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REEVALUATING 
GREATNESS IN THE 
TIME OF WAR

MAREK BARTELIK

Imagining the Unimaginable: World War, 
Modern Art, and the Politics of Public Culture 
in Russia, 1914–1917, Aaron J. Cohen, 
Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 
2008, 246 pages, $45.00/£32.00, HB 
ISBN: 9780803215474

Is it time to examine the history of Russian art 
with a reduced emphasis on, or even beyond, the 
October Revolution? In Imagining the Un imagin -

able, the historian Aaron Cohen discusses the transforma-
tions in Russian art prior to that upheaval, zooming in on the 
years of World War I – a period he considers underestimated 
by art historians in terms of its impact on the changes in 
local artistic production, vis-à-vis the historical avant-garde 
and abstraction. In the introduction to this provocative book, 
Cohen argues that “there were signifi cant developments 
in wartime life that the memory of the revolution should 
not obscure” (p. 4). The following fi ve chapters survey the 
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evolution of Russian art – and life – reaching back to the 1860s 
while focusing on the period between 1914 and 1917. Cohen reacts 
to the fact that, as the art historian Paul Wood observed in the 
catalogue of the Great Utopia exhibition, “one of the central factors 
that has fueled historians’ widespread desire to confront the Soviet 
avant-garde – either positively or negatively – is its proximity to the 
Russian Revolution.” (Wood 1992: 2)

In order to stress how many crucial artistic transformations 
occurred in Russia before 1917, Cohen “downgrades” the “speedy” 
(Lenin’s expression1) October Revolution from its status of pivotal 
landmark event, putting it instead in the context of a longer view of 
Russian history prior to the outbreak of that historic event. Viewing 
World War I as a period of major transitions in Russia, while breaking 
it up into consecutive phases – which involved both the aesthetic 
modernists, such as the Itinerants and the World of Art, and the 
avant-garde – Cohen argues that art in Russia, like in other parts of 
the world, evolved less abruptly, that is, more rationally and system-
atically, than is often assumed, in response to the specifi c public 
demands, debates, and media reception.

Strangely enough, Cohen’s approach to the history of Russian art 
might be close to the Russians’ current interpretation, which regards 
its development as continuous and causal, rather than built around 
a single rapturous political event. Such a reading of Russian culture 
and art is highly useful in terms of our understanding of what really 
happened in Russia at the beginning of the twentieth century, for 
it helps us comprehend those radical changes as gradual, rather 
than sudden – a stark contrast to the adversarial model of Russian 
civilization, particularly widely propagated during the Cold War, as 
“irrational,” capable of major changes only through violent action.

In his methodology, Cohen follows in the footsteps of scholars 
such as Elizabeth Valkenier and Christina Lodder, who in the late 
1970s and early 1980s started to extend the reading of Russian 
art to a detailed, factual, rigorously researched discussion of the 
organizational structures of Russian and Soviet art institutions, but 
he shifts the focus to the analysis of Russian artists’ professional 
interaction with their public, or rather publics (perceived as a dynamic 
phenomenon), thus to the reception and dissemination of their art in 
a particular social space. For Cohen, the key term here is “a public,” 
which he defi nes, after the literary critic and theorist Michael Warner, 
as a “‘relation among strangers’ self organized through dis course,” 
thus existing “by the virtue of being addressed,” rather than a 
“specifi c group of people or institutions” (p. 8). Cohen questions the 
notion of “the public” based on its opposition to the socio-political 
and cultural status quo, which, again following Warner’s arguments 
from his essay “Publics and Counterpublics”, he links to the ideas 
of the German sociologist and philosopher Jürgen Habermas, who 
– as Warner argues – understands “the social world . . . mainly in 
terms of ideology, domination, or exclusion” (2002: 77).2
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Imagining the Unimaginable is a rigorous study that acknow ledges 
the contributions of other scholars to the fi eld of early twentieth-century 
Russian art and culture, while citing from both primary and secondary 
sources (including some in the Russian language), thereby offering 
a continuum of knowledge that the historical approach requires. 
Cohen avoids direct connections to contemporary theory – nowadays 
quite an uncommon practice among academics; instead, he opts 
for an “impersonal,” factual account largely based on quantitative 
data. One might wish, however, that in addition to detailed listings 
(and even statistical charts) of, for example, the number of people 
who saw a given exhibition or the number of books published in 
a particular year, some sections of his tightly argued book were 
more interpretive and heuristic. But Cohen’s brief, close readings 
of individual works are highly engaging. Indeed, it is almost as if 
in the process of examining the art and enjoying what he sees he 
“forgets” about historical responsibility and allows himself to write 
with poetic license – which, in turn, helps the reader enjoy Cohen’s 
textuality on a more “personal” level. Here, he seems to agree one 
more time with Warner, for whom “[p]ublic discourse . . . is poetic” 
and who sees the problem with the way “public” is understood as 
stemming from the fact that it “is thought to exist empirically and 
to require persuasion rather than poesis.”3

The avant-garde’s relationship to the early twentieth-century art 
market, a topic Cohen explores in the Russian context, has long 
muddied the waters of accounts of the movement, for it seem ingly 
“contradicts” the avant-garde’s historic role as an agent of con-
testation in regard to the mainstream ideology and culture, which 
ultimately led to its downfall. But in reality, the market and gallery 
exposure helped create the myth of the Russian avant-garde, a myth 
that Cohen questions in his book. Paradoxically, the book’s emphasis 
on the market’s impact on artists may somewhat reinforce that myth. 
To avoid confusion, such an optic begs to be employed with great 
caution and needs additional scrutiny. That’s where analyzing the 
writings of, among other scholars, Kenneth Silver and Benjamin H. D. 
Buchloh, who link the changes undergone by art around World War I 
to the concept of appearance and disappearance of the avant-garde, 
could be helpful.5

Still, as it fi ts into a relatively empty academic space in Russian 
studies, beyond the totalizing writings on Russian art, which have 
tended to gloss over the complexities of its political and social 
contexts, and the formalist readings, which impose preexisting 
interpretive templates without playing close attention to primary 
sources, this book is an important contribution to the fi eld. It proves 
that nowadays – when we’re starting to witness a new polarization 
between Russia and the West – arriving at an understanding of the 
true meaning of the history of Russian art urges patient readings of 
its specifi c historical aspects, rather than an overwrought framework 
centered on a handful of spectacular events. In short, we need more 
“Great Reality” and less “Great Utopia.”
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NOTES
1. “Speedy” comes from Lenin’s own description of the events that 

transpired: “In such dizzy speed, in a few weeks, from October 25, 
1917, to the Brest Peace, we built up the Soviet state, extricated 
ourselves from the imperialist war in a revolutionary manner and 
completed the bourgeois-democratic revolution.” (Lenin 1958–
65: 91–2)

2. Here Warner invokes Habermas’s 1962 study Structural Trans-
formation of the Public Sphere.

3. Warner writes: “By this I mean not just that a public is self-
organizing, a kind of entity created by its own discourse, or 
even that this space of circulation is taken to be a social entity. 
Rather, I mean that all discourse or performance addressed to 
a public must characterize the world in which it attempts to 
circulate, projecting for that world a concrete and livable shape, 
and attempting to realize that world through address.” (Warner 
2002: 81)

4. See, for example, Buchloh (1984) and Silver (1981; later turned 
into a book). Buchloh’s text (despite its limitations later acknow-
ledged by the author) offers a fi ne example of the art historical 
approach to concerns about market economy and national identity 
in the context of appearance and disappearance of the avant-
garde.
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