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public, and by 1927 it had become his principal occupation.

Rodchenko's Lef colleague, literary theorist Viktor Shklovsky, had
defined the fundamental aim of art as recovering the immediacy of expe-
rience by making the familiar seem unfamiliar. Many of Rodchenko's pho-
tographs accomplish this simply by departing from the habit of
looking—and photographing—straight ahead. He intended to encour-
age people to see things from fresh points of view by doing just that in his
photographs (fig. 7). His style of oblique angles and mobile perspectives,
which extended formal principles he had first explored in his abstract paint-
ings, helped to shape the vibrant photographic modernism that blossomed
in Europe in the second half of the 1920s.

THE RISE OF STALIN

Soviet optimism of the 1920s was also marked by tension and uncertainty,
and the oblique angles of Rodchenko’s photographs can provoke anxiety
as well as a sense of liberation. Stalin's consolidation of power at the end
of the decade soon put an end to these ambiguities and to the relative
openness of the NEP era. Beginning in 1928 the Soviet Union was wracked
by a cultural revolution which discredited independent thought and estab-
lished a new Party bureaucracy loyal to Stalin. Rodchenko's art was
attacked in the press as "bourgeois formalism.”

In 1932 the Communist Party abolished all artistic groups, paving the
way for a single union of artists under Party control and the establishment
of Socialist Realism as the officially sanctioned style. The closing of
VKhUTEMAS in 1930 had deprived Rodchenko of his principal source of
income. With the exception of a few outstanding personal pictures, after
1932 his photography was largely confined to propaganda: sweeping
scenes of the parades on Red Square (fig. 8) or pictures made on assignment
for state magazines. The December 1933 issue of USSR in Construction,
which he also designed, was devoted to his photographs of the building
of a canal between the White Sea and the Baltic. The text explained that
hard work on the canal redeemed men who had strayed from Communist
ideals. In fact, it was the first of Stalin's major gulags, in which some
200,000 people died.

Despite Rodchenka's efforts to adapt to the new political climate, he
was gradually relegated to the margins of Soviet culture and spent much of
the last two decades of his life in frustrated isolation. He died in 1956, the
year that Nikita Krushchev denounced Stalin's crimes.
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AFTERWORD

Closely linked to the Russian Revolution, Rodchenko is also a paradig-
matic figure of the European avant-garde between the two World
Wars. His dual commitment—to experimental modernism and to the
ideals of the Revolution—led him to ask how art might be redefined in
a progressive society. Ceaselessly reinventing himself and his work, he
explored o great variety of mediums and expanded the boundaries
of each of them. He inherited the prewar avant-garde’s probing self-
consciousness about the workings of art and representation then used
it to challenge the insularity of avant-garde art. But just as Rodchenko’s
social engagement inspired his artistic innovations, it embroiled him in
a great tragedy, as the utopian aspiration to create a better world
instead yielded a violent dictatorship.




PHOTOGRAPHY

Rodchenko’s photocollage work led him to make photographs of his own,
beginning in 1924 with a series of powerfully direct portraits of Mayakovsky
and other friends (fig.6). He regarded photography as mechanical and
objective and therefore socially progressive. Like graphic design, it appealed
to him because through reproduction it could deliver his message to a broad
public, and by 1927 it had become his principal occl
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defined the fundamental aim of art as recovering the immediacy of expe-
rience by making the familiar seem unfamiliar. Many of Rodchenko's pho-
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is co-organized by Magdalena Dabrowski, Senior Curator, Department of Drawings, and Peter Galassi, Chief Curator, Department of
Photography, The Museum of Modern Art; and guest curator Leah Dickerman, Assistant Professor of Art History, Stanford University,

This exhibition and the accompanying publication are made possible by The International Council of The Museum of Modern Art and the William Randelph Hearst
Endowment Fund. Additional funding is provided by The Trust for Mutual Understanding, The New York Times Company Foundation, and the Howard Gilman
Foundation. The exhibition tour is organized under the auspices of The International Council of The Museum of Modern Art.

Aleksandr Rodchenko is on view at The Museum of Modern Art from June 25 through October 6, 1998,

ALEKSANDR RODCHENKO, Magdalena Dabrowski, Leah Dickerman, and Peter Galassi, with essays by Aleksandr Lavrent'ev and Varvara Rodchenko. 9/ x 12; 336
pages; 431 illustrations, including 230 in color. Cloth $65. Paper $32.50. Available in The MoMA Book Store.

© 1998 The Museum of Modern Art, New York

constructions, 1922. Photograph by Mikhail Kaufman. A. Radchenke and V. Step Archive, Moscow




