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where is the line between us?

interview with vitaly komar

julia tulovsky

I iy, when you, an o underground artist in the
Soviet Union, came to the UUS. inthe Late 19705, you found
voursell in the very midst of the world of ardstic life. Did
vour ideas of New York as the capital of world art agree with
what you saw?

mEesE | was rather well prepared Tor what 1 saw because,
al the Stroganov Art School, where my co-author, Alex
Melamid, and | received owr education in the 1960s, the
library subscribed to many Western art magazines. Besides,
we gol 1 such as Avl in Amerviea, Art News and Arf
Lo from our foreign [viends who came to Moscow, There
were exhibitions of LLS. artin Moscow, including American
Pop Are. So many ol my friends and 1 had o aivly good idea
sanything came as a big
surprise when Fmoved to the LIS, What surprised me was
perhaps the intensity ol artistic life. A single magazine car-
vies about ten reviews. Tdidn’t expect New York 1o have
thousands ol exhibitions going on at the same time, while

ol what was goi

oo wouldn™n s

only asmall percentage get reviewed.
At the personal levell T was amazed that artists, just like
many representatives of the world of wrn, have a special ati-
tude toward clothes, In Russia, an actist didn’t care what
e put on, I was an expression ol a special philosophical
detachment not to pay any atention 1o vour clothes. It was
lashionable to think that grear philosophers were absolute-
Iy carcless about thenr appearanee because their thoughts
were elsewhere, inanother dimension. In New York, ant-
ists have aomuch keener sense of siyle, especially in clothes
worn at exhibition openings. Critics have always dressed
fashionably, butartists could get away with almost anything.
Lremember going to a veception and the invitation saicl
“Black tie™. T knew anartist could do withoun atie. But it
turned out that artists didn’t need atie only ac exhibitions
ancart receprions, and here Hound mysellin the ¢ Oy
ol prominent politicians, even senators, The man at the
door wouldn™t Tet e inat livstc D unlaced one shoe and
ticd the string around iy neck instead ofa e The guanrd
lauehed and et me in.
EENEEE O\ ou gol o understand New York™s world ol ar,
were there any surprises instore lorvous

Yoso What surprised me most was the Taet tha
art erities hive pracricallv no influence upon the at nnn-
ket By the time T eame to the UUSL the et marker hal
become independent and the high aned wighiy erities

hadl disappeared. Way back in the 1950s, it was sullicient
for Greenberg to appear al an exhibition and say, “flat,
flar™ and it virtually meant the end of the artist's career:
Beginning with the late 1970s, the art market gained great
power. Even the formal dilference between iraditional and
experimental art was gone, that is, experimental art began
tosellatvery high prices. 1think this is what struck me most
here - that critics were unable, 1o be exact, absolutely pow-
erless, to influence the art market any longer.

I WDy do you think there is a chasm between the
critics and the market?

pamss . Crities played o major role in the 1950s when
there was still adis between modernism and populin
art. At that time, ¢ seemed to be aware ol the secrets
ol modernism and the intellectual European elite. You
know that because of Hitler, the majority of the intellec-
tual clite Med Europe. A kind ol hothouse [or great artists
cmerged here, OF course, the ULS. had modernists of s

own, but they were not held in great esteem. I was realists
whao always played First lidele. Inothe TO305- 19405, a Kind
ol intellectual social realism was blossoming here, paint-
ers like Ben Shahinand Raphacl Soyer. The Luter had, for
example, as many as four personal exhibitions in Whimey,
more than any other painter either before or alter. Even
the leltist public regarded leftwing ar as socially orient-
ed. Soat some moment, eritics began to explain 1o the
public how budly the ULS. was lagging behind European
modernisin. This campaign against backwirdness led 1o
the destruction of some magn

nt buildings in New
York. From i Ewropean point ol view, they were pompous
anel tasteless, There was a clash ol dillerent ideas. Bovers
and gallery owners sullered rom an inferiority complex
that made them Tear tha they didn’ fully understand the

clite’s intellectual art lile, so the views ol the erities carried

great weight, The erities were regarded as philosophers,
prophets, who pointed to new paths, But somewhere alier
Pop At the Americans understood thar they shouldn’s
he ashamed of then provinciality, On the contruy, they
should plavit up because it was astvle inits own right. Pop
Artis o purely American phenomenon, I was then that
art gallery owners, people involved inthe ot business aned
people working with buvers and investors inart became
independent. There was nothing the critics could 1ell
them that they dieln e already know,

place to meetr pop-temporary
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| ow has the role of eritics chamged now that their
influence on the world of art has diminished?
memmnms | think that the most alented critics, ©
a vision, and even philosophers, take up curators” jobs
now. This brings ina better income., too, Even small exhibi-
tions pay quite decent money, enough to live on for a year
or two, Previously, covators and ervities werve not the same
people, ind it made a world of dilference. Now, crities get
their revenge over the art world by turning into curators.
They unite artists and become metntists, They not only
describe reality, they make it becanse curitors” exhibitions
arve an alternative to commercial galleries. OF course, cura-
xhibitions can take place in commercial galleries, but
wallery owners are usually not in the habit of shaving prof-
its with « Their world is a bit diflerent. So curvators
and erities went 1o the aliernative world of non-commercial
exhibitions, installations, conceptual and ephemeral wt,
and video, that is ot that hasn't yet become part of the an
market and imvestments,

O\l vou belong not only to the LS art commu-
nity. but also to the Russian it scene. How do you evaluite
the changes in the art scene in Russia during the Jast few
years? Is it inany way similar to the situation in the Westz
wemmsem No, the situation in Russia is dillerent, My dream is
o see Russiaa prosperous country, in the artistic senseas well.
Of course, I'm behind the times inmany ways, The last time |
wats it Russia four years ago on the occasion ol my exhibition
in Marar Gelman's Gallery. So T hawve no clew iden of what's
going on. But according 1o Russian art magazines, sonie peo-
ple jumped to the conclusion that we have caught up with
the West and will soon leave it hbehind, This idea is wrong.

Lors

iors

Sometimes a horse that is i lap behind everybody seems 1o
be linst toan outside observer becanse it is i couple of meters
ahead of the others. And T think the feeling that we have sud
denly become first is aomisconception that is very dangerous
for Russian ant. Gone is the healthy, self-evitieal antimde of
ot diy and this can only hinder luether development.
B So inowhat way is Russia backward® Is it the undaer-
developed art infrastracture or the backwardness ol an
itsell®

It is not o nunter of an underdeveloped et infrae
strncture or the backwarvdness ol art isell, I's abown the
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backward mentadiny and sell-esteen. P speaking abow
a special mtitnde toward the West, astrange fecling thin
Russia is I.tLillg i s socialise ('rlll\pl'lilisl?1 with world
art, Natuadlv antists, individh
another, But the very idea that s county can compete with
world wtis, inmy opinion, absurd. X counny can take such
ancattitude o world culture and. in particular, 1o the West
when it doesn’t consider itsell to be part of it Fmade acom-
parison with racing, but it was within the frimework of the

il people compere with one

wenre, In geneval, Pmcagainst comparing the development
of art history to races. This is not about vacing. 1 used the
comparison 1o parody the attitude toant history develop:

ment as o kind ol vace between dilfevem conntries, To be o

Tull-Nedged member ol anant commumity s country doesn’t

need cither asuperiovity or inferiorinn complex, The soon-
er one gets rid of these complexes, the beter it will be for
Russian antists in the West,

I Docsn't Russia have very successtul antisis?
mmmen Of course there are successtul artists in Russia, Bt
some ol the most privileged painters in Russiidon’™ exhibit
their work at major international art exhibitions and don’t
participate ininte i King, fon
example, about artists who have muscums of their own in
the city center, This is o unique phenomenon that doesn’t
exist inany other country. 1t is a purely Russian phenom-
enon and it speaks for itsell, But Pd like to vepeat that 'm
not very knowledgeable on the subject. don’t know much
about what's going on in Russiatoday.

iy vou were one of the st people to collabo
rate with LLS artists, Please tell us about your experience.
mmm As vou know, 1 ook part in the Bulldozer
Exhibition. Afier the exhibition, many reproductions ol
(I mean myselland Alex Melunid) as well as those
ol other participants were published in Western magazines,
as Davis, the an evitie and pioneer of video an,
came to Moscow to write about the artists whose works had
been destroved at the Bulldozer Exhibition. Douglas Davis
and 1 decided 1o collaborate. He had his photos taken in
New York, and Alex Melamid and L in Moscow. Douglas
Davis made spliced photographic montages where we were
divided by aline. Each of us held a canvas with acertain texi
both in English and in Russian, for example, "Where is the
line between us?” This work is now part of the Menropolitn
Muscum’s collection, which makes me very happy. As Ln
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as T know, it was the first ever experience of collaboration
hetween Russian and ULS, artists. Incidentally, it was the
time of the first joine Qight of LS. and Russian astronants,
I vemember T was amazed when Douglas Davis came 1o
our first meeting in Moscow ina red corduroy suie, Later,
in New York, asked him, “Why did vou wear a ved suait ol
all things?” He said, "1 thought than this was a Communist
country and the color red would make a good impression.”
But evervhody took it as an cccentr

sture aned dlied nen

conneet it inamy way with the color of the Soviet national
Mag. We also collaborated withthe US, antist and musician
Charlotte Moormn, s member ol Fluxus, the Bimous LS.
Daclaist group. Later, when working an the Souls Project, we
set upacompany, We Buvind Sell Souls. through which we

purchised souls of many celebrities or aceepted them lor
sale on G commission bhasis. One of the people who sold s
s soul was Andy Warhol

N | ow minch wis Andy Warhol's sounlz

e We got it ree ol charge. Warhol put o zevo on
the contraet Torm, Alter that, it was sold Tor 30 voubles in
Maoscow. It probably costs much more todav. T used o work
with Andy Wirhol belove, too. He attended our Fiest exhibi
tion at the Roald Feldman Gallery when 1 was sall hiving

in Russian, Feldnm told ns Andy was greatly interested in



the ideas of Sots Arvts He spent o long time examining ouar
Post Avtand looking an his soup can. Incidentally, this work
anticipated postmodernism. As Robert Morgan put it in
his The Delta a_J,I’ Mudderacism, 1t was i this work that the term
“post” was lirst used in reference to modern art It featured
awmasterpicce olworlda, the Bunous Warhol soup canas it
will look in the future —asa Pompeii resco. burnt, chipped.
dark and ervacked. Feldman remembered that Andy’s Tace
went green. He could never imagine his work in such a his-
torical perspective. Iowas just another vision ol his are, Alier
the exhibition, 1o show his respect, he sent a book 1o me
in Moscow with a drawing ol a soup can enclosed = a light
drawing made by penin the sivle olaskereh.

EEEE Dol you and LLS. pop artists work with a system
ol myths lunctioning in societs What is dillerent abowt the
American approach to the deconstruetion of social myths?

: A Pop Artand Sots At are very similoe phenomena,

they have the same stracture, but diflevent Torms. Both ol

LS. idols are
ing. InSo
Lot was ideological propaganda. [ believe that offi

them use irony as a weapon ol iconoclsm

constmer goads put on a pedestal by adver
Russic

art contained not only official figurative socialist realism,

but also official conceptualism, Tt found expression in slo-
wans. The art of slogans has existed since the Russian avant-
garde. [t was unnoticed, though slogans were everywhere,
Nobody collected them because they were an ephemeral
art ol visual propaganda evervbody was alveady sick of, We
ntion to them, we understood that

were the [irst to pay att
we are surrounded with conceptual culture. So we took
the slogans and signed our names under them. Mar
Duchamp did the same with the urinal. And now muscums
have in their collections only the slogans Alex Melamid
and I signed. Slogans were also advertisements, but they

advertised ideology, not goods. In general, both ol them
lave a 1ot to do with a certain myth, they arve like incanta-
tions: "More eleciric energy 1o the people™, "Let’s build
Communism™ in Russia or “Buy soup” in the ULS, The aim
ol incantations is to influence people in some mysterious
ways. Their function is deeply mythological. In the Soviet
Union, they were bused onideological conceptualism, and
in the ULS. on advertisements. LLS. society is o consumer
society. it's not ideological. When you examine works ol
LS. Pop Art, it is very
don’t depict constmer goods. they depict advertisements

mportant to understand that they

ol consumer goods. Andy Warhol portraved asoup can ad,
not asoup can, and heve lies a fine distinetion between Pop
Art and New Realism Take, [or intance, Roginsky's Primus
Stove. From my point ol view, it"s not Pop At because ivisan
image ol a primus stove, not a primus stove acl. In Russia,
goods didn’t neced advertsing, people grabbed them any-
wav. 1t was ideology that was advertised in Russia. So the
Russian version ol Pop Avewas Sots Art, visual propaganda
and slogans. I Pop Art was the vesult of the overproduction
ol goods and their advertisements in the capitalist world,
Sots Art was the result ol the overproduction ol ideology in
the socialist world, Thus, one can say that Sots Artis the con-
ceplual Sovier Pop Ar.
R [ow has the aunosphere ol artistic life in New
York changed since vou settled herve in 197492

I remember walking in Soho,arthe time the i
ol many artists and the venue ol many gallevies. The artisy
Arakanw:
saicl, “This is where all pop artists used to meet, bu no lon-

alviend of mine. pointed 1o one of the bars and

ger do™ True, there
Iih century where all the Bohemians could meet. Many

are nosuch places as Paris cafes of the

things have changed. Tn the New York ol the Tae 1970s, they
wonldn't even prut tables aned chiadrs in the street becanse

there were o lot of loonies and vagabonds who belaved
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rather aggressively towards people and waiters had a hard
time getting vid of them. Only somewhere in the 19808
did the sitvation return to normal. Today's New York is a
much saler and respectable ety than in the late 19705 when
L eame here. This is just one ol the things thar has changed.
The same happened in Soho where a great

nber ol posh
shops have opened while most of the galleries moved 10
Chelsea. This doesn™t mean that Chelsea is a new district.
Years ago, it had the famous Chelsea Hotel where artisis
used to stay. But later, somewhere in the late 19505, when
synthetic fibre became fashionable, many factories making
cotton fabrics = and New York and Soho in parvticular had a
lot of them = closed down. As a result, there appearved large
empty spaces — the so-called lofts, which were quickly ocen-
picd by artists. At that time, one could buy empty houses
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Torasong. Sowhen Teame heve i the Tate 19705 and inthe
1980s, Soho was the center ol artistic life. OF course, prices
were higher than in the T950s-1960s. There were galleries
evervwhere, crowds ol tourists in the streets, in cales and
restatrants, Aatists were the st to discover Soho, followed
by gallery owners who were in turn followed by collectors
or just rich parents’children who rented these lolis and
lived o Bohemi
aartists. Well, it was an extremely joylul place. Later, in
the 1990s, all the galeries and most of the artists moved 1o
Chelsea, But this time. things happened inaditferent way,
100 was artists who fivst settled in Soho, Tolloswed Dy gallery

an lile: they diank, smoked and played
he

owners, in Chelsca, gallery owners came [rst. They bought
delapidated dervelicn buildings, vestored them and timed
them into a Kind ol art supermarket - cach storey housing
agallery. Finding themselves abandoned, artists move
therve, too, This sitvation is highly symbolic and it means

place to meet pop
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that nowadays an artist is an appendage ol the avt world.
I canlier an artist could influence gallery owners and lovd
over them, if he was at the center of the alar, inothe center

ol the art sh

e, now the center ol the aliar is occupied by
priests ol arvt and people related 1o the art business. Artists
have become only misty images ol saints, while i is priests
\\Im;ll.'\'illl'll:n'g(-n!1-\|-|'\'I||'|||:_l|.'1'|.|i.‘ii.'~||u_’1’|i|'|t'|'t.'1|£'£'.
I | comparison, what is the status of gallery and an
dlistricts ol Moscow?

I have noiden what's going on in Moscow, 1 don’t
think Moscow has such artists” quanrters with cales where
artists settle and gather. The thing is that, in the VLS. real
estate dealers use artists to their own advantage. When -
ists move somewhere, vich collectors Tollow in their fool
steps and prices [or propertics go up. Bt 1 don’t think
neters in Russia - there are dilferenct mechanisims ol price
hikes aned artists do not contribute o them. In New York,

artists arve the real estate wele. 've always said joking

Iy that onee Twas the avantgarde ol imtelled Pl ol codioeal

life und now artists are the avant-garde ol real estate.
WS S0 v bt is the role of the artist in the social lile ol
socieiy?

In general, Dregarvd the work ol o contemporan

artist aned his exhibitions as kinds ol theatre sets on the
stage where a certain way ol life is plaved oot When yvou
come to an exhibition, vou become aomember ol o theann
cal performance. a part ol the theatvical way ol Tile: Uisually

tend exhibitions nat Tor e . bt

peoples sathe ol painting

i camera obscura

Just my own point of view, At probably also has commer
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to appear in public and have a look at other people, talk o

are o lorm ol

them, say “hi™ o friends. Exhibition opening
social contact. Paintings that arce obstructed by other peo-
|I!L“h’ heads are only part ol the scenery. 5o one ol the main
functions of art today is its social function. Ari s turneed
ain, that's

al

into design, into stage props lor social lile. Bus

value. It isa kind ol stock 1o invest money in.
. S0 whal s [ashionable in New York in the leld ol
art tocdaye

1 seems to e that all Dowers are in bloom now,
so to speak. Installations, realism, superrealism, abstract
expressionism. video art, conceptualism, photography...
Fhie number of galleries has increased, There are about o
thousand of them in New York now. So about 5,000 person
al exhibitions are going on during one season. Paris, Berlin
or other cities can el now here neanr this |-||1:|HI(.'. i l'.llk-lll_u.
only about the galleries thae exhibit achvaneed art and claim
1o hold events. They alone number a thousand. 1 don’t
include galleries selling engravings or antiques, When you

live in this muedle, i°s difficult 1o single out some najor

wrends from the cosmic point of view, For me personally, Fra
\ngclico’s exhibition in the Metrapolitan List vear becinme
amuch more sicnificant event than my own personal shows.
st vear, | hadd Tour one-man shows, two in London and two
LS B e Angee

Hpact on e than all the exhibitions ol contemporary ail

i the o

s exhibition made @ greaten

in New York or London or Germany.
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