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Russian Art Exhibition in 1927 and the Japanese
Avant-Garde in the Taishou-Era

Toshiharu OMUKA

The organization of the Russian Art Exhibition in 1927 in Tokyo and
other cities was fervently promoted by those artists who had been active par-
ticipants in precursorry avant-garde movements in the Taishou-Era (especial-
ly after 1920). After the fierce conflict among the members of the “Sanka,” a
group that gathered principal artists of all different radical factions, some of
the previous members of “Action” established a new group called “Zoukei” in
November 1925, which manifested its program of a sound realism with a strong
political collectivist orientation and a self-conscious optimism. This last
attitude was drawn from a serious reconsideration of gloomy dadaistic provoca-
tions dominant in the “Sanka” movement. But it inevitably roused a vehe-
ment attack by T. Murayama, a leading figure of the most avant-garde group
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“MAVO,” who disdained the “Zoukei” as a light, simplistic and reactionary
trend. Actually those common views upheld by “Zoukei” artists were a strong
motivation for the involvement in the exhibition of Soviet Russia. At the same
time there was a kind of prejudice: they saw nothing other than the works
which they just wanted to see in the show of 1927 or they looked into a mirror
to see their own immage. The exhibits of the New Russian Art was hardly new
and revolutionary in formal stylistic terms on the part of exhibiting Soviet
realists as well as in terms of a fixed frame of understanding and/or
misunderstanding on the part of the “Zoukei” members.

VOKS first proposed a project of exhibition to an art critic Itiuji in
March 1926, who dropped into Moscow on his way to Egypt. Itiuji, a close
friend of T. Yabe, a painter of the “Zoukei,” promised VOKS officials to get a
fund which enable to organize a large exhibition in Japan. In July Yabe left for
Moscow to discuss details as a professional adviser. The negotiations went well
but he had to remain there for months because of the difficulties in finding
Japanese organizers. It was not until next March that a newspaper “Asahi
Shinbun” accepted a proposal to hold the show in a new and modern building
which was still under construction. In the mean time, as the archival materials
in the Diplomatic Record Office show clearly, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
played an important role in the realization of the exhibition,settling difficult
issues such as discount of transportation and the convenient customs.

Nikolai Punin and David Arkin arrived at Tsuruga together with Yabe
on 4 April 1927 and they left for Tokyo on the day. The crates containing 403
pieces passed through customs on 14 April. The organizers retracted “volun-
talily” two pieces. The exhibition was held between 18-31 May in Tokyo
(more than 6000 visitors), and toured Osaka (16-29 June) and Nagoya (3-7
July and about 3000 people according to Punin).

According to a newspaper, the selection of works was made by a commis-
sion consisting of representatives of AKhRR, Bytie, OST, Makovets, 4 Arts.
Zhar-Tsvet as well as other official organization such as VOKS. Lunacharsky
also took part in it, and at the same time he suggested in an interview with a
Japanese paper in February 1927 that the original selection should be
retracted and reconsidered to do justice to masters like Mashkov! This
resulted, however, in an almost systematic exclusion of left artists with few ex-
ceptions; Punin himself made excuse for the absence of works of this trend in
the text of the catalogue, mentioning of the delay of shipment from Moscow
and the “technical reason” [or politico-tecnical?], and he would not forget to
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refer to the very fact in his report on the Soviet show in Tokyo that he publish-
ed in “Zhizn iskusstva” after he returned home.

The character of the 1927 show seems to be just between the well-known
1922 Berlin exhibition and the 1924 American tour. The former, which was
the first attempt of the kind for the Commissariat of Enlightment, displayed a
lot of remarkble works of left artists like Malevich, Tatlin, Rodchenko, which
did not fail to influence diverse trends in the art of the 20s in various countries
including Japan (through Japanese artists who then lived in Berlin). Lunachar-
sky complained of the selection but significantly he also admitted the political
success. The 1924 Venice show was similar to the Berlin exhibition. Contrary
to these, the 1924 American tour was wholly for sale: participants had to cover
their own expenses. This is also the case with the 1927 show. But this time
Lunacharsky appointed Punin (instead of N. Popov of AKhRR whose name
once mentioned in newspapers) to be a commissioner of the exhibition, and
this might make it possible that the exhibit should demonstrate the present
state of art in Soviet Russia. But it made no difference despite Punin’s efforts;
all he could do was simply to make excuse and criticism as mentioned above.
The general composition of the exhibition was utterly realist (but what kind of
realism?) to meet predetermined needs and fixed ideas of Japanese leftists.
Some exceptions like Altman, Ender, Sterenberg Brothers were at best a
negative to imagine what was missing.

The show had, needles to say, a favorable reception among the “Zoukei”
artists. This is a significant fact because they themselves wrote happy reviews
for principal art journals to enlighten the people, and there we often read some
sheer cliches (realism, optimism, lightness, soundness and so on), which had
been already manifested in their previous writings. They could not even imag-
ine gloomy impressions of Punin on the present Russian art world, impres-
sions that he confessed in his letter to Goncharova from Tokyo. He returned
Moscow in August while “Zoukei” artists turned their steady steps to the Pro-
letarian Realism.
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