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rits in the unofiicaal Sovier anmisn’ cirde,
.:i-hll:whltwdh'iluﬂhﬂit Vigion
umﬂu:rmnw o the ificizl style of Socialist Raalism.,
Thia unsanctioned approach geacnlly became known
ai sowrzdal, s genre of wark that “represents the
arginil, anrcstncoad impulse to engage moral and idea-
logical problems, extending thie ideaof the aromse’s book
into pew territories . . . transforming the book irto
various unusual objeces with intense messages.”? Dur-
ing the mid-1060s, Kabakor was one of the scminal
mrmbers of rhe Firﬂr-ﬂ.llr:,r Raubevard Ehaap !‘rFHI:'lFrTl-
vl arcists in the Moscow avant-gande. Yer, it may well
have been his experiences illustrating more than one
hundred children’s books thar sugpested to the anise
thie format for creating & body of work that is at once
engagng, bogailing, aad witty,
Beginning in 1970, Kabakov produced two proaps of
e rhan |]'|.in}| Yalhaima,” nheaind narmtive ae-
uences of works on paper than have illustraned tales
ocusing on individual fictitious charactens, For many
yedrs, kow's albums were the centrl and most
influearis] sspect of his amwark.

Kabakov's new form of are contributed o the
changes that eccurred within the relatively amall group
af unoffical artrts in Moscow. The dtﬂiupmrnt of a
more overtly satircal, nes-Dhada teadency, which was
lead by the collaborative team of Viely Komar and
Alexander Melmid, who produced self-procliimed
““govs are” (slang for “socialisc are™), had invelved the
use of o picudoscacdemic ayle of official Bociaka
Realiim 1o mack the hesme depiction of Saviet hingery
and therehy subvere it. Art eritic Margarea Tapitsyn
has observed thar Kabakeow, by concrast, " envisioned

l IKE 50 MANY OF HIS KINDRED

his goal in & departare from the ideological imperative
into a spece of his own sedf. Joining & trditios
wsociated with Russian symbolists and some of the
early avant-gardists, be turned o quest tions of a

I'1E|IFI1:|I'!II'.II and pel'r‘-:buhglﬂ] nxfure.

The presccupatioa with “his own self™ that Kabakov
realzzed in his albums from the 19708 notonly created &
new genre but also initiared sacther dimensioa of his
work wn the -EI.I'":II' 1980a. The rrpsformatons ia
Kabakow's art became visible “when he shifted his
nterest from persosal myth vo collective ones. Hi
private conflict with ideology rurns into his scceptance
of its valadicy, OF this change he writes, “We can no
kanger ignere kledlogy s & culium] phenomenen, Cur
streeis, honses, our whale reality s penetrased by at., It
kas become an imporant yrical langeape.” "™

The most dramatic work to come from rthis time &
the insmllstion Tew Characrers (net o be confused
with the albums of the same name), 2 drasatic mise-en-
mine re-creating the ambiamce of the communal
spartment, & pheremenon thit cvolved immediately
after the 1917 revelution. In arder to sccommadage the
swelling masses of immigranes to Moseow, the lirge,
hxurisasly appointed twelve 1o sixtecn room apart-
ments of the bourgeoisic were "consolidared,” i
tioned off as single rooms with shared kitchen and
bathroam feclitics, The crampmd guancn abonstod
many of these Forced to Bive under the close scrutiny of
chieir neaghboss,

To Kabakeow, the communal apartment was the per-
fect metaphor and an ideal stage st toexpress the lanal
wpects of daily life in Soviet society. Individual
frecdom was considered a ehncat to the solidanty of the
Stare, and thu the antistic need for free expressson was
unilsterally repressed, Kabakov's overnding concern
with—and allowanee for—human foibles within his an
reflects his own phght a8 a singular Soviet artist
confined watkin the strctures of the Soviet Llnion
dumg the Cold War. Moreover, this psvehological
dimension became the fundamental edlement of his work
and yielded the universl, pu-:h-: ahsurdities of hia Ten
Characrers matallation. The domesse dwelling is
depicted a5 a dimly &t, dilapidated, snd unsable
structure that ironically echoes the matrx of the secial
reality of daily life in the Sovier Union. “In Rusmn
society there 1 anc very dominant image: chings ane
always in a state af construction or demalition, and i
becemes difficult o distinguish between the ren. We
don't know whether things are new orold, whether they
are being knacked down or put up,"* Kabakow has mid,



While it i immedisrcly evident thar Kabakov hes
desigried this inaeallation to be clavsrrophobie, he
elaims that it is a fair depiction of life in communsi
}Edrtmtrl ts. Theartist explains that the concepe of Tewr

Aaracters evolved from vived recollecions of his
youmger vears. W hen 1 submernge mto my childhood
warld, | miﬁnlul:ir:ﬂl:}l i nuenber of the s SEgE
snd camie incividuals, m:;'ghbnnur:. nFn:-urIan,mrnmu-
mal apartmient. Eachans of chem, it ssemed to me then,
had an unusual iea, one all-absorbing passon belong-
ing o him alone. ™

Equally important in this mscallation s the tone of
the tests of the charvcters themselves. The vanety and
:._-Iﬂl:'mnbhn[m of individesls u|rru=ﬂ|::d in this cast of
Aramiats permanse i-i:np-or.n.n:. Eram the arcize's seem-
imgly s:mple, yet wonderfully complex siories, combin-
iR &N GMAIsCiENt narrater's voice along with others
at mimes complaining, cther times commenting on the
narrator’s observanions—the viewer s drawn in and
becomes & veysar, pecrimg into the rooms with the
derribas— liks ae mu.n:luhl.utr:i relics— of these chame
ters, but never encouncering them directly. The deli-
cately spun tales of these nameless individusls, each
with his peculiar idiosynorasies, each with his melan
chidie ssolarion and mesfs unigueness, cansirtute an
|_'|,|i: st an the haman conditéan.

The cavexlrepping philodogisz, “The Man Whe
Callectz ehe Opinsons of Others, ' records the EpOmtanEe-
S FEEATES -u:th.ir. neighbars, whoare respording to the
ohjects he has phiced in their way, Then he writes them
down and armnges hiz mates om the wall '|:=;|:|.' ta
manifest kis theories. Thischaracter’s behavior iz failed
against that of "“The Collecrer™ (fig. 1}, the cqually
well-orgasized man who sssigns meaning to othersise
useless junk by making elegant collages out of kitsch
and buresucmtic paperwork. He treats this materal
wikn wimast sersodiness, cane, acd cancern ta arrange
order sut of the chaotic aceumulation of garkage. In
considering the complexity of this micreworld, Kabakev
has said, ""Fear in the face of chacs leads to the
earshlishmen: of order. Then hormorin the fuce of arder
brings cheos—so we swing between chaos and erder.
For me this = alsaa fu:LFlrnznlll. Frr:nn:ﬂ COmOE.
Faced with total chacs, the attemat o impose complete
order seems equally abeurd.'™

Kabakow's other characton also manifont obscraive-
-:-urnpuln'nr behavier akin to that of many arfiete. Far
example, we meet "' The Man Who Never Theew Any-
thing Away” (fig. 2), who rigorously adheres to a
ip-n:lﬁl: system o lngil:. His :Euldi!l! argument for

pr\tunfirtg mnd clldugins ev:r:-:]m'mg i in direct se-
sponue to the gurtage thar pervaded the iatesior
hallways of communal spariments. Ksbakow asks rhe-
l-nm:l.":ll. "When i rubbish not rebbsh? . . l.l'll'l].'l.
think of artists messing sround in their own iragina-
tions as 1f with their own rubbish., . . . | also asociate
rubbish with the i:-ul.m.'liu::r af E\'tr].'d.l:.l lake."™®

Indeed, Kabakow msnhe—s that these characierm
are ar lesgr um exeemuion of himaelf as om srvise, He hag

said, " Perhaps they represenn different sides of myself,

Fig. 1. The Caslerror, 1981-1 (uratillissas wiew ). Mined sediic dree tamass
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In & culiural seivse, my charciom repressat ideas, in e
same way that Deateeviky's characters do.”* One in
particalar, "The Man Whe Descrbes His Life
throiggh Chamcters,” 15 the most abwicusky aatobio-
phical, a reference to his albums entitled Ten
JAaracters. In the wnstallation text, Kabikos goves
whai amounts toan cxplanagion of s primary motiva-
won for undertaking such work. Descnbiag this chamc
ter, he writen, “If he loaked in the mirmr he @w
himuelf, but oa the other hand, thinking about some-
thing, he saw in himself not one, but many. He made 2
decusion: to uaite ths diversaey i6to a kind of artistee
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whole, but o allow them s eREer N0 atguments, cutda
ane wnvsther, but ket all ex themsclves ie murn., Let
each of them hawe his nght to vote completely and
fully, in complete incernal silence, say evcrything that
he knows, and tell has story, and his icessfully, "1 Like
other younger artists of out times, notably the Ameri-
wans Jenny Holeer and Cindy Sherman, Kabakov's use
of aca of multiple voices or perscnas suggests char
what 13 most vahihle and authentic emenges our of the
accumulation of truly subjective perspectives, not from
a singular, suthoritative shjectivity otherwise known as
“The Trath."

We then meet "The Linealented Armist,” who repre-
sents a wiy condemnation of rhose amiss who are
supporicd by the cornupt Sovict syatem of Stare comenis
wons, In Fack, hr fﬂhlri.ﬂi rhis [uni.rul.lr rype.
Kabakov satirizes the official are chac such seli-delusive
artises practice. Asto the relation Kabakov has with the

jects this pathetic character prodoces, he has and,
“I"'m not 3o much concerned with the paicring iself,
[but] rather with the character who painted i, [ didn't
l;q'mti:. yiua aee, I ereared ehin eharmerer, theanmlenred
artise, and | began to paint a3 this chamscrer. . .. It our
schizophrenic way of life."" For Kabakov, escape from
this sober reality ia manifested by the metaphor of
flying. Like his spirirual ancestor and compatrioc Marc
Chagall, tranacendence and ecataay are expressed through
the pictarial rriumph aver graviry. Twn of kit charc-
ters fly as 4 means of flecing From their otherwse gnm
existence, an ides that sppesrs in the artist’s earlier
albaens,

The Man W'he Flew imto Space from His Apari-
mrend{coverand fig. T), the most physically impressive
roam in chis installaton, 15 Kabakov's tour de force,
The text recounts three witpesses testéfying to an
'inﬂpli.:nhle event. Yot the visusl evidence ApPEArs to
be quil;-: p:mmi.v:. It i:ll:," humorous that we
learn of our hers's “'scienifec™ d\:nr:,r,whiqh ALCOURES
fag the arhervise i,h':.lln'ﬁ:.l.!m:liﬂgI faer char he ki indead
disappeared, somchow blasting through his aparcment
ceiling, ehe attic floor sbove, and the roof, with the help
of & ndicelowly primitive contmpion. It s as of
Katakov needed to mikeche religious motion of pscen-
sien into o cartoon-like reality within thin picce, The
artnt’s arentioa s derail, the vanous d'hlpﬂ'ﬂ andl
maps, &8s well a8 the poignant presence of 8 pair of shoes
out of which the man apparently flew, make this piccea
thoroughly entermaining sculprural environment.

But perhaps the most important of the charscters is
“The Man Who Flew into His Picoure.” Flere we are
cxposcd 1o the cresterof an empay canvas whe willfully
prajects himeelf inte the blarkroi of the monachrme
white field. For Kabakew, this whiteness, s in the
Su atist paineings by the Russan painter Kazimir
Mﬂ:&. utplpiutnmﬁ I!:t potential af the infinire, a
sensual openness that offers uliimate hope wnc free-
dom, & patcntiel cacape into gentle emprineas, and a
spiritaal liberation through fusien with an cthereal
apeness of color, light, amd space. “YWith his ant e kas
positioned himself againee a cultuesl vacuum aad bas
soaght a persondl approach to fundamental religioas,
soctological, and philesophical questhons, ™ one writer
has chserved. To live within enc's art, through the
foree and va r-u“mlginnl:'rnu.;l the thematie refram of
the Ten racrers, This essentially human aspira-
tien 15 the vital core of Ihya Kabakow's vivion.

Ned Rifkin
Chief Curator for Exchibitions
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