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The article is dedicated to the word-image correlation in Mikhail Vrubel’s works suggested with literature.
Keywords: Mikhail Vrubel, Composite Structure, Byzantine influence, Art of the Russian Empire, text, image,

Symbolism, New Romanticists.

The works by M. Vrubel and his tragic life
are surrounded with a demonic and mystic
aura; insanity, malediction and prophecy are
woven through the studies and exhibitions of
this artist and his works. Though, nowadays
Vrubel is a very famous artist, most research
on him is biographical one and tends to con-
nect Vrubel’s paintings with his mental issues.
A close examination of research on Vrubel
and his works shows that many studies follow
the tormented artist myth.

Another trend usually found in studies on
Vrubel is an attempt to find a meta-narrative
that would unify the majority of the artist’s
works and intertwine it with his biography. This
attempt was inspired by Russian symbolist
writers and poets who identified Vrubel as one
of their own group, and were the first to rec-
ognize him as a significant artist. The problem
with this approach is that there is little evidence
in his works or writings to justify such claims.
Many scholars have tried to uncover the philo-
sophical foundation behind Vrubel's works;
however, a lack of actual proof regarding his
philosophical knowledge complicates the re-
search. Another theme of Vrubel's work that
researchers usually study is his use of novel
graphic language and the inspiration behind it.

This research is dedicated to the word-im-
age relationship in Vrubel's works inspired by

literature. Vrubel’s frequent reference to litera-
ture is well documented; furthermore, Vrubel
was obsessed with some literary themes that
inspired him. Vrubel's Demons, suggested
by Lermontov’s poem, is the most known ex-
ample of it. My main idea is that these paint-
ings function as symbolic interpretations of
the texts and not as illustrations. This relation
was affected greatly by Vrubel's comprehen-
sion of Byzantine art. The paper is based on
scholarly sources in the fields of art history,
literature, culture studies and history.

The connection between the paintings and
the literary narratives behind them in Vrubel's
oeuvre has never been closely examined. Vr-
ubel scholars hold that the artist chose to de-
pict literary characters that were not only well
known but who evolved into famous philo-
sophical-allegorical symbols. These scientists
also claimed that most of these paintings fail
to illustrate the text and that their association
with the narratives was limited to the titles.

The article by N. Tamruchi is an exception
as she claimes that Vrubel's works inspired
by literature is a corpus to be studied sepa-
rately [18]. She argued that Vrubel had cho-
sen canonical literary characters symbolizing
various events of his own life which he saw
as a literary text. Therefore, although Tamru-
chi studied Vrubel’s literature-inspired works,
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she didn’'t examine them connected with the
texts but focused on their symbolic overtones.
P. Suzdalev [17] and A. Pyman [32] referred to
Vrubel’s literature-inspired works as a whole,
but they focused on the Demon motif. Though
their insights are extremely important for my
study, they did not develop a theory regard-
ing the method Vrubel used while referring to
a literary text.

As it was mentioned earlier, literary themes
pervaded Vrubel's paintings throughout his
creative life. For example, the drawing Anna
Karenina: Rendezvous with Son is an accu-
rate illustration of the scene in Tolstoi’'s novel,
in which Anna sneaks into her son’s bedroom.
This work was probably painted when Vrubel
started his studies in the Academy of Arts in
1880 in Saint-Petersburg. However, in Ham-
let and Ophelia painted in 1883 one can see
another approach. It is a watercolor sketch for
a later version maid in oils in 1884 (fig. 1). In
it Hamlet and Ophelia are depicted against an
abstract background. The work isn’t an illus-
tration of a scene from Shakespeare’s play,
and it seems that the connection with the text
is achieved only by Vrubel's title.

In the watercolor version of 1883 Hamlet
is sitting in an elaborately decorated chair.
His face, which is in fact Vrubel’s self-portrait,
is turned towards the viewer and his gaze is
frontally focused. He is dressed in a histori-
cal garment in grey-brown colors with a beret
on his head. In his right hand Hamlet holds
a wooden board and there is a writing tool
in his left hand. Hamlet's chair overlays the
larger part of the picture’s surface. Ophelia
stands behind Hamlet’s chair and leans on it,
while her gaze is turned towards the viewer.
As the background is abstract one can't tell
where the figures are situated. In the oil ver-
sion of 1884 (fig. 1) Vrubel made significant
changes. He painted it in darker colors and
placed the figures in a room. There hangs
a big and blurry mirror with a magnificent
frame on Hamlet's left. Beneath it is a chest of
drawers with a marble sculpture of a woman
supporting an old man who is leaning on her.
To the right of the mirror one can see a pas-
sage to another room.

In the version of 1884 (fig. 1) Hamlet’s face
is that of V.Serov. In both works Hamlet wears

a beret. On the one hand, it is an item of cloth-
ing suggesting the historical time; on the other
hand, following Rembrandt's self-portraits,
the beret came to be associated with paint-
ers. The fact that Hamlet holds a board and
a writing tool and that his face was executed
according to the appearance of two painters,
reinforces Hamlet's identification as a painter.

This link between Hamlet and the image of
a painter is unique in Hamlet’'s iconography.
A. Young studied the iconographic tradition of
illustrations to Hamlet in 1709—1900. He found
that during this period 1425 illustrations for
Hamlet were produced in various techniques
and media [37, p. 11]. In some of the cases
the paintings depicted either scenes from
concrete theatre productions, or portraits of
the actors in their roles [37, p. 39], but mainly
they were painters’ imagination of the scenes
read. A case in point is E. Delacroix’s series
[37, p. 52]. In the majority of cases painters
chose the main scenes from the play such
as Hamlet's meeting the ghost of his father,
Ophelia’s drowning and Hamlet's death. Oc-
casionally, Hamlet’s figure came to be identi-
fied with Christ [37, p. 52].

Vrubel's two versions of Hamlet had vari-
ous interpretations. For example, Isdebsky-
Pritchard viewed the paintings as Vrubel's
philosophical statements [28, p. 65] while
Tamruchi interpreted them as Vrubel's iden-
tification with the Prince of Denmark [18,
p. 96-97]. Neither Tamruchi nor Isdebsky-
Pritchard analyzed the picture in relation to
Shakespeare’s play but argued that Vrubel
had chosen Hamlet as a symbol of a wander-
ing philosopher.

Unlike these scholars | think that this paint-
ing is a turning point in Vrubel’s literature-in-
spired work as it doesn’t merely illustrate [22] ¢
the text but interprets it. The artist develops
his interpretation collecting several different
scenes from the text and reconstructing a sin-
gle image from them. In order to understand
literary references of a painting the viewer
ought to disassemble the events and put them
back in the original narrative order. Thus, al-
though the painting doesn't illustrate the text
it is essentially connected with it. | suggest to
name this new model of reference as a Com-
posite Model 2.
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In order to understand the painting in rela-
tion to the text the viewer must locate the dis-
assembled details and put them back in the
correct order. As a result, the time necessary
to interpret the picture is extended. The differ-
ence between literature as an art of time and
the visual arts as an art of a single moment is
one of the known differences between litera-
ture (poetry) and visual art.

G. E. Lessing described it in his Laocoon.
He suggested the visual artist should choose
a moment which will make the viewer con-
template and think repeatedly about a paint-
ing or a sculpture. Lessing called this a fruitful
moment [29, p. 14]. Vrubel is known to have
read Laocoon in 1876 [3, p. 65] and appar-
ently he adopted Lessing’s suggestion. Vrubel
combined various scenes into one picture and
thus extended the moment, instead of depict-
ing the preceding one to the topmost scene as
Lessing suggested.

Vrubel scholars were right, of course, when
they claimed that in Shakespeare’s play Ham-
let wasn't a painter. But Hamlet was portrayed
as a writer and thus can be perceived as an
artist. For example, Hamlet wrote down his re-
venge motto in the book he carried with him
after he met his father’s ghost:

My tables. Meet it is | set it down

That one may smile, and smile, and be
villain —

At least I'm sure it may be so in Denmark
[Writes].

So, uncle, there you are. Now to my word.

It is ‘Adieu, adieu, remember me’.

| have sworn ‘t' [35, p. 222].

Later Hamlet is presented as a writer when
Polonius informed the King and the Queen
about the love letters Hamlet had written to
Ophelia. In one of the letters Hamlet even
elaborated the matter of style [35, p. 242]. The
most important scene that presented Hamlet
as an artist and specifically as a playwright
and a theatre director might be called the epi-
sode where Hamlet added the scene of the
King's assassination to the play produced by
traveling comedians.

«Speak the speech, | pray you, as | pro-
nounced it to you, trippingly on the tongue;
but if you mouth it as many of your players do,
| had as lief the town-crier spoke my lines. Nor

do not saw the air too much with your hand,
thus, but use all gently...» [35, p. 287].

The action of writing also appears in the
play when Hamlet composes a letter to Hor-
ace and tells his friend about his journey and
again in another letter he informs the king
that he is coming back to Denmark. Hamlet's
writing even saved his life when he learned
about the King's plan to kill him. Hamlet had
switched that letter for another one in which
he condemned Rosencrantz and Guilden-
stern to death.

In two versions of Hamlet Vrubel didn’t
portray any specific scene from the text but
synthesized episodes describing Hamlet as
a writer and made a portrait of an artist. In
such a way, Hamlet's character functioned
as a composite character. Vrubel's decision
to depict Hamlet as an artist emphasized the
Ars-Poetica components of the play. Vrubel
adjusted Hamlet’'s art to his own medium:
Hamlet was no longer a playwright in a play,
but a painter in a painting.

This Ars-Poetica complements one of the
metaphors found in the play: the art as a mir-
ror of reality. Hamlet explained it when he in-
structed one of the actors:

For anything so o’erdone is from the
purpose of playing,
whose end, both at the first and now, was
and is to
hold, as ‘twere the mirror up to nature’
[35, p. 288]

Hamlet mentioned the mirror again when
he confronted his mother Queen Gertrude:
You go not till | set you up a glass
Where you may see the inmost part of you
[35, p. 319].
In the paintings being discussed the mirror
obtained a unique interpretation. In the early
version of 1883 Vrubel painted a self-portrait
and the mirror acquires the same meaning
as in any self-portrait. Vrubel’s fixed gaze re-
minded many scholars of the look of a per-
son observing herself in a mirror [18, p. 97].
In the version of 1884 Vrubel added a mirror
placing it behind the figures. The mirror was
a popular symbol of contemplation in Roman-
tic poetry in the 19" century. The connection
between the mirror and contemplation can
be observed in the Latin word reflectere that

60



LILIYA DASHEVSKI. BETWEEN ILLUSTRATION AND ICON...

combines both reflection and contemplation.
This double meaning remained in many Eu-
ropean languages. Thus, it turns out that in
the two Hamlet's paintings Vrubel focused on
the Ars-Poetica component of Shakespeare’s
play. He translated the metaphor of arts as
a mirror of reality to painting by portraying an
artist with a mirror. Therefore, although the
paintings do not portray any scene from the
text they act as a visualization of the text’s
main metaphors.

S. Ringbom demonstrated that a similar
process of combining various texts into a sin-
gle image occurred in the Andachtsbild paint-
ings [34, p. 57], in the Netherlands and Venice
of the 15" century [34, p. 105]. These religious
works didn’t represent any concrete moments
from the Holy Scriptures but combined differ-
ent texts into a single image. The purpose of
these paintings was to educate the viewer.
They were mainly used at home for religious
education and meditation [34, p. 84]. S. Ring-
bom explained these complex pictorial sym-
bols as conceptual illustrations that formed an
intermediate stage between a static-symbolic
painting and a narrative one [34, p. 57].

| decided not to use the term Andachtsbild
as it refers to religious paintings with stylistic
and iconographic features which appeared in
a certain period. Ringbom’s research demon-
strates that in the past there existed a frame
of reference to a text similar to Vrubel's ap-
proach. It is interesting to note that the An-
dachtsbild paintings as well as Vrubel's liter-
ature-inspired works appeared at a turning
point in the text-image relationship. In the
15" century there was a transfer from sym-
bolic-static paintings to illustrative ones. In
Vrubel's case it appeared at a point when the
visual arts sought emancipation from the text.

Vrubel continued to use this complex ap-
proach in his mature literature-inspired works
that became even more complicated after
the period when the artist learnt Byzantine
art. While an affinity between the two has not
been thoroughly researched scholars gener-
ally agree that Vrubel’'s mature style was influ-
enced by Byzantine art. | follow up on these
claims when | argue that Vrubel adopted
various elements from the Byzantine mosaics
such as disassembling the object, light, and

shadow effects and flattening the picture’s
space. In addition, the Byzantine art that vi-
sually interpreted religious texts, supplied
Vrubel with a reduced and symbolic frame of
reference to a text in general. He used this
method later for his literature-inspired works.
Thus, | believe Byzantine art influenced both
Vrubel's thought and style.

By the end of the 19" century the interest
in Byzantine art was just in its beginning in
the Russian Empire [23, p. 38; 27, p. 4-5].
One of the first experts to acknowledge its
beauty and importance was the art historian
A. Prakhov. In addition to his research, Pra-
khov organized different restoration projects
in Byzantine churches. One of them included
preservation and restoration of the St. Cyril’'s
Church in Kyiv, which exemplifies an artistic
synthesis between Byzantine and Old Kyi-
van Rus art [15, p. 4]. In 1884, Prakhov in-
vited Vrubel, who was a 4™ year student of
the Academy of Arts at the time, to paint its
iconostasis [3, p. 172]. Vrubel moved to Kyiv
to start the project and eventually became the
head of the restoration team [3, p. 174]. Dur-
ing this period he learned concepts of Byzan-
tine art both from Prakhov and by examining
Byzantine mosaics and frescos in the Sophia
Cathedral and St. Michael’'s Golden-Domed
Monastery [3, p. 174]. In 1885 Vrubel trav-
eled to Venice in order to study its Byzantine
monuments. Eventually Vrubel became one
of the few artists who was familiar with and
understood Byzantine art.

Initially, Prakhov intended to restore the origi-
nal 12" century’s frescos in St. Cyril's Church
[15, p. 5]; however, he discovered that some
of the frescos were completely destroyed. To
replace them Prakhov commissioned painters,
including Vrubel, to create new compositions
[3, p. 174]. An examination of Vrubel's works
in St. Cyril's Church reveals the use and com-
bination of components from Byzantine icons,
frescos and mosaics — those elements which
Vrubel learned from Prakhov's reproductions.
S. Yaremich, M. Prakhov, V. Zummer and
I. Marholina looked for possible Byzantine
antecedents of Vrubel's works. For example,
a possible source of the composition Angels
with Labara is the composition the Archangel
Gabriel in St. George’s Church in Kurbinovo,
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Macedonia [11, p. 30] 3. | agree with Marholina
since the similarity can be seen in the composi-
tion of an angel near the arch, the dynamism of
the figure, and the angel’s stretched out arm.
Vrubel maybe also have taken the green and
blue background from there. Examination of
these sources indicates that Prakhov strictly
followed the 12" century compositions, since
they were chronologically similar to the original
frescos in St. Cyril's Church. It is important to
note that during the 12" century artists started
to emphasize Christ's human nature and con-
sequently reflected emotions in their works [31,
p. 173].

The first work Vrubel executed in Kyiv was
the restoration of the main cupola in St. So-
phia’s Cathedral. Vrubel was commissioned
to paint in oil three of the missing archangels
around Christ Pantocrator’s figure [11, p. 22—
23]. In order to imitate the mosaic, Vrubel
drew the figures in plain colors. After the paint
dried, he executed a net of small squares over
it [3, p. 178]. This experience came together
with the painting technique Vrubel learned
from his teacher P. Chystiakov. Chystiakov
had taught his students to paint an object by
breaking it to its basic geometrical compo-
nents and integrating them into a whole at the
end of the work process [1, p. 53]. In addition,
Vrubel applied the picture in the impasto man-
ner: very short brushstrokes with thick and
undiluted paint. In the composition The De-
scent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles in
St. Cyril's Church Vrubel applied his impasto
brushstroke technique again and imitated the
glow of mosaic in the apostles’ gowns, halos
and floor. This is unusual, since even though
this composition is a fresco, Vrubel imitated
a mosaic’s glow.

This experience affected Vrubel as can be
seen in the collage * Oriental Tale and in the
Demon Seated (fig. 2). In addition, the fact that
he painted a grid over the image suggests the
possibility of breaking the object into its basic
components. This fragmentation of an object
and the use of a mosaic-like glow became the
hallmark of Vrubel's style. Another important
feature associated with Vrubel's style was his
unique color palette of blues and purples. In
my opinion Vrubel's color scheme was also
influenced by the colors of Byzantine mosaics

that he had seen in St. Sophia’s Cathedral [5,
p. 67; 30, p. 17-18].

One of Vrubel's most surprising works is
the Moses fresco (fig. 3). Moses is depicted
as a young and beardless man with long hair,
the image deviating from the iconographic
tradition of presenting Moses as on old man.
Isdebski-Prichard claimed that Vrubel had
created a new Iconographic type [28, p. 70].
Zummer, on the other hand, believed that un-
usual representation was inspired by another
ichnographically unique fresco depicting Mo-
ses located in the Saviors Church on Neredit-
sa in Novhorod [11, p. 30] 5. One can find oth-
er similarities between the two in the position
of the right arm over the chest, the left hand
holding a script and the style of writing using
similar ornaments. Another important detail is
the small hat on Moses’ head that appears in
both images. The scholar Revell-Neher iden-
tified this kind of object as transformation of
the Jewish tefillin worn by certain figures of
the Old Testament and symbolizing spiritual
leadership [33, p. 58, 67].

Some scholars claim that Vrubel's Moses
is closely related to the iconography of the
face of Vrubel’'s Demon — his most famous
subject. Whether Vrubel has already con-
ceived his image of the Demon or whether he
has not, there is little doubt that a long, geo-
metrical and ascetic face with high forehead,
big eyes and thick frowning eyebrows has be-
come Vrubel's favorite face type.

As it was mentioned earlier, the language
of Byzantine art had a profound effect on Vru-
bel's style, and his modern artistic language
was based on it too. The drawings which Vru-
bel made for the decoration of St. Volodymyr
Cathedral are a good example of this influ-
ence. In four sketches for the Lamentation
mural, the figures of the Madonna and Jesus
are flat and lack volume. Only their faces and
the Madonna’s hands are realistically painted.

Most scholars accept the following order of
the sketches [28, p. 78-79; 4, p. 47]: the first
sketch depicts the recognizable landscape of
the Golgotha with the crosses. In other ver-
sions of the scene, the background is more ab-
stract and is constructed from geometric forms.
The flat color patches in those works invoke
the mosaic glow and combine the picture’s
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planes in a flat and modern way while minimiz-
ing volume [28, p. 79]. An even more dramatic
turn towards the abstract art can be seen in
the sketch Head of an Angel. Vrubel achieved
abstraction in his works by applying color in
patches and a multiplicity of decorative forms.

In the Lamentation sketches, one can see
another important aspect that Vrubel adopted
from Byzantine art: the reduction of the narra-
tive to its main subject. This is evident in Lam-
entation where the narrative is reduced to Ma-
ria’s sorrow. Byzantine icons aren’t necessar-
ily intended to depict the narrative of the Bible
but to convey a certain religious message.
The same is true for many of Vrubel's literary
works. This is especially important due to the
fact that at the end of the 19™ century and at
the beginning of the 20" century artists were
concerned with the emancipation of visual art
from text. In the last version of the Lamenta-
tion (fig. 4) Vrubel enlarged the composition
by turning it to a triptych, where each figure
is framed by a rectangle. Thus, although the
composition includes six figures, each is au-
tonomous and painted on a different plane °©.
The same method can be observed in his
Resurrection sketches.

The sketches for St. Volodymyr Cathedral
show how Vrubel has combined the Byzantine
formal language of icons and mosaics with
modernist interests. He thus developed his
own unique style that inclined towards deco-
rativeness, the unification of the background
and the object, the disassembling of the object
to distinct geometric forms, and the distortion
of the narrative unity. As it was shown earlier,
one of the characteristics of Vrubel's art is its
glowing effect. In Byzantium the sparkling and
glowing of mosaics symbolized God’s miracu-
lous incarnation [24, pp. 2, 12]. It may be the
visual resemblance between Vrubel's works
and the Byzantine mosaics that caused many
to feel a mystic experience while looking at
Vrubel's works. | find it extremely important to
acknowledge these claims and ask why Vru-
bel's paintings affect people in that way 7. In
order to answer this question, it is important to
understand how Byzantine art and orthodox
icons has been perceived in Russian Empire.

Throughout the Middle Ages the purpose
of the Christian icon and its existence were

highly debated. During the 8" and the 9" cen-
turies these debates led to wars between sup-
porters of the icon, who claimed that a painted
subject was just as holy as a written one, and
their opponents, who viewed the icon as idol-
atry [5, p. 53; 21, p. 61]. After the supporters’
victory, it was asserted that an icon has a cen-
tral role in conveying the Christian message,
as an icon was both timeless and serves as
a present testimony to past events. The or-
thodox icon is the only form of western reli-
gious art where the painted works are equal in
significance to the written ones. D. Likhachev
postulated that such an attitude towards the
icon affected the Byzantine painter who was
often a well-read erudite and combined infor-
mation from various written sources in his mu-
rals and miniatures. It was not only the paint-
ing but also the literary tradition that formed
the basis to the portraits of saints, princes and
kings, ancient philosophers, and figures from
the OIld and the New Testament [10, p. 23].
It is interesting to note that the Greek verb
«graphé» has two meanings: to write and to
paint [26, p. 229]. The same is true for the old
Slavonic and modern Russian, as exemplified
by the verb pisat..

In addition to an icon serving as graphical
testimony, it is also a channel of communica-
tion between the believer and the painted fig-
ure [9, p. 9]. The art historian A. Lidov claims
that throughout the Middle Ages the icon was
not perceived as a flat painting but rather as
a space that invites the viewer to contemplate
and to move from the materialistic world to the
world of ideas [9, p. 9]. In the orthodox cul-
ture, the cult of miraculous icons was widely
spread, as an icon was (and still is) perceived
both as a concrete object and a channel to the
other world [9, p. 19]. This makes an icon both
an iconic and a symbolic sign. It's important
to note that these complex meanings of icons
persisted throughout the 19" century.

V. Lepakhin showed that icons were ex-
tremely important for many 19" century writers
such as Pushkin, Lermontov, Hohol, Leskov,
Polevoi, Tolstoi, and others [6, pp. 180, 187].
For example, in the article dedicated to Rus-
sian icons, N. Leskov wrote that an icon cre-
ated by an educated man is equal and may be
more important than the text [8, p. 180]. In Pole-
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voi's novel The painterthe main character feels
that he can express the world of ideas only by
painting it [14]. Lidov calls this kind of percep-
tion the Russian iconic mind [9, p. 32—-33].

It is well documented that Vrubel looked for
a way to express the world in the most ac-
curate way, but avoided the realistic style be-
cause he was sure it described only the mate-
riality of the object [3, p. 55, 58-59]. The Byz-
antine formal language offered Vrubel a form
that was simultaneously understood by the
public as iconic and symbolic one.

Scholars usually agree that Vrubel did not
participate in artistic movements. On the one
hand, it is true; on the other hand, during the
years of his work in Kyiv, he became closely
acquainted with a literary circle of writers and
poets who shared similar artistic interests and
gathered around the writer I. Yasynskyi [13,
p. 166]. Members of this circle called them-
selves New Romanticists. The poet N. Min-
skyi and the writers V. Harshyn and V. Bibikov
were among them. Though Russian symbo-
lists erased this circle from their genealogy,
today many scholars recognize it as one of
the main predecessors of Russian Symbolism
[13, p. 174]. Generally speaking, the New Ro-
manticists praised the idea of art’s autonomy
and augmented the symbolic component of
art work [13, p. 167]. Although among visual
artists, Vrubel’s interest in symbolic language
was unique, it was very similar to the literary
thoughts and ideas of the New Romanticists.
Without asserting who influenced whom, one
can say that Vrubel's interest in art's symbolic
goal found supporters among writers and po-
ets of the time. While in Kyiv, Vrubel learned
a symbolic art form and found supporters who
cultivated it.

We can conclude that Byzantine art influ-
enced both Vrubel's style and thought through
its attitude towards the art object as a medi-
ator between the materialistic and the ideal
world. Vrubel learned to disassemble an ob-
ject from mosaics and to produce a flatness
and decorativeness that caused his paint-
ings to be almost abstract. Thus, it offered
Vrubel a language that was different from the
academic-realistic art taught in the Russian
Empire at the time. In addition, Byzantine art
offered him a symbolic frame of reference to

a text, in an age when Western art tried to re-
lease itself from the subordination to the text.
It also enabled him to depict symbolic reality
in a way acceptable for his audience.

Many of Vrubel's mature works inspired
by literary pieces share similarities with Byz-
antine mosaics and icons. At the same time
they refer to the text via the Composite Model.
This is what we see in his paintings Pan, the
Demon Seated (fig. 2), Flying Demon, the De-
mon Prostrate, Swan Princess, Six-winged
Seraphim (fig. 5) and Vision of the Prophet
Ezekiel. In some cases Vrubel did not only
combine specific scenes from the same text
but used various texts on the same subject
as the sources. For example, in the painting
the Demon Seated (fig. 2) Vrubel didn't depict
any concrete scene from Lermontov’'s poem
The Demon; however the figure of the seated
Demon had appeared in Lermontov’s various
writings. The figure of the seated Demon was
mentioned in Lermontov’s poem My Demon in
1830-1831for the first time:

«Mex nuctbeB Xentbix, obneteBwwnx, /
CTouT ero HegBWXHbIN TPOH; / Ha Hem, cpeapb
BETPOB OHeMeBLUMX, / CANT yHbIN N MpaYveH
OH....» [7,Vv. 1, p. 76].

A very similar description appears in the
sixth version of the Demon in which the De-
mon is described sitting silently and gloom-
ily alone on an icy mountain between the
sky and the earth: «Kak 4yacto Ha BepLinHe
nbaucton, / OanH Mex Hebom n 3emnen, /
Moa kpoBom pagyrn orHuctom / Cupgen oH
MpadHbI 1 HeMOW...» [7, v. 2, p. 510].

| agree with Suzdalev who claims that Vru-
bel combined these lines with the poem My
Demon and based his composition on both of
them [17, p. 61].

Vrubel used the same approach in the de-
piction of the Demon’s tears & «W, yygo! U3
nomepLumx rmas / Cnesa Tsbkenas katutcs... /
MoHbIHE Bo3ne kenbk Ton / HackBo3b npo-
XOKEHHbIA BUOEH KaMeHb / Crnesoto XKapKoto,
Kak nnameHb, / Heuyenosedeckon crnesomn!..»
[7, v. 2, p. 382]. Although Lermontov wrote at
least eight different versions of the Demon, the
line describing the Demon’s tears remained
the same one in all of them [7, v. 2, pp. 445—
518, 529]. Vrubel most likely had known at
least some of these versions as they were
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published quite often [7, v. 2, pp. 529-530].
The tear, which became the Demon’s attribute,
corresponded well with Vrubel’s interpretation
of the Demon as a suffering soul [3, p. 195].
Vrubel painted this solitary tear in some of his
later sketches for the Demon Prostrate.

In this work, as well as in other pictures of
the Demon, Vrubel's formal language owes
much to Byzantine mosaics. As earlier, Vrubel
broke the objects into small squares. In some
cases he added metal and varnish in order to
increase the glimmering effect. The dominant
colors in the Demon pictures are different
shades of blue and deep purple. They sym-
bolize the twilight and are similar to the color
palette of the mosaics in St. Sophia Church
in Kyiv. Behind the Demon Vrubel painted the
summit of the mountain Kazbek resembling
a giant crystal flower °. The combination of the
twilight with the Caucasus made the demonic
chronotope [2, p. 235]. In the later paintings
Flying Demon and the Demon Prostrate we
find the same chronotope. Thus, the Demon
Seated (fig. 2) became an exposition to the
trilogy. Many viewers, including Vrubel him-
self, even described it as the depiction of the
demonic experience and not of the Demon
himself [3, p. 55-56].

The similarity to the Byzantine language in
the Demon pictures, suggested to the view-
ers in the Russian Empire that these paintings
should be read symbolically. Most of the schol-
ars agree that Vrubel's Demon symbolizes the
rebellious individual in accordance with the
Romantic tradition persisted in the Russian
Empire as it was evolved in the 19th century.
The visual resemblance to mosaics suggests
that not only the figure of the Demon should
be read symbolically, but the whole formal lan-
guage symbolizes the rebel. It is interesting
to note that Vrubel himself wanted to call his
Demon Prostrate an Icon [3, p. 149], a desire
that has never been fulfilled because his rela-
tives perceived this blasphemy as a symptom
of his illness.

The interconnection between the holy and
the demonic is even more apparent in his late
work the Six-winged Seraphim (fig. 5) that
was painted after Pushkin’s poem The Proph-
et. One can see the connection between the
Demon and the Seraphim in the similar color

palette of the background composed of vari-
ous shades of blue, purple and gold. The short
and thick brushstrokes remind us again of the
mosaic glitter. A grey androgynous figure of
the Seraphim with big eyes and a black mane
of hair brings to mind the Demon'’s figure.

There is a controversy among scholars
as to whether the Seraphim symbolizes the
Demon’s redemption or if it is his antithesis
[32, p. 352]. To my mind it is impossible to de-
cide which of the interpretations is correct, as
they are both feasible despite contradicting
each other. The visual connection between
Vrubel's Demon and Seraphim cause a het-
eroglossic [20, p. 205] connection between
the two works. The two simultaneously pos-
sible interpretations turn the two paintings
into complicated signs that are impossible
to decipher. The resistance to definition be-
comes a perfect interpretation of Lermontov’s
description of the Demon: « OH 6bin NoxoxXx Ha
Beyep SACHbIN: / Hn geHb, HYU HOYb, — HU MpaK,
Hu ceeTl...» [7, T. 2, p. 424]. The combination
of the two characters appeared not only in
Vrubel’'s paintings but also in fin-de-siécle lit-
erature of the Russian Empire, for example, in
N. Minskyi poem My Demon [12, p. 134].

To sum up, as opposed to the believed
earlier, | claim that Vrubel’s paintings inspired
by literature are closely connected with the
source texts. They are created with the artist’'s
interpretation of the text style, its metaphors
and symbolic subjects. Vrubel achieved this
connection either by bringing together various
elements of one text or different texts on the
same subject. | called this frame of reference
a Composite Model. Vrubel's comprehen-
sion of the Byzantine formal language and its
symbolic overtones enabled him to develop
a model in which the painted subject is com-
patible with the written one. In addition, the
language perceived in the Russian Empire
as a vehicle of symbolic messages enabled
Vrubel to treat symbolic subjects in a sym-
bolic way. The study of Vrubel’s literature-in-
spired pictures reveals emergence of an old-
new alliance in the text-image relationship in
a period when the visual art in the Russian
Empire moved from the narrative painting of
the 19" century to the avant-garde art of the
20" century.
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Endnotes

I In his essay The Photographic Massage Roland
Barth defined illustration as an elucidation of the princi-
pal message of the text.

2 | coined this term basing it on the term Composite
Character employed in Russian literature research. For
example: [16].

8 Yaremych and Mykola Prakhov claimed that the
composition Angels with Labara was inspired by the an-
gels of the mosaic of the Last Judgment in Santa Maria
Assunta in Torcello. There is a chronological inconsis-
tency in this statement as Vrubel visited Torcello after
he had completed work in St. Cyril’s church. Moreover,
this comparison is visually less convincing [19, p. 54; 3,
p. 177].

4 In several cases Vrubel added small pieces of pa-
per to painted compositions. He created the first col-
lages in such a way.

> Unfortunately | couldn’t locate Zummer’s work so
here and after | quote via Marholina’s paper.

6 This approach preceded Picasso’s Les Demoiselle
d’Avignon where the author omitted the narrative.

” Norman Bryson posed a similar question about the
viewers’ common reactions to Watteau’s paintings [25,
p. 72-73].

8 Lermontov uses the singular form of the word —
tear — in the original text.

® On the interplay between denotations and connota-
tions in Vrubel’'s works see [36].
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Fig. 2. Demon Seated. 1890. Oil on canvas. Moscow: State Tretyakov Gallery
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1885. QOil on plaster. Kiev: Oil on canvas. St. Petersburg: State Russian
St. Cyril Church, National Zapovednik Museum
“Sophia Kiev”. Western wall of the
choir loft

Fig. 4. The Lamentation. Watercolor and graphite pencil on paper.
Kiev: Museum of Russian Art. Sketch for a Mural for St. Vladimir’s
Cathedral in Kiev
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SUMMARY

The given research is dedicated to the word-image relationship in M. Vrubel works inspired
by literature. The paper’s main idea is that these paintings are mainly symbolic interpretations
of the texts and not illustrations to them. The artist developed his interpretation collecting sev-
eral different scenes from the texts to create a single image. In order to understand the literary
references of the paintings the viewer ought to disassemble the events and put them back to
the original narrative order. Thus, although Vrubel’s paintings aren’t the illustrations to the texts
they are essentially connected them. This new model of reference is identified in the paper as a
Composite Model. Such approach was affected greatly by Vrubel's comprehension of Byzantine
art and his acquaintance with the New Romanticists — a literary circle of writers and poets who
gathered around the writer leronim Yasynskyi. The study of Vrubel’s literature-inspired pictures
reveals emergence of the text-image relationship in a period when visual art has moved from the
narrative painting of the 19" century to the avant-garde art of the 20" century.

Keywords: Mikhail Vrubel, Composite Structure, Byzantine influence, Art of the Russian
Empire, text, image, Symbolism, New Romanticists.

PE3IOME

Y cTaTTi NOpyLUEHO NUTaHHS KOPEnsLii M CIIOBOM i 300paXeHHAM Y Xy4oXHiX nonoTHax Mu-
xarina Bpy6Gensi, HaTXHEHHMX TBOpaMKn XyOoXHbBOI fnitepaTtypu. barato 3 pobit Bpybens € cumso-
NiYHMMK iHTEpNpeTaUisMn TEKCTIB, a He intcTpauismmn o Hux. Mutelb obupas Kirbka enisogis
3 NEBHOTO JliTepaTypHOro TBOpY M, KOMOiHYOUM iX, cTBOptoBaB 00pas. Abu 30arHyTy nitepatypHi
pedbepeHLuii, rmsgay mae po3sidpaTt CTBOpeHUn o0pa3 Ha OKpeMi eNEMEHTU 1 MOBEPHYTU IM OpK-
riHanbHy CHOXXETHY NOCMiAoBHICTb. ToMy xo4a poboTu Bpybens He € inocTpauismu, BOHW BCe X
Taku MrMOOKO NOB’A3aHi 3 nitTepaTtypHMMK TBopamMu. [ns BU3Ha4YeHHS CMiBBIOHOLLIEHHS MiDK TEKC-
TOM i 306paXKeHHAM aBTOpKa CTaTTi 3anpornoHyBana TepMiH «36ipHa KOHCTpyKLUis». Takvui nigxia
cchopmyBaBcs y Bpybens nig Bnnveom ABOX hakTopiB, a caMe: OCMUCIIEHHS HUM Bi3aHTINCBHKOIO i
0aBHbOPYCbKOrO MUCTELTBA Ta 3HAMOMCTBA 3 AiANbHICTIO KMIBCHKOrO NiTepaTypHoro ryptka « Hosi
POMaHTUKN», 30CepeKEHOr0 AoBKoNa lepoHima AcmHcbKoro. Buyatoum xyaoxHin gopobok Bpy-
6ensa 3a MoTMBaMu NiTepaTypHUX TBOPIB, JOXOAMMO BMCHOBKY MPO iCHYBaHHSA cneumdivyHoro co-
03y MK CITOBOM i 306paXeHHAM, XapaKTepHOro Ang nepiogy Mixk ctoxeTHUM mmuctertsom XIX cT.
Ta aBaHrapgHUM MUCTELTBOM XX CT.

Knrouyoei cnoea: Muxaiino Bpybenb, 36ipHa KOHCTPYKLUIs, Bi3aHTINCbKMIA BMNAMB, MUCTELTBO
Pociricbkoi imnepii, TEKCT, 300paXkeHHs1, CUMBOSi3M, HOBi POMaHTUKM.
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