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Tracing Avant-
Garde
Museology

From a ChemistÕs Shelf to a Communist
Museum on Mars

If you have Òavant-gardeÓ and ÒmuseologyÓ or
Òmuseum exhibitionsÓ in one sentence,
especially if that sentence is in English, the first
name that comes to mind is El Lissitzy and his
collaboration with Alexander Dorner in Hannover.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊEveryone who has an interest in
experiments with display design has seen
images of the Abstract Cabinet installed at
Landesmuseum in late 1928. This masterpiece
marks the limit of known ambitions for the
transformation of the museum in the time
associated with the young Soviet state or even
the historical avant-garde. But most
interpretations of the Abstract Cabinet reduce its
meaning to formal innovations distinctive for
Western modernism. The new concept of the
museum that resulted from the combination of
new social relationships and a political agenda
remains unconsidered.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊIÕd like to risk going beyond this limitation to
describe the trajectory and logic of the
transformation of the concept of the museum
and art in general from the late nineteenth
century to the beginning of the twentieth century
in Russia and the Soviet Union.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊLetÕs use the proletarian revolution in
Russia as a point of departure for our discussion
of avant-garde museology. Not only did this
event determine a majority of interpretations of
art and the role of institutions charged with
preserving art after the fact, it also served as a
point of attraction for the goal of establishing
social equality even before it took place.
Beginning from the revolution will make it easier
to describe the radicalized conceptions of the
museum that emerged at the time, and the
hierarchy of these conceptions. At its
foundantion lies the historical avant-garde's
destructive impulse towards any attempt to
preserve the past. Kazemir Malevich expounded
this idea, writing in 1919: ÒContemporary life has
invented crematoria for the dead, but each dead
man is more alive than a weakly painted portrait.
In burning a corpse we obtain one gram of
powder: accordingly, thousands of graveyards
could be accommodated on one chemistÕs shelf.Ó
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊOthers expressed similar opinions. The
majority of artists associated with the historical
avant-garde were sharply critical of the museum
as an institution. Those who did not clamor for
the incineration of the past in the crematoria of
the present nevertheless spoke of the need to
take control of the institution and reorganize it
with a view to creating conditions more favorable
to the new art. If the museum were to survive, it
had to become highly mobile; it had to keep pace
with the transformations of reality as it sped
towards socialism. Radical theorists of futurism,
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Exhibition on ÓThe History of the Civil WarÓ at Leningrad Museum of Revolution, 1930. 

for example Osip Brik, insisted that the museum
should be transformed into a scholarly institute.
Avant-garde theoretician Nikolai Punin
complained to colleagues about the museum-as-
repository: ÒOne cannot breed contemporary
European art museums out of the ÔkunstkammerÕ
and the ÔreposÕ any more than one can hatch the
contemporary state directly from the feudal
order. Museums were once Òrepos,Ó but for a long
time they have developed a different character Ð
an auxiliary scientific character.Ó
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊMalevich might have been closer to
anarchism in terms of his political preferences,
but at its core his and similar thinking was
inspired by the Marxist interpretation of artistic
creation under conditions of capitalist
production and its potential transformation after
the revolution, when the emphasis of the artistic
activity should gradually shift from the museum
towards everyday life and production. Because
without social equality art is mainly a ghetto for
imaginary solutions to the traumas of
exploitation and the ruling classÕs violence
against the oppressed. And in this situation, the
museum fixes this order of things institutionally,
under the name of art history. Consequently, the
museum could be seen as an enemy of the
revolution, doomed to be destroyed. But if

society overcomes the social contradictions
associated with class struggle and inequality,
then art as a bourgeois ghetto will melt into
liberated reality. The artist, as a special
professional occupation, will gradually give way
to the engineer Ð be it an engineer of industrial
machines or social interactions.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe position of the ÒproletkultÓ Ð short for
Òproletarian cultureÓ Ð came close to the radical
position of a Malevich. Proletkult was a broad
movement of unprofessional poets, writers,
theatrical activists, film directors, and artists
who tried to build a new proletarian culture
through the negation of the art of previous
epochs, in a practical attempt to destroy the
museum as a castle of enemy-class culture. The
intellectual leader of proletkult was Alexander
Bogdanov, who started as a professional
revolutionary and close collaborator of Lenin but
was later forced from political activity and
started working as a scholar and a cultural
organizer. Thanks to Bogdanov, proletkult was
influenced by the ideas of Russian cosmism,
which resulted in a series of narratives of
Communist space exploration written by self-
taught poets.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊAlmost a decade before the revolution,
Bogdanov depicted a postrevolutionary Marxist

02
/1

2

05.08.17 / 18:07:00 EDT



A display case exhibits the inquisition's instruments of torture in the exhibitionÊof the Museum of Atheism, Leningrad. 

03
/1

2

05.08.17 / 18:07:00 EDT



Right and left images:ÊExhibition
view at Museum of Atheism,
Leningrad, the former St. Isaac
Cathedral, date unknown. 

Exhibition view fromÊÒLabor and Art of Women ofÊthe Soviet EastÓ in the Museum of Oriental Cultures, c. 1930s.Ê 
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