): it is a collage consisting of

(cut out of red paper) onto which a real
button has been glued. Besides those of the artist and her hushand,
a third name adorns the cover, that of an apprentice zaum poet,
Alyagrov, who contributed two texts to the volume, his first (and

last) publication under this pseudonym,
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The concepts of Russian Formalism
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But rather than the aesthetic disjunctions of collage,

and the

it 1s the

large, undivided planes of color that are most striking in !

vich's works such as Warrior of the First Division, Moscow or

Composition with Mona Lisa (1914), in which the only figurative
element, a reproduction of Leonardo’s painting, is blocked out in
red. And it is these color planes that Malevich will “isolate” in
giving birth to his own version of abstraction, which he called
Suprematism. The founding moment of Suprematism occurred in
December 1915, at the “0.10” exhibition in Petrograd (subtitled
“The Last Futurist Exhibition of Paintings,” show owes its
name to the fact that its ten participants—including Viadimir

mir Ma Warr he Firs Moscow, 1914
Kazimir Malevich, Warrior of the First Division,
and collage on canvas, 53.6x 44.8 (2174 x 17%)
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4 Tatlin, who showed his first corner counter-relief there—were 31_1
seeking to determine the “zero degree,” the irreducible core, the
essential minimum of painting or of sculpture).

*  Thus, almost half a century before Clement Greenberg, Male-

vich posited that the “zero” condition of painting in the culture of & was the case for Kandinsky

his time is that it is flat and delimited. From this critical reduction
there stems Malevich's emphasis on the textural quality of his sur-
faces, his attention to painterly facture, but also his predilection for
the figure of the square, a form long conceived, as its Latin name
attests, as the result of one of the simplest geometrical acts of
delimitation (quadrum means both “square” and “frame”). And
from this identification of the figure of the square with the ground
of the picture itself—in Malevich’s Black Square, for example,
which hovered over his other works at “0.10,” parodying the place-
ment of icons in traditional Russian houses [2}—there developed
in Malevich's work the very inquiry into what Michael Fried,
wwriting in 1965 about Frank Stella’s black paintings, would call
“deductive structure” (in which the internal organization of the
picture—the placement and morphology of its figures—is
deducted from, and thus an indexical sign of, the shape and pro-
portions of its support). Malevich’s 1915 Black Cross, his Four
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2+ A view of the “0.10" exhibition in Petrograd, 1915
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3« Kazimir Malevich, Red Square (Painterly Realism of a
Peasant Woman in Two Dimensions), 1915
Qil on canvas, 53 x 53 (207, x 207,
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4 + Kazimir Malevich, Suprematist Construction, 1915-16
Oil on canvas, 88 & 70 (24% x 274)
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in which a “white” form (slightly off-white, to be more precise)
glides, at the threshold of visibility, on the white expanse of the
canvas [5]. Displaying almost nothing but the smallest differentia-
tion of tone, and the sensual marks of the brush-stroke, sometimes
these “white-on-white” pictures were even exhibited on a white
ceiling, thus emphasizing their own potential dissolution, as white
squares themselves, into the architectural space.

Malevich was enlisted in several cultural and agitprop tasks after

the Revolution (from planning new museum collections to design-
ing posters), but his most sustained activity was as a pedagogue. In
1919, having dislodged Chagall as head of the Popular Art Institute
in Vitebsk, and having secured the help of the much younger El
a Lissitzky (1890-1941), he founded the Unovis school (the Russian
acronym for “Affirmers of the New Art”). The pictorial production
of his pupils, most of them in their teens, was derivative at best,
How odd it is to imagine the unheated Unovis classrooms full of
paintings of bouncing red squares, in the midst of a huge economic
crisis, civil war, and famine! But it was there that Malevich began to
develop, with his students, his conception of architecture, which he
would actively pursue at the Institute for the Study of the Culture
of Contemporary Art of Leningrad (or Ginkhuk), of which he was
appointed director in 1922. As there was no question of actual

building, architecture was approached as a language, much as

Malevich had analyzed the constituents of painting: What would

be the zero in architecture? Where would architecture go if it were

devoid of function? The results of his inquiry, models of ideal cities

and dwellings called arkhitektontki, with their multiplication of

cantilevers and their questioning of the classical opposition of post

and lintel, were to have an immediate impact on the emerging

International Style in architecture and town-planning (particu-
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5« Kazimir Malevich, Suprematist Painting (White on White), 1918
Dil on canvas, 79, 78.3 (31 x 31)
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