Ivan Novikov. From the project “Double-Edged”. 2018
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The exhibition “Against the Grain” at the Moscow Museum of
Modern Art is the first museum project of Ivan Novikov (b. 1990),
a young artist who had asserted his presence in the early 2010s
and, through the decade, has become one of the most remarkable
and idiosyncratic participants of the contemporary artistic process
in Russia. A graduate of the Surikov Arts Institute and the “Baza”
Institute, where he currently teaches, Novikov combines non-figurative painting and installation practices in his work. His attention is
focused on the borders, tension and reciprocal dynamics between
nature and culture, between organic systems and the civilizing
influence exerted on them by man.
For Novikov, this universal opposition, defined already in ancient
rhetoric as “ars versus natura”, attains a personal reading, driven in
many ways by the circumstances of his family biography (touched
upon in the exhibition). It overlaps with the history of the countries
of Indochina in the second half of the twentieth century – territories belonging to the northern subequatorial belt, which, in the
midst of the Cold War and decolonization, turned into the scene of
devastating social and political cataclysms. Most notably, the artist
is interested in the Vietnam War, divided in two rival ideological
camps, and the massive violence instigated against its own people
by the extreme-left regime of the “Khmer Rouge” in Cambodia.
The artist reflects on these tragic subjects in the light of modern-day postcolonial and ecological research and correlates them,
paradoxically, with the affective scope and theoretical challenges
of abstract painting. Tracing its origin to the art of modernism,
with its concern for materials and production processes, it is
“recharged” with new meanings. Precisely painting becomes for
him the medium that, in its very structure and physical composition – canvas, ground, binding agents, textures and colors –
equally reveals the natural and the anthropogenic. This intricate
amalgam brings forth the artist’s distinctive sign system, where
material objects, documentary images, texts and oral commentary
coexist and interplay. His installations may be likened to conceptual and optical rebuses, where every detail calls for deciphering.
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The display unites several of the artist’s projects and installations,
which have been shown before at various venues and shall now
be reimagined for the space of MMOMA, as well as new, specially
created works. Utilizing painting and drawing, photography and
video, sculpture and ready-mades, plants and mass-consumption
products, the artist’s works – like single thematic chapters –
add up to create an integrated, logically-structured narrative.
Here, Ivan Novikov outlines and, in a sense, summarizes his
thinking on the recent past of a region important to him, today’s
global world order and the ethical potential of art.

The exhibition is inspired by the 2017 book “Against
the Grain: A Deep History of the Earliest States” by
the distinguished American political scientist and
anthropologist James Scott, who studies the experience
of grassroots resistance towards state oppression,
primarily in the mountainous regions of Southeast Asia.
In his book, Scott associates the historical expansion
of settled agriculture, mainly of grain crops, with the
establishment of stringent centralized authority, forced
labor and ecological damage, and proposes to reevaluate the significance of alternative, “non-progressive”
social and economic modes of hunter-gatherers and
pastoral nomads.
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PERVERTED BASKET
2015/2020
Mixed media on canvas;
used refrigerator, passiflora;
archival photographs
Our itinerary through the display starts with the installation that
evokes the sadly remembered events from almost half a century
ago, precisely, the civil war and the dictatorial regime of the Khmer
Rouge in Cambodia. The symbolic work at the very heart of the
display is a hybrid object: a ruined Soviet ZiL fridge with a climbing
plant – a live tropical passiflora – seemingly growing from within.
This two-part readymade, a compelling display of the advent of
postindustrial age, shows a stark clash of civilization and nature,
the technical and the organic, past and present.
Those same oppositions, taken at their most antithetical,
largely defined the ideological frame of reference of the
Cambodian regime. The utopian project to build in a country –
a former French colony – agrarian socialism led to mass deportation of urban populace to the rural areas. Nature itself, understood
as a political force directed against urbanization and the bourgeois
culture in general, became an active participant of this cruel
“revolutionary experiment” exacting a colossal human toll, the
overthrow of the habitual social institutions (including hospitals
and schools), enormous economic degradation.
In his installation, a spatial rebus comprising works in different
media, Novikov unexpectedly actualizes these dark episodes
in history, using his purely artistic optics. He turns an inverted
basket, with all its content dropping out, into a metaphor of radical
violent transformations.
A sequence of photos in the “archival” bottom row of the display
explicitly specifies the context, time and place. Here one can discern armed teens who were the principal source of recruits in Pol
Pot’s army, as well as children occupied with hard agricultural
labour; leaders of the “Democratic Campuchea” posing in their
unmistakable uniform (black suits and red checkered scarves) and

8

IVAN NOVIKOV

a governmental delegation against the background of the legendary Angkor Wat temple complex – the major tourist attraction
of today Cambodia; jungled Killing Fields and former resorts with
ruinated modernist villas of the colonial age; desertificated kolkhoz
agricultural grounds and important memorial locations.
By way of contrast, the series of big abstract paintings, with
a sequence of exquisite coloristic modulations within the scope
of natural, earthly, pink ochre shades, switches the perception of
the viewers from the documentary mode to the affective one. Their
delicately shimmering as if eroded surface is the result of multiple
colour application and washing by rain water. These missing
images prompting a close and lasting scrutiny gradually reveal the
traces of what was to have been obliterated and forgotten forever.
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LUGGAGE WITHOUT ACTION
2017/2020
Single-channel video, suitcase;
oil pastel on nori seaweed
In the second gallery the focus turns from the cataclysms of local
history to the meditations on the stock image of Eastern and
South-Eastern Asia established in the Eurocentric worldview.
Bringing into sharp focus one or another of its facets, Novikov
introduces us to an assortment of disparate artifacts, like
a traveller, who has built his collection of odd memorabilia. Here
is the open suitcase on the floor airing the video blog devoted to
the artist’s journey to Hong Kong – a model Asian megalopolis
and an important Chinese seaport that was in the UK possession
up to the very end of the 20th century. Novikov chronicles his
melancholic driftage through the impersonal bedroom suburbs
to an unexpected destination – an old Jewish cemetery from the
dawn of the colonial regime, in our times a picturesque oasis amid
the recent high rise blocks. The artist scrutinizes this cosmopolitan and hybrid urban landscape with the eye of a lone wanderer,
a stranger – one of almost eight millions of the same kind: people
on the street, tourists, migrants, non-residents.
The motif of wandering in search of one’s true self in the “global
village”, where different identities appear as some sort of goods
in beautiful wrappings, develops further with a graphic series
created specifically for the exhibition. Artworks are made on frail
dark green sheets of “nori” seaweed, one so popular in PanAsian cuisine. In the previous redaction of the project, Novikov
drew Chinese hieroglyphics on rice paper imbued with ink in a vain
effort to muster the art of calligraphy; now he shifts the visual
code, returning to abstract art. In oil pastel he draws whimsical
ornamental lines bringing back associations with natural, organic
structures (starting with polychromic veins of stones and leaves to
fragments of landscapes from a bird’s eye view), but actually still
hermetic and not fully decipherable.
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In this project all is intermittent, and yet all is intermingled. Distant
things are seen as a day-to-day reality (like Japanese restaurants
in today’s Moscow), while familiar things strike one as uncanny.
Again and again, in the hope to find our true identity, we do enter
a silent dialogue with the Other, one so unlike ourselves, be it
“nature” or an “exotic culture”.
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LIÊN XÔ

2016/2020

Mixed media on paper;
Vietnamese products;
plants;
Indian ink on paper;
archival photographs;
printing on fiberboard
The installation displayed in the third gallery brings together the
history of Indochina countries, theory and practice of contemporary art and the facts of the artist’s own biography in an even more
ambiguous and bizarre way. It was the war between Northern
and Southern Vietnam (1955–1975), the former depending on the
USSR (Liên Xô in Vietnamese), the latter on the USA during the
age of their global ideological confrontation, that defined both
the theme and the structure of this artwork, its binary logics. The
spatial oppositions of horizontal and vertical orientation, of near
and far, the hierarchy of up and down and centre-periphery are of
extreme importance here.
Two big wooden trays with an unexpected assembly of diverse
objects – abstract paintings on paper, Vietnamese goods, as well
as some fragments of evergreen tropical plants – stand for the
divided Vietnam. They hang over the heads of the viewers and at
a distance establish an unorthodox bottom-up perspective (in the
previous version of the project at the Moscow pop/off/art gallery
large-scale assemblages were placed directly on the floor to be
viewed exclusively from a balcony). This upper part of the display
acts as a sort of shelter – not unlike the roof of a hut or a dugout
or even the dense canopy of thick and shadowy tropical forest.
No wonder Novikov’s non-figurative graphic sheets with their
iconic spectral, iridescent play of colours, with their washes and
paint streaks, displayed in a vegetal environment, echo a landscape impression of humid and colourful rainforests. Navigating
through the gallery, the viewer somewhat relives the experience
of an expedition through wild natural “resistance areas”, along the
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so-called Ho Chí Minh Trail – a far-reaching network of Viet Cong
military traffic arteries, giving them access to the south of the
country through the mountainous areas of Laos and Cambodia.
The opposite ideological pole is emphasized by the contents of
the two glass-cases, as well as by a graphical chart on the wall
in-between them. It’s the area of all-seeing imperial “eye” of
superpowers – it structures, analyzes, controls. Concise drawings
in Indian ink depicting the fragments of the Trail, as if captured
on the American intelligence area maps, are matched here with
documentary photos of postwar Vietnam from the archive of
Novikov’s mother – she was a part of the Soviet biologists” team
sent there to mitigate the destructive ecological consequences of
the release of toxic chemicals by the US army.
Finally, the infographic board, playing on the visual idiom of scholarly presentations, reveals the profound affinity of geopolitical,
colonial and aesthetic elements. The artist combines into an integral universalist system different texts and imagery, including the
famous snapshot of a French writer and politician André Malraux.
This respectable European intellectual, looking from the distance
of his informed and patronizing perspective, draws together
the dissimilar artifacts of the West and the East in his Imaginary
Museum. However, the very word “Abstraction” put into the heart
of the diagram indicates that the project of contemporary art as
such, with its support structure of exhibitions and biennales, with
its inclusion into the global production and consumption cycle, is
governed by the same authoritarian discourse. Can a present-day
artist reinvent abstract painting – unleash its protest potential and
turn it into a forcible resistance weapon?

AGAINST THE GRAIN
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FROM THE PROJECT “DOUBLE-EDGED”
2018
Polymer clay, bioplastic, 3D printing, acrylic
Sculptures on display in the interfloor space were first exhibited in
2018, as a part of Ivan Novikov’s extensive solo project “DoubleEdged”, which included several pictorial series, as well as other
objects. In this project the artist evoked one of the key foreign
policy paradigms of the 20th century – that of the so-called
“international duty”, which was the rationale that the USSR and the
Eastern bloc countries used to justify their involvement in military
conflicts throughout the world, including the South-Eastern
Asia. The artist equally questions the nature of the present day
invisible, “hybrid”, wars and the participation of contemporary
Russia in such encounters.
Eight casts of the artist’s right hand made from the synthetic
polymer clay and bioplastic produced from plant raw material – in a way, symbols and fetishes of the artist’s creative
power – operate here on the pars pro toto principle, i.e. part for
the whole. They repeatedly reproduce the gesture of a raised
fist – an international, universally accepted sign of solidarity and
support. Throughout the 20th century many a leftist movement
drew on this symbol, when championing the interests of the
oppressed – the workers, the women, the black, – starting with
the Alliance of Red Front-Fighters (Roter Frontkämpferbund)
during the Weimar Republic in Germany and Spanish republicans
during the Civil war, to the Cuban revolutionaries, the “black
panthers” in the US, to radical feminists and, already in our day, the
anti-globalization movements.
The assertive pathos of this gesture, however, is changed here by
the tragic one. The sculptural fragments of human limbs painted in
deliberately unnatural acid colors (with acrylic mixed with rainwater), twisted or distorted, as though melted away, almost beyond
recognition, are reminiscent of mutilated flesh. What is more, the
case discussed is not only that of the consequences of any military
violence, but also more precisely that of the horrendous price to
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pay for the usage of chemical weapons. This includes the “rainbow
herbicides” – toxic agents “pink”, “blue”, “green”, “purple”, “white”
and, most of all, “orange”, – sprayed over the rainforest from the
American planes during the Vietnam War (Operation Ranch Hand).
Getting into the soil and water, they provoke serious diseases,
genetic mutations in several generations and congenital defects,
which for contemporary Vietnamese, Cambodians and Laotians
has become an appalling but almost routine sign of daily living,
turning into a visible reminder of enmity seemingly long gone.
Novikov expressly chooses here an object-based medium and
a figural mode of representation. Reproducible technique,
variations on one and the same motif, a bright and striking palette – all these evident marks of Pop Art style serve to accentuate
the hackneyed and empty character of a once vibrant gesture,
turning it into a kind of revolutionary kitsch, the goods to be sold
and bought (like a mass market T-shirt with a Che Guevara portrait
and a “made in Vietnam” tag). Multicolour statuettes keeping
an indexical relationship with the author’s body are revealed to be
sad trophies, mere plastic casts of bygone ideals, which used to
serve as both an instrument of a just social cause and a weapon
of imperialist oppression.
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SINCERELY YOURS
2017/2020
Slide show
In a small gallery on the second floor, there runs a slow slide
projection, which, so it seems, only now minutely elaborates the
reasons of Novikov’s profound fascination with South Eastern
Asia and Vietnam in particular. Bringing together images and
captions for them, though not always directly related, it is put
together as the artist’s autobiography. At the same time we seem
to be present during the reading of a letter written in a friendly
manner to an unknown addressee.
Novikov starts from afar, from the events that long preceded his
birth, interlinking the vagaries of his personal fortune with the
“big history”, namely with the relations between the USSR and
the Socialist Vietnam after the end of the Second Indochina war
in 1975. Like a sequence of flashback episodes, his narrative is
speckled with different locations and characters, with colourful
appearance of exotic names and titles. The major scene of the
story is Hue – a city in central Vietnam, the capital of Nguyen, the
last imperial dynasty, the place of one of the longest and most violent battles between the North and the South, – and the Perfume
river, along which is situated this now peaceful university town.
Bizarre dreamy landscapes of the city and its environments,
wrapped in the mist, now touristic, now routine, are seen by the
artist in a sort of double exposure. Visual imagery always shifts
between the superimposed signs of past and present, traditional
and contemporary features, the communist and capitalist poles.
Novikov brings to mind the images from his childhood and plunges
more and more deeply into the past, matching up his life journey
with the routes taken by the “Soviet comrades” with erased
faces – employees of the top secret scientific research institute,
co-workers of his biologist mother – present in the old black-andwhite photos from the family archive.
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The artist, being a Russian expat in Vietnam (“nga”), finds himself
ironically both involved and estranged in this hybrid reality.
Novikov, in a confessing manner, shares with us his legend, where
lies and truths are astutely intertwined (it is for a good reason that
the genre of this work is defined by the author as “a photographic
tale”). Using a fair amount of poetic license, he rewrites his own
biography to become the person whose story is only partly his
own. His “alter ego” is an individual with multiple and blurry identity, a Russian-Vietnamese artist and an expert on Oriental culture,
an average man and an eternal nomad... An ideal cover story for
a protagonist of a tightly plotted spy movie.
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DA NANG, I WILL BE OUT IN THE RAIN
2016
Chamotte, wood, metal, underglaze painting
Da Nang is one of the major urban centres of today’s Vietnam
situated a short way off Hue, in a unique natural environment: on
the east the city is washed by the South China Sea; on the west
it has the impenetrable jungle of the Annamite Range. Now with
the reputation of a vivid and dynamically developing international
resort, this sea port was always the gate through which foreigners
penetrated the country – in the 17th century the Catholic Jesuit
missionaries, in the mid-19th century the French colonialists.
During the Vietnam War, American bombers taking off from the
local aerodrome conducted the Operation Rolling Thunder; it was
also from here that a full-blown land intervention of the US army
started on March, 8th 1965.
Novikov’s object made of light clay and covered with colour glaze,
like the eponymous city, turns into a meeting place of culture and
nature. The artist follows the traditional technique of Vietnamese
glazed ceramics, which was valued by the neighbouring countries
(including Japan) for centuries and is an export article in our days.
It’s characterized by a palette in shades of cobalt, olive, green,
and yellow-brown, which mirrors the natural colours of a tropical
rainforest or paddy rice fields covered with speaking sprouts,
whereas watercolour streaks, washes and strokes obviously
originate from Novikov’s pictorial method. He all but splashed the
paint on a sculptural form in an immediate tachiste gesture.
If perceived as a kind of architectural model, Da Nang may bring
to mind present-day skyscrapers ruled by a glass grid of windows
and peasant huts on stilts, Buddhist stūpas symbolically matching
shapes of a square (terrestrial) and a circle (celestial) and Hindu
temple towers of the Champa kingdom, a state that had once
existed on these very lands until it was, in its turn, conquered
by the Viets in the 15th century. In the end, its very construction
marrying a ceramic “bowl” with a wooden “pestle” evokes one
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more analogy: a big floor-standing mortar for grinding grain – one
of the most ancient agricultural tools bringing together countries
and continents (interestingly enough, in Russian its appellation is
homonymous to Buddhist stūpa, which makes one wonder about
the etymology of both). Centric and axial, self-contained, like
a metaphysical notion of a thing-in-itself, structuring the surrounding space, Da Nang is made as a reminder about the deep-laid
interconnection of civilization processes and governmental coercion – so as to be the dialectic memorial to both the oppressors
and the oppressed, intermittently changing places in the eternal
cycle.
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AGAINST THE GRAIN
2020
Acrylic on canvas
The culmination point of the journey through the museum galleries
is an eponymous series of five large-format paintings that Novikov
made specifically for the show. It is a fruit of an imaginary dialogue
with Thomas Cole, an American Romantic landscape painter of the
first half of the 19th century, specifically a kind of paraphrase of
his iconic cycle The Course of Empire (1833–1836), which equally
includes five paintings. Being the founder of the Hudson River
painting school, Cole was a dedicated opponent of the accelerating industrial progress, which was already perceived as a threat to
the natural physical environment two centuries ago.
In his epic cycle, the artist unfolded before the viewer an allegorical narration of the making, rise and decline of the civilization of
Classical Antiquity (and essentially any other) taken in its dynamic
interaction with the eternal nature. He captured major stages of
this process: the primitive culture of hunters-gatherers, wholly
dependent on the whims and gifts of their natural habitat, was
superseded by the fragile harmony of early agricultural and
shepherdly Arcadia; and the sophisticated urban culture, with its
conspicuous prosperity, was inevitably crushed under barbaric
invasion; the final scene showed deserted, melancholically overgrown ruins.
Cole’s exhaustive recital full of minute plot details, allusions and
quotations, is translated by Novikov into the idiom of abstract
painting. He builds up the dramaturgy of the series on subtle,
as though looped modulations of two colours, which acquire
a particular symbolic meaning in his poetics. Green, the colour
of forests and jungle, stands for the primordial “wild” state; light
yellow, the colour of ripe wheat and rice ears, one of grinded grain,
epitomizes the cultured and subjugated nature. The immediate
sensual impression these human-height tonal compositions
produce – approximated to the existential experience of the
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Sublime – emotionally saturates this programmatic “abstract
narrative” inspired by the social and political reality of our contemporary world.
Turning to abstraction that brings to mind the American colour field
painting of the mid-20th century (as in his days Cole retrospectively turned to the neoclassical style), and additionally ruining the
non-figurative pictorial surface with streaks of water, Novikov uses
his silent art as a “relict” tool. The artist directs it against the redundant visual rhetorics of the present-day governments, against the
expansive and consumer-oriented world order – foreboding the
cyclically determined return to the bosom of nature.
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I WANT TO BE AFRAID OF THE FOREST
2014
Tempera on canvas, dried plants
In the last gallery the different thematic vectors of the exhibition
come together at a single point and spiral back to the initial
opposition. The confrontation of culture and nature literally
manifests on a formal level in a large-scale pictorial and vegetal
composition that takes almost an entire wall. Its deliberately
symmetrical arrangement comprises four abstract paintings, with
spaces in-between filled with meadow grasses and wildflowers
the artist gathered and dried. They seem to have naturally grown
through the pictorial surface, like grass in spring shooting through
the cracks in the pavement, – and then to have faded away, leaving
a trail of poignant fragrances.
However, the boundary between these two elements, as Novikov
shows it, appears illusionary, traversable and moveable. Dried
plants, those subjects of nature that man has been using since
times immemorial in different contexts from ritual practices to
medicine, here form a cruciform shape, an archetypal symbol
with multiple cultural codes and references (echoing among other
motifs the Christian iconography of the “blossoming cross”). In
their turn, the paintings – with their pointedly material canvas
ground, coating and pigments, with their specific wet texture,
irregular, whimsically amorphous streaks of paint and softly iridescent, natural palette, – emanate a spontaneous, unintentional kind
of “convulsive beauty”.
The work is somewhat akin to a geometric diagram or mandala:
it sets the axes of coordinates and seemingly references the four
cardinal points, inviting the visitor to contemplation. The very state
of silently and meditatively peering into an isolated art object is
based on the strict rituals in the perception of abstract painting,
which many influential American artists and art theorists elaborated in mid-20th century – they saw a painting as nothing less
than a self-contained artifact of sublime culture. In Novikov’s art
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this modernist myth of art’s autonomy goes through strange
metamorphoses. The purely visual experience intermingles with
olfactory one. Non-figurative painting builds into a social and
political narrative important to the artist. And, like in a dream, the
“forest of signs”, meanings and fears, once exiled from painting,
shows through the openings and clearings in its surface. And this
anarchic element, which not only pervades art but still surrounds
contemporary cities, gives shelter to all that was driven away by
state, culture, civilization. To all that makes a stand to the authoritarian control of a pragmatic, rationalizing mind.
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