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ALEXANDER RODCHENKO

“Any creative path is the sum total of our childhood and adolescent impressions, our impressions of the world around us and of the illusions of adolescence,” wrote Rodchenko in his 1941 autobiographical sketch.

To understand Rodchenko’s art, we must first of all ask what kind of man he was. 

Of all those who knew him, his wife Varvara Ferodovna Stepanova was the person who understood him better than any other. She was the one who nicknamed him “Anti”, an affectionate term that well described his intrinsic susceptibility, but also underlined his predisposition for proud independence. 

Stepanova wrote of him: “Sometime he might have appeared to be a man without feelings, cold, apathetic, terribly lazy and stubborn. But at the same time, he was also capable of a surprising degree of activism. He must have seemed rude and nasty to people who didn’t know him well… But I don’t think he was a bad person; he had an infinite number of reasons for being irritable, because at home he was truly very kind and happy, a man who liked to joke. Nobody could get to know the real Anti, because he had no friends. He was very reserved and introverted.”

Rodchenko liked to be called simply “R” or by his diminutive “Rodche”, the root word “rod” meaning “branch”, “stock”: in Russian this root is found in expressions about “giving birth”, “relationships”, the link between people who share common ancestors. Similarly, Rodchenko’s artistic production moves between tradition and innovation with unusual equilibrium. 

Rodchenko started out in painting, where he demonstrated talent. He stopped painting in 1921, leaving his last minimalist canvas unfinished, and left painting behind for the graphic arts, design and decorative art. It was at this time that he started taking photographs. 

He took his new profession seriously. He collected books on the subject and bought materials to keep. Unlike many photographers of his day, he did not develop his own negatives primitively in the bathtub but built a laboratory in his studio. This became his refuge, his secret room, a place for initiates only. 

From 1924 until the end of his days Rodchenko was never seen without a camera about him. He manipulated his huge camera as if it were light and agile, turning it horizontally or vertically without hesitation. His goal was to see what the eye does not usually see. 

A few years later, in early 1924, after his first photographic experiment with a bulky 13x18 camera using glass plates, Rodchenko wrote. “1923-1924. Photomontage brought me to photography. The first photographs marked a return to the abstract: practically without objects. The principal task was composition.” But by 1923 Rodchenko was using photomontage in more than half of his works. This was the time at which we now consider the classic photomontage technique to have been perfected: the subject is the result of various photographic images cut out from different contexts and re-assembled on paper. Used for magazine covers, book illustrations and advertising posters, photomontage became one of the century’s most common art forms. By colouring his photographs with pencils, pastels, watercolours, even oil paints, Rodchenko established an essential bond between the new art of photography and graphics, or even with classic pictorial art. 

Rodchenko was a great admirer of technological design. He often used skyscrapers, bridges, metal towers as the background for the primary subject of his photomontages. He used the latest architecture and technology to offer an image of the world of art in his times, and a glimpse of the future to come. 

The majority of Rodchenko’s portraits are dated 1924-28. And this is no coincidence, as this period was marked by prolific production on the part of writers, critics and artists promoting the opinions of the Left Art Front, who came to Rodchenko’s studio frequently: as well as Mayakovsky, there were constructivists such as architect Alexander Vesnin, theatre artist and designer Liubox Popova, director Aleksei Gan; painters Alexander Shevchenko and Alexander Drevin also came, with literary critic Osip Brik, poet Sergei Tretyakov and Nikolai Aseyev. 

His outstanding portraits include the “Portrait of the artist’s mother”, which cannot be considered a technically impeccable photograph but which rises to the status of symbol, an icon of Rodchenko’s particular minimalist style. The image is accessible to all: a middle-aged woman wrapped in a dark spotted shawl, reading a newspaper. Her beautiful face is absorbed, her hands are clearly well-cared for. She gives off an air of goodness and love. Rodchenko does away with the superfluous effects of the frame, revealing the minimum: the shawl, the glasses, the face. 

The same might be said of his portrait of Mayakovsky. Beyond the context, the subject himself, the photographer’s state of mind, or the diffuse light coming in through a north-facing window allowed Rodchenko to produce an extraordinary portrait that day. 

It’s as if his photographs were taken for eternity. 

Stepanova was always Rodchenko’s model. Over thirty years he took hundreds of photographs showing her at various times in her life. Sometimes she appears as a businesswoman on the telephone, other times as a mother with her child in her arms. He experiments with a new kind of camera, with unusual glimpses and light effects. 

The constructivist minimalism emerging from Rodchenko’s photographs clearly reveals exactly the effect Rodchenko aims for through the limitations imposed on the form and meaning of the images. This does not apply so much to showing us a building as to demonstrating the principles of a new perspective. It wasn’t so much a part of an automobile that interested him, but the idea of its structure and technical organisation; it isn’t so much the specific height of a dive, but fixing the image of a man surprised in the air for a second. He concentrates his will and creative consciousness, forcing us to take another look at an ordinary house or a soldier with a trumpet. 

In each of the photographs Rodchenko takes we can feel all the energy of pure visual expression transpiring with powerful effectiveness. 

