
Introduction
MADE IN MOSCOW

In schematic form, Moscow, as it appears at this very moment, reveals the full 

range of possibilities: above all, the possibility of the revolution’s utter failure and of its

success. In both instances, however, there will be something unforeseeable whose

appearance will be vastly different from any programmatic painting of the future.

WALTER BENJAMIN, letter to Martin Buber (1927)

Upon his return from the Soviet Union in early 1927, Walter Ben-

jamin draws a portrait of Moscow for Martin Buber’s Berlin journal Die Kreatur. In this por-

trayal, the dominant feature of the city’s physiognomy is not a particular building or place,

but rather a passion—a “ruling passion”—for experimentation: “Each thought, each day,

each life lies here as on a laboratory table. And as if it were a metal from which an unknown

substance is by every means to be extracted, it must endure experimentation to the point of

exhaustion. No organism, no organization, can escape this process.” An immediate conse-

quence of this unrelenting desire to extract the unknown, Benjamin explains, is a vastly ac-

celerated pace of topographical and administrative metamorphosis: “Employees in their

factories, o‹ces in buildings, pieces of furniture are rearranged, transferred, and shoved

about. . . . Regulations are changed from day to day, but streetcar stops migrate, too. Shops

turn into restaurants and a few weeks later into o‹ces.”1 Experimentation is not a process

sequestered in a laboratory, but rather pervades every aspect of daily life in Soviet Moscow.

Woven into—and by—this laboratory of a city is Constructivism, the most ground-

breaking development in the visual arts in the Soviet Union in the decade or so following

the October Revolution of 1917. Like the ever-shifting terrain in which it develops, Con-

structivism is similarly driven by a ruling passion for experimentation. Over the course of

the early 1920s, it puts on the laboratory table one problem after another—composition,

construction, excess, faktura, tectonics, economy, modularity, purpose, structure, function,
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production, process, the object, and, most fundamentally of all, the artist’s right to exist—

as if each of these problems were a metal from which an as-yet-unknown substance could

be extracted. Constructivism’s successive laboratory operations take place in works of art—

chiefly understood as demonstration, or even conversation, pieces—and in the entangled

oral and written exchanges between its practitioners. At times, these operations appear, es-

pecially in retrospect, as instantiations of an internal process cloistered from the incursions

of everyday life, but that perception is illusory—there is nothing pristine about the condi-

tions within which Constructivism invents and reinvents itself, conditions at once method-

ical and manic, continually informed and reinformed by the protean policies and machineries

of the fledgling Russian republic.

This book tells the story—a story—of Constructivism’s emergence, development, and

dénouement in Moscow between 1920 and 1926. Among its chief protagonists is Karlis Jo-

hansons (1892–1929; fig. 2), a Latvian sculptor who graduates from the Riga City School of

Art (Rigas pilsetas makslas skola) just before the outbreak of the First World War. War, mil-

itary service, revolutions, demobilization, and a desire to experience firsthand the cultural

riches of the new Russian capital—“I want so much to spend a couple of months in Moscow,”

he writes2—bring this artist to the city, where he Russifies his name to Karl Ioganson. In a

photograph taken at the Kremlin shortly after his arrival in summer 1918 (fig. 3), Ioganson

poses playfully in Lenin’s Model-T Ford, along with some fellow Latvian artists, including

the later-renowned photomonteur Gustav Klucis—all members of a detachment of Latvian

machine gunners appointed to guard the Kremlin after Lenin’s transfer of the Russian cap-

ital to Moscow in March 1918. 

It is not, however, in the company of his compatriots that Ioganson soon emerges as one

of the pioneers—“forefathers” (rodonachal’niki) is the word he uses3—of Constructivism,

but rather in concert with the Russian artists Aleksandr Rodchenko (1891–1956) and Varvara

Stepanova (1894–1958), both former students of the Kazan’ School of Fine Arts (Kazanskaia

khudozhestvennaia shkola) who arrive in Moscow just a few years earlier than Ioganson, in

1915 (fig. 4). Of Constructivism’s leading characters, Rodchenko and Stepanova are the two

perhaps most familiar to art historians, but essential to Constructivism’s story are also three

very young artists, all born in Moscow and former students of both the city’s Stroganov School

of Applied Art (Stroganovskoe khudozhestvenno-promyshlennoe uchilishche) and its First

State Free Art Studios (Pervye gosudarstvennye svobodnye khudozhestvennye masterskie;

SVOMAS I): Konstantin Medunetskii (1900–ca. 1934; fig. 5) and the Swedish-Russian broth-

ers Georgii (1900–1933) and Vladimir Stenberg (1899–1982; fig. 6). Last, but not least, among

this group of “forefathers” is Aleksei Gan (1893–1942), better known as a theoretician of Con-

structivism but also numbering among its practitioners (fig. 7). In March 1921, these seven

formally announce and document themselves as the Working Group of Constructivists

(Rabochaia gruppa konstruktivistov; fig. 8).4

Before the year is out, others would come on board as Constructivism’s energetic apol-

ogists: notably, two art historians and critics, each active in the association of proletarian
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2 Karl Ioganson (Karlis Johansons). Moscow. ca.

1922. Photograph courtesy of Erna Berkholce,

Cesis.

3 Karl Ioganson, Voldemars Andersons, Kārlis

Veidemanis, and Gustav Klucis at the Kremlin in

Lenin’s Model-T Ford. Moscow. Summer 1918.

Latvian Museum of War, Riga, f. Andersons, inv. 

no. 9083/4514 f. Photograph courtesy of Erna

Berkholce, Cesis.



4 Aleksandr Rodchenko and Varvara Stepanova.

Moscow. 1923. Photograph courtesy of

Rodchenko-Stepanova Archive, Moscow.

5 Konstantin Medunetskii. ca. 1920. Photographed 

by Vladimir Stenberg. Photograph courtesy of

Galerie Jean Chauvelin, Paris.



6 Georgii and Vladimir Stenberg. ca. 1920.

Photograph courtesy of Alma Law Archive,

Scarsdale, New York.

7 Aleksei Gan. 1924. Photographed by Aleksandr

Rodchenko. Photograph courtesy of Rodchenko-

Stepanova Archive, Moscow.



cultural organizations, Proletkul’t: Nikolai Tarabukin (1889–1956; fig. 9), whose initial the-

oretical interests range from the Russian icon to modern painting, and Boris Arvatov (1896–

1940), a brilliant young Marxist cultural theoretician. In the defense of Constructivism, they

are joined by two already well-established literary critics—Osip Brik (1888–1945) and Boris

Kushner (1888–1937)—both founding members in 1916 of the Petrograd Society for the Study

of Poetic Language (Obshchestvo izucheniia poeticheskogo iazyka; OPOIAZ), a formalist

research circle, and in 1919 of Komfut (Communists and Futurists; Kommunisty-futuristy),

an alliance organized in opposition to the increasingly Fascist-aligned Italian Futurists. By

1921, Tarabukin, Arvatov, Brik, and Kushner are all living in Moscow and performing nu-

merous roles within the administrative machinery of the new republic. In the early 1920s,

all these figures—praktiki and teoretiki alike—are members of a state-funded, interdiscipli-

nary research center for the arts in Moscow, the Institute of Artistic Culture (Institut khu-
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8 Signatures of the Working Group of

Constructivists of the INKhUK (meeting of 

April 20, 1921): K[onstantin] Medunetskii,

G[eorgii] Stenberg, [Karl] Ioganson, Aleksei Gan,

[Aleksandr] Rodchenko, V[ladimir] Stenberg, 

Varst [Varvara Stepanova]. Photograph courtesy 

of Rodchenko-Stepanova Archive, Moscow.

9 Nikolai Tarabukin. Early 1930s. Photograph

courtesy of Marina and Aleksei Dunaev, Moscow.

10 Vasily Kandinsky (third from right) and other

members of the INKhUK. Moscow. ca. 1920.

Photograph from L’Avant-garde russe: Chefs

d’oeuvre des Musées de Russie (Musée des

Beaux-Arts de Nantes, 1993).

dozhestvennoi kul’tury; INKhUK—established in 1920 under the authority of the People’s

Commissariat of Enlightenment (Narodnyi komissariat prosveshcheniia; Narkompros), the

Bolsheviks’ new administrative organ for cultural and educational matters. The well-known

painter Vasily Kandinsky, who returned from Germany after the outbreak of the First World

War, is appointed as the institute’s first director (fig. 10). 



What motivates the Moscow Constructivists’ unrelenting drive to experiment? In the broad-

est possible sense, it is their overall desire—equally unrelenting—to find an answer to the

following question: What is the role and e‹cacy of the vanguard artist in revolution? By

revolution, I refer not only to the crucial events of October 1917 and their immediate after-

math, but even more to the ongoing process of shoring up the historical import of those

events against the manifold uncertainties of both the Civil War (1918–21)—in which Bol-

shevik victory was by no means assured—and the New Economic Policy (NEP; 1921–28),

with its partial return to a market economy. For the Constructivists, the question of their

role and e‹cacy has tremendous urgency, given that the essentially bourgeois conception of

the artist with which they came of age—the artist defined as an individual committed to

the expression of self—is now under extraordinary pressure, if it is not simply rejected al-

together. This question is given further urgency by the Constructivists’ commitment to the

struggle to abolish the division of mental and manual labor—a struggle that tends to un-

dermine the vanguard artist’s traditional and exclusive claim on the realm of radical cultural

production. In the decade after the October Revolution, then, the very identity of the avant-

garde artist—a category originally formulated nearly a century or so earlier in France—is

itself on the laboratory table.

The unrelenting way in which the Moscow Constructivists tackle their self-critical en-

terprise, and the variety of solutions they propose, is most dramatically registered in the fact

that, in the early 1920s, there are (at least) two Constructivisms. The first, comprising a body

of work produced over the course of 1920–21, constitutes an extreme intensification of a

broadly modernist inquiry into the notion of art as primarily a mode of production rather

than a mode of expression. Predominantly abstract, though not exclusively so, this Con-

structivism is best exemplified by an exhibition held in Moscow from May to June 1921, the

Second Spring Exhibition of the OBMOKhU (Vtoraia vesenniaia vystavka OBMOKhU; fig.

11), which announces one of the major results of the Constructivists’ laboratory experiment—

the advent of the spatial construction (prostranstvennaia konstruktsiia).

The second Constructivism emerges in April 1921, but only becomes fully fledged in the

fall of that year. It consists of a demand, made by the very same group of practitioners, that

the Constructivists abandon their inquiry into the nature of art as a mode of production

and enter the realm of industrial production itself: Henceforth, the artist is “to set about

real, practical work in production.”5 In choosing to shape not the materials of art but rather

the “very stuª with which people live their everyday lives,”6 the Constructivists set out to

reject all “experimental activity divorced from life.”7 In the Soviet factory, it is believed, the

Constructivist will overcome art’s putative autonomy within the organization of social life.

The making of forms of art now deemed obsolete (izzhityi)—which includes the “bour-

geois individualist” arts of painting, sculpture, and, increasingly, the spatial construction—

is given the pejorative appellation “easelism” (stankovizm).8

Constructivism in the early 1920s is thus riven—but also, therefore, united—by a “radi-

cal break” articulated in terms of a totalizing shift from the realm of the “aesthetic” to that
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11 View of Second Spring Exhibition of the OBMOKhU

(toward south and west walls). 11 Bol’shaia Dmitrovka,

Moscow. May–June 1921. Photograph courtesy of

Rodchenko-Stepanova Archive, Moscow.

of the “real.” Although considerable skepticism has been voiced in the last several decades

with regard to the positing of radical breaks, epistemological shifts, and other ruptures of

great magnitude, such skepticism is not warranted here, for in its localized practices and the-

ories, Constructivism is fundamentally ruptured: All the Moscow Constructivists abandon

easelism altogether after November 1921, with several also managing to enter, to varying de-

grees, into industrial production. Others, most notably Rodchenko, reconfigure Construc-

tivism’s productivist platform in compelling new ways in the mid- and late 1920s, chiefly

through recourse to photographic practices, as Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, Leah Dickerman,

and Hubertus Gassner, among others, have demonstrated.9

Historiographically speaking, one could not speak of two (or more) Constructivisms with-

out Christina Lodder’s groundbreaking 1983 book, Russian Constructivism, the extensive

breadth of which is matched only by the unprecedented depth of its archival research. Prior

to the appearance of Lodder’s history of Constructivism, the western literature on the sub-

ject had tended to focus exclusively on the laboratory period. This it more or less reduced



to a pseudomorphology—a set of shared stylistic features (such as geometric clarity, abstract

volume, economy of material, and surface homogeneity)—which it then reposited as the

foundation for something like an international Constructivist tradition. In explicit opposi-

tion to this tendency, Lodder sought to document and analyze the profound extent to which

Russian Constructivism was premised, by contrast, on the rejection of exclusively aesthetic

deliberations for the sake, instead, of radically new utilitarian objectives: Constructivism,

she writes, is a “functional aesthetic.” The “formal language” of this aesthetic is provided by

the pre-revolutionary counter-reliefs of Vladimir Tatlin and others, while the laboratory con-

structions constitute a transitional phase of “technologically inspired formal exploration.”10

Lodder’s historical account frankly posits the productivist period as not only Constructivism’s

crucial achievement, but also as the very locus of its political specificity. This is what dis-

tinguishes it from its international correlatives and legacies.

That the Constructivists themselves may have prognostically or retrospectively dismissed

their own laboratory work raises a di‹cult methodological issue. While the present book is

premised on the conviction that Constructivist theory is a form of Constructivist practice,

and thus very often draws upon such theory, I believe that it is sometimes imperative for the

historian to loosen a little the grip of the performative language of the manifesto-statement

(here invoked in the sense of the latter genre’s inadmissibility to evaluation), in order to take

advantage of the knowledge that distance, however provisionally, can aªord. Put bluntly:

The negation of an earlier moment has a constitutive function for an artist in the thick of

struggling to produce his or her next move, but an historical and evaluative mode of inquiry—

such as I am attempting here—has a somewhat diªerent set of responsibilities.

Rather than adopting a proleptic glance wherein the laboratory period is but a prelimi-

nary to a productivist Constructivism, the first half or so of the present book is committed

to taking up that extraordinary endeavor at its own pace in an attempt to reconstruct its

own rules of functioning, thereby shedding new light upon its much-neglected meaning

and significance. I propose that in the body of hermetic drawings and spatial constructions

produced between 1920 and 1921 we find the Constructivists’ earliest investigation of the

problem of the artist’s role and e‹cacy within the new state—precisely where we might

least have expected to find evidence of such an inquiry. In their laboratory work, I argue,

the Constructivists propose and contest various ways of shaping a mandate for artistic pro-

duction that would fulfill the ambitions of the revolutionary state by eradicating marks of

individual authorship—and hence, they would come to believe, subjectivity—from the

work of art.

Before delineating the main contours of my argument, I would like to make plain the

mechanism of its production. Through a reconstruction of the laboratory object’s rules of

functioning—or the rhetoric of the technology of its making—I endeavor to explicate the

meanings that are inscribed in that object, made in that object, but which are not immedi-

ately legible in it. The point of such close attention is not to restore some putative referent,

but to reconstruct or re-present what Roland Barthes calls the object’s very intelligibility11—
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or what I often think of as the making palpable of its mode of thinking. The inherent di‹culty

of doing so is compounded by the laboratory object’s frequently recalcitrant and even, as it

were, unloving demeanor. (Its tendency to turn away, or otherwise resist its remaking by the

viewer, is partially responsible, I believe, for its overall neglect in the literature.) Notwith-

standing this di‹culty, such reconstruction is the fundamental basis for my argument, pro-

viding as it does evidence of a range of positions, or a newly diªerentiated field, within lab-

oratory Constructivism itself.

The two bodies of laboratory work examined in the initial chapters of this book are, first,

the Constructivists’ contributions to a portfolio of drawings submitted to the INKhUK in

April 1921 at the culmination of a four-month debate conducted among thirty or so of its

members (chapter 1). The explicit subject matter of this debate is the delimitation of com-

position (kompozitsiia) and construction (konstruktsiia)—two principles for the formal or-

ganization of the constituent elements of a work of art. The heterogeneity of the Con-

structivists’ articulations of these principles is then further amplified in a second body of

laboratory work—the spatial constructions exhibited a month after the debate comes to an

end (chapter 2). I propose that each corpus constitutes a collective attempt on the part of

the Constructivists to eradicate composition from the work of art—to suppress any trace of

artistic subjectivity in the interrelation of the work’s formal elements. Not only Alberti’s rules

for composition are under attack here, but also something much more immediate—namely,

the inner, spiritual motivation that underlies Kandinsky’s series of large-scale quasi-abstract

oil paintings of 1913, to which the artist gave the name Compositions. In opposition to Kandin-

sky’s theory and practice of composition, and in contestation of his administrative power

within the INKhUK and the Moscow art world more generally, the Constructivists advo-

cate a new principle—construction—which signifies the negation of hierarchy, subordina-

tion, relationality, arbitrariness, and excess in the work’s formal arrangement, and the repu-

diation of its maker’s subjective choice.

Analyzed in this light, laboratory Constructivism’s attempt to eradicate subjective choice

may be situated within a much broader discourse of motivation that, as Yve-Alain Bois has

demonstrated, runs through the history of modernism in general and of abstraction in par-

ticular. Within the terms of this discourse, the Constructivists’ pursuit of the principle of

construction—as a potential locus of the erasure of authorship—would constitute an ex-

emplary instantiation of what Bois calls a search for strategies of motivation (the logical

antonym of arbitrariness within Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of the sign).12 To contextu-

alize laboratory Constructivism within this broader discourse of modernism is to deny noth-

ing of its historical specificity, however. On the contrary, I believe that it is only by resitu-

ating the object of study at a certain distance from its immediate context that the specificity

of that context may become legible.

Thinking about Constructivism in terms of motivation assists in building a picture of

its historical specificity in two ways: First, it enables us to foreground laboratory Con-

structivism’s place within the specifically Russian avant-garde discourse of faktura. Narrowly



and conventionally speaking, faktura means “texture” or “facture”—that is, a property of

painting, sculpture, and many other arts, including verse. More significantly, for our pur-

poses, it refers to the overall handling or working of the material constituents of a given

medium, and thus to the process of production in general: “By faktura,” the critic Tarabukin

writes, “we mean the working of the material.”13 In this sense, faktura is an integral term

in the Russian vanguard’s broadly modernist conception of art as a mode of production

rather than expression. But if faktura had historically been understood as the very locus of

artistic subjectivity, it increasingly came to signify—in the hands of the Russian avant-garde

beginning circa 1912—the explicit erasure of that subjectivity. Over the course of the ensu-

ing decade, faktura is transformed from an index of authorial presence into an index of ma-

terial presence. A first step in the process of this dramatic reversal or inversion of the con-

ventional significance of faktura is evident in the materiological determinism of Tatlin’s

pre-revolutionary counter-reliefs (fig. 12), wherein the material shapes the form, rather than

vice versa, but the process reaches its climax only with the advent of laboratory Construc-

tivism. Its most explicit examples are found among the spatial constructions of Ioganson

and Rodchenko, wherein structures are generated through either deductive or nonrelational

progressions of modular units (figs. 13, 14).14
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12 Vladimir Tatlin. Corner Counter-Relief, no. 133.

1915. Aluminum and tin sheeting, oil pigment,

priming paint, wire, and fastening components.

Dimensions unknown. No longer extant.


