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Painting Light Scientifically: Arkhip Kuindzhi’s 
Intermedial Environment

Viktoria Paranyuk

“What is this? A picture or reality?” The poet Iakov Polonskii excitedly asked 
in a magazine article in 1880, referring to an image of nocturnal landscape. 
He went on: “In a golden frame or from an open window do we see this moon, 
these clouds, the dark distance . . . the play of light?”1 When in November 
of that year Arkhip Kuindzhi inaugurated a solo, one-work exhibition of his 
new oil painting Night on the Dnepr, the event, unprecedented in Russia, 
sent ripples of exhilaration through St. Petersburg. Measuring forty-one by 
fifty-six inches, the painting was mounted on a standing screen (shirma) in 
a deliberately darkened room at the Society for the Encouragement of Artists 
on Bolshaia Morskaia Street.2 (See Figure 1). The drapes were drawn, allowing 
little daylight to penetrate the space of the unusual one-picture show. Only 
the lamps, concealed and angled just so, cast light on the image.3 From dawn 
to dusk, for thirty kopecks apiece, ladies and gentlemen, cadets and civil 
servants, merchants and young women crowded into the exhibition’s tight 
quarters to have a look.4 Kuindzhi himself ushered them inside, making sure 
visitor numbers did not exceed safety limits and answering an occasional 
question. Although by 1880 an air of sensationalism created by a painting was 
not unheard of, the uproar around Kuindzhi’s show warrants a closer look.5

1. Iakov Polonskii, “Kartina Kuindzhi,” Strana no. 88 (November 9, 1880): 2.
2. Presently, the painting is known as Moonlit Night on the Dnepr (Lunnaia noch΄ na 

Dnepre).
3. My description of the exhibit setup is derived from contemporary press accounts 

rather than any official documentation. All consulted accounts corroborate controlled 
near-darkness, the presence of the screen, or shirma, lamps and their careful, and some-
how concealed, placement. The exact number of lamps is unknown, but it appears there 
were more than one; the Society’s new building on Bolshaia Morskaia Street was the first 
in the capital to install electric lighting, Rosalind P. Blakesley, The Russian Canvas: Paint-
ing in Imperial Russia, 1757–1881 (New Haven, 2016), 82; however, the lamps illuminating 
the painting could have still been kerosene.

4. Polonskii, “Kartina Kuindzhi,” 2. Polonskii’s reporting of visitors’ social status im-
plies that the lower classes were not part of the crowd. This, however, requires further 
research.

5. The scandals caused by Gustave Courbet’s and Edouard Manet’s work in France 
are well documented. In the United States, Frederic Church showed his major landscapes, 
such as The Heart of the Andes (1859), alone, charging an admission fee and attracting 
large crowds. See Jennifer Raab, Frederic Church: The Art and Science of Detail (New Ha-
ven, 2015), 7. At home, Aleksandr Ivanov’s The Appearance of Christ to the People (1837–
57), exhibited at the Academy of Arts in 1858, created a sensation among the Russian 
public and critics.

I thank the anonymous reviewers for their valuable feedback and Harriet Murav for her 
sustained interest in this piece. Thanks to Allison Leigh for brilliantly spearheading the 
cluster and to Raisa Sidenova for her help with research in the Russian State Library in 
Moscow. Lastly, I am very grateful to Molly Brunson for her comments on different itera-
tions of this article and steady encouragement.
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Eyewitness accounts suggest that Night on the Dnepr overwhelmed its 
original viewers with its audaciously contrasting palette.6 It was the spec-
tacular lunar glow emanating from Kuindzhi’s canvas, however, that most 
enthralled the public and compelled some to peek behind the picture in 
expectation of a hidden source of illumination.7 On the surface, the painting 
owed its tremendous and controversial success to its unorthodox presenta-
tion. On closer inspection, this clever mode of display reveals an approach 
to painting that was embedded in contemporary scientific knowledge, the 
debate on the aesthetic of realism, and a range of popular visual amusements 
with varied ontologies.

In Russia, the scientific mode of inquiry started to penetrate the cultural 
sphere by the mid-nineteenth century.8 In 1846, Vissarion Belinskii wrote in 

6. The original, 1880 version of the painting darkened significantly due to the un-
stable mix of paints Kuindzhi had used. The painting is currently at the Russian Museum 
in St. Petersburg. I am basing my description on eyewitness accounts and partially on the 
1880 version and the second version he painted two years later, which is at the Tretiakov 
Gallery in Moscow.

7. M.P. Nevedomskii, I.E. Repin, A. I. Kuindzhi, (Moscow, 1997, prev. St. Petersburg, 
1913), 111.

8. Artists trained at the Academy had classes with the chemist Dmitrii Mendeleev 
and physicist Fedor Petrushevskii. According to Repin, in these classes they used “an 
instrument that measured the sensitivity of the eye to subtle nuances of tones; Kuindzhi’s 
sensitivity was ideally precise, beating all records.” I. E. Repin, Dalekoe blizkoe (Mos-
cow, 1937), 321; Ivan Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons (1862), as analyzed by Michael Holquist, 
appropriated the language of the emerging field of physiology for its novelistic project: 

Figure 1. Arkhip Kuindzhi, Moonlit Night on the Dnepr/Night on the Dnepr, 1880. 
Oil on canvas, 105 × 144 cm. State Russian Museum, St. Petersburg.
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reference to the developments of the natural school in literature: “Psychology 
which is not based on physiology is as unsubstantial as physiology that knows 
not the existence of anatomy.”9 In the visual arts, the landscape painter Ivan 
Shishkin declared: “The poetic feeling toward nature is outdated . . . the land-
scape painter must join forces with the natural scientist”—and used the aid of 
photography in his painstaking rendering of the Russian forest.10 Kuindzhi’s 
involvement with science, or more precisely human visual perception, ani-
mated his creative project unlike any of his compatriots. Similar to J. M. W. 
Turner and Eugène Delacroix, who in the first half of the century engaged 
with scientific theories of color, Kuindzhi collaborated with the prominent 
physicist Fedor Petrushevskii to turn physiological knowledge into spectacu-
lar, and exceedingly profitable, representations of natural phenomena. Like 
his European predecessors, Kuindzhi sought to reconcile Isaac Newton’s dis-
covery of the properties of light with the material nature of pigments.

I argue that Kuindzhi’s persistent interest in vision and color not only 
shaped his artistic identity but also led the painter to an innovative recon-
ceptualization of his entire practice. Rather than being concerned with the 
conventionalized representation of reality or observations of nature, he based 
his work in a deeply modern understanding of sensory perception in which 
vision played a key role. This article asserts that Kuindzhi’s single-minded 
pursuit of a powerful optical experience through the medium of color and a 
theatricalized viewing environment founded on the physiology of vision pro-
pelled his landscapes to exceed their painterly limits. Addressing the totality 
of Kuindzhi’s artistic endeavor—the way he approached his craft and treated 
the painterly medium, his exhibition practices once he struck out on his own, 
and, importantly, how the public treated his works—allows us to see the art-
ist as an innovator who participated in shifting paradigms of representation. 
I also look beyond the national perspective, taking my cue from Rosalind 
Blakesley’s recent book, where she argues that: “the nationalistic bias . . . 
tempered [Russian painting’s] reception outside Russia and contributed to 
its exclusion from broader narratives of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
art.”11 Such wider view, both beyond the institution of easel painting and the 
national bounds, offers a key corrective to the accepted narrative of modern 
art and Kuindzhi’s place in it.

Michael Holquist, “Bazarov and Sečenov: The Role of Scientific Metaphor in Fathers and 
Sons,” Russian Literature 16, no. 4 (November 1984): 359–74.

9. V. G. Belinskii and Iu. Kirilenko, Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh (Moscow, 2011), 
3:597

10. Ol ǵa Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge (Leningrad, 1986), 89; For more on Shish-
kin and Russian landscape more generally, see Christopher Ely, This Meager Nature: 
Landscape and National Identity in Imperial Russia (DeKalb, Ill., 2002) and Elizabeth 
Kridl Valkenier, Realist Art. The State and Society: The Peredvizhniki and Their Tradition 
(Ann Arbor, 1977), 76–86; Incidentally, Shishkin’s aesthetic, with its focus on botanical 
particulars, prompted Kramskoi to remark that the painter missed “those spiritual nerves 
(dushevnye nervy), which are so sensitive to the noise and music of nature.” Voronova, 
Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 50.

11. Rosalind P. Blakesley, The Russian Canvas: Painting in Imperial Russia 1757–1881 
(New Haven, 2016), 3.
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In art-historical scholarship, Kuindzhi has long been discussed as an 
anomaly, a kind of curious phenomenon who fits awkwardly within the 
narrative of nineteenth-century Russian painting.12 The reasons for this are 
manifold. To begin, the artist’s ethnic background, reportedly outlandish 
behavior, and idiosyncratic exhibition strategies all contributed to sepa-
rating him from his peers during his lifetime.13 The standard accounts of 
Russian art long dominated by the Association of Traveling Art Exhibitions, 
known as the Peredvizhniki, further reinforced Kuindzhi’s status as a pecu-
liar outlier. The leading artistic circle that formally coalesced in 1870 cham-
pioned a particular realist aesthetic. The critic Vladimir Stasov, pivotal in 
shaping the brand of realism that became synonymous with the Russian 
school, came to define it in terms that narrowed with time. Supportive of the 
group’s ethos from the outset, he saw the Peredvizhniki’s primary mission 
to be the creation of a new national aesthetic that would tell stories specific 
to Russia and her concerns.14 Enlisting the landscape genre in the forma-
tion of the national path, Stasov called for depicting the “unique Russian 
landscape,” rather than imitating western models.15 Carol Adlam notes that 
a “particular by-product of the Stasovian template of the emergence of real-
ism has been the notion that the aesthetic considerations of Russian real-
ism were essentially subordinate to its culturally symbolic significance.”16 
Uninterested in subjects of social relevance, Kuindzhi became a casualty 
of this circumscribed interpretation. In 1904, Alexandre Benois, in his his-
tory of the Russian school of painting, pointed out Kuindzhi’s proclivity for 
“cheap effects,” which, he claimed, the artist inherited from his teacher, the 
marine artist Ivan Aivazovskii.17 Yet Benois commended Kuindzhi’s use of 
a bright, original palette and marked him as the first in Russian painting to 
signal the “simplification of form.”18

Continuing Stasov’s rhetoric, Soviet scholars established the tendentious 
art of the Peredvizhniki as the precursor of Socialist Realism, thereby pushing 

12. Scholars of nineteenth-century Russian painting rarely refer to his work. Valke-
nier’s foundational English-language monograph Russian Realist Art mentions five prin-
cipal landscape painters, a list from which Kuindzhi is missing. He is noted briefly by 
Rosalind P. Blakesley in The Russian Canvas, 266–67. Soviet scholar Dmitrii Sarabianov 
references Kuindzhi once in relation to the Romantic tradition in Russkaia zhivopis΄ XIX 
veka sredi Evropeiskikh shkol (Moscow, 1980), 71.

13. Numerous anecdotes about his boorish conduct emphasize his un-Russianness: 
he was of Greek descent and came from southern Ukraine. Nevedomskii, A. I. Kuindzhi, 
22–26.

14. Valkenier, Russian Realist Art, 56–62.
15. Ibid., 57. For more on the development of Russian landscape, see Ely, This Meager 

Nature.
16. Carol Adlam, “Realist Aesthetics in Nineteenth-Century Russian Art Writing,” The 

Slavonic and East European Review, vol. 83, no. 4 (October 2005): 641.
17. No definitive evidence exists that Kuindzhi studied with Aivazovskii.
18. Aleksandr Benois, Russkaia shkola zhivopisi, ed. N. Dubovitskaia, 90. (St. Peters-

burg, 1904; reprint, Moscow, 1997). Elsewhere he called Kuindzhi a Russian Monet of 
sorts, who brought the importance of paint and color to the Russian canvas. See Benois, 
Istoriia russkoi zhivopisi v XIX veke (St. Petersburg, 1902; reprint, Moscow, 1999), 314.
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Kuindzhi further to the fringes of Russia art.19 They never considered him 
within an aesthetic program other than realism, and as a realist he failed to 
measure up to the likes of Il΄ia Repin and Shishkin.20 Unlike the work of his 
peers, Kuindzhi’s formal experimentation—especially his treatment of space 
and color—and his disregard for socially-critical content failed to fit the gene-
alogy of Socialist Realism and to satisfy the official line of Soviet art history.

In an essay written in 1975 on the occasion of the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art’s acquisition of Kuindzhi’s late-career Red Sunset on the Dnepr (1905–
8), John Bowlt represents a western historiographic perspective. For Bowlt, 
the painter holds “a distinctive position in the history of nineteenth-century 
Russian art” as someone who is concerned exclusively with “mood and 
sensibility.”21 The scholar assigns Kuindzhi to a “luminist school,” further 
separating him from his colleagues in the Association, not least because such 
a school did not exist in Russia.22 Bowlt views the artist as the sole figure 
among his compatriots, attentive to the intrinsic qualities of the medium and 
committed to exploring its potential. To support his characterization, he com-
pares Kuindzhi to the Hudson River School painters.23 If in the Soviet narra-
tive Kuindzhi is an inadequate realist, in the west he simply falls through the 
cracks, Bowlt’s essay being the notable exception. Although Bowlt’s interpre-
tation of the painter’s oeuvre suggests aesthetic drabness in the rest of nine-
teenth-century Russian art, he was the first to draw the attention of western 
scholars to the unconventional realist.

My objective is not to recuperate the Peredvizhniki and Russian painting 
from the limited and fundamentally distorted perspective I have outlined—
several scholars have been doing this important work.24 Nor is my intention to 

19. The Peredvizhniki came out of the reformist spirit of the 1860s, which summoned 
artists to serve social causes and effect change, in other words, to depict tendentious sub-
ject matter. Valkenier, Russian Realist Art, 17–23.

20. A typical appraisal of Kuindzhi during the Soviet era rehearses variations of Sta-
sov’s opinions and those of conservative critics. Here is O. A. Liaskovskaia’s characteriza-
tion: “In the picture The Birch Grove the artist achieved the impression of strong sunlight, 
but its theater-curtain-like composition [kulisnoe postroenie], generalized form, uniform 
[odnoobraznyi] green color that has only two tones, one in the shade, the other in the sun, 
give the picture an extreme static quality and create a purely decorative effect.” Impor-
tantly, in Soviet art historiography, Kuindzhi’s paintings attempted but consistently failed 
to measure up to their “realistic orientation [napravlennost΄].” O. A. Liaskovskaia, Plener 
v russkoi zhivopisi XIX veka (Moscow, 1966), 81–82.

21. John. E. Bowlt, “A Russian Luminist School? Arkhip Kuindzhi’s Red Sunset on the 
Dnepr,” Metropolitan Museum Journal 10 (1975): 121.

22. While it is difficult to place Kuindzhi in the Russian painting tradition as outlined 
by Stasov, he fits rather comfortably in the narrative of western art, alongside someone like 
Turner, for example. I thank Molly Brunson for pointing this out. That narrative, as is well 
known, has been heavily biased towards French art and a specific modernist trajectory.

23. Bowlt, 121.
24. For recent scholarship on nineteenth-century Russian painting and on the Pered-

vizhniki that interrogates and greatly expands the narrow, long-held view, see Molly 
Brunson, Russian Realisms: Literature and Painting, 1840–90 (DeKalb, Ill., 2016) and 
“Painting History, Realistically: Murder at the Tretyakov,” in Rosalind P. Blakesley and 
Margaret Samu, eds., From Realism to the Silver Age: New Studies in Russian Artistic Cul-
ture. Essays in Honor of Elizabeth Kridl Valkenier (DeKalb, Ill., 2014), 94–110; Rosalind P. 
Blakesley, The Russian Canvas: Painting in Imperial Russia 1757–1881 (New Haven, 2016) 
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claim for Kuindzhi a lightly uneasy but ultimately fitting place in the Russian 
school—indeed, many of his canvases resist this, and it is precisely what 
makes him such a fascinating and productive subject of study. Instead, my 
aim is to scrutinize Kuindzhi’s anomalous status by virtue of a transnational 
and interdisciplinary lens.

The details of Kuindzhi’s early days in St. Petersburg are blurry. Whether 
he was officially enrolled at the Imperial Academy of Arts remains undeter-
mined. Unlike his colleagues and friends Ivan Kramskoi or Repin, Kuindzhi 
did not leave behind memoirs or letters, hence this article’s reliance on the 
accounts of his contemporaries. Mikhail Nevedomskii’s biography, published 
in 1913, three years after the painter’s death, claims that Kuindzhi had arrived 
in the capital in the early 1860s with a dream to study at the prestigious if 
conservative institution where he was accepted on a third try in 1868. 25 He 
did not, however, complete the program.26 Olga Voronova’s monograph con-
tends that the young transplant from Ukraine may have never been interested 
in becoming the Academy’s full-time student. Instead, he audited classes 
and earned a living by selecting backgrounds and arranging customers into 
poses in a photographic portrait studio.27 Kept at the Russian Museum in St. 
Petersburg, most of the aspiring artist’s early drawings, made from plaster 
casts and academic installations, are awkward, especially if compared with 
renderings by his peers Repin and Nikolai Polenov.28 Kuindzhi’s deficiency in 
draftsmanship, which had ostensibly caused him to fail entrance exams to the 
Academy twice, became bound with his outsider status. The artist’s perceived 
lack of technique and putative autodidacticism are inseparable both from his 
singular aesthetic and critical discourse surrounding his art. When in 1879 
he displayed three new landscapes with the Peredvizhniki, of which he was 
member from 1875 to 1879, Stasov remarked that much in Kuindzhi’s work 
remained “unfinished [nedodelano], unstudied [ne izucheno], sacrificed.”29 
The eminent critic heralded the artist’s rare poetic sensibility while chastis-
ing him for technical inadequacy and what he perceived as the regrettable 
prioritizing of painting the effects of light.30

and “‘There Is Something There . . . ’: The Peredvizhniki and West European Art,” Ex-
periment: A Journal of Russian Culture 14, no. 1 (2008): 18–56; Andrei Shabanov, Pered-
vizhniki: mezhdu kommercheskim tovarishchestvom i khudozhestvennym dvizheniem (St. 
Petersburg, 2015); David Jackson, The Russian Vision: The Art of Ilya Repin (Schoten, Bel-
gium, 2006) and Wanderers and Critical Realism in Nineteenth-Century Russian Painting 
(Manchester, Eng., 2006).

25. Nevedomskii, A. I. Kuindzhi, 25. This biography, however, contains inaccuracies 
and must be taken with a grain of salt.

26. In the catalog published in conjunction with the Kuindzhi retrospective at the 
Tretiakov Gallery, October 4, 2018–February 17, 2019, the curator Galina Churak notes: 
“Kuindzhi virtually did not study at the Academy of Arts, as he could not pass general 
[obshcheobrazovatel΄nye] exams.” G.S. Churak, “Charuiushchii mir Kuindzhi,” in Arkhip 
Kuindzhi, 1842–1910 (Moscow, 2018), 14.

27. Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 10.
28. Ibid.
29. Vladimir Stasov, Izbrannye sochineniia v trekh tomakh (Moscow, 1952), vol. 2, 23.
30. Stasov, Izbrannye sochineniia, 2:23
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“Is This Really a Creative Act?”
The 1870s was a formative decade in Kuindzhi’s artistic development. He 
began to show his work at the annual academic exhibitions in 1870 and two 
years later was awarded the academic title of “Class Artist, Third Grade” 
for the oil painting Osenniaia rasputitsa (Autumn Slush, 1872).31 According 
to Repin, a big shift in Kuindzhi’s evolution as a painter came following his 
stay on Valaam Island.32 Located north of St. Petersburg in Lake Ladoga, the 
island, with its ancient monastery and craggy, somber topography was a favor-
ite destination among painters and the intelligentsia in the late nineteenth 
century.33 When Kuindzhi visited there in the summers of 1870 and 1872, he 
worked tirelessly, producing numerous highly accomplished sketches en plein 
air.34 Na ostrove Valaame (On Valaam Island, 1873) resulted from these trips 
and was exhibited at the annual show of the Academy.35 (See Figure 2) The 
work drew attention immediately. “An extremely impressive thing,” Repin 
remarked, “everybody likes it terribly, and today Kramskoi stopped by—he 
is thrilled by it.”36 It caught Fedor Dostoevskii’s eye as well, moving him to 
note the landscape’s power to make the beholder feel the foggy dampness of 

31. Nevedomskii, A. I. Kuindzhi, 28.
32. Ibid., 326.
33. Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 26.
34. I. E. Repin, Dalekoe blizkoe (Moscow, 1964), 317.
35. The art collector Pavel Tretiakov bought the painting for his gallery.
36. Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 29.

Figure 2. Arkhip Kuindzhi, On Valaam Island, 1873. Oil on canvas, 
79.5 × 131.6 cm. State Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow.
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northern nature. Delighting at the ordinariness of the painting’s subject mat-
ter, the author exclaimed, “[b]ut nonetheless, how good it is!”37

The forest in the left background sinks into twilight. On the right, the 
muddy stream winds its way from the background forward, providing an 
uninviting repoussoir—one would do well to wear rubber boots in this terrain. 
At bottom right, the wave of the dark-green grasses activates one’s hearing at 
the imagined contact of boots with the swampy water. A scraggly pine, its top 
severed by the frame, and a fragile birch occupy the middle ground, slightly 
off center, echoed by the tree trunks further back, before they are subsumed 
by the somber forest. Kuindzhi’s focus, nonetheless, is not the accurate rendi-
tion of the trees, although their species is still recognizable, but the effects of 
sunlight. A sense of melancholy, conveyed by the subdued palette of much 
of the painting, erupts in the upper section into the coloristic drama of the 
greens, pinks, yellows, and purples of either the sunset or sunrise. This iri-
descent patch plays off the lichened stone and muddy water at the bottom of 
the frame.

The “unstudied” quality ascribed to Kuindzhi’s paintings by Stasov sev-
eral years later emerges here from the less than successful rendering of depth, 
especially evident where the forest abruptly ends and abuts the dark vegeta-
tion and sky. The stark contrast between this darkness and what seems to be 
the uneven horizon line gives this half of the painting a rather flat appear-
ance, drawing attention to the constitutive elements of the artist’s materials: 
paint, brush, and canvas. The single bird in low flight somewhat compensates 
for the spatial flaw by pulling the eye into the distance. Together with the 
title, On Valaam Island supplies enough detail—the bird, the lichen on the 
stone, the bent stalks, and especially, the play of light—to create the sense of 
a real place at a particular moment in the day. It also complies with Stasov’s 
programmatic call for a uniquely Russian landscape—not pretty, not pictur-
esque, but recognizably native.

Yet for a realist, the handling of space leaves much to be desired. Considered 
within the precepts of realism, which presupposes an adherence to linear per-
spective, it would not do. If, however, the spatial treatment is interpreted as a 
move away from realist representation, the painting signals a different percep-
tual system. Rather than inviting the beholder into the pictorial world through 
the power of a one-point perspective, the landscape locates its potency else-
where, namely in the poetic and moody depiction of light. Perspectival rules 
and the drawing technique are submitted to color, which already in this early 
work asserts a palpable vitality. From this canvas onwards, the painterly light 
effects of Kuindzhi’s paintings proved to be unsettling for many critics and col-
leagues, whose reactions ran from qualified praise to bewilderment to outright 
dismissal.

Vecher (Evening, 1878), shown at the sixth Traveling Art exhibition, 
depicts a Ukrainian village.38 (See Figure 3). The intense illumination of the 

37. F.M. Dostoevskii, “Po povodu vystavki,” Grazhdanin no. 13, March 13, 1873, 424.
38. This painting is presently known as Vecher na Ukraine (Evening in Ukraine).
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descending sun sets aflame the treetops, the hill, and the bright white walls 
of the huts. In a letter to Repin, Kramskoi confessed:

I’m a complete fool before this painting. I see that the light on the white hut 
is so true, so true [tak veren, tak veren] that my eye tires of looking at it as 
it tires of looking at living reality [zhivaia deistvitel΄nost΄]: in five minutes 
my eyes hurt, I turn away, shut my eyes and no longer want to look. Is this 
really a creative act? . . . I don’t quite understand Kuindzhi. Add to that the 
thick clothy trees [sukonnye derev΄ia], extreme naiveté and primitiveness of 
drawing . . . 39

Kramskoi struggled to reconcile Kuindzhi’s unsatisfactory technique—
“thick clothy trees,” “primitiveness of drawing”—with what he perceived to 
be an extremely verisimilar portrayal of evening light. Rather than identify-
ing the urge to close his eyes with an artistic victory, Kramskoi appeared at 
a loss before a painting with such a discomfiting illusion of light—“Is this 
really a creative act?” He seems to ask: should an artwork produce this kind 
of corporeal response? Or to use the language of physiology, which saw great 
popularity at the time among Russia’s educated classes, is it too close to the 
notion of involuntary reflex, such as the automatic shutting of one’s eyes, for 
instance?

Kramskoi found Kuindzhi’s color (kolorit) “completely incomprehensi-
ble” in Les (Forest, 1878), displayed in the same show.40 He conceded that 
perhaps it contained a “completely new painterly principle, employing the 
truest colors from the scientific standpoint,” and likened his experience of 

39. Ivan Kramskoi, Pis΄ma, stat΄i v dvukh tomakh, ed. S. N. Gol΄dshtein (Moscow, 
1965), 1:453.

40. Ibid.

Figure 3. Arkhip Kuindzhi, Evening in Ukraine/Evening, 1878. Oil on canvas, 
81 × 163 cm. State Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow.
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this picture to reading a treatise on spectral colors “that are unknown to the 
human eye since we don’t encounter them in the impressions around us.”41 
Pavel Chistiakov, an influential teacher at the Academy of Arts, said simply 
of Kuindzhi’s canvases at this exhibit: “Kuindzhi has gone mad [spiatil].”42

Arriving at the Academy in 1872, Chistiakov created a comprehensive 
program for its students, substantially reconsidering the previously taught 
methods.43 The pillars of Chistiakov’s instruction were drawing, painting, and 
composition, with all three sharing equal importance.44 This was a marked 
departure from the system borrowed from the French Academy, which in turn 
followed the Italian Renaissance dictate, where drawing, or disegno, occupied 
the top position in the hierarchy of technical mastery. Importantly, a scien-
tific approach to painterly color was an integral component in Chistiakov’s 
pedagogy. 45 He embedded his own interest in the physiology of vision, color 
theories, and properties of light into his teaching, aware that knowledge of 
these scientific developments could be employed to art’s benefit.46 Why, then, 
this reaction from a pedagogical reformer who needed no convincing about 
the usefulness of science?

A possible answer lies in Chistiakov’s emphasis on the priority of accom-
modating nature’s three-dimensionality to the flat canvas in his method of 
teaching color. Above all, he cultivated in his students the importance of 
thinking spatially about different colors on a rectangular plane. A painted 
object was not to be considered static, but rather a color, or colors, “in move-
ment,” dynamically relating to other objects’ mass, volume, and negative 
spaces on a pictorial surface.47 Maintaining the illusion of three-dimen-
sional space through drawing, composition, and color was the cornerstone 
of Chistiakov’s system. His color exercises were submitted to this principle of 
realist representation, even if they accounted for physiological discrepancies 
in the relationship of light and colored objects. I argue that Chistiakov’s often-
uncharitable declarations about Kuindzhi’s work come from a fundamentally 

41. Ibid. Emphasis in the original.
42. Pavel P. Chistiakov, Pis΄ma, zapisnye knizhki, vospominaniia, 1832–1919 (Moscow, 

1953), 87.
43. Nina M. Moleva, Vydaiushchiesia russkie khudozhniki-pedagogi (Moscow, 1962), 263.
44. Izabella Ginzburg, P. P. Chistiakov i ego pedagogicheskaia sistema (Leningrad, 

1940), 170–71.
45. Considering color when approaching composition on a canvas had not been prac-

ticed at the Academy, where composition was subject to a set of predetermined rules, and 
color was secondary, if not tertiary. Chistiakov changed this: he taught his students tonal 
unity in painting by the example of coloristic virtuosity by Venetian Renaissance paint-
ers, above all by Paolo Veronese, who, the pedagogue noted, was “a colorist both in color 
and composition.” Chistiakov’s system of teaching color developed from his observations 
in his own and others’ practice and from studying painters he regarded to be masters, 
such as Veronese, Tintoretto, and Velazquez, among them. Learning how to handle color 
in his class began with painting a still life because he considered it to be the most expe-
dient in training students to pay attention to color and form simultaneously. Ginzburg, 
170–71. For more on Chistiakov’s pedagogical methods, see Ginzburg, P. P. Chistiakov.

46. Chistiakov was known to say: “art is not science but must use science to its own 
ends.” Moleva, 280.

47. Moleva, 294–95.
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different understanding of painting. It is true that the academician’s pedagogy 
elevated color to an almost-equal footing with line and composition. It was 
meant to remain there, however, without destabilizing the hierarchy. Instead, 
Kuindzhi’s palette demanded to be reckoned with. Put simply, Kuindzhi’s bold 
treatment of color—its high intensity, crude blending technique or at times its 
absence, and vivid contrasts—had not been seen before in Russian painting. 
Rather than serving a well-defined function in the overall pictorial composi-
tion, Kuindzhi’s colors pulled in or repelled the viewer by their sheer material 
force, disregarding the rules of spatial illusion.

Kuindzhi was routinely lambasted for his inferior draftsmanship, but 
his handling of color during this period, when he was the artistic toast of St. 
Petersburg, had a curious role in the discourse surrounding his art. The paint-
er’s coloristic exploration was not acknowledged as genuine artistic practice 
but received the disparaging label of “effects.” It is as though Kramskoi, 
Chistiakov, and others did not possess the language with which to respond 
to such primacy given to the medium of color in a realist aesthetic. As the 
question of color inevitably arose, it most often was entwined with an eye-
catching, show-off quality (effektnost΄), even before Kuindzhi created his the-
atricalized viewing environment.48 Following the sensation of his moonlight 
show, “Kuindzhi” and “effect” became inseparable.

Posle dozhdia (After the Rain, 1879) depicts an expansive landscape. (See 
Figure 4) A horse in the middle ground, just off-center, grazes on the pasture. 

48. On one occasion Chistiakov described Kuindzhi’s 1876 Ukrainian Night as painted 
in a “striking manner [effektno], however, not artistically [khudozhestvenno] but artifi-
cially/puppet-theatrically [kukol΄no].” Chistiakov, Pis΄ma, 77.

Figure 4. Arkhip Kuindzhi, After the Rain, 1879. Oil on canvas, 105 × 161 cm. 
State Russian Museum, St. Petersburg.

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2019.97 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2019.97


467Arkhip Kuindzhi's Intermedial Environment

A cluster of shacks, quickly executed to produce a tumbledown impression, 
crests the hill in the center background. Bathed in a patch of sunlight, which 
emerges through the thick, parting thunderclouds, the bright-green meadow 
glows phosphorescently. The sky’s dark-greens and purples, swallowing two-
thirds of the composition, provide a startling contrast with the picture’s lower 
section, whose greens and splashes of yellow advance toward the beholder. 
Kuindzhi separates the still-menacing heavens from the sun-flooded meadow 
by foregoing the blending technique. The shacks and the lone animal are 
caught in the delirious pool of illumination that suffuses the scene with the 
pastoral mood and impression of fresh air after a rainstorm. While supplying 
visual interest, the shacks and the horse are not the heart of the landscape. 
The generous swaths of earth and sky are Kuindzhi’s supreme obsession—the 
play of light and its material substantiation through pigments. Critics and fel-
low artists found the dynamism emerging from these poles of color contrast 
too strange. Repin recalled the painter Illarion Prianishnikov’s snide com-
ment about the work: “I think this . . . light is from before the birth of Christ.”49 
Although vague, this remark can only be interpreted negatively: there was no 
place for such visual effects in fine-art painting.

After the Rain, like Evening and Night on the Dnepr, is concerned with the 
coloristic drama manifested in the portentous darkness and radiant explosion 
of light. It is not brought to the canvas solely by artistic imagination; rather, 
it also follows from the careful study of the physiological peculiarities of 
human perception. Amid the perplexed or dismissive reactions in the artistic 
camp, the voices of the scientists Dmitrii Mendeleev and Fedor Petrushevskii 
expressed full satisfaction with Kuindzhi’s representation of the quality and 
behavior of sunlight in this landscape: light was distributed not haphazardly 
(“kak bog na dushu polozhit”), but precisely “according to the patterns consis-
tent with the laws of physics.”50

The Eye in a Dark Room
During the 1860s and 70s, leading Russian universities became bustling cen-
ters of knowledge production. The historian Alexander Vucinich notes that 
“science ceased to be a secondary intellectual force in Russian culture and 
became as important as the antirationalist tradition in understanding the full 
spectrum of Russian thought.”51 Thanks to the expansion of laboratories and 
other research institutions, specialized fields emerged. The field of physiology 
especially witnessed a surge in popularity. Physiology “was no longer a sub-
ject taught only in medical schools . . . in St. Petersburg, I. M. Sechenov made 
it not only a distinct academic subject but also an area of great emphasis.”52 
During Kuindzhi’s formative period, the prominent chemist Mendeleev and 
the physicist Petrushevskii regularly lectured at the Art Academy and held 
additional classes for artists at St. Petersburg University where both men 

49. Repin, Dalekoe blizkoe, 318.
50. Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 97.
51. Alexander Vucinich, Science in Russian Culture, 1861–1917 (Stanford, 1970), 474.
52. Vucinich, Science in Russian Culture, 74.
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were professors.53 Kuindzhi’s interest in the science of color and perception 
emerged in their classes, which he attended either as an auditor or student, 
and was further reinforced by a subsequent friendship with both scientists.

A frequent visitor to Mendeleev and his wife Anna’s weekly gatherings 
in the late 1870s and through the 1880s, Kuindzhi rubbed shoulders with 
literary figures and fellow artists as well as botanists, physiologists, and 
other colleagues from the host’s university circle.54 Customary company 
at the Mendeleevs’ soirées embodied the epistemological concerns of late 
nineteenth-century Russia, where the mingling of the creative and scientific 
spheres often precipitated heady debate. Indeed, when Kuindzhi exhibited his 
sensational nocturne, Mendeleev used this occasion to write a piece for The 
Golos (Voice), in which he reflected upon the revival of interest in landscape 
painting, and the coincident shift away from man and toward the humble 
observation of nature in science.55 It is no exaggeration to say that the era’s 
ambience of intellectual excitement and Kuindzhi’s closeness with the most 
distinguished scientists formed his outlook on art. Thanks to Mendeleev 
and Petrushevskii, the painter developed a passionate, life-long interest in 
the study of light, color, and human perception. Representations of nature 
founded in physiological knowledge proved crucial to Kuindzhi’s envisioning 
of his art practice. Moreover, Petrushevskii’s insight into the chemical compo-
sition of pigments encouraged the artist’s intimate familiarity with the paint-
erly medium, which in his hands transformed into a splendid illusion of light.

Petrushevskii was a popular figure among the Peredvizhniki, but he and 
Kuindzhi developed an especially close and mutually beneficial friendship 
that lasted for several decades and expressed itself in a number of collabo-
rations.56 An established physicist by the 1870s, Petrushevskii’s research 
pursuits were many, including vision and the science of color.57 An amateur 
landscape painter himself, he had a personal stake in physiological optics. 
The scientist published two books on the topic, Light and Color by Themselves 

53. Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 89–90.
54. Ibid., 124–25. Kuindzhi may have met Sechenov at the Mendeleevs’.
55. Dmitrii Mendeleev, “Pered kartinoiu Kuindzhi,” Zavetnye mysli: polnoe izdanie: 

vpervye posle 1905 g. (Moscow, 1995), 247–48.
56. In her monograph, Voronova talks of the friendship and professional relationship 

between the two men as an undisputed fact, however, she does not provide any interpre-
tive analysis nor does she supply bibliographic evidence. For her discussion of Kuindzhi 
and Petrushevskii, see Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 89–92. G. I. Novikov, a scientist or student 
at the Pavlov Institute of Physiology at the Russian Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg, 
in the brief conference paper “Colorimetric Research in Painting,” surveys the history 
of color studies and painting, focusing mostly on Russian late nineteenth-early twentieth-
century painting. He devotes two pages to Petrushevskii’s research and the connection 
between him and Kuindzhi. Novikov mentions that Petrushevskii was called “the first 
Russian color scientist [pervyi russkii tsvetoved].” See G. I. Novikov, “Kolorimetricheskie 
issledovaniia v zhivopisi,” at http://www.oop-ros.org/maket/part6/6_6.pdf  (accessed 
 August 13, 2016.)

57. Upon graduating from St. Petersburg University in 1851, the young scientist was 
dispatched to the Kherson district under the guidance of an astronomer to observe a solar 
eclipse. Reportedly, this event led Petrushevskii to pursue optics. V. L. Chenakal, “Fedor 
Fomich Petrushevskii i ego raboty po optike i tsvetovedeniiu,” Uspekhi fizicheskikh nauk, 
vol. 36, no. 2 (1948): 212–14.
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and in Relation to Painting, Six Public Lectures (1883), and Paints and Painting 
(1891).58 Like his European colleagues—Hermann von Helmholtz, Richard 
Liebreich, Ernst Wilhelm von Brücke, and Jules Jamin, among them—the 
Russian physicist regarded art as a legitimate area of scientific inquiry. In 
the 1883 Light and Color, Petrushevskii addresses the lay reader, painters in 
particular, synthesizing nineteenth-century research on vision and paint-
ing and adding his own investigations in the field. Modeled on the series of 
lectures Optisches über Malerei (The Relation of Optics to Painting) given 
by the giant of modern physiology Helmholtz in 1871–73 and published in 
1876, the Russian scientist’s volume exalts the sensory abilities of artists.59 
For Helmholtz and Petrushevskii, artists must be regarded as “persons whose 
observation of sensuous impressions is particularly vivid and accurate, and 
whose memory of these images [of reality] is particularly true.”60 Both scien-
tists privilege the creative figure as someone who possesses an exceptionally 
well-tuned perceptual apparatus, which, however, is not enough for painterly 
interpretation of the surroundings; the artist must equip himself with physi-
ological knowledge.

Petrushevskii’s scientific framework is rooted in the idea of art imitating 
nature, where art is always at a disadvantage, for nature’s “means are immea-
surable and inexhaustible.”61 For the natural scientist of the late nineteenth 
century, this premise necessitated scientific solutions for abetting the painter 
in his endeavor to represent the visible world with the limited tools at his dis-
posal. Petrushevskii, following Helmholtz, offered to counter the medium’s 
material deficiency by turning to physiology. The Russian scientist makes an 
explicit distinction between the notions of reality and representation when he 
says that the key task of painting is not to represent the world as it exists, “but 
as it seems to us, as objects appear in relation to each other.”62 By making 
this distinction, he emphasizes the importance of physiological knowledge for 
artists.

Like many researchers on vision before him, Petrushevskii locates the 
pursuit of painterly truth in the human body. The rational optics exempli-
fied by Cartesian perspectivalism, which dominated art practice and dis-
course since the Renaissance, gave way to the intricate, subjective optics of 
the human eye.63 Petrushevskii’s position on visual representation is situated 

58. Svet i tsveta sami po sebe i po otnosheniiu k zhivopisi, shest΄ publichnykh lektsii and 
Kraski i zhivopis ,́ respectively.

59. Hermann von Helmholtz, Populäre wissenschaftliche Vorträge (Braunschweig, 
1865–76). His Ueber das Sehen des Menschen (1855) came out in Russia in 1866 in transla-
tion. Hermann von Helmholtz, trans. V. Rozenberg, O zrenii cheloveka: Izlozheno populiarno 
po Gelmgol t́su (Odessa, 1866). In the 1860s, Helmholtz became a corresponding member of 
the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences. Vucinich, Science in Russian Culture, 72.

60. Hermann von Helmholtz, Popular Scientific Lectures: Viz.: on the Relations of Op-
tics to Painting, on the Origin of the Planetary System, on Thought in Medicine, on Academic 
Freedom in German Universities (New York, 1881), 606.

61. Fedor Petrushevskii, Svet i tsveta sami po sebe i po otnosheniiu k zhivopisi: Shest΄ 
publichnykh lektsii (St. Petersburg, 1883), 69–70.

62. Ibid., 88. Emphasis in the original.
63. For more on the competing regimes of modern vision, see Vision and Visuality, ed. 

Hal Foster (Seattle, 1988).
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in the era’s epistemological shifts, which have been influentially investigated 
by Jonathan Crary. The physicist refers to what Crary has called “embodied 
vision,” a notion deeply tied to the “discovery that knowledge was condi-
tioned by the physical and anatomical functioning of the body, and perhaps 
most importantly, of the eyes.”64 In attempting to portray real-life phenomena 
using his medium, the painter must train his eye to separate internalized, 
habitual ideas about color—the grass is green and snow is white—from the 
mercurial impressions produced by the senses.

In Popular Lectures, Helmholtz explains eye sensitivity to varying degrees 
of light, information he finds paramount for painters. The eye, after prolonged 
exposure to bright daylight, becomes fatigued, while the opposite holds true 
in dim illumination: eye sensitivity increases. In Helmholtz’s words, “The 
eye of the traveller of the desert . . . has been dulled to the last degree by the 
dazzling sunshine; while that of the wanderer by moonlight has been raised 
to the extreme of sensitiveness [sic].”65 Differentiating between actual lived 
experiences and looking at a painted image, the physiologist argues that the 
latter possesses a “certain mean degree of sensitiveness” caused by the mod-
erate light conditions of a conventional site for showing paintings, such as 
a gallery. He advises the painter to choose and apply his colors accordingly 
to produce the same impression that sunlight or moonlight creates in either 
the dulled or sharpened eye of its observer.66 Helmholtz speaks at length 
of the intensity of light and human ability to discern its varying degrees in 
interiors. However, his recommendation to artists, while detailed, does not 
extend beyond appropriate color selection: it is focused on the materiality of 
the medium. Mainly, he urges painters not to neglect “the mean degree of 
sensitivity.”

In the retelling of this episode in Light and Colors, Petrushevskii notes, “eye 
sensitivity becomes significant if the eye remains for a long time in a poorly 
lit room.”67 He replaces Helmholtz’s romantic “wanderer by moonlight” with 
the human eye—perhaps of an exhibit-goer or artist—in an enclosed space. 
I read Petrushevskii’s substitution of Helmholtz’s wanderer by “the eye in a 
poorly lit room” as the Russian scientist’s consideration of the crucial role of 
an exhibition environment in the physiological interplay of perception and 
color, which had been brilliantly accomplished by his friend Kuindzhi three 
years previously. An enclosed, deliberately-darkened space figures promi-
nently in the physicist’s second work on the subject of painting and vision 
published in 1891.

Intended as a handbook for painters, Paints and Painting offers advice 
on determining the chemical composition and quality of pigments available 
from different manufacturers, as well as a detailed analysis of the mixing of 
material colors and their behavior under natural and artificial light. There can 
be little doubt that Kuindzhi consulted Petrushevskii on the optimal viewing 

64. Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the 
 Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1990), 79.

65. Helmholtz, Popular Scientific Lectures, 611.
66. Ibid.
67. Petrushevskii, Svet i tsveta, 73.
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conditions for his nocturne. Consider the following extract from the section 
“Influence of Illumination on Colors of Objects”:

Artificial illumination by gas and kerosene in homes presents a big concern 
for the artist and admirer of painting, since not only tones of the painting 
change, but in general the relations between tones get violated. A painting is 
painted in daylight, and each color, or a mixture of colors, has intrinsic rela-
tive tones; under the orange light of gas, paint tones become utterly different 
because paints cannot select all their intrinsic colors in sufficient amount 
from the kerosene or gas lighting. . . . Sensory perception of color in the eve-
ning presents a special case . . . perception of color turns out to be not as 
falsified in the artificial illumination as one might expect judging from the 
extreme transformations that are really occurring in colors themselves. . . . 
This conclusion could be verified in the following experiment. Let us imag-
ine that being in a room lit by daylight we can, through a small opening in 
the door, see into an adjacent dark room, in which hangs a painting that is 
illuminated only by a lamp. The color scheme of this picture may appear ter-
rible to us, but by walking into the dark room and allowing the eye to adjust 
to the lamp light, we will find that the impression of the painting is not so 
bad as seemed to us a few minutes ago. The explanation must be sought in 
the particular state of the eye under artificial lighting.68

The passage seems to allude to Kuindzhi’s unorthodox choice of display 
at the Society for the Encouragement of Artists. Although Petrushevskii may 
have been inspired by his friend’s audacious conception, I suspect that the 
pair closely collaborated on the artist’s first solo show, after Kuindzhi’s break 
with the Peredvizhniki.69 While his book was published in 1891, Petrushevskii 
had been continually preoccupied by physiological theories of perception, as 
we have seen. It is certainly likely that Kuindzhi’s quest for color prompted the 
physicist to return to his research on physiological optics in 1872–73, shortly 
after the two had met, following a decade-long hiatus.70 The excerpt from 
Petrushevskii’s 1891 manual suggests that a specific viewing environment 
may have been integral to the initial idea for Kuindzhi’s luminous nightscape, 
particularly as it is buttressed by the artist’s enduring involvement with the 
scientific approach to painting color. In November 1880, “the eye in a poorly 
lit room” on Bolshaia Morskaia Street was scientifically primed for experienc-
ing the painted image of moonlight to the fullest.

“External Contrivances”: Intermediality
In The Observer: Essays on the History of Vision, Mikhail Iampolski exam-
ines painting’s close ties with popular forms of entertainment, such as the 
panorama, diorama, and the pantomime in the late eighteenth and early 

68. F. Petrushevskii, Kraski i zhivopis :́ Posobie dlia khudozhnikov i tekhnikov 
(St.  Peterburg, 1901), 32–33.

69. A duplicitous attack of the fellow Peredvizhnik landscape painter Mikhail Klodt 
prompted Kuindzhi to abandon his membership in the Association in 1879, which he had 
joined in 1875. Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 102–5.

70. Chenakal, 214. During the late 1850s and through the 1860s, Petrushevskii was 
chiefly preoccupied with magnetism and electricity.
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nineteenth centuries. In particular, he explores painting’s grappling with 
the vexed issue of light following Newton’s discovery of the color spectrum. 
He places Newton’s findings at the heart of the transformation of painting 
into a theatrical spectacle.71 The traditional, natural philosophical theory of 
color, largely based on Aristotle and his followers’ inconsistent fragments, 
asserted that color was a mixture of whiteness and blackness and claimed 
that color was a property of the surfaces of perceived objects. By trans-
mitting a ray of light through a prism, Newton invalidated the prevailing 
Aristotelian view, postulating that color was a property of the light reflect-
ing from and refracting through objects and not of objects themselves. In its 
pure form, light was a white compound substance constituted by rays with 
different properties.72 The rays that could not be further divided into smaller 
units by reflection or refraction Newton regarded as the “primary colors,” of 
which he discerned seven.

The exemplars for illustrating this groundbreaking optical analysis were 
the rainbow and the iridescent plumage of the peacock’s tail. Newton’s the-
ory, however, did not provide painters with an applicable solution for repre-
senting light—the peacock’s tail aside, how does one render the invisible with 
paint and brushes? “Light in its pure form remained inaccessible for paint-
ing,” Iampolski notes.73 Thus, Newton’s claims opened up a gulf between sci-
ence and art practice, for he never distinguished between the colors of light 
and those of material pigments. In the post-Newtonian imaginary, Iampolski 
envisages the problem of light as a two-plane structure: one comprises the 
rarified theoretical sphere of Newton, the other the “sullied” universe of 
humans where light is intermixed with earthly objects.74 Petrushevskii and 
Kuindzhi belonged to an international group of scientists and artists, among 
them Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, David Brewster, Eugène Delacroix, J. M. 
W. Turner, and the Impressionists, all of whom tried to reconcile the two. 
Efforts to do so—effectively to reinterpret Newtonian optics within the canon 
of natural philosophical theory of color—frequently led painting astray.75 It 
is as though the dispositif of fine-art painting could not rein in such a spec-
tacular representation of the natural phenomena of light. The chasm between 
nature and painting’s attempts to replicate it resulted in turning the former 
into a repertoire of stage tricks and vulgarizing the latter.

Kuindzhi never painted for the stage. Although his professional universe 
in the 1870s and 80s was confined to easel painting, his point of contact with 

71. Mikhail Iampolski, Nabliudatel :́ Ocherki istorii videniia, 2nd ed. (St. Petersburg, 
2012), 49–50.

72. Martin Kemp, The Science of Art: Optical Themes in Western Art from Brunelleschi 
to Seurat (New Haven, 1990), 285. For more on the rivaling color theories and their ap-
plication from the sixteenth through the nineteenth centuries, see Kemp, The Science of 
Art, 259–322.

73. Iampolski, Nabliudatel ,́ 55.
74. Ibid., 58.
75. On the English Romantics and the problem of painting light, see Iampolski, Nab-

liudatel ,́ 80. For Turner’s and John Martin’s association with the theater, and light as an 
intermediary between art and the stage, see Martin Meisel, “The Material Sublime: John 
Martin, Byron, Turner, and the Theater,” in Karl Krober and William Walling, eds., Images 
of Romanticism: Verbal and Visual Affinities (New Haven, 1978), 211–32.
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the realm of theatrical illusion is nonetheless significant. It exceeds “theatri-
cal,” “decorative,” and “backdrop-like,” the derogatory epithets often given 
to his landscapes.76 The three solo shows, mounted in 1880, 1881, and 1882, 
exhibited landscapes in a carefully-controlled environment, and showcased 
scientific-painterly exploration in color and light effects. In an 1882–83 article, 
Stasov had this to say about Kuindzhi’s display practice:

Certain elements of his technique, fire illumination [ognennoe osveshchenie] 
and various other external [vneshnie] contrivances in his exhibitions border 
on decorative stage painting and panoramas. This was the reason why he 
was often attacked. I, however, do not see anything offensive or reprehen-
sible in it for art: perhaps in the future all art exhibitions will employ such 
auxiliary methods, particularly when there is not enough sun and daylight. 
Kuindzhi’s boldness and initiative are admirable.77

These external contrivances of Kuindzhi’s shows—the dark, the lamps, 
the screen—unsettled the academic establishment and some Peredvizhniki 
who saw them as violating the bounds of good taste and proper decorum of 
fine-art exhibitions. This transgression also indicates the artist’s efforts to 
solve the issue of painting light scientifically. To do so, he used his knowledge 
of the physiology of vision and turned to what I call the intermedial mode of 
display.

Such intermediality relied on the borrowing of certain elements from pop-
ular amusements: dioramas, circular and moving panoramas, and magic lan-
tern performances. Although different in scale and viewing behavior, these 
mass attractions, popular in nineteenth-century Europe, share several key 
features with Kuindzhi’s daring conception of an exhibition space. All rely on 
the manipulation of light and enlist artificial darkness to affect the spectacle. 
The circular panorama allowed the visitor to perambulate somewhat freely, 
taking in a breathtaking vista or dramatic battle scene. In a dioramic séance, 
like in a magic lantern performance, the spectator sat in her seat in antici-
pation of a show where day rolled into night before her eyes. Often painted 
on large transparencies, public dioramas performed their magic by ensuring 
that the intricate light apparatus was hidden from view behind the painted 
scene.78 “[V]isitors first passed through a darkened tunnel upon entering the 
building,” before emerging into a circular room with seats and boxes like a 
theater.79 “After their eyes had had time to adjust to the darkness,” Stephan 
Oettermann explains, “the curtain went up, revealing the picture.”80 The 
diorama’s principal attraction was the illusion of meteorological phenomena 
or of time passing in the painted scene, frequently a landscape or church inte-
rior, enacted by a series of light changes.

Crucial to Kuindzhi’s spatial and visual conception was the fact that Night 
was hung on a screen rather than a wall, as was customary in a gallery and 

76. Stasov, Izbrannye sochineniia, 1:475; Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 83.
77. Stasov, Izbrannye sochineniia, 1:474–75.
78. Stephan Oettermann, The Panorama: History of a Mass Medium (New York, 1997), 

77–79.
79. Ibid., 77.
80. Ibid.
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salon. The presence of the screen invited interplay between the image and 
the public.81 Screens of all shapes, sizes, and materials had by 1880 a rich his-
tory in architecture, science, and entertainment.82 Famously, in the late eigh-
teenth century, Etienne-Gaspard Robertson’s Phantasmagoria astonished 
audiences throughout Europe with quivering figures of ghosts projected onto 
a sheet with the aid of a magic lantern on wheels.83 Louis Daguerre’s “double-
effect” diorama relied on a translucent canvas painted on both sides with two 
distinct scenes, which alternated with the manipulation of the lighting mech-
anism, generating the most incredible effects.84 Inherent in the function of a 
screen is the act of concealment and its opposite, the act of revealing. In the 
moonlight exhibit, many visitors reportedly were tempted to peek behind the 
canvas, convinced that the picture was painted on a transparency or glass.85 
The screen’s presence manipulated audiences’ expectations, structuring their 
perception of the landscape.

Available witness accounts indicate that exhibit-goers did not merely 
wish to look at the painting; they wished to interact with it, like they would 
with dioramic or magic lantern images.86 The proliferation of new visual 
experiences in the nineteenth century aided by technology called into ques-
tion the very nature of vision, as Jonathan Crary, Martin Jay, and others 
have demonstrated.87 The public at the Kuindzhi exhibition expected to be 
tricked, trusting neither their eyes nor the painted canvas. In other words, 

81. In the Russian language, there are two words for “screen”: ekran and shirma. 
Kuindzhi used the latter in mounting his nocturne. Shirma is less of a flat construction 
than ekran; it also implies, largely due to its greater depth and the genealogy in interior 
decoration, the game of hide-and-seek.

82. For more on the history of screens, see Erkki Huhtamo, “Screen Tests: Why Do We 
Need an Archaeology of the Screen?” Cinema Journal 51, no. 2 (2012): 144–48. The multiple 
functions of the screen, including its culture-shaping aspect, were at the heart of the in-
terdisciplinary seminar series “Genealogies of the Excessive Screen” at Yale University in 
spring and fall 2017; see http://dev.screens.yale.edu/ (accessed April 10, 2019); for more on 
phantasmagoria and the magic lantern, see Oliver Grau, MediaArtHistories (Cambridge, 
Mass., 2007), 137–61.

83. John Tresch, The Romantic Machine: Utopian Science and Technology After Napo-
leon (Chicago, 2012), 130.

84. Ibid., 138–40. For more on Daguerre’s career as a painter and inventor, see Ste-
phen Pinson, Speculating Daguerre: Art and Enterprise in the Work of L.J.M. Daguerre (Chi-
cago, 2012).

85. Oksana Chefranova notes that viewers may have thought that the surface of the 
painting itself was translucent. See “From Garden to Kino: Evgenii Bauer, Cinema, and 
the Visual of Moscow Amusement Culture, 1885–1917” (PhD diss., New York University, 
2014), 648. I propose that the screen on which the landscape was hung contributed to the 
ontological confusion.

86. Magic lantern shows peaked in popularity, both as entertainment and an educa-
tional tool, in the period between 1870 and 1914. For the history of the magic lantern in 
Russia, see Anna Kotomina, “Svetovye i tenevye kartiny i ‘iskusstvo proektsii’ v Rossii 
kontsa XIX-nachala XX vv.,” Kinovedcheskie zapiski no. 99 (2011/2012): 135–70.

87. For more on the changes in science and technology as related to art and vision, 
see: Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer; Suspensions of Perception: Attention, 
Spectacle, and Modern Culture (Cambridge, Mass., 2001); Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The 
Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley, 1993); Gillian Beer, 
“Authentic Tidings of Invisible Things,” in Teresa Brennan and Martin Jay, eds., Vision in 
Context: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on Sight (New York, 1996).
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they treated the landscape as a technological object and not as a painting to 
be contemplated from a physical or symbolic distance. But Kuindzhi’s design 
of the environment went beyond sight, activating other sensory functions. If 
scale, spatial arrangement, and code of conduct in panoramic, dioramic, and 
public magic lantern shows precluded spectators from directly engaging in 
acts of demystification, in the exhibit room on Bolshaia Morskaia Street, they 
had a chance to get intimately close to what they perceived to be a craftily-
made image, an image whose materiality was suspect. Some came armed 
with a magnifying glass, determined to crack the mystery of the alternately 
brilliant and black surface.88 What viewers delighted in was the painting’s 
physical uncertainty—was this indeed a painting or a kind of optical trickery? 
The material solidity of Night on the Dnepr dissolved into the web of visual 
practices familiar to nineteenth-century Russian urbanites. Conceived as a 
work within a carefully constructed environment, Kuindzhi’s landscape can 
effectively be considered a “technological image,” to use Tom Gunning’s term.

It refers not only to “images produced by technological means (such as 
mechanically-produced tapestries or prints, or the chromolithographs that set 
off the age of mechanical reproduction), but images that owe their existence 
to a device and are optically produced by it rather than simply reproduced.”89 
Gunning identifies technological images as ontologically different from those 
that are fixed in space, “embodied in pigment or canvas.”90 I wish to augment 
his useful definition to include other kinds of images whose visual potency 
relies upon different forms of interaction of the image with the viewer and 
the environment.91 I argue that Night can be seen as a technological image, 
comparable to those produced with the aid of devices Gunning describes. 
Shown in a conventional gallery setting, the nocturne would arguably not 
have required the viewer’s involvement beyond contemplation. The beholder 
may have admired the light effects, daring palette, or felt the need to close his 
eyes, as Kramskoi did. Placed in the intermedial environment Kuindzhi cre-
ated for it, however, likely in collaboration with Petrushevskii, not only did 
the canvas encourage interaction, it depended upon it for a maximal optical 
effect. While fixed in space, the image was called into a fuller existence by the 
spatial arrangement, behaving as if optically produced.

The perceived ontological unreliability imparted a dialectical qual-
ity to the landscape, inspiring divergent reactions among critics. Nikolai 
Strakhov compared it to admiring a great portrait only to have the unpleasant 
impression that it has actual, instead of painted, hair glued to the canvas. 
“Evidently, the more natural, the better,” Strakhov explained, “but the glued-
on hair spoils the portrait. Here it is the same. The moonlight is too natural, 

88. Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 109.
89. Tom Gunning, “Hand and Eye: Excavating a New Technology of the Image in the 

Victorian Era,” Victorian Studies 54, no. 3 (2012): 499–500. Emphasis in the original.
90. Ibid., 513. I also want to emphasize the distinction: while a painting is a techno-

logical image, that is, an image made with the technology of paint and brush, here I refer 
to optical technologies employed in mass amusements.

91. This definition of the technological image is of course haunted by Walter Benja-
min’s concept of aura and its loss in the age of mechanical reproducibility. I thank Julia 
Chadaga for pointing this out.
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too striking in its naturalness, and so it ruins the harmony of the picture.”92 
In contrast, Aleksei Suvorin called Night “magical,” which for him meant 
unequivocal realism. Suvorin saw the picture as a social imperative because 
it demonstrated that a genuinely realist artwork is not beholden to tenden-
tious subjects. Realism need not always seek impact by leading the viewer 
into the proverbial “gloom . . . sorrow, slush, swamp.”93 Rather, he asserted, 
it can be located in the powerful affect produced by an expressive landscape. 
Suvorin used the painting as an occasion to attack the Peredvizhniki’s brand 
of realism as “fabricated,” “constructed [delannyi],” “grown amidst political 
squabbles and animosity . . .”94 His words evoke Stasov’s characterization of 
Kuindzhi’s work as “unfinished” and “unstudied.” If for Stasov, these quali-
ties indicated a lack, for Suvorin, they signaled a model of realism that prized 
an aesthetic experience for itself.

“Normal Vision”: Conclusion
Highly suspect as realist, Kuindzhi’s art supplied fodder for Kramskoi, 
Chistiakov and others, who did not quite know what to do with its simplified 
forms, flattening out of pictorial space, and foregrounding of color. If superb 
draftsmanship and painterly technique were secondary to socially-charged 
narratives, Kuindzhi failed on both counts; his technique was considered 
subpar and his work suggested no interest in such narratives. Instead, his 
practice revealed a dimension in Russian painting that was less in tune with 
the aesthetic championed at home than with the modernist developments 
in France. The perceived incompleteness of Kuindzhi’s paintings as well as 
his preoccupation with light echoed the main offenses leveled by Russians at 
Impressionism.

Most Peredvizhniki who encountered Impressionist canvases on their 
sojourns to the French capital dismissed them as too sketchy and unfin-
ished.95 In a letter to Stasov from Paris in July 1876, Kramskoi polemicized 
Emile Zola’s article that had just appeared in the Vestnik Evropy (Messenger of 
Europe). The French author had reviewed both the Salon show and the second 
Impressionist exhibit on rue Le Peletier.96 Kramskoi fulminated against Zola’s 
description of Claude Monet, Berthe Morisot, Camille Pissarro, and their asso-

92. Nevedomskii, A. I. Kuindzhi, 118. It was common in the circular panorama to place 
in the space in front of the painting appropriate realia—a soldier’s boot in a battleground 
scene, for example—to enhance the illusion.

93. Quoted in Nevedomskii, A. I. Kuindzhi, 113.
94. Ibid.
95. Valkenier links these dismissals of the Impressionists with the Russian artists’ 

overall lack of education and sophistication since most of them came from the lower 
classes. Repin seems to have been an exception. He immersed himself in Parisian life 
in the early 1870s, painting A Parisian Café, a work that caused consternation with his 
Peredvizhniki colleagues and Stasov. Elizabeth Valkenier, “Opening up to Europe: The 
Peredvizhniki and the Miriskusniki Respond to the West,” in Rosalind P. Blakesley and 
Susan E. Reid, eds., Russian Art and the West: A Century of Dialogue in Painting, Architec-
ture, and the Decorative Arts (DeKalb, Ill., 2007), 59.

96. Emile Zola, “Dve khudozhestvennye vystavki v mae,” Vestnik Evropy no. 6 (June 
1876): 873–903.
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ciates as agents of a radical transformation of French painting. To him, their 
formal experiments amounted to merely seeking a sensation in order to shock 
the jaded Parisian public.97 He conceded that the fugitive impressions of light 
seen in their paintings existed in nature, but they could not be “the basis . . . 
only in rare cases may the artist resort to this effect.”98 Although Kramskoi, 
in a positivist gesture characteristic of the times, professed high regard for 
science, when faced with the art that used scientific knowledge for visually 
interpreting the world, he communicated discomfort, even resistance.

Conventionalized representations continued to dominate Kramskoi’s view 
of proper artistic expression, as evidenced by his reaction to the Impressionists. 
He pronounced Manet (he probably meant Monet) “near-sighted, who, 
although outdoors, cannot see further than his nose,” and asserted that art 
should “be intended for people who . . . are in full command of their minds 
and memory and . . . who have normal vision.”99 What Kramskoi understood 
by “normal vision” was precisely the conventionalized depiction of natural 
phenomena that was rejected by scientists who studied perception. Using the 
trope of the flawed eye for repudiating Impressionist painterly investigations, 
he indicated again—this time not in reference to Kuindzhi but to the French 
avant-garde—the uneasiness about “embodied vision,” and by extension, 
an uneasiness about science. This vision was, of course, intricately linked 
with the perception of color, which was what Kuindzhi’s paintings were all 
about.100

While the public was enthralled by the experience of Night on the Dnepr, 
the astonishment of his colleagues was often mixed with unease. They knew 
that the painting was just that, a painting: a representation executed with oil 
on the two-dimensional surface of a primed canvas. No illumination hidden 
behind the standing screen or magic lunar pigment was to be found. Kramskoi 
shared his unease about the nocturne with Suvorin:

This painting is really filled with light and air, the river really flows in all its 
might, and the sky is truly limitless and deep. I have known this picture for 
some time now, seen it at all moments of day and under all lighting condi-
tions, and I can attest that just as during my first encounter . . . I could not 
help but feel physiological irritation of the eye as if from real light, in all the 
subsequent times the same sensation would come over me at the sight of this 
picture.101

Although Kramskoi ensured the critic that he was duly impressed by the 
celestial light’s realism, as with Kuindzhi’s earlier landscapes, he distrusted 

97. Kramskoi, Pis΄ma, stat΄i, 1:359–60.
98. Ibid., 360.
99. Kramskoi, Pis΄ma, stat΄i, 1:360. Emphasis in the original.
100. In 1873, for the first time, Kuindzhi travelled to Europe, including France. He 

financed his extensive trip by the sale of his work. He went to Paris repeatedly throughout 
the 1870s and 1880s. Unlike Kramskoi and others, however, Kuindzhi did not leave writ-
ten testimony about the Impressionists. Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 32, 50, 86.

101. Stasov, Izbrannye sochineniia, 3:118. Kramskoi probably saw the landscape “un-
der all light conditions” in the artist’s studio. Kuindzhi opened his studio to visitors for 
two hours on Sundays. Voronova, Kuindzhi v Peterburge, 106. Turgenev, too, reportedly, 
saw Night before the spectacular show at the Society. Polonskii, “Kartina Kuindzhi,” 2.
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a physiological reaction to an artwork. To him, the urge to close his eyes 
undermined the painting’s status as genuine art. Kramskoi hesitated to let 
physiology into the elevated spiritual plane of the interplay between art and 
beholder, for it threatened to overwhelm the latter and annihilate the distance 
necessary for contemplating art. While using physiology’s very language to 
describe his reaction, the venerable Peredvizhnik appeared troubled by the 
moral implications of an aesthetic object that activated physiological opera-
tions with such impudence.

In 1860, the celebrated physiologist Ivan Sechenov delivered a series of 
lectures at the Medical and Surgical Academy that “produced a sensation 
among . . . all Petersburg.”102 Three years later, Meditsinskii vestnik (The 
Medical Herald) published his seminal “Reflexes of the Brain.”103 Sechenov, 
who had studied in Heidelberg under the tutelage of Helmholtz and worked 
in Paris in the laboratory of Claude Bernard, postulated that all psychi-
cal activity arose in the body as a result of reflex mechanisms. In the study, 
Sechenov went through the sensorium to explicate how external stimuli pro-
duce and maintain psychical processes that act upon the sense organs. One 
of his discoveries was the interaction of the mechanisms of inhibition and 
excitation of reflex movements in all internal activity. Repeatedly, when writ-
ing of Kuindzhi’s work, Kramskoi registered his sensory disquiet, which was 
followed by a motor operation, the closing of the eyes. He claimed to have 
failed to develop resistance to the repeated stimulation the nocturne inflicted 
upon his retina. Such language is straight out of “Reflexes of the Brain”; in 
other words, Kramskoi did not form a habit despite numerous exposures to 
Kuindzhi’s visual effects, which should have enabled him to expect the stimu-
lus and therefore inhibit the reflex movement.104 Chistiakov as well could not 
embrace this reaction. Although his pedagogical system posited the problem 
of color dually—as it exists in life and as perceived by the human eye—the 
physiological undercurrent of Kuindzhi’s paintings irked him.

It is curious that color, the most crucial element of the artist’s work in 
affecting physical discomfort is left unexamined, although the physiological 
basis of color was by then well established. Could it be that physiology sug-
gested a language while art discourse had yet to do so? It is as though the only 
path to a serious analysis of Kuindzhi’s handling of color was either through 
the language of lack, mainly his lack of technical mastery, or the language 
of physiology, via the unpleasant sensations of the embodied eye. Despite 
their purported embrace of science for art practice, Kramskoi and Chistiakov 
appeared unable to welcome its materialization in a painting. The language 
of physiology, meanwhile, failed to capture Kuindzhi’s visual idiom and the 
new relation it proposed between painting and viewer.

Something else is at play here, however. Prompted by the 1881 exhibi-
tion of Berezovaia roshcha (The Birch Grove, 1881?)—again, a one-picture 

102. Holquist, “Bazarov and Sečenov,” 366–67.
103. I. M. Sechenov, “Refleksy golovnogo mozga,” Meditsinskii vestnik no. 47 and no. 

48 (1863): 461–84; 493–512.
104. For Sechenov’s explication of these mechanisms, see I. Sechenov, Reflexes of the 

Brain (Cambridge, Mass., 1965), 12–13.
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affair—Chistiakov pontificated in a letter to the art collector Pavel Tretiakov.105 
“Art that astonishes . . . isn’t lasting. The effect, although it strongly affects the 
public, quickly becomes tiresome! . . . High art is . . . quiet, it affects the soul 
imperceptibly . . . fine art does not scream about itself.”106 He denied Kuindzhi 
a place in the domain of high art because the painter chased the production of 
an incongruous response in the beholder: astonishment.107 It is likely that the 
evaluation of Chistiakov and others was entangled with Kuindzhi’s enviable 
position on the art market: he prospered unlike most Peredvizhniki. It was 
more than the artist’s “external contrivances” and what I call the interme-
dial mode of display that made his work sought-after, which permitted him 
the kind of professional independence many of his colleagues did not enjoy. 
Night had been sold to the Grand Duke Konstantin for a record sum of five 
thousand rubles before the show opened, with moneyed customers request-
ing additional copies.108 Kuindzhi’s critics could not separate his obsession 
with light effects from producing them on demand.109 To them, both had a 
whiff of profiteering. Sensationalism and money—surely, this was not their 
vision of Russian art.

In “Towards a Newer Laocoon,” Clement Greenberg says that a modern 
painting “exhausts itself in the visual sensation it produces. There is nothing 
to identify, connect or think about, but everything to feel.”110 In Kuindzhi’s 
canvases, there was perhaps too much to feel. Kramskoi especially seemed at 
pains to articulate the bothersome originality of Kuindzhi’s painterly expres-
sion. Yet to insert Kuindzhi into the Greenbergian trajectory of modern art is 
to implicitly accept its biases, most notably “the rule of ocularity,” in Caroline 
Jones’s phrase.111 To be sure, Kuindzhi’s attempts to paint light scientifically 
are rooted in the physiology of sight, but his intermedial means of exhibition 
mobilized the moving body of the spectator for a set of broader sensory expe-
riences that embraced an interplay of the body’s “perceptual and proprio-
ceptive signals as well as the changing sensory envelope of the self.”112 The 

105. Kuindzhi painted several pieces, which he titled The Birch Grove. It is unclear 
whether he exhibited the painting from 1879 or a new work in 1881. There is no painting 
with this title that is dated definitively to 1881.

106. Chistiakov, Pis΄ma, 111.
107. Ibid., 499. Although Kuindzhi never studied with Chistiakov, the two kept in con-

tact, as Chistiakov often served as a mediator between the painter and wealthy art buyers.
108. Polonskii, “Kartina Kuindzhi,” 2.
109. A comparison with the Austrian artist Gabriel Max’s painting Jesus Christus is 

appropriate. The portrait’s effect of Christ’s eyes appearing either open or closed, depend-
ing from where the portrait was observed, generated a sensation when exhibited in Russia 
in 1879. Kramskoi, however, panned it as courting sensation and profit. G. Sternin, Khu-
dozhestvennaia zhizn΄ Rossii vtoroi poloviny XIX veka: 70–80-e gody (Moscow, 1997), 199.

110. Clement Greenberg, Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, ed. 
John O’Brian (Chicago, 1988), 1:34.

111. Caroline A. Jones, “The Mediated Sensorium,” in Caroline A. Jones, ed., Senso-
rium: Embodied Experience, Technology, and Contemporary Art (Cambridge, Mass., 2006), 
8. The other bias is, of course, geographical: if Kuindzhi’s contemporaries, the Impres-
sionists, constitute the core of the established narrative of modern art in the west, his 
status as a “Russian” painter has long prevented him from being counted, let alone among 
the vanguard.

112. Jones, “The Mediated Sensorium,” 8.
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multisensory ethos of Kuindzhi’s modern work called for an active spectator. 
The painter’s violation of display practices invited in turn violation of the 
accepted etiquette by sundry exhibit-goers, constructing a powerful affective 
relationship between object and subject beyond contemplation and vision. 
Kuindzhi, therefore, did not disavow the social but configured the public’s 
relation to his art in a way that elevated aesthetic experience to a vital social 
imperative.
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