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Experiencing Art in the Soviet Union 
 
When I was a little girl living in the Soviet Union, my personal world of art did 

not know politics, propaganda, and critical acclaim. For me, art was about the stories told 
to accompany it - about the imaginary worlds in which the fairy tale scenes depicted on 
lacquer boxes, canvas or on the stage came to life in the wintry woods outside Moscow. 
To me, the Faberge eggs, gifts from Tsar Nicholas II to his wife, had been fashioned by 
elves. Jewels displayed at the Kremlin surely graced the fairest Russian princesses. The 
chandelier of the Bolshoi Theater appeared as a tiered palace for fairy creatures, and a 
performance of Swan Lake was a mesmerizing journey into an enchanted forest. The 
wrappers of chocolate candy I used to eat featured tiny prints of famous Russian 
paintings. A princess being carried away by a gray wolf and a black bear in a green forest 
were my favorites. Candy wrappers pressed flat still flutter out from the pages of these 
books where I had used them to mark a page fifteen years ago. This collection of books, 
all published during the Soviet era, represents a time in my life that resonates even now 
in my approach to art and to stories.  
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This collection captures a period in Russian history when the arts were an 

essential tool in crafting Soviet identity.  Exhibitions of culture were chosen to arouse 
national pride and patriotism. The grandeur and magnificence of the cultural heritage on 
display posed a striking contrast to the touchingly simple lifestyles that teamed in the 
endless landscapes of socialist housing blocks. These books record some collections that 
likely no longer exist. In the economic turmoil of privatization after the fall of 
communism, much state-owned art disappeared from galleries and was surreptitiously 
auctioned to the wealthy collectors for their private purposes.  

                                                 
1 Victor Vastnetsov. Three Tsarevnas of the Underground Kingdom. 1884. Oil on Canvas. The 
Russian Museum, St. Petersburg, Russia. 



The books in this collection tell the story of a country that has faded into history, 
a country that simultaneously boasted of its socialist present and its Great Russian past. It 
was a time when young pioneers in red neck-scarves filed past the mighty seascapes of 
Aivazovsky and the portraits of Pushkin, Dostoevsky and Tolstoy, when metro stations 
were decorated with marble and mosaic tiles, and when a dandelion chain and an ice 
cream made for a perfect summer afternoon. 

I lived in Moscow from 1986 to 1991 while my father was a 
foreign correspondent for U.S. News and World Report. The 
books in this collection were published during the Soviet era 
and come primarily from the museums we visited in Moscow 
and St. Petersburg. The collection includes not only art books, 
but books on architecture, religious art, royal treasures, and 
ancient artifacts. There is a book about the Bolshoi Theater, 
where I remember being taken more than once, and a book of 
photography by a photojournalist who traveled across the 
Soviet Union. For a child, these books are picture books that 
tell the great stories of classical drama, the whimsical stories of 
fairy tales, and the tragic stories of shipwrecks and cursed 
jewels. As I’ve grown up, I’ve had reason to turn back to these 
books as the history contained in them, from ancient to modern 
2  times, has found its place in my thoughts and studies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 Georgy Riazhsky. The Delegate. 1927. Oil On Canvas. The Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow, 
Russia. 



Experiencing Art in the Soviet Union: 
Annotated Bibliography 

 
Books that focus on an artist 
 
1. The Aivazovsky Picture Gallery in Feodosia 
 
Born in the Crimea in 1817, Aivazovsky is famous for capturing the romantic and 
dreamlike nature of the sea in his grand paintings. This book contains 123 color plates of 
paintings from the Theodosia (also spelled Feodosia) gallery, which is located in the 
house where the artist lived and worked. The collection includes paintings by Aivazovsky 
and by young Crimean artists of the Soviet period.  
 
The Aivazovsky Picture Gallery in Feodosia*3. Kiev: Mistetstvo, 1989. 
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2. Aivazovksy  
 
This book features a selection of Aivazovksy’s best known paintings including The 
Wave, The Ninth Wave, and The Black sea. These paintings are found in the Treytyakov 
Gallery, The Russian Museum in Leningrad, the Picture Gallery in Theodosia and other 
Soviet museums. Also included are photographs connected with Aivazovsky’s life and 
creative activities in Theodosia.  
 
Novouspensky, Nikolai. Aivazovsky*. Leningrad: Aurora Art Publishers, 1987. 
 
3. Nikolai Ignatov 
 
Nikolai Ignatov is one of generation of Soviet Painters who began work in the early 
sixties. He was from Georgia, at that time a Soviet republic. This book features beautiful 
examples of his artwork and provides detailed analysis of several of his best works. Its 
self-proclaimed goal is to testify to the intellectual growth of the artist as well as the 
growth of national character in Georgia. 
 
Tolstoy, V.P., comp. Nikolai Ignatov. Moscow: Soviet Artist, 1982. 
                                                 
3 An asterisk following a title indicates that the book was written in English. The other titles are 
translated from the Russian. 
4 All images in this bibliography are photographs taken of books in my collection. 



4. Ilya Glazunov 
 
Ilya Glazunov was an officially sanctioned Soviet artist who considered himself a 
dissident but was criticized by the non-sanctioned dissident artists of the Soviet Era. This 
is a catalogue album of a 1986 show displaying his works.  
 
Galkina, N.G., comp. Ilya Glazunov. Moscow: Figurative Art, 1986. 
 
5. Vasnetsov 
 
This book contains works by the 19th century artist Viktor Mikhailovich Vasnetsov, a 
Russian realist painter who, as well as depicting scenes of Russian folk life, also painted 
illustrations of legendary scenes from Russian tales. This book includes many of his fairy 
tale illustrations, detailed examinations of his work, as well as similarly-themed paintings 
by other artists to which his art is compared and contrasted.  
 
Lazuko, A.K. comp. Vasnetsnov. Leningrad: Artists of the RSFSR, 1990. 
 
6. Russia, A Portrait 
 
This book is slightly different from the others, but deserves a place in this collection 
because it provides an intimate portrait of the Soviet Union during a time when, despite 
the political turmoil that was to culminate in a coup during the year that this book was 
published, the great investment in the arts enabled the existence of collections such as 
those featured in the books I list here. This book was created in the time of Glasnost right 
before the fall of the Soviet Union. Lev Poliakov uses his skills as a photojournalist to 
create a portrait of Soviet life in 72 images.   
 
Poliakov, Lev. Russia, A Portrait*. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1991. 
 
7. Rembrandt Harmensz van Rijn: Paintings from Soviet Museums 
 
This is a book of Rembrandt paintings located in Soviet collections. Most of the paintings 
come from the Hermitage; six are in the Pushkin Museum. The Russian collection of 
Rembrandt is famous; the first Rembrandt painting appeared in Russia during the Rule of 
Peter the Great. The paintings in this book include The Portrait of the Old Man in Red 
and The Return of the Prodigal Son.  
 
Yegorova, Xenia. Rembrandt Harmensz van Rijn: Paintings from Soviet Museums*. 
Leningrad: Aurora Art Publishers, 1987. 



Books that focus on a collection 
 
8. The A.C. Pushkin State Museum of Figurative Art 
 
This book features colored plates depicting selected works of art from the Pushkin 
Museum of Fine Arts in Moscow, which contains art from all over world dating from 
antiquity to modern times. The museum is named after the great Russian poet, Alexander 
Sergeivich Pushkin, and is one of the most famous art collections in Russia. 
 
Levitina, E.C., comp. The A.C. Pushkin State Museum of Figurative Art. Leningrad: 
Aurora Art Publishers, 1989. 
 
9. Tula Regional Art Museum 
 
Tula is a little industrial city south of Moscow. The museum that is the subject of this 
book was officially opened in 1919, but its collection began long before that. This is a 
book of artwork from the museum, which at the time of this book’s publication featured 
the works of French, German, and Belgian masters. The ability of such a small town to 
own such a prestigious gallery testifies to the enthusiasm that characterized the Soviet 
focus on art available to the masses.  
 
Kuzina, M.N., comp. Tula Regional Art Museum. Moscow, 1991.  
 
10. The State Hermitage 
 
This book features color plates of artwork from the Hermitage museum in Leningrad 
(now St. Petersburg). The Hermitage began as a winter palace built in the 18th century for 
Empress Catherine II to house her private collection; it was declared a state museum in 
1917. During World War II its collection was moved to the Urals. Now, the museum 
occupies six buildings in the heart of St. Petersburg and is one of the most famous art 
museums in the world. 
 
Suslov, V.A., comp. The State Hermitage. Moscow: Soviet Artist, 1989.  
 
11. The Hermitage 
 
This book features 99 color plates depicting paintings from the collection at the 
Hermitage museum. Paintings include works by Leonardo DaVinci, Raphael Sanzio, 
Caravaggio, and Titian.  
 
Proskurinikova, N.A., ed. The Hermitage. Moscow: Figurative Art, 1981. 



12. The Tretyakov Gallery  
 
The Tretyakov Gallery houses a world-famous 
collection of Russian art. Located in Moscow, the 
museum contains fine art of Russia from the 11th 

century through the 20th century. This book contains 
many highlights of the enormous collection. 
 
Korolev, U.K., comp. The Tretyakov Gallery*. 
Moscow: Figurative Art, 1990. 
 
13. The Tretyakov Galley Moscow 
 
At the time this book was published, there were about 
55,000 paintings, sculptures and drawings in the 
Tretyakov collection. This book features 116 full 
color and 38 black and white reproductions. The 
Tretyakov contains only Russian and Soviet Art, for 
which is world-famous. 
 
Volodarsky, V.O., comp. The Tretyakov Gallery 
Moscow*. Leningrad: Aurora Art Publishers, 1979.   5

 
 
14. The Russian Museum, Leningrad 
 
When the Russian Museum was founded in 1898 by Emperor Alexander III it contained 
445 paintings, 111 sculptures, and 981 drawings. At the time this book was published, the 
collection had 360,000 pieces in all genres. The museum features art of Greater Russia 
(including the Soviet republics), many highlights of which are represented in this book. 
 
Gusev, V.A., comp., The Russian Museum, Leningrad. Leningrad: Aurora:, 1991.  
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5 Mikail Vrubel. Swan Princess. 1900. Oil on Canvas. The Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow, Russia. 
6 Ivan Kramskoy. Portrait of Leo Tolstoy. 1873. Oil on Canvas. The Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow, 
Russia. 



 
 
15. Great Treasures of the Kremlin 
 
This is a more artistically photographed presentation of many of the art treasures found in 
the Kremlin exhibitions. Each image is accompanied by text written by the photographer 
describing the history of that particular piece.  
 
Duncan, David Douglas. Great Treasures of The Kremlin*. New York: Crown 
Publishers, 1979. 
 
 
Books that focus on Russian architecture, religious art, and art history 
 
16. Ostankino: Eighteenth-Century Country Estate  
 
The Ostankino estate, once located outside the city and now integrated into Greater 
Moscow, is a masterpiece of 18th century Russian architecture. This book includes photos 
of the palace, both its façade and elaborately furnished rooms, as well as architectural 
sketches, examples from the art collection at Ostankino, and a textual history of the 
estate. 
 
Semionova, Irena, comp. Ostankino: Eighteenth-Century Country Estate. Leningrad: 
Aurora Art Publishers, 1981. 
 
17. Kolomenskoye 
 
This book contains pictures of the Kolomenskoye Museum of Art and Architecture in 
Moscow as well as examples from its extensive art collection. Kolomenskoye was the 
estate of great princes in the 14th century; in 16th and 17th it was the country residence of 
Russian Tzars, including Peter the Great. The pictures of Kolomenskoye depict the lovely 
buildings that make up the estate, ranging from the 17th century Kazan Cathedral to the 
16th century Church of the Ascension, described by a contemporary chronicler as the 
most beautiful church in Russia. 
 
Gamaleya, Henrietta, comp. Kolomenskoye. Leningrad: Aurora Art Publishers, 1986. 
 
18. Russian Orthodox Church 
 
This book is about the history of the Russian Orthodox Church. It includes photographs 
of churches, icons, and other aspects of the material culture of the Russian Orthodox 
tradition, as well as an illuminating examination of the origins of Russian Orthodoxy, its 
history in Russia, and its more recent history within the context of the Soviet Union.  
 
Karpov, V. and I. Ulyanova, ed. Russian Orthodox Church*. Moscow: Ikra, 1990. 
 



19. The Bolshoi: Opera and Ballet at the Greatest Theater in Russia 
 
This book presents a photo history of the Bolshoi theater in Moscow and the ballet and 
opera performed  there. The history of the Bolshoi theater dates from March 1776. The 
theater is most associated with ballet; Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake premiered there in 1877.  
 
Agostini, Francesca, ed., The Bolshoi: Opera and Ballet at the Greatest Theater in 
Russia.* New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1979. 
 
20. Art Treasures of Russia 
 
This book features to a large extent older Russian art, including Byzantine and church art 
from all over Russia. The author traveled throughout Soviet Union documenting artworks 
with a particular focus on religious art. The book could be called a travelogue of Holy 
Russia. It features many color photographs of richly embellished icons and church 
interiors. 
 
Alpatov, M.W., ed., Art Treasures of Russia.* New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., no date. 
 
21. Art Treasures in Russia 
 
This book features artwork that traces the history of Russia from Ancient to Modern 
times. The book includes beautiful images of Scythian gold, Byzantine treasures, as well 
as Soviet art from all over the Soviet Union.  
 
Myers, Bernard and Trewin Copplestone, eds., Art Treasures in Russia.* New York: 
McGraw-Hill Book Company, and London: New York and Hamlyn Publishing 
Company. 

 
 

22. Monuments of Moscow Architecture 
 
This book is a pictoral and textual history of Russian architecture. It features many maps, 
old and new, as well as beautiful pictures and illustrations of the great cathedrals and 
onion domes.  
 
Komech, A.I., and V.I. Pluzhnikov, eds., Monuments of Moscow Architecture: The 
Kremlin, Kitai-Gorod, Central Squares. Moscow: Art, 1982. 



23. Pushkin’s St. Petersburg 
 
During Pushkin’s lifetime, according to the introduction in this book, Pushkin was often 
pushed into the background by society dandies in brilliant uniforms and fashionable 
clothes. For this reason the book opens with a painting in which the figure of Pushkin is 
barely discernable in the crowd. No one could 
know that St. Petersburg would come to be knows 
as Pushkin’s St. Petersburg. This is a book of 
pictoral representations and historical background 
that depicts St. Petersburg as it would have been 
during the great poet’s lifetime, 1810-1830. It 
includes architectural sketches, paintings, 
drawings, and descriptions of St. Petersburg 
written at that time.  
 
Gordin, A.M., comp., Pushkin’s St. Petersburg.* 
St. Petersburg: Artists RSFSR, 1981 
 
 
Books that focus on a school of art or a genre 
 
24. Peredvizhniki 
 
This book acquaints the reader with members of the Peredvizhniki (Society for Traveling 
Art Exhibitions), a group of Russian realist artists. Founded 1870 in St. Petersburg, it 
united artists with democratic ideals who intended their work to resist academic 
restrictions and to be available to mass audiences. The paintings reproduced in this book 
demonstrate the attempt to depict real scenes of poverty and suffering, but also to display 
the fortitude and the beauty of the folk way of life. While this book was published after 
the fall of the Soviet Union, it is relevant because of the importance of the Peredviszhniki 
in Soviet collections. 
 
Roginskaya, F.C., comp. Peredvizhniki. Moscow: Art, 1993. 
 
25. Art of the Old Tradition: Palekh 
 
The Palekh school is the most prestigious school of lacquer box painting, and derives its 
name from its location in the town of Palekh. This book features gorgeous examples of 
images painted on lacquer boxes, many of which depict scenes from Russian fairy tales. 
There are princesses trapped in the Kingdom of Jack Frost, as well as whimsical creatures 
like the Firebird. There are also several examples of painted icon screens and jewelry.  
 
Nekrasova, M.A., comp. Art of the Old Tradition: Palekh. Moscow: Soviet Artist 
Publishers, 1990.  



 
26: Russian Icons  
 
The tradition of painted icons in Russia began with the 
introduction of Christianity in 988 A.D. This book provides 
historical information about the production of and symbolism in 
Russian icons, as well as color photographs of icons from all 
over Russia. 
 
Onasch, Konrad. Russian Icons*. Berlin: Union Verlag, 1977. 
 
 
Books that focus on non-Russian art found in Soviet collections 

 
27. Paintings by Old Masters in Museums of the Soviet Union  
 
This book contains great European paintings found in collections in the Soviet Union and 
located not only in major museums, but also museums scattered around the republics, 
regional and city museums, and personal galleries. In compiling this book the editors 
chose to emphasize art from smaller collections; it is likely that many of these collections 
have been redistributed since the fall of the Soviet Union and no longer exist in Russia 
today. 
 
Pavlova, S.B., ed. Paintings by Old Masters in Museums of the Soviet Union. Leningrad: 
Aurora Art Publishers, 1989. 
 
28. Artistic Treasures of Moscow Museums 
 
This is a book of artwork from five major collections: The Andrei Rublov Museum of 
Russian Art, The Tretykov Gallery, The House-Museum of Vasneystova, The Pushkin 
Museum of Figurative Art, and the Museum of Art of the Peoples of the East.  
 
Lovinova, A.P. Artistic Treasures of Moscow Museums. Soviet Artist, 1975. 
 

 


