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After the exhibition of 15 September 1974 known as the "Bulldozer Ex
hibition", the Soviet authorities, frightened by the international outcry 
against the destruction of paintings by bulldozers, decided two weeks 
later to organize an exhibition for Soviet non-conformist painters in the 
Izmailovsky Park. It opened on 22 December 1974 and lasted for a fort
night. But one condition was laid down: no paintings of a pornographic 
or anti-soviet nature or paintings containing "religious propaganda" were 
to be shown at the exhibition. 

No genuine Soviet non-conformist artist has ever produced porno
graphic or anti-soviet work. As Oscar Rabin (the leader of the non-con
Jormists) said to an American correspondent: "Never in my life have I 
heard of the existence of anti-American, anti-British or anti-French art, 
and I do not understand what anti-Soviet art might be". But some of these 
artists have produced examples of religious art. For the religious revival 
in Russia is a reality. Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Vladimir Maximov and 
many other Russian writers and public figures have spoken about it. The 
.evidence is manifold: for example, the attraction the Church has for the 
Russian Intelligentsia; the amazing popularity of Fr. Dmitri Dudko's ser
mqns; the appearance, growth and spread of various religious sects; and, 
fin~lly, the persecution of believers. This has intensified in recent years, 
and has led to the arrest and confinement of believers in prisons, camps 
and psychiatric hospitals, and to the removal from church office of priests 
who have carried the light of Truth to the suffering and have refused to 
compromise. 

The intolerance of the Communist Party after the liberal Khrushchev 
period led to stricter censorship. The words . "God", "prayer", "soul", 
"hell", "paradise" were removed from books. For example, in 1968 I 
was summoned by Boris Ivanovich Solovev, the chief editor of the pub
lishing house "Soviet Writer". He asked: "What kind of ideas are these 
in the collection of poems of the Georgian poet Mukhrana Machavariani 
which you have translated?" "What are you thinking of?" I asked. And 
the great master in the art of castrating books quoted: 
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are the clear, triumphant imprints of tourists' plimsolls or security police 
(KGB) boots. They are trampling on ancient culture, religion, and faith. 

The pencil sketches of Valentina Kropivnitskaya (see photographs) 
are wise and peaceful. They depict fantastic and real. unseen and mysteri
ous creatures which pray to God. The cupolas of little Russian wooden 
churches rise above them. These creatures, brought into being by the 
imagination of the artist, sadly and bitterly watch a church being slowly 
submerged in the water. This sketch is called Drowned churches and was 
inspired by a particular event. During the construction of the Volga dam 
some ancient churches really were "drowned". Once they had adorned 
the banks of this great river, but when in 1971 I travelled by boat on the 
Volga, only the tops of the bell-towers rose above the water. They looked 
lonely and sad, as though crying out for help. 

Yuri Zharkikh. a native of Leningrad, looks the perfect image of a 
Slav. He resembles some figure from an old Russian fairy tale. As a highly 
sensitive man he hated the reality which surrounded him and longed to 
withdraw into a monastery. But his creative drive won. Zharkikh became 
an artist. In his painting he remained true to the ideals of Christianity: 
love for one's neighbour, disinterestedness, a striving for moral perfec
tion. He depicts social and religious subjects in his work: for example, 
revolution is personified as Saturn devouring his own children; he de
picts the struggling dissident, surrounded by a host of informers and 
Philistines; as a symbol of moral purification he paints the Crucifixion 
of Christ. Painted in brown, delicate, like a root dried up and twisted 
in pain, the Crucifixion figures in almost every one of Zharkikh's pic
tures. This root has undergone terrible suffering; it has been trampled 
underfoot and buried; now it emerges into the light and becomes the 
source of new life. Sometimes the Crucifixion is surmounted by seven 
cupolas, painted in intense lilac and blue colours, which radiate a bright 
light. For the artist they symbolize the seven great churches, each of 
which fulfils its mission on the earth .. 

Otar Kandaurov, a Georgian by birth, paints philosophical and religious 
subjects. In, for example, his painting Silence, from the Gospel Cycle, 
Christ is on Golgotha. He sits alone on Adam's skull. In a few minutes 
he will be raised on the cross. He thinks of the spiritual effort (podvig) 
he must make, beyond all human possibility: on this cross he must over
come the inertia of death, and exalt the human race to the heights of 
immortality. The Crucifixion is depicted from· the inside. Here man is , 
alone with death, immortality, God. At the top, above the cross, is the 
setting sun, destined to .become the halo round the head of the crucified 
Christ. A tiny, bright cross above the sun is the symbol of the Ascension. 
In the portrait of St. Augustine (a painting in the series Spiritual leaders 
of humanity) Georgia is represented as three old churches which rise 
against a background of snow-covered mountains. These churches can see 
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everything, because they symbolize three Georgian saints. Kandaurov 
considers art to be a religious vocation: "I take art to be a language, en
lightened by the Word of God, since 'in the beginning was the Word'." 

The Leningrad artist Michael Shemyakin has an unusual approach to 
religion in his art. As he could not show his work in his own country he 
emigrated to France a few years ago, and has already won widespread 
recognition in Paris. He is inspired by primitive art: 

When you look at the rock paintings of early peoples, for example 
those in the cave at Lascaux, where gigantic white figures alternate in 
a fantastic way with black ones, you are involuntarily seized by a 
mystical sense of something cosmic, you realize you are standing in 
front of the symbolism of an unknown ancient religion. You feel that 
the creators of this art were not indulging themselves, were not paint
ing just for fun, but were worshipping some divinity. Yes, their paint
ings are impressive chiefly because of their faith, their religious con
tent. What I dream of is finding a new way of expressing faith, true 
spirituality and religious belief. 

Other examples of unofficial religious art include: the expressive cruci
fixions of Ernst Neizvestny (see RCL Vo!. 4, No. 2, pp. 11-13, and photo
graphs), his powerful, huge prophets; the enchanted Gospels, flying in the 
sky, of Alexander Kharitonov (see photographs), and his gaily decor
ated churches in festive array; the merry snow-flakes over the cupolas 
of churches in the paintings of VasiIi Sitnikov; the faces of saints in the 
deeply religious compositions of Yakov Vinkovetsky. Before the opening 
of the exhibition in the Izmailovsky Park, the authorities insisted on 
removing only two paintings - both works of Vinkovetsky. To the Party 
directors of art they contained "religious propaganda" of a kind which 
was all too convincing. 

Why does religion frighten the Soviet authorities which have at their 
disposal the KGB, the militia and an army equipped with supersonic 
fighters and rockets? Why do even religious motifs in the work of a few 
unofficial artists give rise in the Party hierarchy to bitter, and from their 
point of view, righteous anger? There is one simple answer. The USSR 
is in its own way a "religious State". Its religion is Marxism-Leninism 
and it is intolerant of other faiths. True faith in Christ, Mohammed, 
Jehovah or Buddha releases men from a faith in Marx-Engels-Lenin-Stalin 
imposed by force, frees their spirit, restores to them freedom of thought, 
a free life and creativity. And this the communists fear most of all, be
cause it means the end of a power based on a false ideology. 

(Translated by Hugh Wybrew) 


