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Abstract

This dissertation examines Kazimir Malevich’s art and writing with a view to establishing that
they combine a strain of strict methodological reductionism with an equally well-marked
esotericism. It strives to prove that although this feature of Malevich’s work was common among
vanguard artists and thinkers, there are also highly idiosyncratic qualities in the way Malevich
reconciled these two threads. An ensuing goal of this work is to propose how to complete an
unfinished 1927 film script by Kazimir Malevich titled “Artistic and Scientific Film—Painting
and Architectural Concerns—Approaching the New Plastic Architectural System.”

The question regarding the confluence of science and mysticism in Malevich’s work—
the primary concern of this dissertation—requires tracing in the artist’s art and writings the
presence of ideas belonging to these worldviews traditionally considered to be antithetical to
each other. This dissertation establishes Malevich’s relationship with mysticism and strains of
thought that resemble scientific content and approach. Among the latter, this work investigates
Malevich’s interest in the geometry of the fourth dimension, draws parallels between the artist’s
concern for visualizing infinity and the problems of set theory, and examines the role of
imaginary numbers in Malevich’s worldview. To complete the analysis of Malevich’s
exploration of the concept of space prominent in the aforementioned mathematical themes, this
dissertation examines the artist’s interest in investigating the space of the cosmos. It also

establishes that Malevich’s ideas were not only influenced by the scientific advancements in

electromagnetism but also by the theories of thermodynamics, which together with the former

il



relay a view of the world where all processes, organic and inorganic, are understood as the
product of the transformation of energy. In Cubism and Futurism: Spiritual Machines and the
Cinematic Effect, R. Bruce Elder draws attention to the early twentieth-century thinkers’ view of
cinema as an electromagnetic machine. This dissertation examines Malevich’s relationship with
the cinematic art and its reception in Russia during Malevich’s most productive years. This work
concludes with having satisfied its larger objective: to envision a possible scenario of how
Malevich’s unfinished script could unfold. It contains the copy of the original script, its proposed
finale, and an essay that outlines how my investigation of Malevich’s intellectual landscape
informed the decisions involved in inferring the concluding shot sequences of the artist’s only

cinematic work.

v



Acknowledgements
This dissertation was prepared with the generous support of the Joseph-Armand Bombardier
Canada Graduate Scholarship, using funds provided by the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada, Ontario Graduate Scholarship, and Rogers Fellowship in
Communication and Culture.

First and foremost, I would like to thank my supervisor, R. Bruce Elder, without whose
support and intellectual stimulation this dissertation would not have been possible. Prof. Elder’s
incredible wealth of knowledge and encyclopedic erudition, coupled with electrifying
enthusiasm for scholarship, have been an endless source of inspiration. Bruce Elder and his wife
Kathryn included me into their rich world of culture in every form, whether it was the realm of
ideas, art, or the enjoyment of international cuisine. Being a part of this world elevated my
understanding of how neatly interwoven living and studying culture are as processes: an
invaluable lesson for a scholar of culture. As I embark on my post-dissertation journey, I am
infinitely grateful for my supervisor’s continued mentorship.

Additionally, I am immensely thankful for all the support and advice of my committee
members: Isabel Pedersen, who always found time to offer pertinent and insightful suggestions,
and Seth Feldman, whose sense of humour and wise comments cheered me up and steered my
thoughts in the right direction.

One of the most memorable experiences I have had during my doctoral work was my
Foreign Study at the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, supervised by Frank van Lamoen. The
latter’s enthusiasm and depth of inquiry in the questions of avant-garde art’s history and theory
propelled my research and ignited my creative practice with new ideas. I also would like to thank

the staff of the Stedelijk Museum’s library and archives—Willem van Beek, Esther Brakenhoff,



Bart Brouns, Maartje Janssen, Marly Hendricks, Michiel Nijhoff, and Niek Stafleu—whose
professionalism and friendliness created the most enriching intellectual environment.

My sincere gratitude also goes to Catherine Richards, my MFA supervisor, who was at
the roots of my fascination with Kazimir Malevich’s work. My many fruitful dialogues with
Prof. Richards, who is always a source of inspiration for being more daring and trusting one’s
sense of creative intuition, made me into the artist and the scholar I am today.

This dissertation truly was a group effort: my mother Natalia Lyubchenko spent many
hours in galleries documenting important exhibitions of Russian avant-garde art, acting as my
ambassador in Russian libraries, finding references and passages in rare books that are difficult
to find anywhere else; my partner and lifelong friend Michael Portnoy shared his technical
expertise, knowledge of higher-dimensional geometry, and programming; and George Izraelian
made this project feasible by generously offering the use of his Oculus Rift VR gear. Last but not
least, I would like to thank my friends and family, who have provided tremendous support

throughout my writing this dissertation.

vi



Table of Contents

ADSTTACE . ..ttt e il
ACKNOWIEAZEMENLS. . ...\ttt e e e e v
LSt Of FagUIES. ..ttt e e e e viii
LSt Of APPENAICES. ..o nventtette ettt et e e viii
INErOAUCTION. ..o e e e 1

Chapter 1: “Malevich and MyStiCISI™ . ......oouiitiiii e ee e 19
Chapter 2: “Malevich and the Fourth Dimension”. ..., 63

Chapter 3: “Malevich and Infinity™. ... e, 96
Chapter 4: “Malevich and Imaginary NUmbers™...........ccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 115

Chapter 5: “Malevich and CosmiSM™. ... .....iiuiiiiiii e eee e 144
Chapter 6: “Malevich and Energy™..........ooiiiiiiiii e 153
Chapter 7: “Malevich and Film™. ... e, 186
0] 0 1o LT3 10781 PP 224
Bibliography . ... .o e 257

vii



List of Figures
Figure 4.1: Polar form of a complex number.............cooooiiiiiiiiiiii 119

Figure 4.2: Florensky’s depiction of the reversed side of reality.....................ooiiiiiiant. 122

Figure 4.3: Kazimir Malevich, The Graph of the Movement of Creative Units in Infinity,
1919-1923 (left); A three-dimensional Cartesian coordinate system (right)....................... 123

Figure 4.4: Malevich’s (right) and Florensky’s (left) conceptions of the space(s) (my
RE11ST 402 (S] 721512 1) O 135

Figure 4.5: Favorsky’s cover image for Florensky’s Mnimosti v Geometrii (left);
Malevich’s drawing Two Zeros (1913—1914). ..o, 136

Figure 4.6: Kazimir Malevich, Suprematist Mirror, 1923 ... ..ottt 137

Figure 6.1: Kazimir Malevich, Environment that inspires suprematists (“reality”),
photographs that accompany Malevich’s essay Introduction to the Theory of the
Additional Element in Painting (1923).... ..ot e 175

List of Appendices
Appendix A: “Realizing Kazimir Malevich’s Unfinished Film Script”......................o.i 229

Figure A.1: Excerpts from Kazimir Malevich’s script “Artistic and Scientific Film—
Painting and Architectural Concerns—Approaching the New Plastic Architectural
SYSEM” (1927) .. 248

Figure A.2: Stills from the video depicting consecutively overlaid transparencies with
drawings of figures from Malevich’s script, as seen in Figure A.1. The video can be

watched here (password: Malevich): https://vimeo.com/366396037..........ccccveviievienreecriennenne. 249

Figure A.3: Cube in anaglyph Stereo 3D. Please turn the page horizontally and view
with the iIncluded lasses. .........ouiiii 250

Figure A.4: Four-dimensional cube in anaglyph Stereo 3D. Please turn the page
horizontally and view with the included glasses...............coocoiiiii i 251

Figure A.5: Four-dimensional architecton in anaglyph Stereo 3D. Please view with

the INCIUAed GlasSes. . .....iinti i e 252
Figure A.6: Ten-dimensional CUbE.............oiiiiiiiii e 253
Figure A.7. Screenshot of the Virtual Reality scene of a four-dimensional architecton.......... 255

Figure A.8: Screenshot of the Virtual Reality scene of a four-dimensional architecton
(63 0TI 31 o) TS PR 256

viii



Introduction

Dissertation Objectives:

In this dissertation, I examine the art and writing of Kazimir Malevich (1879-1935) with a view
to establishing that they combine a strain of strict methodological reductionism with an equally
well-marked esotericism. I strive to prove that although this feature of Malevich’s work was
common among vanguard artists and thinkers there are also highly idiosyncratic qualities in the
way Malevich reconciled these two threads. An ensuing goal of this work is to propose how to
complete an unfinished 1927 film script by Kazimir Malevich titled “Artistic and Scientific Film
— Painting and Architectural Concerns — Approaching the New Plastic Architectural System.”

Genealogy of Dissertation’s Objectives:

The art of Kazimir Malevich accompanied me throughout my life. I first saw his paintings as a
six-year old child, at the retrospective of Malevich’s work at the Tretyakov Gallery where,
according to my mother who took me there, I offered my first philosophical interpretation of the
Black Square. When I began making my own art, the basic geometric shapes in primary colours
often entered the frames of my photographs, films, and videos. If Malevich knew of this
development, he would have said that my artistic body was infected with the additional element
of Suprematism. I began noticing the persistent presence of Malevich’s legacy in my work
during my MFA studies at the University of Ottawa. Becoming conscious of the effects his art
had on my imagination prompted me to read Malevich’s extensive writings. At once poetic and
purportedly scientific, Malevich’s idiosyncratic prose intrigued me: the writings’ unique style
and content were like nothing else I had read before. Several of Malevich’s essays are intended
for educational purposes and are more declarative and lucid by comparison to the artist’s more

personal philosophical texts that started speaking to me only recently, years after I first



encountered them. Among the instructional writings was Die Gegenstandslose Welt (The World
as Non-Objectivity), a book that consisted of two essays, “Einfiihrung in die Theorie des
additionalen Elementes der Malerei” (Introduction into the Theory of the Additional Element in
Painting), and “Suprematismus‘ (Suprematism), edited and published in German by Walter
Gropius and Lazlo Moholy-Nagy as an eleventh book in the Bauhaus book series
Bauhausbiicher. These essays were one of the last of Malevich’s attempts to disseminate his
utopian vision internationally and, as such, were intended to attract the attention of readers who
were also aided by useful diagrams and accompanying drawings. They reinforced my intent to
study Malevich’s oeuvre more closely, until I was able to fully relate to the world of ideas that
enriched this artist’s life.

The first intellectual puzzle that drew my attention upon reading Malevich’s The World
as Non-objectivity turned out to be a result of poor translation, as I subsequently learned from
consulting the text in its original Russian language. Most versions of Malevich’s Bauhaus texts
were translated to English from the German 1927 publication, since the original Russian texts
were not published until 1998. For example, in the 1964 Modern Artists on Art: Ten Unabridged
Essays, a publication that contained Malevich’s “Suprematism” essay (one of two essays in the
Bauhaus book), the editor Robert L. Herbert writes that “the entire text was translated by
Howard Dearstyne from the German (the Russian manuscript has not been uncovered) ... .”! The
English translation of the first sentence of “Suprematism” states,: “Under Suprematism I
understand the supremacy of pure feeling in creative art.”? It is difficult not to associate “the
supremacy of pure feeling” with Romanticism and the primacy of the inner self to which the
proponents of this movement ascribed. The words of the hero of Ludwig Tieck’s Romantic novel

Franz Sternbald’s Wanderings come to mind: “Not these trees not these mountains do [ wish to



copy, but my soul, my mood, which governs me just at this moment.” Even though an argument
can be made in relation to the parallels that run between Romanticism and Suprematism, the
emotional subjectivism that “the primacy of pure feeling” encompasses is in striking
contradiction with the rational investigations of the first essay in the Bauhaus book titled
“Introduction to the Theory of the Additional Element in Painting.” This essay is a careful
examination of artistic styles aimed at determining the mechanisms of their evolution. Malevich
does not study emotions and inner feelings of artists as variables that affect the development of
artistic styles. This contradiction prompted me to consult Malevich’s texts in Russian, where I
learned that Malevich used the word “omymenue” that can mean both, feeling and sensation.
While the first meaning of the Russian word connotes an emotional landscape of an individual,
the second —refers to the perceptual apparatus or human sensorium and, as such, has no
connection with Romantic notions of the primacy of the inner world. This investigation into the
meaning lost in translation brought me to the realization that Malevich’s scholarship may still
have gaps and misunderstandings, and that I may be able to fill them.

This initial examination of the Russian word “omrymenne” that combines objective and
subjective meanings, sensation and feeling respectively, was a prelude to the larger theme of my
investigation of the co-existence of scientific and esoteric, mystical ideas in Malevich’s work.
The aforementioned essay “Introduction to the Theory of the Additional Element in Painting”
highlights the effects of the surrounding environment on the nervous system of an artist, who
transforms painterly forms though serving as a medium between the environment and the body
of a painting. The essay is infused with Darwinian ideas and explains the formation of stylistic
traits in art as a result of the artist’s interaction with his or her environment. One of the reasons

why Suprematism came to existence, according to Malevich, was the development of aviation



and the ability to observe familiar objects from unfamiliar perspective that revealed them in
flattened, simplified geometric forms. This theory of Suprematism’s origins was in remarkable
contrast with Malevich’s account of how he “discovered” Black Square, his first Suprematist

painting completed in 1915. He writes:

The midnight of art broke through. Fine arts are sentenced to exile. The artist-idol—a relic of the past.
Suprematism squeezes the entirety of painting into a black square on a white canvas. I did not invent
anything. I just felt the night inside me and in it I saw the new, which I called Suprematism. It expressed
itself as a black plane in the shape of a square. 4

I began to wonder how Malevich can simultaneously describe his art as a visual language that
developed in accordance with evolutionary laws and as a revelation that appeared to the artist in
a trance-like state. My interest in tackling this question resulted in this dissertation.
Simultaneously with my becoming intellectually absorbed with the evolutionary theories
of art discussed in Malevich’s Bauhaus book, I learned of the existence of the unfinished 1927
film script titled “Artistic and Scientific Film — Painting and Architectural Concerns —
Approaching the New Plastic Architectural System.” At the end of the 1950s, Malevich’s script
was discovered in Berlin and reached the attention of Hans Richter, the avant-garde filmmaker,
who Malevich hoped would turn his vision into a film.> Richter was unsuccessful in his attempts
to realize Malevich’s cinematic project.® I became convinced that if I learn to understand how
scientific and occult inspirations coalesced in Malevich’s imagination, I would be able to finish
this artist’s only cinematic project—an undertaking that to my knowledge no other artist besides
Hans Richter attempted to accomplish. Now, nearing the completion of my doctoral studies, I
can confirm that grasping the intricate ways in which scientific reasoning intertwined with
esoteric notions is central for understanding the art and writings of Kazimir Malevich. In this
resulting documentation of my investigations, for the first time in one body of work, I bring

together analyses of Malevich’s oeuvre in relation to scientific ideas borrowed from



mathematics, physics, biology, tectology (a precursor of systems theory), and rocket science
among others, while highlighting the close ties these ideas have with the mysticism and
creativity in this artist’s synthetic system of thought.

In this project, I aim at creating a kaleidoscopic vision of Malevich’s philosophy and
practice of art, highlighting the complex ways in which science, technology, and esoteric
doctrines stimulated this artist’s thinking. This important topic has not received sustained
attention from the scholars of Malevich. Exceptions are the insightful analyses of Charlotte
Douglas, whose book Swans of Other World: Kazimir Malevich and the Origins of Abstraction
in Russia, and her numerous articles, such as “Evolution and the Biological Metaphor in Modern
Russian Art” and “Energetic Abstraction: Ostwald, Bogdanov, and Russian Post-Revolutionary
Art,” revealed the origins of Malevich’s mysticism in the scientific and philosophical ideas
infused with esoteric strains of thought. The writings of the leading specialist in the Russian 20%-
century avant-garde, John E. Bowlt, were an enormous resource for my dissertation and provided
a holistic portrait of Russian artistic culture on the cusp of the 20" century. Bowlt’s Moscow &
St. Petersburg 1900-1920: Art, Life and Culture of the Russian Silver Age was instrumental for
my finding close associations between Malevich’s artistic journey and that of the Russian
Symbolists known for mystical explorations. In Bowlt’s essay “Esoteric Culture and Russian
Society,” I learned of Malevich’s frequent visits to the cabaret Stray Dog, which was also a
favourite place of P.D. Ouspensky—an insight that allowed me to build a stronger understanding
of how Malevich, who despised reading, acquired knowledge of Ouspensky’s theories of the
fourth dimension. Another source of encyclopedic knowledge of the intricate relations between
art, science, technology, and spirituality were the three volumes written by my supervisor, R.

Bruce Elder: Harmony and Dissent: Film and Avant-garde Art Movements in the Early



Twentieth Century, DADA, Surrealism, and the Cinematic Effect, and Cubism and Futurism:
Spiritual Machines and the Cinematic Effect. These studies contain vast knowledge of the time
period pertaining to my study, and it would be difficult to highlight any specific ideas that were
important for my writing. For the sake of concision, I will list only a few of the themes that these
books brought to my attention. Harmony and Dissent’s Part 2 outlines the variety of forms
spirituality took in the Russian culture of the late nineteenth and early-twentieth century,
elucidating the presence of occult motives in Constructivism and Suprematism. DADA,
Surrealism, and the Cinematic Effect provides an illuminating analysis of the genealogy of
avant-garde art. It pictures the rise of the vanguard art as instigated by the collapse of a
modernity that was crushed under the seemingly unbreakable postulates built on the principles of
calculative reason. This volume also brought to my attention set theoretical problems of Georg
Cantor. As it will be discussed in more detail further in this introduction, Cubism and Futurism
revealed to me the extent to which Malevich’s work aligned with electrologic art as defined by
Marshall McLuhan, Renato Barilli, and R. Bruce Elder. In their respective writings, McLuhan,
Barilli, and Elder among other ideas discuss the effects of technological paradigms on
imagination, creative expression, and the perception of reality. Taking into consideration that
Malevich’s most productive years were marked by an incredible attention to electric technologies
in Soviet Russia, looking into the theories that reveal non-objective, anti-perspectival art and
process philosophies as inspired by the electric paradigm becomes a necessity; McLuhan’s,
Barilli’s, and Elder’s accounts of the electrologic worldview’s genealogy are excellent
companions for this investigation.

When it comes to writing individual chapters, the collection of essays The Occult in

Russian and Soviet Culture, edited by Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, enriched my understanding of



the wide range of occult beliefs that infused Russian culture during the period of Malevich’s
active years. I would like to highlight the seminal work on the interpretation of the fourth
dimension in the arts by Linda Dalrymple Henderson titled 7he Fourth Dimension and non-
Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art. This groundbreaking study offers a detailed history of the
concept’s visualizations by mathematicians, such as Charles Hinton, and artists throughout the
20™ century. The chapter “Transcending the Present: The Fourth Dimension in the Philosophy of
Ouspensky and in Russian Futurism and Suprematism” informed my understanding of the
importance of Ouspensky’s notions of higher emotions, higher intellect, intuition and mystical
wisdom for Malevich and, as such, was instrumental in my crafting the narrative for the chapter
“Malevich and the Fourth Dimension,” where I follow in the steps of Henderson’s important
work, building on the arguments offered there. Similarly, the book Naming Infinity: A True Story
of Religious Mysticism and Mathematical Creativity, the only work on the Russian
mathematicians Egor Luzin, Dmitri Egorov and Pavel Florensky’s association with the Name
Worshipping movement, was indispensable in my preparing the chapter “Malevich and Infinity,”
as it portrayed a rich moment in the history of mathematics when religious practices stimulated
scientific work, bringing to the fore the link between science and spirituality that this dissertation
traces. Nikolai Firtich’s article “Rejecting ‘The Sun of Cheap Appearances’: Journey Beyond
‘Zero’ with Krucenych, Malevic, Belyj, Jakobson and Jean-Luc Godard” is a rare work on
Malevich’s zero philosophy that establishes close ties between Malevich’s zero symbolism and
that of Andrei Bely. Firtich’s analysis inspired me to locate the origins of Malevich’s theories of
the beyond in the work of Florensky, who undoubtedly influenced Bely’s prose. A detailed
account, and the first in English, of the esoteric evolutionary philosophy of Nikolai Feodorov

offered in Georg M. Young’s book The Russian Cosmists: The Esoteric Futurism of Nikolai



Fedorov and his Followers confirmed my conjecture that Malevich was among those well
acquainted with Feodorov’s theories. The chapter “Imagining the Cosmos” in Asif A. Siddigi’s
The Red Rocket’s Glare: Spaceflight and the Soviet Imagination presents an insightful overview
of how the possibility of space travel inspired early twentieth-century Russian writers and artists
to create science-fiction films, novels, and art works that experiment with the utopian dream of
interstellar voyage. Both, Young’s and Siddigi’s brief but perceptive discussions of Malevich’s
work in relation to Russian Cosmism and space flight, respectively, were illuminating and rich
sources that contributed to my chapter “Malevich and Cosmism.” Julia Vaingurt’s excursion into
Aleksei Gastev’s biomechanics in her book Wonderlands of the Avant-Garde: Technology and
the Arts in Russia of the 1920s made it possible for me to outline organic and mechanistic
interpretations of thermodynamics in early Soviet culture and conclude that Malevich subscribed
to the former. Vaingurt’s book and Douglas’ paper “Energetic Abstraction: Ostwald, Bogdanov,
and Russian Post-Revolutionary Art,” together with Elder’s Cubism and Futurism: Spiritual
Machines and the Cinematic Effect, laid the foundation for my chapter “Malevich and Energy.”

In developing the narratives of my chapters, close reading primary sources has been
especially revealing and was essential for my study. Since some of the intellectual connections I
established in my dissertation have not been made before, such as Malevich’s possible interest in
set theories and theories of imaginary numbers, I relied extensively on close readings of
Malevich’s writings and authors whose works I believed to be related. I am infinitely grateful for
having access to Malevich’s collected writings in five volumes, a publication made possible by
the great work of one of the leading scholars of Malevich, Aleksandra Shatskikh. Another
avenue for access to Malevich’s original works was my archival research at the Stedelijk

Museum Amsterdam, where I had the rare opportunity to exchange ideas with the head



researcher of Khardzhiev-Chaga archive, Frank van Lamoen. Last but not least, I made it
imperative to use any opportunity to experience the art of Kazimir Malevich in person and
visited galleries and museums that had this artist’s works on display. In particular, I would like to
mention one of the richest exhibitions of Malevich’s work titled Malevich (Tate Modern,
London, 16 July—26 October 2014, also shown at the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 18 October
2013—2 February 2014) that I visited in London’s Tate in 2014.

Chapters’ Overview:

The question regarding the confluence of science and mysticism in Malevich’s work—the
primary concern of this dissertation—requires tracing in the artist’s art and writings the presence
of ideas belonging to these worldviews, traditionally (as an aftermath of modernity’s reductive
methods) considered to be antithetical to each other. I began my explorations of Malevich’s
intellectual life with establishing this artist’s relationship with mysticism in this dissertation’s
first chapter titled “Malevich and Mysticism.” Materialism and positivism injected into the
intellectual lives of Russian reading population through Voltaire, Diderot, and Rousseau,
combined with the hardened regime of Orthodoxy, created a spiritual void that made alternative
belief systems particularly inviting. This chapter explores mysticism as the search for spiritual
renovation through practices marginalized by organized religion and studies its relevance for
Malevich’s philosophy of art through the writings of Vladimir Soloviev and Henri Bergson for
whom experience of ultimate reality via art was one of the central philosophical themes. The
concepts of darkness, void, abyss, and desert are often present in Malevich’s writings and appear
in Christian, Hindu, and Buddhist mystical teachings. These introvertive experiences believed to
grant the knowledge of higher realities are examined in relation to Soloviev’s notion of total-

unity and Bergson’s vision of reality as flux. These thinkers’ proposition to synthesize scientific



forms of knowledge with the knowledge received through intuition addresses the main question
of this dissertation by outlining major philosophical ideas on the confluence of science and
mysticism that undoubtedly influenced Malevich’s worldview. This knowledge of Malevich’s
mystical leanings was to serve as a background against which the artist’s scientific principles
were to stand out in a more clearly defined manner. However, working on this chapter revealed
that mysticism in Russian thought of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was tightly
interwoven with scientific notions. This notion is best expressed in Soloviev’s advocacy for the
reliance on what he called “intellectual intuition,” an approach to living that combines the
faculties of reason and creativity, or an “an integral knowledge as a synthesis of empiricism,
rationalism, and mysticism.”’

Having investigated Malevich’s relationship with mysticism required me to consider the
artist’s strains of thought that resemble a scientific content and approach. Malevich’s interest in
the geometry of the fourth dimension, which was a popular concept at the time and inspired
many artists of the early twentieth century, is well documented in Linda Dalrymple Henderson’s
book The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art. Malevich did not hide
his concern for hyperdimensional space geometry as many of his paintings refer to the fourth
dimension of space in their titles. It was clear to me that mathematical ideas, such as hyperspace
geometry, influenced Malevich’s work. This conjecture that investigation of mathematical ideas
is a fruitful endeavor when it comes to interpreting Malevich’s art and writing can be supported
by the artist’s contemporary Guillaume Apollinaire’s claim that “most of the new painters are
mathematicians without knowing it.”®
Having strong evidence in support of Malevich’s interest in hyperspace, reinforced my

decision to begin the exploration of Malevich’s intellectual attraction to mathematical ideas with

10



the chapter “Malevich and the Fourth Dimension” and the implications of the popularity of this
mathematical concept on Malevich’s oeuvre. A short historical overview of the genealogy of the
geometrical idea of the fourth dimension is followed by a discussion of the interpretations of the
concept in the occult circles. The concept of the fourth dimension lent itself to esoteric
interpretations. The proponents of spiritualism suggested that the fourth dimension was the
domain of souls, while Theosophists proposed that it was an astral plane that human spirit alone
could reach. This chapter explores hyperdimensional space geometry through both the lens of
mathematical science and counter-scientific interpretations of spiritualism and Theosophy. With
scientists, such as Alexander Butlerov and Johann Karl Friedrich Zdllner, adhering to esoteric
beliefs, the border between the different approaches to understanding the fourth dimension is
difficult to define. Malevich’s art and writings demonstrate the artist’s awareness of the plethora
of ideas associated with hyperspace. This chapter concentrates on Malevich’s synthetic approach
to the geometry of the fourth dimension in connection to the ideas of Charles Hinton and Pyotr
Ouspensky.

Upon completing the chapter “Malevich and the Fourth Dimension,” I began
investigating whether Malevich’s common use of the word “infinity” in his writings was
indicative of his fascination with set theory, a branch of mathematics of the infinite that
dominated science at the turn of the centuries and beyond. The chapter “Malevich and Infinity”
proved that there was ground for my conjecture. It begins with the historical overview of the
concept of infinity, so central to Malevich’s work, concentrating on its genesis and its further
development in the Western world. Attempts to treat actual infinity in mathematical terms, have
played a major role in the crisis of modern reason,’ leading to the advancements in Russian

mathematics that arguably have affected Malevich’s conception of the role and the possibilities
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of painting. Russian mathematicians Nikolai Luzin, Dmitri Egorov, and Pavel Florensky
grappled with the questions posed by set theory, a branch of mathematical logic established by
Georg Cantor in the second half of the nineteenth century.!® This chapter examines how Luzin,
Egorov, and Florensky’s struggle to gain the knowledge of the infinite parallels that of Kazimir
Malevich. As in the previous chapter, the strong ties between scientific principles and mystical
ideas are established. Here, it is accomplished through revealing the creative inspiration the
aforementioned mathematicians received from their engagement with the condemned religious
movement of Name Worshippers.

While collecting material for the “Malevich and Infinity” chapter, I discovered the work
titled Mnimosti v Geometrii (Imaginaries in Geometry) written by Pavel Florensky, one of the
mathematicians labouring on the problems of set theory. At the same time, at the Khardzhiev-
Chaga archive of Malevich’s documents at Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, I found Malevich’s
drawing The Graph of the Movement of Creative Units in Infinity that displayed a graph of a
function drafted as if it was behind the x, y, z axes usually used for plotting mathematical objects
in a three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional surface. Florensky’s interpretation of
imaginary numbers as existing on the reverse side of reality echoed this drawing’s content and
prompted me to develop this line of investigation further, resulting in the chapter titled
“Malevich and Imaginary Numbers”—an analysis of the role of imaginary numbers in the work
of Kazimir Malevich. This chapter argues that the philosophical implications of “mnimosti” in
geometry, related to the mathematical concept of complex numbers (numbers that have an
imaginary part), have been paramount for the development of Malevich’s convictions in the
existence of a hidden reality. Imaginary numbers are puzzling mathematical entities, whose

contradictory nature intrigued not only mathematicians but also artists and writers. The spatial
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interpretation of imaginary numbers,' in which they are conceived of as geometric rotation
operators, inspired Malevich interested in new conceptions of space, such as those offered by the
theories of non-Euclidian geometry and a geometric fourth dimension. Pavel Florensky’s
interpretation of imaginary numbers sought the unified knowledge of space. Florensky’s
treatment of space as the fundamental unit of geometric analysis led him to conceptualizing
complex space as the reverse side of reality, the underbelly of the perceptible world. In Dante’s
Divine Comedy Florensky found the germ of non-Euclidian geometry, a discovery that prompted
him to revive Aristotelian-Ptolemaic-Dantean cosmology. This chapter investigates the
connections between the theories of imaginary numbers as explicated by Pavel Florensky and the
art of Kazimir Malevich which, as I argue, is in dialogue with these theories.

From the aforementioned investigations it became apparent that for Malevich grasping
new conceptions of space was the underlying primary motivation behind his artistic and
philosophical works. Whether it is mystical experiences of being one with the universe or
penetrating the hidden reality of the fourth dimension, knowing the abyss of the infinite or
theorizing how to reach the underbelly of the known world, the idea of space is omnipresent in
Malevich’s oeuvre. To complete the analysis of Malevich’s exploration of this concept, it was a
natural step to examine this artist’s interest in investigating the space of the cosmos. Making this
intellectual leap from the theory of space to the practice of space flight was not difficult as
Malevich prepared for future extraterrestrial habitation by designing architectural constructions.
The confidence and seriousness of intent with which the artist undertook this planning supports

my conjecture that Malevich was aware of Konstantin Tsiolkovsky’s ground-breaking

! One of such spatial interpretations was offered by the mathematician William Rowan Hamilton, who developed the
idea of the quaternion in the late nineteenth century; for further detail, please see: William Rowan Hamilton,
Elements of Quaternions (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1866).
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achievements in the new field of rocket science, which this scientist founded at the beginning of
the twentieth century. The chapter “Malevich and Cosmism” explores how faith in technological
progress combined with the utopian aspiration to escape the confines of Earth transformed
science fiction into what many believed to be a scientific fact. Malevich’s convictions that space
would be conquered were grounded in the ideas of two prominent thinkers who provided
theoretical and practical support for the artist’s preparations for the imminent space travel.
Nikolai Feodorov’s “common task™ to eliminate death and settle all those resurrected beyond
Earth must have prompted Malevich to begin exploring options for a Suprematist architecture in
space. Konstantin Tsiolkovsky’s revolutionary foundation of the principles of rocket science
served as a scientific ground for otherwise fantastical ideas. This chapter investigates unorthodox
philosophies, such as Feodorov’s Cosmism and Tsiolkovsky’s panpsychism, and their principal
role in the development of what is considered a purely scientific field of rocket science and space
exploration. Malevich’s Suprematism, a spatial visual philosophical system, is in dialogue with
these systems of belief.

During my PhD studies, I worked as a research assistant for my supervisor, R. Bruce
Elder, one of whose projects was a publication of a new volume within the series of books on
cinema and its paramount effects on the earlier forms of artistic expression, such as painting and
poetry. Presented in a kaleidoscopic web of intricate connections with a variety of ideas, this new
book, titled Cubism and Futurism: Spiritual Machines and the Cinematic Effect (2018), argues
that the themes explored by the Futurist and Cubist artists were symptomatic of a new age
instigated by a shift in worldviews from the mechanical to the electromagnetic conception of
reality. I could not help but notice that disregard for linear perspective, the aspiration to capture

the dynamism of life, and a denunciation of calculative reason—concerns explored by the artists
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examined in Elder’s recent book—were also central for Malevich, whose Suprematism,
according to the artist, was the next evolutionary stage of artistic development, following
Cubism and Futurism. Together with Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media (1964) and
Renato Barilli’s The Science of Culture and the Phenomenology of Styles ([1991], 2012), the two
works that are in dialogue with Cubism and Futurism: Spiritual Machines and the Cinematic
Effect, Elder’s 2018 book had a tremendous effect on my view of Malevich’s ouevre. I began
considering the search for renewed spirituality and new conceptions of space—the themes |
discussed in the chapters on mysticism, fourth dimension, infinity, imaginary numbers, and
Cosmism—as symptoms of an electrologic age, manifestations of the changing worldview.
There was no doubt that I had to probe the body of Malevich’s work for the presence of
electromagnetic strains of thoughts.

My consultations with primary and secondary sources revealed that Malevich’s ideas
were not only influenced by the scientific advancements in electromagnetism but also by the
theories of thermodynamics, which together with the former relay a view of the world where all
processes, organic and inorganic, are understood as the product of the transformation of energy.
The resulting chapter “Malevich and Energy” highlights the importance of the concept of energy
in Malevich’s work; by consulting the writings of Wilhelm Ostwald and Alexander Bogdanov,
widely read by the Russian public at the time, it investigates how the science of thermodynamics
entered the range of Malevich’s philosophical concerns. The occult strains of Ostwald’s science
termed “energetics” are examined, followed by the analysis of electromagnetic ideas in
Malevich’s oeuvre in relation to the aforementioned works by McLuhan, Barilli, and Elder.

In Cubism and Futurism, Elder draws attention to the early-twentieth-century thinkers’

view of cinema as an electromagnetic machine that shapes light and, therefore, shapes electricity,
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transforming the film theatre into an electromagnetic space.!! After studying Malevich’s
intellectual connection with the concept of energy, exploring the artist’s relationship to film
gained additional relevance, beyond my initial interest in the artist’s unfinished film script (the
completion of which also required engaging with Malevich’s view of cinema). The following
chapter, “Malevich and Film,” examines the artist’s relationship with the cinematic art and its
reception in Russia during Malevich’s most productive years. The changing views of cinema—
from its Symbolist conceptualization as the “kingdom of shadows” to the Futurist appreciation of
film as the most suitable form of art to express the dynamism of modern life, and, finally, to the
Soviet leaders’ realization of cinema’s potential as a propaganda tool—are reflected in
Malevich’s art and writing. The chapter on Malevich and film offers a detailed account of the
artist’s developing perspectives on film theory and practice. It outlines the artist’s vision for
cinema, which stems from the criticism of figurative, narrative works in favour of abstracted and
non-objective films, such as Hans Richter’s Rhythmus 21. An account of Malevich’s intellectual
exchange with the master of figurative cinema, Sergei Eisenstein, is followed by an examination
of the artist’s hopes for establishing a creative dialogue with Hans Richter, with whom Malevich
anticipated making a film about the evolution of Suprematist forms.

The dissertation’s main body of research consisting in this introduction and chapters
titled “Malevich and Mysticism,” “Malevich and the Fourth Dimension,” “Malevich and
Infinity,” Malevich and Imaginary Numbers,” “Malevich and Cosmism,” “Malevich and
Energy,” and “Malevich and Film,” ends with the brief section “Conclusions,” outlining the
general outcomes of this dissertation and the new projects that stem from it.

Upon completion of the aforementioned chapters, my imagination gained enough creative

momentum to envision a possible scenario of how Malevich’s unfinished script could unfold.
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Appendix A contains the copy of the original script, its proposed finale, and an essay that
outlines how my investigation of Malevich’s intellectual landscape informed the decisions

involved in inferring the concluding shot sequences of the artist’s only cinematic work.
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Chapter 1: Malevich and Mysticism

Introduction:
In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Russia suffered from ideological exhaustion. On one
hand this time was marked by the tightening of the Orthodox Church regime—a reaction to Tsar
Alexander II'’s assassination that led to the constraints on freedom of speech and put an end to
the intelligentsia’s commitment to the institutional church. On the other—by the loss of the
belief in Populist ideology that proposed to reform Russia through the education of peasantry and
merging of the classes but resulted in the trials of the idealistic leaders of the “going to the
people” movement, ironically initiated by the angered peasants themselves.!
Russia’s literate population, who especially read Voltaire but also Diderot and Rousseau,
embraced aspects of the Enlightenment project—religious commitments were attenuated and
materialism and positivism were increasingly adopted.? In this environment of spiritual crisis
many felt the need for renovation outside of the apparatus of organized religion, partly
explaining the importance of mysticism for Russian philosophy at the turn of the centuries.

Understood broadly “as a view that knowledge of reality can be gained in a vital,
immediate, intuitive manner that cannot be described in rationalistic or empirical categories,”
mysticism is treated as a legitimate method for gaining the experience of ultimate reality,
sometimes referred to as God, in the philosophies of Vladimir Soloviev and Henri Bergson. This
chapter is concerned with the common threads between the philosophies of the aforementioned
thinkers and Kazimir Malevich’s philosophical system, which I contend reflects some of the
major tenets of these rather different but not mutually exclusive philosophies. Without
attempting to summarize the vast scope of Soloviev’s, and Bergson’s systems of thought, I will

concentrate on the importance each of the philosophers assigned to mystical experiences and to

19



the role of art in grasping the hidden-from-the-senses reality. In this chapter I propose to interpret
Malevich’s Suprematism as a mystical, artistic approach to knowing the Absolute that Malevich
interprets as non-objectivity. I demonstrate that Malevich’s philosophy of art is in close
intellectual contact with the theories of Soloviev and Bergson, with whom the artist shares the
vision of reality as aesthetic and suggests that art is a practice that can unveil ultimate reality
perceived as flux.

Mysticism:

Prior to initiating the discussion of the role of art and mysticism in the philosophies of Soloviev,
and Bergson, and elucidating comparable themes in Malevich’s Suprematism, I will provide
more detail on what is considered a mystical experience. There is an agreement among the
scholars of mysticism that the German philosopher, Friedrich Schleiermacher, was one of the
most influential for the development of modern mysticism in the nineteenth-century.* According
to this thinker, mysticism doesn’t belong to any specific religion but is the essence of world
religions. It promises an immediate and direct contact with “the infinite world” that stays veiled
for habituated senses and a mind muddled in the routine of the everyday.® Broadly defined, using
the words of one of the major writers on mysticism Evelyn Underhill, “Mysticism is the art of
union with Reality. The mystic is a person who has attained that union in a greater or less degree;
or who aims at and believes in such attainment.”® Evelyn Underhill’s book Mysticism (1911) was
surpassed in popularity in 1946 with the publication of Aldous Huxley’s The Perennial
Philosophy. Huxley elaborates on mysticism as a spiritual practice: “Properly practiced, with due
preparation, physical, mental and moral, meditation [which Huxley considered to be the
‘technique of mysticism’] may result in a state of what has been called ‘transcendental

consciousness’—the direct intuition of, and union with, an ultimate spiritual reality that is
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perceived as simultaneously beyond the self and in some way within it.””’

The view of mysticism shared by both, Underhill and Huxley, comprises the school of
thought generally known as Perennialism. Sometimes criticized for its underlying essentialism,
Perennial philosophy contends that mystical experiences do not dramatically differ among
cultures and historical periods, sharing common characteristics. It also assumes that the ultimate
reality that reveals itself to the mystics is the same, no matter where and when the mystical
experience takes place.® This view of mysticism was especially popular in the beginning of the
20" century when it was disseminated not only by the proponents of such occult doctrines as
Theosophy but also by the representatives of a more analytical, scholarly approach to its study,
such as William James. In his seminal book The Variety of Religious Experiences, James

identifies ineffability and noetic quality as two main features of a mystical experience:

No adequate report of its contents can be given in words. [...] its quality must be directly
experienced; it cannot be imparted or transferred to others. [...] mystical states are more like states of
feeling than like states of intellect. No one can make clear to another who has never had a certain feeling, in
what the quality or worth of it consists.

Although so similar to states of feeling, mystical states seem to those who experience them to be
also states of knowledge. They are states of insight into depths of truth unplumbed by the discursive
intellect. They are illuminations, revelations, full of significance and importance, all inarticulate though
they remain; and as a rule they carry with them a curious sense of authority for after-time.’

In opposition to perennialist position, constructivists emphasize the effects of beliefs,
expectations, and cultural, historical and social backgrounds on shaping mystical experiences,
claiming that linguistic schema of a practicing mystic predetermines the type of the mystical
state he or she can enter. The followers of this tradition devote sufficiently more attention to
particularities of the mystical experiences, avoiding generalizations such as the perennialist
conviction that there is a commonality between the mystical experiences of Hindus, Christians,
and Judaists, for example.!? In his essay titled, “The Mystical Illusion,” one of the prominent

representatives of this school of thought, Hans H. Penner, writes:
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The basic assumption of this essay is that there are no direct experiences of the world, or “between
individuals except through the social relations which ‘mediate’ them.” Once this principle has been
granted, it does not make much sense to speak of states of “pure consciousness” or experiences not
constituted from within a linguistic framework. ... If the principle is firmly held it will follow that, if
mystical experiences have any significance in order to explain their significance it will be necessary to
locate and explicate the set of relations which mediate them. The thesis of this essay is that “mysticism” is
an illusion, unreal, a false category which has distorted an important aspect of religion.!!

In Mysticism, Mind, Consciousness, Robert Forman provides a strong argument against
constructivism. Briefly summarized, it states that constructivist claim that mystical experiences
are shaped by expectations does not hold its ground—since there is no mental or sensory
intentional object in mystical events there is nothing that can be shaped. The role of language in
determining a mystical state is also unclear—mystical events are pre-linguistic and are
characterized by “void of conceptions.” Mystical experiences often take place prior to any
intellectual realization and therefore cannot be affected by any factors that constitute the subject,
such as his or her cultural and social background.'? Taking into consideration the soundness of
Forman’s argument, I would like to proceed with the assumption that there is, indeed, a
similarity among mystical experiences. Based on this assumption founded on perennialist
theories, I can now compare Malevich’s accounts with those of other mystics. Drawing such
parallels makes it possible to put forward a proposition that Malevich’s experiences can be
understood as mystical.

Malevich and Mysticism:

One of the sources of my convictions that Malevich’s Suprematism is a mystical, artistic
approach to knowing the Absolute, which the artist interprets as non-objectivity, is Malevich’s
description of the birth of the Black Square. Malevich writes:
IlomHOYE HUCKYCCTBa r[p061/ma. I/I3$[IHHI>I€ HCKYCCTBaA MMPUTI'OBOPCHBI K U3rHAHUIO. XyHO)KHI/IK-KyMI/Ip —
MEPEIKUTOK IMMPOULIOTO. CpreMaTI/BM CXXHNMacCT BCIO JKUBOITHMCH B ‘{GpHLIﬁ KBaJpaT Ha Oenom xoucre. S
HHUYCTO HC TpUayMall. 51 TompKO OIIYTWI B cebe HOYb U B HEH 5 YBUACIT HOBOC, KOTOPOC HA3BaJI

CynpemaTtnzmMoM. OH BbIpa3uil ceOst YepHON IIIOCKOCTHIO B (hOpME KBapaTa.

The midnight of art broke through. Fine arts are sentenced to exile. The artist-idol—a relic of the past.
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Suprematism squeezes the entirety of painting into a black square on a white canvas. I did not invent

anything. I just felt the night inside me and in it I saw the new, which I called Suprematism. It expressed

itself as a black plane in the shape of a square.'?
As this quote suggests, Malevich arrived at the non-objectivity of Suprematism through a
mystical experience: the Black Square appeared in Malevich as an alien sensation that visited the
artist during an introspective experience. The reference to darkness—"I just sensed the night in
me”— is particularly important if we are to make an inference that Malevich experienced a
mystical intuition that revealed itself as the black plane, the “royal infant” from which the rest of
the Suprematist forms have evolved. While it is possible to imply that Malevich mentions
darkness poetically, it is tempting to interpret Malevich’s internal night as a hint to the content of
ideas that enriched the artist’s intellect at the time. In case of Malevich’s description of the birth
of the Black Square, it may well be that the artist felt an intellectual affiliation with the religious
tradition of apophaticism.

According to apophatic theology, a lost tradition of Old Russian Orthodoxy that
experienced a revival in nineteenth-century Russia, the nature of God is so ineffable that no
existing words or concepts can describe Him.'* Via negativa is a mystic’s way to God through
negation of what God is, ultimately leading to a conceptualization of God as darkness, void,
abyss, and desert. It is in this darkness that one can find light—an intuition of which the Tibetan
Book of the Dead speaks as “the clear light of the Void” and Dionysius—as “the dazzling
obscurity which outshines all brilliance with the intensity of its darkness.”!> The Upanishads, the

ancient texts that contain central ideas of Hinduism, too, refer to the knowledge of the creative

cosmic principle, or Brahman, as darkness that nonetheless is spiritually illuminating:

They who worship ignorance
Enter blind darkness:
They who delight in knowledge
Enter darkness, as it were, yet deeper
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They who worship non-becoming
Enter blind darkness:
They who delight in becoming
Enter darkness, as it were, yet deeper.'®

It seems that if we are to comprehend the significance of the concept of darkness for the various
schools of mystical thought, we must come to terms with the notion that the void can be
understood not as emptiness, but as an infinite fullness. Similarly, layer upon layer of coloured
paint eventually produces black, which hides within itself a myriad of possible colour
combination. For Malevich, the colour black could have carried an analogous meaning of
density, not of “blind darkness.” If Malevich has experienced a mystic union with the ultimate
reality, in which he became enveloped in darkness of the Black Square, he must have expressed
the dazzling light of his revelations in his white paintings, such as White on White.

Malevich’s description of coming in contact with the Black Square as a feeling of
darkness that arose in the artist’s psyche, and its stripped down, laconic nature is in marked
contrast with the vivid, baroque accounts of the visionaries for whom the experiences are located
in the external reality and not the inner world of a mystic. A thirteenth-century Christian,
Mechtild of Hackelborn, provides the following experiences of her visions: “The King of glory
once appeared in indescribable splendor in the fullness of his joy, wearing a golden robe
embroidered with doves and covered by a red mantle. This garment was open on two sides to
indicate that the soul has free access to God.”!” Malevich’s austere sensation of the non-objective
Black Square is far removed from the decadent enjoyment of the sensory stimuli that has
enveloped Mechtild of Hackelborn in her figurative vision. One can almost see and feel the
reflective surface of the lush fabric that covers the King of glory. This striking difference in the
experiences of Malevich and Mechtild of Hackelborn indicates that Malevich’s mysticism’s

relationship to sensory experiences is of another order. In his book, Mysticism, Mind,
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Consciousness, Robert Forman agrees with Ninian Smart’s definition of mysticism, which states,
“Mysticism describes a set of experiences or more precisely, conscious events, which are not
described in terms of sensory experience or mental images.”!® This definition of a mystical state
as an experience that is impossible to describe with the vocabulary associated with the senses,
accords with the meaning of the Ancient Greek word pow (from which the word “mystical”
originates) and translates as “to conceal, to close.”!” Malevich’s Suprematist philosophy agrees
with this definition of mysticism, emphasizing that experiencing Suprematist art does not involve
any of the senses with which we perceive physical reality—Suprematism is a direct, unmediated

communication of pure sensation:

Hosoe HckyccTBo, kak 1 CynpemMaTu3M, BBIKIIIOUHIIO JIULO YEJI0BEKA, KAK BBIKIIOUYHIN IPEIMETHO-
n300pa3uTenbHOe <U3> a30yK<W> KMTaHIlbl, YCTAHOBUB APYTOH 3HAK MMEpeAavn TeX WIN JPyTHX
ourymeHnid. Tak Kak OLIyIIAIOT B TIOCJEIHEM HMCKIIOUMTEIFHO YUCTOE Ooltynienne. Takum odpa3om, 3Hak,
BBIpKAOLNIA TO WIIM JPYyTOe OIIyIIeHHEe, HE ABJIsieTCs: 00pa3oM omryiieHus. KHonka, mpomyckaromast
TOK, HE ecTh 00pa3 Toka. KapTuHa He siBiIseTCS AEHCTBUTEIBHBIM H300paXCHHEM <JIMKa™>, HOO TaKoro
JIMKa HerT.

Ortcrona ¢punocodust CynpemaTn3ma He pacCMaTpUBaET MUP, HE OCS3aET €ro, He BUAUT, HO TOJIBKO
OIIYIAET.

The New Art, as well as Suprematism, turned off human face, as the Chinese switched off the object-
figurative from their alphabet, setting another sign for the transmission of those or other sensations.
Because they feel in the latter an exceptionally pure sensation. Thus, the sign expressing this or that
sensation is not a representation of sensation. A button that transmits a current is not an image of the
current. The picture is not a real image of the face, for there is no such face.

Hence the philosophy of Suprematism does not inspect the world, does not feel it, does not see it, but only
senses it.?

Interestingly, Malevich’s vocabulary, with which the artist attempts to describe his
ineffable experiences, relies on the lexicon of the Christian mystics, such as Meister Eckhart and
points to its origins in Neoplatonic thought of such figures as John Scottus Eriugena. In the ninth
century, the theologian, philosopher, and poet, John Scottus Eriugena, used the word “desert” to
speak of the “No-thingness” of God. In late biblical texts, this harsh empty no-land was
considered imbued with possibilities to find God.?! For Meister Eckhart, one of the most

prominent German mystics who initiated the vernacular language to speak of mystical states,
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desert was a synonym for his idiosyncratic and complex term, “ground,” which simultaneously
alludes to the physical ground, the base of an object, and the abstract ground, or the essence of a
thing. Rupturing beyond the physical limitations of things was a central concern for Eckhart,
who wrote: “All our perfection and holiness rests in this: that a person must penetrate and

transcend everything created and temporal and all being and go into the ground that has no

9922

ground.”* If we turn to Malevich’s elucidation of his experiences painting Suprematist shapes,

we find striking affiliations with the concept of desert just mentioned. Malevich relies on the
concept of a desert on many occasions, emphasizing the non-sensory encounter with this spiritual
entity:
Ho ynuBnsier MeHs1, 4TO MIIyIHE OTIPABILIFOTCS Ha KIIaIOUILe, HO HUKOT/IA He UILYT B mycToTe. Beroay
W3BEJaJIH JIIOIU U IPOPOKK BCE ILEIH TOJIOBBI CBOCH, HO HE M3BENATM ITYCTOTHI MIPOCTBIHB MYCTHIHU. S
OLIYIIAI0 IBIXaHUE MYCTBIHH M CTABIIIO XKHUBOIMCHYIO CYIPEMAaTHYECKYIO TTIOCKOCTh B HOBYIO )KU3Hb.
But it surprises me that the seekers go to the cemetery, but they never search in the void. People and
prophets everywhere scrutinized all the cracks in their heads, but they did not experience the emptiness of
the desert sheets. I feel the breath of the desert and put the painterly suprematist plane into a new life.?*
HcKkycCTBO BBIILIO K IyCTHIHE, B KOTOPOW HET HUYET0, KPOME OLIYIICHUS MYCThIHU. XyI0KHHK
0CBOOOIUIICS OT BCEX UJIeH — 00pa3oB M NPEICTABICHUN H IPOMCTEKAOMMX OT HUX MPEIMETOB, U BCeH
CTPYKTYPBI THATCKTHICCKOH )KU3HH.
Art came to the desert, in which there is nothing but a sense of desert. The artist has freed himself from all
ideas—images and representations and the resulting from them objects, and the entire structure of
dialectical life.?*
Betble most — 3T0 He NOJIs, O0PaMIIIOIIME YSPHBIN KBaAPAT, HO TOJBKO OIIYIICHHUE MYCTHIHH, OLYILCHUE
HEOBITHS, B KOTOPOM BHJ| KBaAPaTOOOPa3HOM (HOPMBI SIBISETCS IEPBHIM OCCIIPEAMETHBIM 3JIEMEHTOM

OLIYIICHHS.

White fields are not the fields that frame the black square, but only a sensation of a desert, a sensation of
non-existence, in which a variant of a square-shaped form is the first non-objective element of sensation.?®

Taxum o6pa3om, Ha GecripeMeTHOH MmycThIHE VICKycCcTBa BO3ABUIHETCS HOBBIM MU OIIYIICHUH, MUP
HckyccTBa, BeIpaskaronyii Bce CBOM omymieHus popmoit Mckyccraa.

Thus on the non-objective desert of Art, a new world of sensations—the world of Art, which expresses all
its sensations through the form of Art—will be erected.?®

Besides being saturated with the use of the word “desert,” biblical language is populated

by references to another seemingly empty space—the abyss. Around the twelfth century, in
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contrast to its earlier derogatory meaning, this term began to be used in a positive sense by
Cistercians, a religious order of monks and nuns that originated in France, around 1098 AD. John
Tauler, a disciple of Eckhart, developed a theology of the abyss, in which the abyss from which
all came to life merges with the abyss created from it — the human and the divine become One:
“The abyss draws the abyss into itself.”?” As it will be mentioned in the chapter on Malevich and
mathematics, the artist experiences his Suprematism as an abyss: “I saw myself in space, hidden

in dots and bands of colour; there among them I sank into the abyss.”?® And elsewhere:

At the moment, a person's path lies through space; suprematism, the semaphore of colour - in its infinite
abyss. The blue colour of the sky is conquered by the suprematist system, broken through, and went into
the white as a true real representation of infinity and therefore is free from the colour background of the

sky.?

MB&I Ha pyJie a3poIIaHoB, Ha JHE U TpeOHE MOpEH, cpeti KIIOKOUYIIHX O€311H MPOCTPaHCTBA JIOKHBI
BHUMATEIBHO CTPOrO CMOTPETH 3a JBMXKEHUEM U C 3aCTBIBIIUM JIHUIIOM UATH B IIyCTHIHIO.

We are on the helm of airplanes, at the bottom and crest of the seas, among the bubbling abysses of space,
we must carefully watch the movement and with a stiff face go to the desert.*°

51 mpopBait cuHuMit abaKyp LIBETHBIX OTPaHMYCHHM, BBILIEIN B O€0e, 38 MHO, TOBapUILH aBHATOPHI,
IUTBIBUTE B O€3/1HY, 51 YCTAaHOBUII ceMadopbl cynpemMari3Ma. S moOeam oIKIaIKy [BETHOrO Heba, copBai
1 B 00pa30BaBIIMNIICS MELIOK BIOXKHJI L[BETa U 3aBsi3an y3ioM. [LieiBute! benas cBoboaHas 6e3/Ha,
OECKOHEYHOCTh IIepe]] BAMHU.

I broke through the blue lampshade of colour restrictions, walked out into the white, follow me, fellow

aviators, swim into the abyss, I installed semaphores of suprematism. I defeated the lining of the coloured

sky, tore it and put the colours into the formed bag and knotted it. Swim! White free abyss, infinity before
31

you.

Through relying on the language often used by Christian mystics, Malevich seems to
communicate the sensation of non-objectivity that in contemporary theories of mysticism is
referred to as pure consciousness event (PCE). Walter Stace, the author of the seminal text
Mpysticism and Philosophy, distinguishes between “extrovertive mysticism” characterized by
perceiving unity with reality and “introvertive mysticism”— non-spatial awareness of a void or
“pure consciousness.”? It is this latter experience that seemed to have stimulated Malevich for

the development of the non-objective language of Suprematism.
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However, these two types of mystical experiences are often understood as an extension of
one another. The quiet state of introvertive mysticism, such as samadhi** can become prolonged
and expanded if a mystic learns to maintain “pure consciousness” along with the full use of the
human faculties, entering the state of sahaja samadhi. Malevich’s project to restructure the
physical reality according to the tenets of Suprematism acquires a new meaning if we consider
that this artist’s insights could have shared many characteristics with those of other mystics.
Then, the introvertive mystical experience that revealed the bliss of non-objectivity to Malevich
could be analogous to the state of samadhi and the extrovertive sahaja samadhi—to the
acquiring the state of non-objectivity that erases all boundaries between beings, assimilating into

the One. Malevich describes the latter condition of oneness in the following way:

Let us assume that in many thousands or millions of years humanity will attain omniscience, hence, will
reach the state of being everywhere. What will this moment be like? There will be nothing to comprehend
and nothing to know, and, obviously, there will be nothing to do. The world is open, and its entire being
stands in knowledge, the universe in all its greatness and infinity of its creations will move according to its
eternal law of motion, and already all its movement is a part of my knowledge and its every phenomenon is
infinitely calculated. Having attained such perfection, we will reach God, namely the image that humanity
has predetermined in its legends or in actuality. Then, the beginning of a new divine inactivity, non-being,
disappearance of personhood will arrive, for the humanity will enter into that greatest image of its perfect
predestination.®*

For Malevich, the utter goal of Suprematism is to rebuild the perception apparatus of human
beings in such as a way as to enable them to perceive the world as it really is, as “milk without
the milk bottle”; to sense it in its non-objective nakedness devoid of utilitarian constructions of

the mind that make the distinction between objects and subjects necessary in the first place:

JlBurasice B o01ieM TeueHnu MckyccTBa, OCBOOOXKAAIOMIErocs OT MPEAMETHOCTH Kak MUPOOCO3HAHMS, B
THICSTUY JIeBATHCOT 13 roxy st npuien xk popme KBazapara, KOoTopas Oblila BCTpEUeHa KPUTHKOM Kak
OIIYIIEHHE TTOJIHOM IyCTHIHM. ... JKYTKO ¥ MHE OBIJIO paccTaThCsi ¢ MUPOM OOpa3HBIM, BOJICH U
MIPEACTaBICHUEM, B KOTOPOM >KWJI M KOTOPBIH BOCTIPOM3BOAMII U TPUHUMAIT 32 JICHCTBUTEIILHOCTD OBITHSL.
Ho 4yBcTBO JIerkocTy TSHYJIO MEHS U JIOBEJIO JI0 TIOJIHOM ITyCTBIHK, KOTOpas crana 0e3-00pa3Hoi, HO
TOJIBKO OIIYILEHUEM, U 3TO CTAJIO COAECPKAHUEM MOHM.

Moving in the general flow of Art, freed from objectivity as a way to perceive the world, in the year of
1913, I came to the form of a square, a feeling of total desert, which was met with criticism. ... It was also
terrible for me to part with the figurative world, the will and the representation in which I lived and which I
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reproduced, and accepted for the reality of being. But the feeling of lightness beckoned me and brought me
to a total desert, which became non-objectivity, a sensation alone, and it became my content.*®

Here is how a Buddhist scripture Digha Nikaya describes the attainment of various levels of

altered states by a practitioner of samatha meditation:

By the transcendence of all conceptualizations of form, by the disappearance of conceptualizations based
upon sense-data, by paying no attention to conceptualizations of manifoldness, having attained to the
sphere of infinite space [the practitioner] remains therein, thinking space is unending. By entirely
transcending the sphere of infinite space, having attained to the sphere of infinite consciousness [the
practitioner] remains therein, thinking ‘consciousness is infinite’. By entirely transcending the sphere of
infinite consciousness, having attained to the sphere of nothing at all [the practitioner] remains therein,
thinking 'there is nothing'. By entirely transcending the sphere of nothing at all, having entered the sphere
of neither conceptualization nor non-conceptualization, [the practitioner] remains therein. By entirely
transcending the sphere of neither conceptualization nor non-conceptualization, having attained the
cessation of sensation and conceptualization, [the practitioner] remains therein.*

Taking into account the discussion of Malevich’s interest in the concept of infinity of space and
of the mind, coupled with the aforementioned analysis of Malevich’s encounter with the desert
of the Black Square, it becomes difficult to overlook the striking parallels between the
descriptions of a Buddhist practitioner’s altered states and Malevich’s writings on the non-
objectivity of Suprematism. Without claiming that there is any direct influence of the teachings
of Christian, Hindu, and Buddhist mystics on Malevich’s work, I do, however, want to stress the
commonalities between the various introvertive mystical experiences briefly discussed here and
those of Malevich. The consistent affinities that Malevich’s art and writing have with the
practices of the aforementioned mystics, prompts a suggestion that Malevich arrived at
Suprematism through a mystical encounter with his own consciousness in its pure, non-objective
state — an experience the artist developed into a visual language of Suprematism, the “new
realism” of which was to train the senses to perceive the underlying objectlessness of one’s own
self and the external world; to reach what in Indian and Tibetan Buddhist tradition is called
sahaja samadhi—“a recognition of the identity of spirit and matter, subject and object,” when

there is “no sacred or profane, spiritual or sensual, but everything that lives is pure and void.”?’
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To acquire a more nuanced understanding of Malevich’s mysticism I propose to consult religious
philosophy of Vladimir Soloviev, whose ideas on spirituality infused with his vast knowledge of
mystical writings, have inspired artists and thinkers of Malevich’s time and beyond. In particular,
I would like to concentrate on Soloviev’s insistence on the possibility of knowing ultimate reality
through the use of intuition and his conviction that art plays a fundamental role in this
epistemological undertaking—a point of view he shared not only with Malevich, but also with
Henri Bergson, whose philosophy I will turn to in the latter part of this chapter.

Soloviev and Mysticism:

In 1901, Leo Lopatin, Vladimir Soloviev’s close friend and a professor of philosophy at the
University of Moscow, held a lecture in commemoration of Soloviev who passed away one year
earlier. During the lecture, Lopatin shared his conviction that in the last twenty-five years
Soloviev certainly was “the most original philosopher in the whole of Europe.” Lopatin notes
that among Vladimir Soloviev’s most profound intellectual faculties was his unprecedented
ability to synthesize seemingly incompatible ideas into an organic philosophical structure.
Soloviev is a theist as he accepts the notion of God as the only source of all created life, and he is
a pantheist in his understanding of all beings gradually becoming permeated with the Divine
Wisdom. He is a mystic in his ideas on the intuitive basis of the knowledge of God, and he is a
rationalist in the ways he treats speculative problems of philosophy. Soloviev is an idealist in
how he comprehends the inner essence of things, and he is a realist in considering space and time
as possessing independent reality.?® It is not surprising that one of his followers Sergei Bulgakov

noted:

Thanks to the multifaceted nature of his philosophy, the name of Solovyov unites people from a variety of
spiritual pasts and presents—philosophers and poets, sociologists and natural scientists, Marxists and
decadents, priests and laymen, the right and the left. Every person finds his own road to him, receives
answers to his own questions, distinguishes his or her favorite motif within the sonorous chord.*
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It can be said that in his system of thought, Soloviev reached the total-unity of ideas. It is as if his
philosophy served as a theoretical model of unity he hoped would become realized in the final
stage of humankind’s history—*the total mutual interpenetration and free solidarity of spiritual
and material, ideal and real, subjective and objective factors and elements of the universe.”* In
Soloviev, the project of arriving at the aforementioned total-unity, which brings to mind
Malevich’s aspiration to grasp the world in its non-objective form, can only be achieved through
a synthesis of available ideas on how to approach the reality of lived experiences. Kazimir
Malevich’s striving towards scientific approach to studying the development of art (his
bacteriological method expounded on in “Introduction to the Theory of the Additional Element
in Painting,” for example) and his emphasis on the role of intuition in artistic processes can thus
be understood in relation to the synthesizing impulse witnessed in Soloviev’s thought.
Soloviev’s synthetic philosophy stems from his conviction that only through the union of
intellect and intuition can one gain “integral knowledge” of reality and become aware of one’s
divine wholeness. The philosopher envisions a path for humanity in which every member of
society approaches lived reality through reliance on “intellectual intuition”—a holistic use of all
the human faculties that include not only rational thinking but also the creative impulse. Soloviev
emphasizes the possibility of instilling positive change on reality through affecting convictions
that dwell in human minds.*! This predilection towards active transformation of lived experience
brings Soloviev’s philosophy closer to that of the Russian cosmist, Nikolai Feodorov. While the
latter proposes active transformation of nature through scientifically altering the course of its
evolution, the former suggests altering the world by practicing creativity—human beings are not
only the created, they are also creators, imbued with the theurgist impulse to materialize thought.

In the community of people who probe the world with intuitive reason, which is the synthesis of
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rationality and creative intuition, economic, political and spiritual bonds within society develop
into an organic unity characterized by the shared common goal of its citizens—to find meaning
in life.*?

The current state of affairs, according to Soloviev, is such that human beings have
learned to disregard intuition in favor of calculative reason, severing human contact with the
hidden spiritual reality and denying access to the integral knowledge of the world. Soloviev’s
insistence on legitimacy and actuality of intuition is related to his criticism of rationalism and
neo-Kantianism, which enforce metaphysics in which human consciousness can only be
concerned with the phenomenal reality. However, according to Soloviev, noumenal knowledge
does enter the mind—a contact made possible through the faculty of intuition, or as he often
terms it, faith. The philosopher differentiates between the external knowledge that relies on the
observation of phenomena and the internal knowledge, whose subject is the underlying essence
of things, Kantian “thing(s)-in-itself”:

1) In external knowledge or objective knowledge ... we have knowledge only of the practical relationships
between actual beings, or their external interaction.

2) With internal experience ... we have knowledge not only of relationships, but of some actual psychological
essence, namely our own. Unmediated knowledge of a being is possible only in terms of internal
experience, or that which I call essential knowledge.*’

Soloviev’s emphasis on the necessity of integral knowledge proposes to synthesize external and
internal knowledge into an epistemological system that relies on both, empirical data and
intuitive insights. Malevich’s inner encounter with the Black Square—1 did not invent anything.
I just felt the night inside me and in it I saw the new, which I called Suprematism. He expressed
himself as a black plane in the shape of a square”**— can be understood as an experience
instantiated by an intuitive insight, leading to what Soloviev terms internal knowledge. The non-

objective vision of Black Square can be interpreted as the unmediated knowledge of the silent
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interiority of Malevich’s own self, through which, according to the mystical writings discussed
earlier, one gains the knowledge of the Absolute.

Soloviev echoes mystical teachings of Hinduism, Buddhism, and those of early Christian
mystics in his description of what he defines as internal, unmediated knowledge of one’s
psychological essence and what in contemporary theories of mysticism is termed “pure
consciousness experience.” These connections are not accidental—the philosopher was a
devoted scholar of mystical works and had traveled to London’s British Museum to study Indian,
gnostic, and Medieval thought.® It is difficult to ascertain how familiar Malevich was with
Soloviev’s ideas but the artist certainly shares the philosopher’s convictions in the possibility of
knowing the noumenal reality through an unmediated knowledge of the self and of the
surrounding physical world. His Suprematist shapes, starting with the Black Square, his “milk
without the milk bottle,” attest to this proposition.

Kazimir Malevich’s philosophy in many ways reflects Soloviev’s skepticism regarding
the well-spread infatuation with science and denigration of all forms of experiences for which no
empirical evidence can be found. Some of the earliest expressions of these convictions can be
found in his work for the Futurist opera Victory Over the Sun. Through the use of Zaum language
invented by Kruchenykh, atonal musical score written by Matyushin, and Malevich’s set designs
that transformed perception of space, the opera was intended to confront and overthrow
calculative reason represented by the Sun that enlightens all with rationality and logic. This
early, somewhat violent project of overcoming the rule of reason, can be witnessed in such lines
from the opera’s text as “We picked up the sun by its fresh roots, They are fatty, smelled of

arithmetic.” And, elsewhere in the opera’s libretto:

With swollen fingers in reddish hairs,
the sun has caressed you with the gadfly’s persistence:
in your soul, a slave has been kissed to death.
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I, fearless,
have born my hatred for daylight through centuries. ..

Victory Over the Sun, however, is not intended as a proclamation of war on reason; it only points
at the weaknesses of relying on intellect alone, mistrusting one’s sense of intuition.
Kruchenykh’s Zaum was not a celebration of madness but an introduction of a constructive
principle with which to unveil ontological reality.*’” Malevich’s alogism, a visual language that
preempted Suprematism and developed in parallel with Zaum, which synthesized common
vocabulary with nonsensical elements, too, combined figuration and abstraction to challenge the
habitual way of perceiving reality. In his personal letters to Kruchenykh, Malevich expressed his

growing understanding of how one can simultaneously rely on both, reason and intuition:

We have come as far as the rejection of reason, but we rejected reason because another kind of reason has
grown in us, which in comparison to what we have rejected, can be called ‘beyond reason’ [zaumnyi]
which also has law, construction [konstruktsiia], and sense, and only by learning it shall we have work
based on the law of the truly new ‘beyond reason’.

We have arrived at beyond-reason-ness. I don’t know whether you agree with me or not, but I am
beginning to understand that in this beyond-reason there is also a strict law which gives pictures their right
to exist. And not one line should be drawn without the consciousness of its law, then only are we alive.*

Malevich carried his conviction in the fruitfulness of intuitive reasoning throughout his
artistic carrier, developing a system of thought that in many ways was in dialogue with that of
Soloviev. In “On New Systems in Art,” Malevich has placed intuition at the center of his
cosmology. Using phrases such as “intuitive wisdom” and “worldly intuition,” the artist
envisions intuition as an interpenetrating energy for which the artificially created borders
between subjects and objects do not exist. The intuitive wisdom’s dynamic movement towards
self-realization creates human beings who, upon reaching perfection, shed the outlines of their
bodies joining in what the intellect calls “brotherly love™:

YH06CTB3, 0 KOTOPBIX YCJIOBCK XJIOMMOYCT JIMYHO JISA 06691, OKaXYTCA IyCTBIMU. ,HJ'IH MHpOBOﬁ HWHTYHUI A

HC CYHICCTBYCT HU KYJIbTYPbI, HU YCJIOBCKA, HU JIOIIaAW, HU IIapOB0O3a, 1 OHa HUYCTO HC JICIIUT Ha

HallMOHAJIBHOC, OTCYCCTBCHHOC, TOCYJapCTBCHHOC, KaK ACJIACT YCIOBCK, HpI/IBCCI/IBIHI/Iﬁ Ha Ka)KZ[LIﬁ KYCTHK

HOMCD O pOAC, TPOUCXOKICHUN, BEPOUCITIOBCIAHNN U 3BAHUU. I/IHTyI/IHI/Iﬂ HBIHC YK€ CPBIBACT BCC HOMCPA,
HO IJ1d 0COOBIX H€O6XO,I[I/IMBIX e ueneﬁ, KOTOPBIC PA3YMOM paCCMATPUBAKOTCSA KaK 9dKOHOMHUYICCKOC
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Xap4eBoe JIENI0 U €IUHCTBO, OPATCTBO «BEYHOH JTFOOBI.

The comforts that a human being is bustling about for his selfish reasons will turn out to be meaningless.

For the world intuition, there is no culture, no man, no horse, no locomotive, and it divides nothing into a
national, domestic, or state, as a person does, adding to each bush a number about gender, origin, religion

and rank. Intuition is already tearing down all the numbers, but for the special purposes that are necessary

for it, which are considered by the intellect to be an economic affair and solidarity, the brotherhood of

“eternal love.”*’

H_Iap 3€MHOM HE YTO HHOC, KaAK KOMOK HHTyHTI/IBHOﬁ MyJApOCTH, KOTOpas AJOJLKHA OexKaTh 110 MyTaM
OCCKOHEYHOTO. ... B 6eckoHeuHOM ABWKCHUU MPCABIAYIICTO BBIMICIT HOBBIH 3HAK JABMI)KCHUSA — YCJIOBCK, U
O IIOKOEC, yI[O6CTBe HEYCro Aymarnb, 100 B TOT MOMCHT, KOraa 4€JIOBCK JOCTUTHET HUJIN 6yﬂeT JAO0CTUT'aTh
BUAMMOT'O COBCPHICHCTBA, MHTYULIMA BBIBCJACT U3 HEI'O BCC UCIIOBCUCCKOC B HOBBII 3HaK, U 06pa3 YCJIOBCKa
HCYC3HCT KaK I[OHOTOHHI)Ii;I MHUD.

The earthly ball is nothing but a lump of intuitive wisdom that must run along the paths of the infinite. ... In
the endless movement of the past, a new sign of movement has emerged—human, and there is no reason to
think of comfort, for at the moment when a human being reaches or about to reach apparent perfection,
intuition will distill from him all human characteristics into a new sign, and the human image will
disappear as an antediluvian world.>®

Even though Malevich does not rely on the concept of Soloviev’s all-unity when explaining his
cosmological views, there is a looming sense of its presence in Malevich’s descriptions of
intuitive wisdom’s disregard for borders, definitions and other human constructs. It is through
the teachings of intuition that humankind can learn how to perceive the world as One, or, in
Malevich’s words, as Non-objectivity.

In Malevich’s concept of intuitive wisdom and worldly intuition, one can recognize the
face of Soloviev’s Sophia (Divine Wisdom). In “Readings on Godmanhood,” Soloviev pictures
the world as a concrete realization of the Absolute unity and ideal multiplicity. This Being, the
lived reality of actually existing things, gains independence and freedom,; it is capable of
affecting the Absolute, for it simultaneously is both, concrete and ideal. In its unity, this Being,
which opposes itself to the Absolute, is Sophia, the world-soul and the ideal humankind, which
connects and contains all beings within itself.’! However, for the world to participate in the
intimate dialogue with the Absolute, it first has to reach the state of the ideal humankind, to

embody Sophia, to become Divine Wisdom. For Soloviev, humanity’s Fall took place when
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human beings segregated themselves from the rest of the living world and became alienated in

their greed and selfishness:

... man, as the spiritual centre of the universe, embraced the whole of nature in his soul and lived its life—
loved, understood, and hence controlled it—now, having asserted his selthood, having shut his soul off
from all things, he finds himself in an alien and hostile world, which no longer speaks to him in an
intelligible language, and neither understands nor obeys him....%2

In their respective visions of a utopian future, both, Soloviev and Malevich, devote a
central role to the actions of human beings, whose perfection leads to all-unity. In fact, one of the
most sufficient corrections to Christianity that Soloviev undertook was his reconceptualization of
the place of human beings on their path towards salvation. Whereas Christian doctrine teaches
that sin entered the world through man, Soloviev contends that evil and discord the concrete
reality is permeated with, is the direct result of God’s need for diversity.>® In Soloviev’s
cosmological system, plurality of all the forms found in the natural world came to being through
God’s contemplation of each of the ideal essences separately, affirming their independent
existence. This process severs ties with the unity of God, who, through this contemplation,
creates real entities from ideal forms.>* This intimate connection between posited-out-of-God
beings and God, led Soloviev to a conclusion that natural world is “only a different and improper
interrelation of the very same elements which constitute the being of the divine world.” The
world of God and the concrete world “differ from one another not in essence but in
arrangement.”® This conclusion further led to a proposition that through active re-organization
of its elements lived reality can become the Kingdom of God—a project that can be
accomplished when all matter becomes spiritualized. Through receiving the knowledge of the
Divine order, all elements will assume their rightful place within the cosmos.

Spiritualization of matter is fundamentally a creative act, endowing artistic practice with

the major role in the quest towards total-unity. In The General Meaning of Art, Soloviev states:
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Jlist cBOCH HACTOSIIEH peanu3anuy J00pO M UCTHHA JOJDKHBI CTaTh TBOPUYECKOIO CIIIOK B CYOBEKTE,
peoOpas3yoIIeto, a He OTPAKAIOMICIO TOJIBKO ACHCTBUTEIHHOCTD. Kak B Mupe U3MUECKOM CBET
MIPEeBpAaINAcTCs B )KU3Hb, CTAHOBHUTCS] OPTaHU3YIOMINM HAYaJIOM PAaCTCHUH U )KUBOTHEIX, YTOOBI HE
OTpaXaThbCsl TOJILKO OT TE€JI, HO BOILIOLIATHCS B HUX, TAK M CBET pa3yMa HE MOKET OTPAHUYUTHCS OJHUM
ITO3HAHUEM, & JIOJDKCH OCO3HAHHBIA CMBICI KH3HH XYA0KECTBCHHO BOILIOIIATH B HOBOH, Oojiee eMy
COOTBETCTBYIOUIEH IEHCTBUTEIbHOCTH.

For its actual realization, the good and the truth must become a creative force in the subject, transforming
and not simply reflecting reality. As in the physical world, light turns into life, becomes the constructive
cause of plants and animals, not only to be reflected from bodies, but to be incarnated in them, so the light

of reason cannot be limited to acquiring knowledge alone, but should artistically embody the apprehended
meaning of life in a new, more appropriate for it, reality.>’

Creativity for Soloviev is a transforming, alchemical force that is capable of not simply
mirroring reality but recasting it into something completely new. The energy of sunlight
undergoes a complex chemical process that stimulates the growth of plant life. Similarly,
knowledge of life gained from experience becomes the inner force responsible for the
transformation of artist’s materials into new realities. Malevich, too, seeks to gain the knowledge
of the world through two incarnations of light: “sunlight, revealing things, and the brightest
light—the light of knowledge.”*® On many occasions in his writings Malevich also stresses that
the role of an artist is not to replicate nature, which he equates with an act of theft, but to add

new forms to the myriad of those already existing:

[Ipupona ecTh KuBas KapTHHA, 1 MOKHO €10 JIF000BaThCA. MBI )KHBOE CepIIie PUPOIsl. MBI camast IieHHAs
KOHCTPYKLIMSI 5TOM TUTaHTCKOM JKUBOM KapTHHBL. MBI €€ dKUBOUM MO3T, KOTOPBII YBEJTUUHUBAET €€ KU3Hb.
[ToBTOPUTE €€ €cTh BOPOBCTBO, U MOBTOPSIOLINI €€ €CTh BOPYIOIIUNA; HUUTOXKECTBO, KOTOPOE HE MOXKET
JIaTh, a IFOOWT B3ATH U BEIIATH 32 cBoc (DanbcudukaTsr).

Nature is a living picture, and one can admire it. We are the living heart of nature. We are the most
valuable design of this giant living picture. We are its living brain, which multiplies its life. Copying it is

stealing, and the one who is copying it is a thief; a nobody who cannot give, but loves to take and pass for
his own (Counterfeits).>

And, even more succinctly:

Hpnpo,ua €CTb ACKOpalus, a HalllC TBOPUCCTBO YBCINYCHUC KU3HU. MB&bI roTOBHM CO3HAHHUE K HNPUHATHUIO
OOJIBIINX Ha4all, YCM 3CMHBIC.

Nature is a decoration, and our creativity is a multiplication of life. We are preparing consciousness to
accept greater beginnings than earthly ones.®
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Interestingly, Malevich’s understanding of his creativity as an expansion of life leads the artist to
a conclusion that his creative, theurgist acts are akin to those of God. Malevich may be
describing his having reached the state of Soloviev’s Godman—a semi-divine creator in his own

right—when he writes:

The difference between God and man is that God does not have a question for what and why. His goal is
life-creation, like my organism moves air. To this I came. A man, who has reached the world will, ceases to
be a man.®!

In the aforementioned statements, Malevich does not only agree with Soloviev on the artistic
necessity of creation as an act of birth, an addition to the entities already existing in nature but
also manifests the anthropocentric view of the cosmos, in which humankind is at the heart of the
universal order and is on its way to attaining the knowledge of the “higher first principles.”
Soloviev suggests that the latter knowledge is revealed through art. However, not all
artistic activities can lead to this type of revelation. Soloviev differentiates between three types
of materialization of beauty in art. Beauty can be concretized in art through a direct or magical
contact with noumenal reality that is internally deeply felt by the artist. It can also be
experienced through materialization in art of the amplified glimpses of meaning hidden in the
everyday— a result of an indirect experience of beauty. And, finally, there is an experience of
beauty through reflection—an utterly destructive aesthetic activity that is rooted in mindless
mirroring of the absolute ideal in the inadequate human reality.®? It is possible to suggest that
Malevich’s art belongs to the first type of Soloviev’s schema for, according to Malevich’s own
account, the artist encountered Black Square in a deeply felt internal experience. In Soloviev’s
cosmology, Malevich can be regarded as an epitome of an artist capable of spiritualizing reality
through direct experience of the Absolute made possible through reliance on intuitive reason.
However, before arriving at such conclusion—that Malevich can be considered the prophesied

by Soloviev artist-theurg, who was to restructure reality according to the Divine principles
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(Malevich’s Non-objective principles)—it is necessary to address a seeming incongruity between
Soloviev and Malevich’s cosmological theories: the lack of the concept of beauty in Malevich’s
writings.

Soloviev understands beauty as a type of unity, alongside goodness and truth. All three
categories, as a coming together of various elements, are manifestations of love in a general
meaning of the word, whose definition is close to such concepts as harmony and cosmos.®?
Beauty is a real, actually existing manifestation of love as unity, clarifying Soloviev’s insistence
on its necessary presence in works of art. Artist’s role, in Soloviev’s vision, is to create unity out
of disparate, alienated elements of lived reality, transforming the world through creativity into a
harmonious all-unity.

For Soloviev, the microcosm of artistic form is analogous to the macrocosm of lived
reality—both must be characterized by a particular relationship between its elements and the
whole. Among these prescribed relations are the mutual reliance of individual elements on one
another, constitution of the whole from its parts, and the preservation of individuality amid the
members of the whole.** Kazimir Malevich, too, sees the creative process as a struggle to create

a unity of contrasting elements, harmony out of dissonant parts:

The same creative surface appeared before the artist-creator — his canvas, the place where the intuition
builds his world and also the flowing forces of painterly and colour energies are regulated by him in
various forms, lines, planes; he also creates forms, individual elements of their signs and achieves unity of
contradictions on his painterly surface. Thus the creation of the contrasts of forms brings to being a unified
harmony of the body of the construction, without which creation is inconceivable.%

Soloviev equates the lack of harmony between the elements with evil: “Any evil can be reduced
to a violation of mutual solidarity and the balance of parts and the whole.”*® Even though
Malevich does not operate with such concepts as evil, good, truth, and beauty, the artist agrees
with the philosopher that the art’s meaning is in creating harmony out of dissonant, contradicting

elements. In Soloviev, an artwork that on its painterly surface demonstrates unified harmony is
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an integration of spirit and matter. And, spiritualization of matter is the vector of Soloviev's
entire system:

I/II[eaanoe COACPIKAHUEC, OCTAIOMICCCA TOJIBKO BHYTPCHHCIO ITPUHAJIC)KHOCTBIO AyXa, €T0 BOJIU U MBICJIH,
JIMIICHO KPacCoOThbl, a OTCYTCTBUC KPACOThLI CCTh Oeccumne nuiacu. B camom ACJIC, ITOKa AyX HC CIIOCOOCH JaTb
CBOCMY BHYTPCHHCMY COACPIKAHNIO HCIIOCPECACTBECHHOI'O BHCIIHECT'O BBIPAKCHUS, BOINIOTUTHCS B
MaTCpruaJIbHOM SBJICHUU U IIOKA, C ,prFOﬁ CTOPOHBI, BEHICCTBO HE CIIOCOOHO K BOCIIPUATHIO UACATIBHOT'O
,HGI>'ICTBH$I AyXxa, HE CIIOCOOHO MNPOHUKHYTLCA UM, IPETBOPUTHLCA UJIN NPECYIMIECTBUTHCA B HET'O, 10 TCX IIOP,
3HAYUT, MCKAY 3TUMHU I'NIABHBIMU 00J1aCTSIMH OBITHS HET COJIMAAPHOCTH, 4 9TO 3HAYUT, YTO Yy camoit nacu,
KOTOpasi UMCHHO U €CThb COBCPUICHHAA COJIMAAPHOCTH BCCIro CYIECTBYIOIICTO, HET €UIC 31€Ch, B OTOM €€
SABJICHUU, JOCTATOYHO CUJIbI JJIs1 OKOHYATCIIbHOT'O OCYIICCTBICHUSA UJIX UCIIOJTHCHUA €€ CYIIIHOCTU.

The ideal content, which remains only the inner affiliation of the spirit, its will and thought, is devoid of
beauty, and the absence of beauty is the impotence of the idea. In fact, as long as the spirit is not able to
give its inner content a direct external expression, to incarnate in a material phenomenon and while, on the
other hand, the substance is not capable of perceiving the ideal action of the spirit, is unable to become
permeated, transformed by it or be transfigured into it, then there is no solidarity between these main areas
of existence, and this means that the idea itself, which is the perfect solidarity of all that exists, does not yet
have here, in this phenomenon, sufficient strength for the final realization or fulfillment of its essence.®’

In order to restructure the world so that it resembles the original Divine order of beauty,
harmony, and unity, where all the elements in the cosmos assume their rightful place, matter
should become permeated with spirit, and spirit must necessarily find expression in matter.

Malevich appears to agree with Soloviev’s project when he states:

Bo3M0HO 1M Takoe pa3jelieHle, OTheIUHEHNE TyXa OT Tea WIN AYIIHU, pa3 TeI0 COCTABIAET
ApPXUTEKTYpy MOCIIEAHEH (JiyX U MaTepHst pa3HbIe 10 Becy siBieHus)? [1o MoeMy IpearnonokeHnIo, 3To
OTBEAMHEHHE CAETATh HElb34, IIOCKOJIbKY HAIlle CO3HAHUE HAXOAUTCS B IPEACTaBICHUN MATEPHU KaK Tela.
Ho pa3sznenenue cymecTByeT, U BECh YIIOP YEIOBEYECKOIO YCHIINS UAET K OJHOM CUile JyXOBHOM, Yepes
MIOJJHATHE JTyXa cOOMpAETCsl IPUBECTH BCE MAaTEPHUH B HY)KHOE cocTosiHME. OTCI0]a yCMOTPETh BO3MOKHO
TO, 4YTO MaTepus, IPUBEICHHASA YePE3 CUILY AyXa, YK€ OJlyXOTBOPEHA U IIOTOMY IIPEAIOIAraeTcs
KM3HEHHOM M TyXOBHO JIETKOH,—CaMo e (PU3NUecKoe pa3pelleHue JJI000ro Bonpoca 6e3 JyXOBHOTO
Y4acTusi CYUTACTCs OE3’)KU3HEHHBIM HEOAapEHHBIM COCTOSIHUEM.

Is such separation possible, the separation of the spirit from the body or the soul, since the body constitutes
the architecture of the latter (spirit and matter are different in weight phenomena)? In my opinion, this
separation cannot be done, because our consciousness is in the representation of matter as a body. But the
separation exists, and the whole emphasis of human effort goes to one spiritual force, through the uprising
of the spirit is going to bring all the matter into the rightful state. Hence it is possible to see that matter
brought through the force of the spirit is already spiritualized and therefore supposed to be vital and
spiritually light, while the physical resolution of any question without spiritual participation is considered a
lifeless, ungifted state.%®

Malevich’s philosophy approaches Soloviev’s when the artist shares his conviction that through
the “uprising of the spirit” humankind can bring all matter to its “rightful state” of being

spiritualized and therefore—living and light (for Malevich, lightness or weightlessness are
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fundamentally important characteristics of matter that enable it to escape the forces of gravity
and reach the abyss of non-objectivity beyond Earth). Thus, both thinkers consider the
spiritualization of matter as state that objective reality must attain before being transformed into
the total unity. For Soloviev and Malevich, the world process initiated by nature and continued
by humans is an aesthetic process. The world is artistic material that through creativity of
humankind can regain its contact with the Absolute, becoming a universal spiritual organism and
ultimately leading to the end of the world process, of history.

It is difficult to ascertain the degree to which Malevich was familiar with Soloviev’s
writings. This short analysis, however, points at intellectual affiliation between these thinkers,
who both struggled to reform society through changing the ways of knowing reality. Soloviev
and, later, Malevich, were ultimately proposing an epistemological revolution in which
humankind’s theurgic creativity played a central role. It seems plausible that Malevich’s
proposition that artists rely on intuitive reason, a method which can lead to gaining awareness of
the world in its non-objective state, can be considered a part of the same intellectual striving that
prompted Soloviev to insist on the need to obtain integral knowledge of reality and enter the state
of all-unity—a condition that, similarly to Malevich’s non-objectivity, is characterized by the
disintegration of objects.

Bergson and Mysticism:

French philosopher Henry Bergson (1859-1941) sought to unveil the hidden-from-perception
condition of reality as flux, where objects are not bounded by clearly defined limits but, instead,
interpenetrate each other in a state of a continuous change. From, roughly, the 1890s to 1920s, it
is possible to find ideas parallel to those of Bergson in the works of many Russian artists,

writers, and thinkers, belonging to a wide range of cultural movements, such as Symbolism,
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Futurism, Acmeism, and Suprematism.®® This intellectual affinity between Bergson and most of
the prominent Russian cultural figures of the time can to a large degree be attributed to their
shared concern regarding the effects of scientific rationalism and determinism on human
consciousness, which prompted investigation of integrative modes of knowing that emphasized
the role of intuition in granting access to the ceaselessly flowing reality Bergson called
duration.”®

For Bergson, as for Soloviev and Malevich, one of the central philosophical projects is
stressing the difference and proposing a synthesis between the scientific forms of knowledge
available through the practice of analysis, and those available through intuition and leading to the
knowledge of the absolute (the Absolute for Soloviev). In an essay titled Introduction to
Metaphysics (1912), Bergson defines scientific method as “going all around [a thing],” implying
that there is always a particular position one takes as an observer obtaining relative knowledge of
an analyzed object. The other way of knowing entails “entering into [a thing]”—a position that
cannot be characterized by any particular viewpoint and therefore incapable of providing any
relative knowledge of an object, instead granting an absolute knowledge. Even though stripped
of its religious connotations, Bergson’s absolute that appears to be recast from its religious
predecessor retains some of its characteristics: it is inexpressible through symbolic language, can
be revealed in a form of a direct awareness of “all at once in its entirety,” perfect in the sense of
being “perfectly what it is,” and infinite.”!

Bergson contends that the human mind has a tendency to subject the absolute knowledge
of an original experience to the compartmentalizing forces of abstraction and analysis. In what
can be interpreted as a criticism of representational mimetic art, Bergson provides an example to

this practical affliction of the human mind. He pictures an artist, who, while visiting Paris, makes
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some sketches of Notre Dame.”? As long as this artist’s aspiration is to copy the appearance of
Notre Dame, the sketches remain the work of an artisan, incapable of offering a genuinely new,

original experience:

But disinterested art is a luxury, like pure speculation. Long before being artists, we are artisans; and all
fabrication, however rudimentary, lives on likeness and repetition, like the natural geometry which serves
as fulcrum. Fabrication works on models which it sets out to reproduce; and even when it invents, it
proceeds, by a new arrangement of elements already known.”

Bergson suggests that the discussed Notre Dame illustrations, being the “fabrication works” “set
out to reproduce,” no matter how well executed, are but notes on the experience as a whole and
are incapable of granting an intuition of Paris to those who have never visited the city. Even for
the artist, who created these drawings, they are but vectors pointing in the direction of an original
intuition that inspired the work.” The inner meaning of an original experience, such as the sense
of a city an inquisitive tourist acquires, is the absolute infinite knowledge that even an endless
myriad of its representations cannot offer.

Bergson offers an analogous example of what intuition is in his discussion of what it
means to approach an understanding of the work of a philosopher. A devoted reader eventually
reaches the stage of familiarization with the philosopher’s thought when they have a fleeting
sensation of grasping the idea, the single point this philosopher has been formulating in his entire

ocuvre:

In this point is something simple, infinitely simple, so extraordinarily simple that the philosopher has never
succeeded in saying it. And that is why he went on talking all his life. He could not formulate what he had
in mind without feeling himself obliged to correct his formula, then to correct his correction: thus, from
theory to theory, correcting when he thought he was completing, what he has accomplished, by a
complication which provoked more complication, by developments heaped upon developments, has been to
convey with an increasing approximation the simplicity of his original intuition. All the complexity of his
doctrine, which would go on ad infinitum, is therefore only the incommensurability between his simple
intuition and the means at his disposal for expressing it.”

This brings to mind the distinction between actual and potential infinity discussed in chapter
“Malevich and Infinity”: the simplicity of the original intuition is akin to the unfathomable

absolute infinite that mathematicians (unless they operate within the field of set theory) avoid to
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represent mathematically, picturing infinity as a potentiality consisting of endlessly increasing
manifolds. The latter can be compared with the aforementioned complexity of the philosopher’s
doctrines, which “go on ad infinitum” and with which they attempt to describe the simplicity of
the original intuition. In accord with Bergson’s ideas, Malevich, parting ways with mimetic
representation, seeks to attain the feeling of the actual infinite, the simplicity of intuition of an
original experience, all-at-once-in-its-entirety sensation. This striving can be witnessed in the
evolution of Suprematism, which entered the stage of the absolute of the white-on-white
paintings upon outgrowing its earlier stages of black-and-white and colour Suprematism.

In “Form, Colour, and Sensation,” Malevich shares a concern similar to that of Soloviev
and Bergson: there is an assumption that methods of science are applicable to art, or, more
generally, that scientific analysis is the only reliable method of knowing reality. Specifically
referring to Friedrich Ostwald’s colour system, Malevich’s argument centers on the discussion of
a theory that application of colour to form can be guided by scientifically discerned rules, for

which, according to Malevich, there is no place in the toolbox of an artist:

Takxum 00pa3oM, Bce 3aKOHBI, YCTAHOBIICHHBIC ONTHKOH, OCHOBAaHHOM Ha (PM3MUECKOM BOCIIPHSTHH TITa3HOMN
CHUCTEMOM SIBIICHHUH, MOTYT, KOHCYHO, OBITH BBE/ICHBI B 3HAHHE XYI0KHUKA, HO ITOJIE30BAThCS ITUMHU
3HAHUSMU B CBOMX TBOPYECKHX paboTax eMy He MPHIETCS, 3T 3HAHUA I Hero OyayT abctpakTHEL. Ho
€CITM XyTO’KHHUK 3aX0UYET HCIOIB30BATh MX, TO MOKHO CMEIIO MTOPYIUTHCS, UTO €r0 KApTHHBI Oy TyT TOXO0XKH
HA HAYETO HE CTOSIIUE B XYI0KECTBEHHOM OTHOIIICHUH MPOU3BEICHUS BEIUKOTO YICHOTO IO I[BETY
OcBanba.

Thus, all laws established by optics, which is based on the physical perception of phenomena by the ocular
system, can, of course, be introduced into the knowledge of the artist, but he will not have to use this
knowledge in his creative works, this knowledge will be abstract for him. But if the artist wants to use it,
you can safely vouch that his paintings will look like artistically unworthy works of the great colour
scientist, Ostwald.”®

Malevich explains that since colour theories describe phenomena related to the structure of the
human visual perception apparatus, the use of optical effects is legitimate in such utilitarian
applications as, for example, selection of an appropriate wall colour suitable for the size of a

room to be painted. The effects of artworks instill changes in the spiritual or psychic system of a
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human being and alter perception of reality in an aesthetic or mystical way.”” The rules that
guide optical illusions simply do not apply to those that control the effects of art on a psyche—

art is directed by an intuition of an artist and not by a set of scientific principles:

CrnenoBaTeabHO, OPraHU3M KaXI0TO Xy JOKHUKA 001aaeT BHYTpHU ce0st JOBOJIBHO TOHKOH 110
pabore maboparopueii, KoTopas AacT CTO OYKOB JF000H ONTHYECKO Ja0opaTopru, HOO pa3penInTh TaKyo
po0ieMy KaKk OTHOLICHHE I[BeTa K (hopMe SBIIsIETCS HEMAJIOBAXKHBIM JICJIOM.

Ho B eiicTBUTENEHOCTH 3TH J1BE Ja00PaTOPHUHU PacXOAsATCS WM O/IHA JPYTYIO HCKIIIOYaeT, U
JIOCTHDKEHUS BTOPOH JUIsl XyJJO)KHUKA MOTYT UMETh TaKoe 3HaueHne, Kak HayKa 00 aHaTOMUH ISl
HCKYCCTBA, T.€. HUKAKOr0 3HaYCHUSI.

Bocrpusitus ¢pusnyeckoil CTOpOHBI MUPa Yepe3 HHTYUIHIO, IIPEJIOMIISISICH B IIPEJICTABICHHSX, HE
OyZIyT COBIANATh C PEIICHUEM ONTHYECKOH JabopaTtopun. ONTHYECKOE BOCIIPUATHE €CTh PACCMOTPEHHE
SIBJICHUH, @ HHTYUTUBHOE €CTh OIIyIeHue ux. [loatomy, ecinm Juist mepBoro BaxkHa opma «Kak TakoBash»
L[BET «KaK TaKOBOW», Il BTOPOTO HU (OpMa, HH [[BET HE UTPAIOT HUKAKOH poin, NOO Ha MEpBHIN IJIaH
CTaBUTCS XyIOKHUKOM OLIYICHNE SIBJICHUH, a He N300pakeHNe KaK 3pUTEIbHOE BOCIIPHATHE OIITHYECKOTO
nopsiaxa.

Consequently, the organism of each artist has within itself a rather fine laboratory, which will give
a hundred points to any optical laboratory, since to solve such a problem, as the colour-to-form ratio, is no
small matter.

But in reality these two laboratories diverge or exclude each other, and the achievements of the
second for the artist can have such significance as the science of anatomy for art, i.e. no significance.

Perceptions of the physical side of the world through intuition, refracted in representations, will
not coincide with the decision of the optical laboratory. Optical perception is the visual inspection
[paccmotpenne] of phenomena, and the intuitive is the sensation of them. Therefore, if for the first the form
"as such" and the colour "as such" are important, for the second, neither form nor colour play any role,
since it is the sensation of phenomena, rather than image as visual perception of the optical order that is
foregrounded by the artist.”

The Russian word “paccmorpenue” (rassmotrenie) refers to not only the process of looking
carefully, with an increased effort to see something thoroughly, but also to pondering an issue
with the purpose of making an assessment.” The root of the word “cmotp” (looking at
something as in inspection) discloses a Platonic connection between knowledge and vision: in
“paccmotpenue,” considering something and looking at something are intertwined. This prompts
a suggestion that Malevich’s use of “paccmotpenue” is not accidental—the artist’s choice of
vocabulary emphasizes the connection between optical vision and analytical thinking. When
Malevich speaks of optical perception as looking at phenomena, Bergson’s definition of
scientific analysis—"“going all around [a thing]”—comes to mind. Malevich’s emphasis on the

artist’s primary goal being communication of sensations and not picturing of phenomena, which
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belongs to the optical order, reminds of Bergson’s definition of the role of philosophers:
“entering into [a thing]” to grasp it intuitively. In fact, in its attention to dispencing with
symbolic representation of reality, Malevich’s Suprematism begins to approach Bergson’s

understanding of metaphysics:

If there exists a means of possessing a reality absolutely instead of knowing it relatively, of placing oneself
within it instead of adopting points of view toward it, of having the intuition of it instead of making the
analysis of it, in short of grasping it over and above all expression, translation or symbolic representation,
metaphysics is that very means. Metaphysics is therefore the science which claims to dispense with
symbols

The absolute knowledge of an object attained through intuition, or “a sympathy by which one is
transported into the interior of an object in order to coincide with what there is unique and

consequently inexpressible in it,”8!

allows access to the dynamic reality hidden by the utilitarian
predilections of the human mind.

Bergson considers intuition located in duration, while analysis—in immobility.??
Malevich, too, understands the underlying reality as inherently dynamic: “The whole Universe is
moving in a vortex of non-objective excitation.” In his scientific analysis of the evolution of
artistic forms titled “Introduction to the Theory of the Additional Element in Painting” (and since
Malevich’s artistic intuitions were antecedent to his analytic insights, Bergson would have
approved Malevich’s scientific study of art since “It cannot be too often repeated: from intuition
one can pass on to analysis, but not from analysis to intuition®*), Malevich notices a historical
trajectory in forms’ development according to which colour masses seek to liberate themselves
from the confines of form and conceptual baggage imposed on them by representational art.
Such disintegration of form is accompanied by a release of colour masses’ repressed dynamism,
and since one of the goals of art, according to Malevich, is to express sensations of universal

dynamism, Malevich prescribes annihilation of form as a means to achieve art’s goal. Futurists,

for example, even though they are able to achieve a dynamic sensation on their canvases, are still
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bound to objective representation characterized by a chaotic distraction of form, whose broken
pieces are not yet fully abstract. In “Futurism, Kinetic and Dynamic” (1929), Malevich
emphasizes that an artwork’s elements must co-exist in a state of harmonious balance, which

Futurist painterly explosions of objective reality can only destabilize:

Pa3Huna Mexny cynpeMaTu4ecKuM NpOsBICHUEM AUHAMUUYECKOTO OLIYIIEHUS U MIPOSIBICHUEM
¢byTypHuCTHYECKUM OYAET B TOM, YTO (hyTYypHCT JMHAMHYECKOE OLIYIIECHHE MPOSBIISET IPH ITOMOIIH
SIBIICHUH IPUPOBL, TO €CTh YENIOBEKA, 3aTEM — IPU MMOMOIIHY ABMKEHH Bemiel. CynpeMaTHuecKoe
MIPOSIBJICHUE OLIYIIECHHS TOH e CHJIbI, HA000pOT, HE MPOSIBILIET 3Ty CHITy Yepe3 Kakue Obl TO HU OBLIO
BEIIW JIM0O0 IPUPOJIHBIE SBJICHHS, a CO3aeT 0c00yI0 (hOpMy, KOTOPOH 1 MPOSIBIISET OLIYIIAEMYIO CHITY.
[ToToMy KapTHHA MPOSBICHHS CYyIPEMaTHYECKOT0 AMHAMU3Ma SBJISIET cOOOH HE XaOTHYHBIA BUJL
MIOCTPOEHHUH TMHAMUYECKHUX JIEMEHTOB BeLIeH, Kak 3TO MBI BUJIMM Y HEKOTOPBIX ()yTYypHCTOB, HAaIIPHUMED Y
XyZOKHHKA BOY4OHM, @ BUJMM TapMOHHYHO BBICTPOCHHBIN 00pa3 abCTPaKTHBIX HJIEMEHTOB.

The difference between the suprematist and the futurist manifestation of a dynamic sensation is such: the
futurist expresses the dynamic sensation with the help of natural phenomena, that is a human being, and—
with the help of the movement of things. The suprematist manifestation of the sensation of the same force,
on the contrary, does not manifest this force through any things or natural phenomena, but creates a special
form, which manifests the force being sensed. Therefore, the painterly manifestation of suprematist
dynamism is not chaotic in the type of construction of the dynamic elements of things, as we see in it in
some of the futurists, for example, in Boccioni, but we see a harmoniously arranged image of abstracted
elements.®

Malevich’s “special forms” are non-objective vessels for the colour masses released from the
confines of utilitarian objects. In their movement towards greater dynamism, they evolve towards
the ultimate dynamic system of white Suprematism where these “special forms” begin to
disintegrate, merging with the absolute. Malevich paints dynamic interior of objects—drops in
the ocean of Bergsonian non-objective universal duration.

It seems that the artist agrees with the philosopher that the perception of objective reality
as coagulated in many ways is a convention, a useful system of isolation of durations into matter
that allows human bodies to survive. This imposed-by-the-human-mind static order, however,
hides dynamic non-objectivity:

B neii [B npupope] neifcTByIOT nposiBiieHNs 0€3 e, yMa, pacCyXICHHs, 3HaHUS U WeH, OHA BEYHOE 0e3-
nzeiiHoe OueHue, BHE IPUYMH U 00CTOATENLCTB, OHA <KaK> BO30YKJIEHUE B IEPBOM CIIydae, BO BTOPOM
Kak OecrnipeMeTHOCTh. OTCIO/Ia MOKET CYIIECTBOBATH U TO, YTO HE MBICIIHT. .. YeoBeK, 3a0paBIIrch B
rIIyOb IPUPOJIBI, T/I€ HET HUKAKKUX MTPEAMETOB, TOBOPUT — TaM HET JKM3HHU... TaM HET MBICIIH, TaM HET
<HW> KHUT, HU JBIKeHK. UTo ke Toraa Tam cymectByeT? becripeqmerHocTs, GecripeAMeTHAs TPUPOIa.
[NosiBienue yenoBeka B TAKOM 00CTOATENLCTBE BHOCUT HOBYIO PEAKIIMIO, KOTOPAst BEIPAXKAETCS TBOPEHHEM
MIPEIMETOB, T.€. yCTAHOBIEHHE<M> MOHATHN. Peanu3anys TakoBbIX NOHATHI CO3AaET BEIlb, IPEIMETHI.
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CO3,Ha€TC$I TO, YTO Ha3bIBa€M KHU3Hb. Tax CO34aCTCA MPEAMETHAs )KU3Hb HOHHTI/If/i, OCO3HaBaHHI>i, HO
CYIIHOCTb 6€CHp€HM€THa${ q)aKTI/I"IeCKI/I OCTaCTCs HE3BIOIEMOIA.

In it [in nature] manifestations act without purpose, mind, reasoning, knowledge and idea, it [nature] is an
eternal, non-conceptual pulsation, outside of causes and circumstances, it is excitation in the first case, in
the second—non-objectivity. Hence, there can be something that exists and does not think ... A man,
penetrating into the depths of nature, where there are no objects, says—there is no life ... There is no
thought, there are no books, no movement. What then exists there? Non-objectivity, non-objective nature.
The emergence of a human being in this circumstance introduces a new reaction, which is expressed by the
creation of objects, i.e. the establishment of concepts. The implementation of such concepts creates a thing,
objects. What we call life is created. This creates the objective life of concepts, awareness, but the non-
objective essence actually remains unshakable.3¢

According to Malevich, human conception of life is intimately connected with existence of
objects. Malevich, in agreement with Bergson, reverses this notion—Ilife, in its primordial
endless flowing duration, does not require human mind to exist; it endures despite of human
mind’s attempts to assign static order to it. Unattended by the mind’s tendency to impose form
and conceptual meaning on surrounding environment, objects melt and become one with the

universal flow of energies. Bergson writes:

The distinct outlines which we see in an object, and which give it its individuality, are only the design of a
certain kind of influence that we might exert on a certain point of space: it is the plan of our eventual
actions that is sent back to our eyes, as though by a mirror, when we see the surfaces and edges of things.
Suppress this action, and with it consequently those main directions which by perception are traced out for
it in the entanglement of the real, and the individuality of the body is re-absorbed in the universal
interaction which, without doubt, is reality itself.%’

Bergson considers art as a pathway to “reality itself.” Interestingly, the philosopher has
not developed a systematic theory of art, nor had he delivered dedicated lectures or published
any essays specifically on this topic.®® However, Bergson’s oeuvre is permeated with references
to art as a practice that relies on intuition and serves as one of the most convincing applications
of Bergson’s theories. In art, Bergson finds the proof for the existence of intuition as a faculty of
human perception: “That an effort [of intuition] is not impossible, is proved by the existence in
man of an aesthetic faculty along with normal perception.”® This distinction between normal

and aesthetic perception is reminiscent of Malevich’s differentiation between visual and psychic
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perceptual systems, where the former is affected by the optical phenomena, and the latter—by

mystical insights. In Laughter, Bergson offers one of his most lucid definitions of art:

There is a veil between nature and us ... a veil which is thick for ordinary men, but thin, almost transparent,
for the artist and the poet. ... Thus, art has no other object than to set aside the practical useful symbols, the
conventionally and socially accepted generalities, in short, all that masks reality from us, in order to place
us face to face with reality itself. ... Art is certainly only a more direct vision of reality.®

One of the ways in which art is ““a more direct vision of reality” than the fields of
knowledge that predominantly involve the intellect are, lies in art’s resistance to predictability—
one does not know the exact manner in which an idea would materialize into an artistic form

prior to its realization; the outcome is always unforeseeable.”! Bergson writes:

The finished portrait is explained by the features of the model, by the nature of the artist, by the colours
spread out on the palette; but even with the knowledge of what explains it, no one, not even the artist, could
have foreseen exactly what the portrait would be, for to predict it would have been to produce it before it
was produced—an absurd hypothesis which is its own refutation.®?

Art shares the characteristic of unpredictability with duration, described by Bergson as “the
continuous progress of the past which gnaws into the future and which swells as it advances.”?
When discussing duration of the self—the most available to each human being experience—
Bergson notes that the constant presence of the past in each moment of existence denies the
possibility to relive the same state twice. Affected by the flux of experiences, our personality
ceaselessly changes, making it impossible to foresee the future—imagining the new order of
elements already perceived cannot provide a prediction of what has not yet been experienced.”
This unforeseeable nature of duration that finds expression in the practice of art is in a stark
contrast with the methods of science that rely on predictability and repetition. Science determines
patterns in phenomena in order to foresee the future outcomes. For Bergson, art is one of the

human activities that does not dispense with the unforeseeable but instead embraces it: “In so far

as we are geometricians, then, we reject the unforeseeable. We might accept it, assuredly, in so
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far as we are artists, for art lives on creation and implies a latent belief in the spontaneity of
nature.””?

Malevich agrees with Bergson on the impotence of calculative methods and scientific
predictions when it comes to the events of life: “To be practical means to foresee, and since
every prediction is a simple representation or theoretical calculation of the events of being, it can
never reveal true reality [mogmuanoCcTh] exactly.”® Thus, both, Bergson and Malevich, agree that
scientific principles must be abandoned when one’s aspiration is to grasp reality as flux. Artists,
equipped with the sense of intuition, should take command and swim the waters of duration, for
they know that “in fact, there is another reality hidden beyond consciousness.”™’

Perceiving the other, hidden reality that Malevich refers to in the above paragraph, is
often referred to as mysticism. Even though Bergson has been concerned with a possibility of
knowing the absolute of duration, he has not referred to this knowledge as mystical until his
1932 book Two Sources of Morality and Religion, where he explored the relationship between
the structures of a society and the associated with those structures types of spiritual practices. In
this volume, Bergson extends his theories of duration and intuition towards envisioning
conditions that can be suitable for the flourishing of human life. True to his didactic method of
juxtaposition, Bergson discusses the two types of societies, the closed and the open. The former
is that “whose members hold together caring nothing for the rest of humanity, on the alert for
attack or defence, bound, in fact, to a perpetual readiness for battle.””® The members of such a
society are controlled by moral obligation, while communicating confidence in the cohesion of
their group through the use of static, myth-based religion.”

Malevich calls this type of society “o0mexurne” (obshhezhitie, community housing). In

fact, since the artist does not identify an existence of any other type of social organization, it can
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be assumed that human civilization in its entirety falls under this term. In Suprematism as Pure
Knowledge, Malevich expounds on how, on its path towards greater knowledge, “o0mexutue”
established the institutions of science, religion, and art, which are in a continuous struggle to
denounce each other’s claims of having access to truth.!® Russian Orthodox religion is founded
on the definition that God is tripartite and exists as God, Spirit, and Son. The precision of this
definition creates a suspicion in Malevich that the tools of science, the compartmentalizing
forces of analysis, are also those of religion.!?! One of the most important foundations of science
is the conviction that it is possible to define a unit of matter. However, the nature of matter for
Malevich is as elusive as is the nature of God, bringing the artist to a conclusion that both,
science and religion are founded on false premises.!?? In a Bergsonian spirit, Malevich objects in

bewilderment:

Ecmm Xpucroc ckaszan «He umyre HUrae bora, kak ToJabKo B cedey, TO 1 II000H TEXHUK MOXKET CKa3aTh,
WIIUTE COBEPIICHCTBA BEIIN TOJIBKO B cebe, HO KaK B IEPBOM, TaKk U <BO> BTOPOM 3TOT0 MecTa
HEBO3MOXXHO HalTH U B cede, nOo rie st HAaUYMHAIOCH U I/Ie KOHYAIoCh (Kakue 0e3yMHbIe NCKaHUs
IpUAyMalo oOIIeXNTHE), HO, HECMOTpS Ha BCe, YEJIOBEK HILeT bora yepes aBa myTH.

If Christ said "do not look for God anywhere, but in yourself," then any technician can say, seek the
perfection of a thing in yourself only, but both in one and in the other case, it is impossible to find this

place inside yourself, for [I cannot determine] where I begin and where I end (what a mad inquiry society

[o6miesxuTre] came up with), but, in spite of everything, human beings search for God in these two ways.!®

Neither religion, nor science, can sense the limitless nature of human spirit, one’s inner self. This
inability provides the foundation for their existence as institutions that propagate the static model
of reality.

Besides revealing the fallacy of science and religion, Malevich also criticizes artists who,
under the ideological pressures of “o0mexutne,” depict symbolical representations of reality

forgetting about its non-objective nakedness:

HpeHMCTHOe H,I[eﬁHOG O6HIG>KI/ITI/IC TBOPWJIO CBOIO IMPAKTUYCCKYIO ) KU3Hb, HO OHO HE
YAOBJICTBOPUJIOCH PCAJIbHOCTBIO, Tp€6yﬂ oT I/ICKYCCTBa APYTOro ux CoOCTosAHUs CUMBOJIA. HpOCTOC 5[171110
YCpe3 NAJIUTPY KUBOIIUCIA TPEBPAIIATIOCh B CUMBOJI Hacxn, CTaJI0 BEIUYAKNIIKNM COOBITHEM.

51



[Tponmomxkast cBOIO IpeIMETHYIO “HIEHHYI0” padoTy, OOIIEKNUTHE HAITPABUIIO CO3HAHNE
JKHUBOIUCLEB U Bcero MckyccTBa B OCO3HAHUE TOTO, UTO KHU3Hb OCIEIHETO TOJIbKO B TROPEHUH
“UNeHHBIX” CUMBOJIOB OOIIEKHUTHS, YTO MOJIMHHOCTD UX HE B SIHIlE, @ B BOOOPa)KaeMOM CHMBOJIE.
[Momyunmnock, 94ToO peka cTajga 0CO3HABaTh, YTO OHA PEKa JUIS TOTO, YTOOBI HOCUTD JIOJIKH, CUMBOJIBI
yeoBeueckoil naen: “Muade kakas xe s peka, korjaa He Oynetr Ha Moel cnuHe nonok?”’; “Kakas xxe s
aTtMocepa, Koraa BO MHE HET a9pOIIaHoB?”.

Taxoke ckazan u XymoxkHUK: “Kakoi ke s OyIy XyJOXKHHK, KOTJ]a BO MHE HE OYIeT CoJepKaHus
“uneitHoro” npeamerHoro obmexuTusa?”. “Tloatomy s, npuposa, u 51, XyI0XKHUK, MOTY CyILIECTBOBATh
TOJIBKO TOT/A, KOTJa BO MHE CYIIECTBYET COJIEpKAaHNE OOIEKUTHS, KOTa OHO B BEJIMYMU CBOETO THEBA
WJIM MUJIOCTH METaeT OJIOK CMEICTIOB B Moe OecnipeiMeTHOE O0e3-cMBbIcine”.

The objective, founded-on-ideas-and-concepts society [obmexwurtne] created its practical life, but
it was not satisfied with reality, demanding from Art of other, their symbolic state. A simple egg through
the palette of the painter turned into a symbol of Easter, it was the greatest event.

Continuing its objective “ideological” work, the society [o0mexurue] directed the consciousness
of painters and the whole of Art to the realization that the life of the latter is only in the creation of
“ideological” symbols of society [oOmexutue], that their authenticity is not in the egg but in an imaginary
symbol. It turned out that the river began to realize that it, river, exists in order to carry boats, symbols of
the human idea: “Otherwise, what kind of river am I when there are no boats on my back?”’; “What kind of
atmosphere am I when there are no airplanes in me?”.

The artist also said: “What kind of an artist will I be when I do not have the content of an
‘ideological’ objective society [oomexuTue]?”. “Therefore, I, nature, and I, the artist, can exist only when

the content of the society [oOmexuTre] exists in me, when in the majesty of its anger or mercy it [society]

throws a block of meanings into my non-objective meaninglessness”.!%4

In this telling quote, Malevich suggests that it is not only the consciousness of the artist that
becomes altered under the demands of what Bergson calls closed society, but also nature itself!

Bergson’s open society—a utopian model that the philosopher juxtaposes with his
criticism of the closed society, in which members are guided by egoistic principles alone—on the
contrary, is “deemed in principle to embrace all humanity.”'%> Something that is yet to be
attained, the dream of the open society becomes materialized in the lives of those rare individuals
who “know that all around intelligence there lingers still a fringe of intuition, vague and
evanescent.”!% These mystics, the practitioners of the dynamic religion (and Malevich is
certainly one of them), are not afraid to “fasten upon it, intensify it, and above all, consummate it
in action, for it has become pure contemplation only through a weakening in its principle, and, if
we may put it so, by an abstraction practiced on itself.”!%” Bergson’s philosophy begins to

approach Soloviev’s when he discusses the experiences of a mystic’s soul:
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A soul strong enough, noble enough to make this effort would not stop to ask whether the principle with
which it is now in touch is the transcendent cause of all things or merely its earthly delegate. It would be
content to feel itself pervaded, though retaining its own personality, by a being immeasurably mightier than
itself, just as an iron is pervaded by the fire which makes it glow. Its attachment to life would henceforth be
its inseparability from this principle, joy in joy, love of that which is all love. In addition it would give itself
to society, but to a society comprising all humanity, loved in the love of the principle underlying it.!%

Bergson’s vision of open society where each of its members loves the other, a generosity learned
from the experiences of duration, is in striking similarity with Soloviev’s Godmanhood. If the
latter is a stage of the creative evolution of humankind on the path towards reaching the state of
all-unity, which, as it was demonstrated earlier, in many ways resembles Malevich’s concept of
non-objectivity, Bergson’s open-society is the furthest point of the human evolution the
philosopher discusses. His vision of the future of humankind lacks the grandiosity, radicalism,
and optimism of either, Soloviev’s or Malevich’s—their anthropocentrism provides confidence
that all human beings can become mystics, artists, theurgists and godmen capable of
restructuring the world through creativity. In fact, Malevich was so inspired by his vision of the
future that he began to prepare humankind for the coming of non-objectivity by gradually
assimilating human beings to its presence—an intention most noticeable in his architectural
projects and sketches of intergalactic habitats. Bergson, on the other hand, wrote 7wo Sources of
Morality and Religion—his most prominent text that elucidates the philosopher’s views on the
relationship between human flourishing and social structure—in the atmosphere infused with
acute anxiety associated with the rise of Nazism in Germany. It is not surprising then that
Bergson’s writing of this period lacks the utopian enthusiasm of the Russian thinkers, and,
instead of the promise of the non-objective all-unity, emphasizes the immediate danger of

humankind’s extermination:

Mankind lies groaning, half-crushed beneath the weight of its own progress. Men do not sufficiently realize
that their future is in their own hands. Theirs is the task of determining first of all whether they want to go
on living or not. Theirs the responsibility, then, for deciding if they want merely to live, or intend to make
just the extra effort required for fulfilling, even on their refractory planet, the essential function of the
universe, which is a machine for the making of gods.!%
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In a similar vein, Malevich criticizes the destructive tendencies of human beings that
guide their actions and inevitably lead to conflicts (Malevich’s belief in the evolution of
humankind does not stop him from experiencing discontent with the present conditions of human

existence):

3aHOHy‘lI/IB BCC pasjiniud, pacrojio’)KMB X BO BpEMCHU, IIPOCTPAHCTBE, O6HI€)KI/ITI/IG BBIHYKACHHO XKXACT
KaTaCTpO(l)I)I, 6331/Ipy9[CI> Ha CBOCM CO3HaHUH, KOTOPOC BCCria KaTaCTpO(l)I/I'lHO. OHO 4TO-TO OCO3HAcCT, a
CO3HAHUC €ro HCIIMKOM IMPEIMETHO, IOOTOMY U BCC B MUPC NPEAMETHO U IIPAKTUYIHO, U 3TOI'0 YK
JO0CTAaTO4YHO, YTOOBI KUThH B BEUHOMH TPEBOI'C, B O KUJaHUUN KaTaCTpO(l)I)I.

Having received all the differences, having located them in time and space, society [o0mexuTne] is
forcedly waiting for the catastrophe, relying on its own consciousness, which is always catastrophic. It is
aware of something, and its consciousness is entirely objective, therefore everything in the world is
objective and practical, and this is enough to live in eternal anxiety, in anticipation of a catastrophe.!!?

Malevich sees all the troubles of humankind rooted in objective perception of reality, which
forbids him to imagine a society guided by love and understanding, something that Soloviev and
Bergson are eager to portray in their writings. If Soloviev suggests that on the way towards all-
unity humankind will rejoin in brotherly love, a condition that is still objective as it does not
demand a total dissipation of form, Malevich is convinced that the only path humanity must take
is towards non-objectivity—total annihilation of things will lead towards the liberation in no-

thingness. Malevich states:

EERNT3

JHetictBue CynpeMaTuzMa He CBSI3aHO HUKAKUMU I'paHULAMU “TIPaKTUYECKUX, “UeJIeNOoNIe3HbIX
“coobpa3HbIX” “3a1a4”’, HU aHAIN30M, HU CHHTE30M, HUKAKHMMH UCKaHUSIMU TIOJIMHHOTO U HE TTOUTMHHOTO
XYJ0KECTBEHHOTO 3CTETHYECKOT0, HE CITy:KUT HUYeMy. Bcé€ HaxoauTes B Oecripe IMETHOM paBEHCTBE, HITH
HyJIe Beca, OHO €CTh HIMUYTO KaK OTBET Ha “dr0?”’ oOmexutus. Tem OoJiee, 9TO BCE YCTOBEUYCCKUC YCHITHS
gepe3 BCE ero Ieleco00pa3sHOCTH, BCe MPAKTHICCKAE COOOPaXCHUS UAYT K TOMY JKe OSCIpeIMETHOMY
a0COFOTHOMY CO3HAHHIO, B KOTOPOM OHO IOTEPSICT BCE U3 BHUIY.

CynpemMaT3M Kak OecrpeIMETHOCTb, KaK OCBOOOXKICHHOE HUYTO €CTh PE3KOE MPOTHBOIIOCTABIICHIE
“opraHu3alMOHHOMN UIEHHON NMPEAMETHOCTH .

The effect of Suprematism is not constrained by any boundaries of “practical”, “purposeful”,
“conformable” “tasks,” or analysis, or synthesis, by any search for genuine or non-genuine artistic
aesthetic, it does not serve anything. Everything is in a state of non-objective equality, or zero of weight, it
is nothing—the answer to “thing” of society [o0mexuTne]. Moreover, all humanity’s efforts through all the
expediency, all practical considerations go to the same objectless absolute consciousness, in which it will
lose sight of everything.

Suprematism as non-objectivity, as a liberated nothing, is in a sharp contrast with “organizational
ideological objecthood”.!!!
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Even though Malevich’s quest towards non-objectivity does not allow a stopover at the
global village suggested by Soloviev, both thinkers are drawn towards the final destination of the
liberated no-thingness. For Soloviev, all-unity is the Absolute “liberated” from all beings
(according to the Latin word absolutum) that he calls God, Ein Sof (the Kabalistic notion
translated as “non-something”), and “nothing.”!!? This definition of all-unity as the liberated
nothing is in striking similarity with Malevich’s understanding of Suprematism, pointing out an
intellectual affiliation between the two thinkers.

Although Soloviev and Malevich propose the possibility for reaching the state of all-unity
and non-objectivity of Suprematism, respectively, while Bergson proposes no comparable
project (of leaping into the formless flux of duration without the possibility of return into the
habitual objective reality), there are many parallels in the philosophical ideas of these thinkers,
among which are the insistence on the use of intuition to access ultimate reality and
understanding of reality as fundamentally aesthetic, elevating art to a practice capable of offering

visions of reality as flux.
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Chapter 2: Malevich and the Fourth Dimension
Introduction:
The chapter commences with a brief introduction of the history of the concept of the fourth
dimension outside of Russia by looking at the work of Hermann Grassmann, Bernhard Riemann,
and Washington Irving Stringham, among others. This short introduction is followed by an
outline of the concept’s popularity among professional mathematicians and lay public in Russia.
Some alternative to scientific interpretations of the fourth dimension are considered through
consulting such counter-sciences as spiritualism and Theosophy. Malevich is unambiguous about
his interest in the concept of the fourth dimension: the artist includes the phrase in the titles of his
paintings and mentions it in his writings. Pyotr Ouspensky’s definition of the concept, one of the
core ideas in his writings, relies on the interrelationship of time and space. Malevich’s art, which
is at once static and dynamic—the dynamism of Suprematist forms is expressed via the static
media of painting and sculpture—demands a further inquiry into the artist’s view of his art’s
temporality. This chapter approaches this inquiry through outlining the artist’s concern for the
geometry of higher dimensions and tracing the presence of spiritualist, theosophist, and
Ouspensky’s ideas in Malevich’s worldview. The chapter concludes with a more in-depth study
of the points of intersections between Ouspensky’s esoteric teachings on the fourth dimension
and Malevich’s Suprematism.

The Fourth Dimension Qutside of Russia:

Mathematical pondering upon the idea of a four-dimensional space (4D space) as a separate
category of mathematics has not been initiated until roughly around the middle of nineteenth
century. Among some of the most prominent works in this area of inquiry were Arthur Cayley’s

1843 article “Chapters in the Analytical Geometry of (n) Dimensions” and Hermann
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Grassmann’s Die lineale Ausdehnungslehre, ein neuer Zweig der Mathematik (The Theory of
Linear Extension, a New Branch of Mathematics) of 1844.! British mathematician, Arthur
Cayley, coined the terminology of n-dimensional geometry in the aforementioned text, which,
besides offering algebraic equations with n variables is, curiously, also Cayley’s memoir. The
term “geometry of n dimensions” appears only in the title and mathematical ideas offered do not
approach visualization of four-dimensional space.? Hermann Grassmann’s mathematics, even
though not yet concerned with visual properties of multi-dimensional spaces, points in the
direction of this inquiry.

The grammar schoolteacher Grassmann’s work received little attention at the time of its
publication, partly due to the philosophical tone of his writings and the lack of formulae in the
text. However, nowadays, Grassmann is considered the real founder of n-dimensional space and
the father of algebraic ideas that were so visionary that came to blossom only in the twentieth
century.® The central idea of Grassman’s theory of linear extension has to do with formation of
higher-dimensional extensive quantities by means of product formation of vectors. For example,
a parallelogram (Grassmann’s “second-level figure™) is formed by two vectors, and a
parallelepiped (“third-level figure”) by three.* This understanding of how higher-dimensional
geometric objects are spawned from lower dimensional ones becomes one of the most accessible
ideas to explain the possibility of the fourth dimension and can be regarded as partially
responsible for the popularity of the concept among the lay public of the fin-de-siécle.
Grassmann infers: “since this method of formation is theoretically applicable without restriction,
I can define systems of arbitrarily high level by this method...geometry goes no further [than

third-level figures], but abstract science knows no limit.”> For Malevich it is the abstract art of
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Suprematist higher planes that is “the freest mass structure of excitation, which knows no
limits.”

Another important event in the history of formation of the geometry of higher dimensions
is Bernhard Riemann’s 1854 lecture “Uber die Hypothesen, welche der Geometrie zu Grunde
liegen” (On the Hypothesis which lie at the Bases of Geometry).” In this lecture, Riemann
introduces his concept of manifold, which radically changed the conceptualization of space and
allowed Einstein to develop his theory of general relativity.® Riemann’s manifold is a folded
space that exists outside of the Euclidian space and can have infinite number of dimensions. In
Riemannian geometry, instead of being defined as a conglomerate of points each given space is
defined as being composed of other spaces (that can be locally treated as Euclidian) and the
relationship among them. Riemann’s analysis is concerned with continuous manifolds and space
as continuous phenomena—the line of thinking that is parallel to that of Bergson’s philosophy of
duration.’ It is possible to think of Malevich’s Suprematist paintings as expressive of
Riemannian geometry. The artist not only treats the spaces he creates as continuous—dynamic
Suprematist sensations cannot be granular—but he also emphasizes that the Suprematist art’s
intrinsic motivation is to create a unified painterly body that consists of a “variety of lines,

”10__gpaces of n-dimensions through which this painterly body is defined

volume, plane, colour
(note that to the list of spatial elements of one-dimensional line, two-dimensional plane, and
three-dimensional volume, Malevich adds colour, tempting to interpret it as a four-dimensional
configuration).

It is quite possible that the idea of the folded space introduced by Riemann allowed Irvin

Stringham to develop a method to draw four-dimensional shapes—something that has not been

done prior to Stringham’s draftsman’s work in his 1880 paper titled “Regular Figures in n-
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Dimensional Space.” Stringham’s approach to visualizing four-dimensional figures involves
determining the number and shapes of three-dimensional cells, or coverings, that a four-
dimensional figure consists of, and imagining these cells folded up to form a 4D figure.!! This
way of treating four-dimensional solids (hypersolids) on the basis of analogy, such as that
between the relationship of a point and a line, a line and a square, and a square and a hypercube
(4D cube), was a common strategy of dealing with the unimaginable fourth dimension at the end
of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—an approach that seems to have been borrowed
from Grassmann’s linear vector extensions. This visualization tactic was so practical that
allowed German mathematician, Victor Schlegel, to create three-dimensional models of
polyhedroids’ projections, which are geometric projections of four-dimensional figures whose
cells (a three-dimensional analogue of a two-dimensional face, such as a triangle of a
tetrahedron) are polyhedrons, or solids with flat polygonal faces.!? Schlegel’s illustrations of
these models have been known to inspire Cubist painters, among whom were the scientifically
minded Jean Metzinger and Juan Gris, tutored in the new geometries by Maurice Princet, an
insurance actuary with an in-depth knowledge of mathematics.!'?

The Fourth Dimension in Russia:

Even though theories of the fourth dimension of space have been widely discussed among
physicists and mathematicians at international forums, and the field of four-dimensional
geometry has become a fully developed mathematical discipline towards the end of the
nineteenth century, it appears that mathematicians in Russia at the time did not express any
particular interest in n-dimensional geometry.

In Kazan University, mathematicians continued the work of Nikolai Lobachevsky, who,

in 1830, independently from Janos Bolyai who published his findings in 1832, has developed a

66



non-Euclidian geometry often referred to as hyperbolic. The latter type of geometry supports the
notion that if given a line and a point not on this line, infinitely many lines parallel to the given
line can be drawn through that point. Interestingly, non-Euclidian geometries, widely explored
by Russian mathematicians, would only gain in popularity among the Russian artists after the
revolution of 1917, while French artists began dabbling in their enigmas at least a decade
earlier.!*

In Petersburg School of Mathematics, number theory, mathematical physics, and theory
of probability were among the fields of mathematics that were strong; higher-dimensional
geometry was not.!> Moscow School of Mathematics was famous for its developments in set
theory and theory of functions.!® Lack of concern for the four-dimensional geometry among
professional mathematicians appears to also be reflected in a comparable disregard for n-
dimensional geometry among the amateur science enthusiasts. The end of the nineteenth and
early twentieth century in Russia has witnessed an unprecedented economic growth, which
created demand for scientific knowledge and instigated a utopian belief in the possibilities of
science. This enthusiasm was reflected in the abundance of periodicals devoted to a variety of
scientific fields, among which was “BecTHuk onbITHOH (hU3UKH U 3TIEMEHTApPHOM MaTEeMaTUKU
(Bulletin of Experimental Physics and Elementary Mathematics, published from 1886—-1917).
Curiously, this journal, at the time one of the most popular scientific magazines that had articles
on elementary mathematics, abstract algebra, non-Euclidian geometry, theory of functions, and
philosophy of mathematics, did not contain any articles on n-dimensional geometry throughout

its almost thirty-year publication span.!”
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Spiritualism and the Fourth Dimension:

It is quite possible that the lack of concern for the topic of n-dimensions of space within the
government-funded educational institutions and mainstream mathematical forums, such as the
aforementioned journal, was related to the popularity of the fourth dimension among the
followers of the counter-sciences, to which many members of the scientific professions
simultaneously belonged. The probability of this suggestion is reinforced if one takes into
consideration that the concept of the fourth dimension was introduced to the Russian public
through the writings of German astrophysicist and psychic investigator Johann Karl Friedrich
Zo6llner, who “proved” the existence of the fourth dimension in his spiritualistic experiments,
which involved confirming the validity of Zollner’s hypothesis that spirits reside in the fourth
dimension.'® Z5llner conducted his experiments with an American medium Henry Slade, who,
allegedly was able to tie four knots on a string that was originally unknotted without any
observable interference with the string. The possibility of such a fit is explained with the
assistance of an analogy: a three-dimensional being can straighten a cord bent in two dimensions
without touching the ends of a string, by simply lifting the cord in the third dimension; similarly,
a four-dimensional being can tie a knot in three-dimensions without touching the ends of a string,
by lifting the cord in the fourth dimension.!”

Alexander Butlerov, an outstanding Russian chemist interested in spiritualism, published
his thoughts on the possibility of explaining mediumistic phenomena using the theories of the
fourth dimension in his article “YerBeproe N3mepenue [Ipoctpanctsa u Meauymusm” (The
Fourth Dimension of Space and Mediumism, published in Russkij Vestnik, February 1878),
where he quoted Zdllner at length. Three years prior to this publication, Butlerov published an

article in “Pycckuit Bectauk (Russian Bulletin), titled “Mediumistic Phenomena” (published
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November, 1875). Editor of this important literary and socio-political journal provided an
endnote to the title of Butlerov’s essay, which stated: “The name of the author of this article,
A.M. Butlerov, a professor of chemistry at the St. Petersburg University who enjoys such an
honorable reputation and authority in the academic world, involuntarily draws special attention
to it and in any case justifies its appearance in the magazine.”?’ [“VIMs aBTOpa 9TOM CTAThH,
MOJIB3YIOILETrOCs CTOJIb TIOYETHOW U3BECTHOCTHIO M ABTOPUTETOM B YUEHOM MHpeE, IIpodeccopa
xumuu ipu C.-IletepOyprckom yrusepcurere, A.M. bytinepoBa, HEBOJIBHO 00paIliaeT Ha Hee
oco0oe BHUMaHME U BO BCAKOM CIIydae OINpaBJbIBACT ee MosiBlieHHe B xKypHaie].” Butlerov, as if
in response to this endnote, expresses his unwillingness to publish materials on spiritualism in
his homeland:

While more than on one occasion I printed about my observations on mediumistic phenomena in German, I
considered it still untimely to speak about them in the Russian press. That sharp prejudice with which the
majority was and is regarding this question, that, one might say, disgust with which almost all the editorial
offices of newspapers and magazines were reluctant to give it a place on the pages of their publications, all
this did not call for my exposition of my observations in our organs of glasnost.?!

IleuaTas e pa3 10-HEMCIKH O MOUX HaﬁHIOHCHI/IHX HaJ ABJICHUAMU MCIANYMU3MaA, 1 CUATAI 10 CUX I1OP
HECBOCBPCMCHHBIM I'OBOPUTH O HUX B pYCCKOfI nevatu. To PE3KOC HPGHYGG)KHCHI/IC, C KOTOPbIM
OTHOCWJIOCh U OTHOCHUTCA K 9TOMY BOIIPOCY 6OJ'H>IHI/IHCTBO, TO, MOXKHO CKa3aTb, OTBpAIICHUEC, C KOTOPbIM
IMOYTH BCC PCAAKIINU Ir'a3CT U KXYPHAJIOB U3PCAKA U HEXOTA PCHIATIUCH JaBAThL EMY MECTO Ha CTPpAaHULIAX
CBOHUX HBHaHHﬁ, BCC O3TO HC MPU3BIBAJIO MCHA K U3JI0OKCHUIO MOUX Ha6J'IIOZ[eHPII71 B HAlllUX OpraHax
TJIAaCHOCTH.

The skepticism towards spiritualism described by Butlerov did not stop it from becoming one of
the most popular forms of counter-science at the turn of the century. Its two forms—mystical that
resembled an alternative religion and scientific, which was guided by a positivist rationale—
attracted most individuals. In the beginning of the twentieth century, there was an estimated
1,672 official and unofficial spiritualist circles, existing in Moscow and St. Petersburg.?
Spiritualism appealed mainly to those who were inspired by the French Decadents. Thus, the

Symbolist poets Aleksandr Blok and Valeryi Bryusov frequented séances, while the latter also
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contributed to the Spiritualists’ own Journal Rebus (1881-1917) [where Butlerov often published
as well] and intended to write a novel with the self-incriminating title, 7he Medium. Andrei Bely,
a younger Symbolist, has incorporated a mediumistic character into his novel The Silver Dove.??

During the first decade of the twentieth century, Kazimir Malevich experimented with
Symbolism, which became associated with spiritualism, and was deeply “interested in the
metaphysical concerns of the Blue Rose group of Symbolist painters led by Pavel Kuznetsov.”*
In Malevich’s works of that period one can certainly witness the effects of the artist’s infatuation
with Symbolism. It is less obvious however, whether Malevich was interested in spiritualism and
the mediumistic interpretation of the fourth dimension at the time. Towards the end of the first
decade of the twentieth century, Malevich’s short-lived enthusiasm for Symbolism was outlived
by his new inspiration sparked by his visit to “The Golden Fleece” exhibition of 1908 that
presented the works of Vincent Van Gogh, Paul Cézanne, and Henri Matisse, among others.?’
Shortly after, Malevich took an anti-Symbolist stance. It is quite possible that together with his
having denounced Symbolism, Malevich rejected all the cultural practices associated with it,
which must have included spiritualism and the mediumistic interpretation of the fourth

dimension as a harbor for disembodied souls.

Theosophy and the Fourth Dimension:

Another occult tradition that offered its interpretation of the mathematical theories of the fourth
dimension is Theosophy. Founded by a Russian émigré Elena Blavatsky, in 1875, in New York,
it quickly gained popularity in Russia, offering a doctrine that combined a variety of ancient
belief systems into an eclectic brew that announced itself as scientific religion, a convenient for
many merging between science and religion. Among the supporters of Theosophy in Russia were

Andrei Bely, Pyotr Ouspensky, Nikolai Berdyaev, and Wassily Kandinsky.?® Mme Blavatsky,
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according to her disciple Charles Leadbeater, did not speak of the same idea of the geometrical
fourth dimension when she mentioned that the fourth dimension is an “absurdity” and just but
“another way to describe the interpenetration of matter.” Instead of Blavatsky, who, as it seems,
was not particularly fond of mathematical reasoning, it was Leadbeater who introduced the
theosophical explanation of the fourth dimension of space. Leadbeater, inspired by the writings
of Charles Hinton, was convinced that Hinton, without being consciously aware, was studying
the astral plane, defined by Annie Besant, a fellow Theosophist, as a “definite region of the
universe, surrounding and interpenetrating the physical, but imperceptible to our ordinary
observation because it is composed of a different order of matter.”?” In Leadbeater’s cosmology,
the fourth dimension was identical to the astral plane. Leadbeater writes: “Hinton is not a
member of the Theosophical Society, and I think he has no idea that through the study of the
higher spaces he approaches the sensing of the astral plane. However, that is the case, and astral
plane corresponds with the four-dimensional space.””?®

Charles Hinton, a British mathematician and writer of science fiction works, became
interested in the fourth dimension around 1880, with his first publication on the topic titled
“What is the Fourth Dimension?”” (1880). Hinton promoted intuitive and visual understanding of
the concept, an educational project which prompted him to create a variety of colour illustrations
of the tesseract (the term for hypercube that Hinton is credited with coining), a printed collection
of which could be purchased when his later book “The Fourth Dimension” was published in
1904. Hinton’s philosophy is centered on the belief that the evolution of humankind is possible
through the evolution of the ability to visualize the fourth dimension. Russian mathematician and
esotericist, Pyotr Ouspensky, would pick up Hinton’s evolutionary optimism and turn it into a

full-blown Promethean hyperspace philosophy. (In its underlying belief in the possibility of
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completely transforming the world, Prometheanism, so characteristic of the Russian culture of
the turn of the centuries, united both, Ouspensky and Malevich.)* To a contemporary reader,
Hinton’s writings do not sound as fantastical as do Leadbeater’s, which further develop Hinton’s
more sober approach to hyperspace philosophy to accommodate the Theosophical worldview.
However, Hinton’s works on the fourth dimension lend themselves well to occult interpretations.
When reading “What is the Fourth Dimension?” one doesn’t need to flex imagination to reach
Leadbeater’s conclusion that Hinton’s fourth dimension is the Theosophical astral plane: “So if
there were four-dimensional objects, we should only know as solids—the solids, namely, in
which they intersect our space. Why, then, should not the four-dimensional beings be ourselves,
and our successive states the passing of them through the three-dimensional space to which our
consciousness is confined?”*°

Using Hinton’s strategy to explain the concept of the fourth dimension of space by way
of analogy between two-dimensional beings’ perception of a three-dimensional space and three-
dimensional beings’ perception of a four-dimensional space, Leadbeater explains why the fourth
dimension of space is not immediately available to human senses. This thought experiment leads
Leadbeater to a much more daring proposition than the mathematicians of the time could openly
afford: three-dimensional beings exist beyond the boundaries of Euclidian space, a feat achieved
by an extension of their souls into the higher dimensions. Leadbeater writes:

Now you understand that although we are seemingly surrounded by only three-dimensional objects, all
those objects, or some, have, if, there is a four-dimensional space, four dimensions, while we only see what
our limitations permit us. So, for example, all our fellow creatures may be four-dimensional beings. ... You
might be, here on this plane, only a very common person, but one who could see in the fourth dimension
the unknown part, that which we call “soul,” might see a much higher development.’!

The proposition that human soul resides in the fourth dimension of space coincides with
the teachings of Theosophy that the density of matter changes the further away one is from the

physical reality made up of the densest matter in the universe. Soul, having a lesser density than
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that of a human body, exists in the astral plane, which Leadbeater believes to have been
synonymous with the mathematical concept of the fourth dimension. Buttressing his ideas on
Hinton’s example of the differences in spatial extensions of water and its gaseous form,
Leadbeater discusses the relationship between the density of matter and this matter’s possible
existence in higher dimensions of space: “You know that a liquid, thrown on a flat surface,
spreads in two directions, whilst a free gas spreads out in three dimensions. When you let your
liquid, from a space of three dimensions, spread itself in two dimensions, it must become smaller
in the direction of the third dimension. Is it, then, not possible that your gas can spread in three
dimensions because it has been poured out of a fourth?”3? Dispersion of density and relief from
weight that necessarily follows could be the required steps towards existence in the higher
dimensions of space. Thus, the concepts of weight and the lack thereof are fundamentally
important for Theosophy.

Curiously, the concept of weightlessness was one of the central themes in Kazimir
Malevich’s writings. Malevich interprets the concept of weight not only as a physical
characteristic of a body, its heaviness, but also as the weight exerted on a mind by the burden of
existence. Malevich advocates for overcoming these forces of gravity, whether they are real or
ideal. Technological progress assists humankind with creating conditions, which make one’s
physical body appear utterly light—one can truly feel weightless when accelerating in a speedy
automobile, or lose the sensation of their body’s heaviness in a space rocket, floating due to an
almost complete lack of gravity. Taking into account Malevich’s interest in space exploration,
this radical way of achieving weightlessness was something he probably pondered upon. There
are also ways to achieve the lightness of mind and lift one’s psyche to higher realms. For

Malevich, lightness is harmony:
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Bec u TshxecTs UIyT K atpodun.

Weight and gravity steer towards atrophy.*?

['apMOHHMS 3TO TO, UYTO HE HUMEET BeCa, a CICAOBATEIbHO, CHIIbI JaBICHNUS, TIaACHHS U MOTHATHA. B Hell
HY’KHO BHCTH HICKOMOE XYI0KECTBEHHOE HAYajo KaKk CTaTU3MPOBAHHbI MOMEHT. ... be3Becue u ecTh TOT
HCKOMBIH MPeJIeIT BCIKOTO CTPOUTENbCTBA. MaTtepusi HeBecoMa, Kak HEBECOMBI BCE SIBJICHHS B HALLIEM
COHHOM COCTOSIHUHM MO3Ta, HO OHH Hac JaBsIT 10 00JH, 10 KomiMapa. Bo cHe, HasiBy MBI cTapaeMcsi TOXe
00paTuTh BCe SBJICHUS B O€3BECHE, YHUUTOXAS UX MOCIEAHUM. ... UTak, ¢ 3TOI TOYKH 3peHHUs BCsS
MPOTrPECCHs YETIOBEKa 3aKIF0YACTCs B TOM, YTOOBI HAWTH TaKyH0 CHCTEMY, 10 KOTOPOH BEC MAaTepUaIoB
NPEBPaTUTCS B MOJHOE Oe3Becke (rapMoHus Oe3BecHs.) ... Bes Halla TeXHUYecKas IporpeccHs
COBEpILCHHA TEM, YTO KaXKIbIH IIar JBIKCHUS CTAPACTCS CACNATH JICTKUM, OJaroiaps YeMy IBHKYTCS
NapoXO/Ibl, II0e3/1a, ¥ MBI Ce0sI CO CKOPOCTBIO U JISTKOCTBIO OpocaeM yepe3 OoJbLIne MPOCTPAHCTBA
(TICUXOBIKEHUE).

Harmony is something that has no weight, and therefore, no forces of pressure, fall, and rise. In it one must
see the desired artistic principle as a moment of stasis. ... Weightlessness is that desired limit of all
construction. Matter is weightless, as are weightless all the phenomena in our sleepy state of the brain, but
they pressure us to pain, to nightmare. In a dream, in real life, we also try to turn all the phenomena into
weightlessness, destroying them last. ... So, from this point of view, the whole progression of humankind is
concerned with finding such a system, according to which the weight of materials will turn into
complete weightlessness (harmony of impassivity.) ... All our technical progression is perfect because it
attempts to make light every step of movement, in virtue of which steamers and trains are moving, and we
throw ourselves with speed and lightness through vast spaces (psychomovement).*
Malevich’s weightless “psychomovement,” the movement of the human psyche, through “the
vast spaces,” brings to mind the Theosophical conviction that it is the lighter body of a human
being, the astral body that is capable of traveling through the astral plane. Even though Malevich
doesn’t indicate that his “vast spaces” are anything akin to the astral plane, his insistence on
lightness as a quality required for psychic explorations is similar to that found in Theosophy. It is
difficult to be certain whether Malevich was consciously interweaving Theosophical ideas with
his own, but the notion of a human mind, outside of a body, being a cosmic nomad exploring

space betrays if not an affiliation, then at least familiarity with some of the concepts of this

popular occult doctrine.
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Pyotr Ouspensky and the Fourth Dimension:

Although, there are some common threads in Malevich’s writings and the interpretations of the
concept of the fourth dimension explicated in spiritualism and Theosophy, neither one nor the
other system of thought inspired Malevich as much as did the ideas on higher dimensions of
Pyotr Ouspensky. A true successor to Charles Hinton, Ouspensky was introduced to the concept
of the fourth dimension early on, by his father, who devoted much time to this puzzling study.®
Ouspensky had a well-rounded education and was trained not only in the mathematics and the
sciences but also in the arts. Disenchanted by the positivist leanings of contemporary to his time
thinkers, Ouspensky wrote in a way that truly synthesized science, philosophy, and
esotericism—a tendency to which his writings, such as his most important works The Fourth
Dimension (1909) and Tertium Organum (1911), can surely attest. The extent of the grandeur of
Ouspensky’s intentions is disclosed by the title of his most influential work, Tertium Organum
(Latin for “The Third Canon”). The meaning of the title is related to Aristotle’s Organon (Latin
for instrument, tool, logic), a standard collection of Aristotle’s six works on logic, and Francis
Bacon’s Novum Organum (Latin for “The New Organon”), Bacon’s attack on the Aristotle’s
logic system. By naming his treatise “The Third Canon,” Ouspensky claims that his work is a
founding text explicating the canons of the new logic system, as, in their own time, claimed the
authors of the other two texts just mentioned. The truths contained in Ouspensky’s volume,
however, are arcane, expelled by the Aristotelian tradition of empiricism that found expression in
a much despised by Ouspensky positivism: “I have called this system of higher logic Tertium
Organum because for us it is the third canon—third instrument—of thought after those of
Aristotle and Bacon. The first was Organon, the second, Novum Organum. But the third existed

earlier than the first.”3¢ Claude Bragdon, who wrote the introduction to the English edition of
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Tertium Organum (that without the knowledge of Ouspensky was published in New York, in
1922), states: “Ouspensky presents a new logic, or rather, he presents anew an ancient logic—the
logic of intuition—removing at a stroke all of the nightmare aspects, the preposterous paradoxes
of the new mathematics, which by reason of its extraordinary development has shattered the old
logic, as a growing oak shatters the containing jar.”” In these tumultuous times when
mathematics ceased to be the unshakable pillar of certainty, Ouspensky’s renewed logic of
intuition aimed at positivist apathy and skepticism was to revive mathematics through recharging
its forgotten dialogue with philosophy. Since, it would have been impossible to create a
philosophy of (hyper)space without addressing Kant’s propositions on the matter, Ouspensky
began this dialogue with Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason.

In terms of Kantian ideas on space, Ouspensky agrees with Hinton, who noted that
Kantian proposition that we cognize things through the senses, relying on our perception of
space and time alone, is usually regarded negatively, as a barrier that blocks us from knowing
things as they really are, things in themselves.*® After Hinton, Ouspensky proposes a radically
different interpretation of Kant, which states that by studying space, the reality, in fact, can be
known. Ouspensky quotes from Hinton’s New Era of Thought: “The first postulate of this book
is a full recognition of the fact that it is by means of space that we apprehend what is. Space is
the instrument of the mind. ... It is important to develop the space sense, for it is the means by
which we think about real things.”*® Ouspensky further develops the thought began by Hinton
and suggests that what is needed is an alteration in perception, or, more specifically, evolution of
space-sense, leading to the knowledge of the noumenal reality: “Kant established the fact that the
development of knowledge under the existing conditions of receptivity will not bring us any

closer to things in themselves. But there are theories asserting that it is possible, if desired, to
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change the very conditions of receptivity, and thus to approach the true substance of things.”*" In
Ouspensky’s project of changing “the very conditions of receptivity,” one can recognize
Malevich’s conviction that it was the artist’s role to attune the perception apparatus of the viewer
in order to enable the perceptual shift necessary for sensing the harmony of the new realism of
Suprematism.*!

A proposition that Ouspensky was an extremely important thinker for Malevich can be
supported by the historical findings of John E. Bowlt, who, in his essay “Esoteric Culture and
Russian Society,” discusses a fruitful cultural atmosphere that formed in a Saint Petersburg’s
bohemian cabaret the Stray Dog, which both Malevich and Ouspensky frequented between
December 1911 and 1914. The latter enjoyed conversing with the audience of the cabaret on the
topics of “the Tarot, theosophy, Alexandrian Christianity, the French magical revival, Russian
orthodoxy, neo-Platonism, Jakob B6hme, the monks of Athos [the latter topic I will discuss in
the chapter on Malevich and infinity].”*> Bowlt suggests that the Stray Dog was also the venue
where Ouspensky shared the ideas from his recently published Tertium Organum. This would
explain the fact that Malevich’s notebooks contain an almost verbatim quotation belonging to the
former—highly unusual evidence if one takes into account that Malevich almost never quoted
any thinkers and even claimed that he disdained reading. The quote states the following: “The
forms of our consciousness, their modes of expression, continuously evolve and, apart from the
forms known to us, new ones will be formed.”* Even though Malevich did not reference the
author of these lines, one can find the paragraph that they were extracted from in Tertium
Organum’s chapter VIII, devoted to Ouspensky’s theory of the relationship between the
evolution of psychic apparatus and perception of higher dimensions, among other things. There,

Ouspensky states:
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MsI eme He BITONHE SICHO OTHaeM cebe OTYeT, B Kakue ()OPMBI BBUIBETCS Pa3BUTHE YEIOBEUYCCKUX
criocoOHOCTe#. Ho MBI yKe MOXKeM cKa3aTh, 9TO (POPMBI CO3HAHUS M CIIOCOOBI BEIPAKCHUS X HEIIPEPHIBHO
ABOITIOIUOHUPYIOT U KPOME U3BECTHBIX HaM (POPM JTOJKHBI 00pa30BHIBATH HOBBIE.

B Hacrosimuii MOMEHT y HAC €CThb TPHU EAUHMIIBI ICUXUYECKOW )KU3HU — OLYIIEHUE, MPEACTaBICHUE,
moHATHe (M Wes), © HaYMHAET 00Pa30BHIBATHCS YETBEPTAs CAMHUIIA — BBICIIAS UHTYHIIHS.

... Ecizt GBI MBI MOTJTH H3MEHUTH CBOM IICUXUYCCKAN amrmapaT W YBUACTH OBI IIPH STOM, YTO U3MCHHIIICS
MUp KPYT'OM Hac, TO 3TO OBUIO OBI I HAC JIOKA3aTeILCTBOM 3aBUCHMOCTH CBOMCTB IPOCTPAHCTBA OT
CBOMCTB HAIIIETO CO3HAHHA.

Hanpumep, ecivt 65 MBI MOTIIH K TPEM CYIICCTBYIONINM Y HAC CIUHHIIAM IICHXHYCCKON JKU3HU
MpUOaBUTh YETBEPTYIO, TO €CTh CIIENIaTh BEICIIYIO MHTYHIIHIO, CYIIECTBYIOIIYIO Ceifuac TOLKO B
3a4aTOYHOM BHJIE, TAKOM e OIpeleICHHON, TOYHON U IEUCTBYIOUIEH COrjacHO Halled Bojie, Kak
MTOHATHUE, — ¥ €CITU OBl IIPU 3TOM YBEIHYMIOCH YHCIIO XapaKTEPHCTUK POCTPAHCTBA, TO €CTh €CITU OBl
MIPOCTPAHCTBO U3 TPEXMEPHOTO CTAIO YETHIPEXMEPHBIM, — TO 3TO ITOATBEP IO OBl HAIIE MPEIIOI0KCHUE
1 okazano 0wl uaeto KanTa, 9To MPOCTPAaHCTBO C €ro CBOMCTBaMU SBIISIETCS (POPMOIA HAIIIEro
YYBCTBEHHOI'O BOCIIPHUSTHSI.

We are not yet fully aware of the forms in which the development of human abilities will result. But we can
already say that the forms of our consciousness, their modes of expression, continuously evolve and, apart
from the forms known to us, new ones will be formed.!

At the moment, we have three units of psychic life — sensation, representation, concept (and idea), and
the fourth unit — the higher intuition — begins to form.

... If we could change our psychic apparatus and see at the same time that the world around us has changed,
this would be for us the proof of the dependence of the properties of space on the properties of our
consciousness.

For example, if we could add a fourth to the three existing units of psychic life, that is, to make a higher
intuition that exists now only in an embryonic form, as certain, precise and acting according to our will as
concept — and if in doing so the number of characteristics of space increases, that is, if the space from the
three-dimensional becomes four-dimensional, then this would confirm our assumption and prove Kant's

idea that the space with its properties is the form of our sensory perception.**

According to Ouspensky, the properties of space are dependent on the properties of

consciousness, leading him to a proposition that for a creature, which possesses sensations only,

the world is a one-dimensional line, while for a human being, who possesses sensations,

perceptions, and conceptions, the world reveals itself as a three-dimensional Euclidian space.*

Developing the fourth psychic ability of higher intuition, which Ouspensky, after Hinton, terms

“space-sense” even though the meaning of the term is altered, brings knowledge of the world’s

true nature, in all its four dimensions.

! In English edition of Tertium Organum the part quoted by Malevich is omitted.
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Ouspensky provides a detailed description of the fourth and the final stage of psychic
evolution. Upon entering this stage of development, human beings gain the ability to perceive the
fourth dimension of space, conceive of the past and the future as the present, sense infinity as the
only actually existing reality, operate with such types of knowledge as mathematics of the
infinite, intuitive art and mystical religion. This stage of evolution is the cradle of new beings,
the super-beings. Moreover, this race, according to Ouspensky, already exists and “moau HOBOI
packl y)Ke HAaUMHAIOT Y3HABATh JAPYT Apyra. YKe yCTaHaBIMBAIOTCS JIO3YHTH M MApoOJH...”
“people of the new race are already beginning to recognize each other. Slogans and passwords
are being established? ... .”# Taking into account that Ouspensky considers art to be the
language of the future—in a new world full of new experiences for which no concepts yet exist,
art is an invaluable tool for communication—it is tempting to assume that Malevich regarded
himself if not a representative of the new race of super-beings then at least as someone
approaching their psychic excellence. Indeed, Malevich’s Suprematism, with its concern for the
study of the infinite through intuitive insights, can truly be considered a new type of knowledge
system prepared to lead humanity to the last stage of psychic evolution prophesied by
Ouspensky.

Where Ouspensky truly extends Hinton’s ideas on the fourth dimension is in the
conception of the relationship between time and space. Ouspensky understands time as an
illusion created by the passing of the four-dimensional world through three-dimensional reality,
proposing that the physical three-dimensional space is a section of a noumenal four-dimensional
space.*’ Unable to see time as infinite spatial extension human beings observe it as if through a

narrow slit, perceiving what is called the present, while falsely agreeing on the non-existence of

2 This part is also omitted from the English edition of Tertium Organum.
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the past and the future.*® If one’s consciousness is able to overcome the limitations of this narrow
slit of human sensuous receptivity, it will be able to rise above the perceived linearity of time and
see the past and the future existing simultaneously as the present.*” Ouspensky reminds us that
the past contains not only what happened but also all that could have happened. Similarly, the
future consists of the myriad of possible events that together with the indeterminate past make up
an unknown space, which Ouspensky believes is time—the fourth dimension of space. This

time-space qualifies to be defined as a geometric fourth dimension:

By time we mean the distance separating events in the order of their succession and binding them in
different wholes. This distance lies in a direction not contained in three-dimensional space, therefore it will
be the new dimension of space.

This new dimension satisfies all the possible requirements of the fourth dimension on the ground of the
preceding reasoning.

It is incommensurable with the dimensions of three-dimensional space, as a year is incommensurable
with St. Petersburg. It is perpendicular to all directions of three-dimensional space and is not parallel to any
of them.>°

The illusion of motion that human beings understand as time is a symptom of the existence of the
fourth spatial dimension. To human beings, whose limited faculties of perception preclude
possibility of the awareness of the fourth dimension of space, time manifests itself only as

motion. The other, spatial manifestation of time, remains hidden:

It is necessary to admit that by one term, time, we designate really two ideas—"a certain space” and
“motion upon that space.” This motion does not exist in reality, and it seems to us as existing only because
we do not see the spatiality of time. That is, the sensation of motion in time (and motion out of time does
not exist) arises in us because we are looking at the world as if through a narrow slit, and are seeing the
lines of intersection of the time-plane with our three-dimensional space only.’!

Or to put the matter more exactly, the contact with a certain space of which we are not clearly conscious

calls forth in us the sensation of motion upon that space; and all this taken together, i.e., the unclear
consciousness of a certain space and the sensation of motion upon that space, we call time.>?

In his definition of the fourth dimension, Ouspensky emphasizes the existence of space upon
which human perceptual apparatus perceives the illusion of motion. The phrase “motion upon
space” brings to mind the conventional for the current reader definition of the fourth dimension

as time, proposed by Einstein. Thus, without stressing the spatial nature of time, Ouspensky’s
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time as space can be confused with Einstein’s time that, even though intimately connected with
the three spatial dimensions, is non-spatial itself.

At least on one occasion, the declarative and lucid style of Malevich’s writing indicates
that the artist intended his ideas on the fourth dimension to be correctly interpreted. This instance
is related to Malevich’s preparations of the text that would be known as Cubism (1918). In what
appears to be an earlier, 1916 version of this essay, Malevich writes on the fourth dimension as
time, in agreement with Albert Einstein—a detail so poignantly noticed by Malevich’s scholar,

Alexandra Shatskikh:>?

Byny4u He YMCTO )KUBOIMCHBIM HAMPABJICHUEM - HA OCHOBAHUH TPEXMEPHOTO TIOCTPOCHHUS U JICTTKU
’KUBOIIICHOM OH HECeT B ce0e CTPEMIICHHE K YeTBEPTOMY U3MEPEHHIO KHUBOIMCHBIX Macc.
Vka3bIBasi ICHO MyTh K YUCTOMY KHBOITHCHOMY HAIMPABJICHHUIO T.€. K AByXMEPHOMY, KaK KUBOMHCHOM
IUIOCKOCTH U YETBEPTOMY T.C. KO BPEMEHH JBIDKCHUS )KUBOITICHOTO I[BETA B IIPOCTPAHCTBE.
Being not a pure painterly direction [in art] — on the basis of the three-dimensional construction and
painterly modeling, it [Cubism] bears an aspiration for the fourth dimension of the painterly masses.
Clearly pointing the path to pure painterly direction i.e. to the two-dimensions of the painterly plane and
to the fourth one i.e. to the time of movement of the painterly colour in space. **
Indeed, Malevich’s “time of motion of the painterly masses in space” does portray time as a
measure of motion, which is taking place in space. In another version of this document Malevich,
as if correcting himself, attempts to create a sense of time as space within which his painterly
masses are to reside:
XoTst Oymy4r caM He YUCTO >KHBOIUCHBIM - HA OCHOBAaHHHU KPaCOYHOM JICTIKH - UMesi B O0JIbLICH YacTh
CBOCH OCHOBATEIIBHBIA TPEXMEPHEIH 3aKOH - YCTPEMIISISCH - K YCTBIPEXMEPHOMY T.€. 3aKIIOYCHUN
’KUBOITUCHOH (pOPMBI B UETHIPEXMEPHOM H3MEPEHHH - T.C. BDEMEHH.
Although not being purely painterly itself — on the basis of colour modeling — having
mostly fundamental, three-dimensional law — aspiring — to the four-dimensional i.e. to the enclosure of a
painterly form in the fourth dimension — i.e. time.*®

In IJsemonucwo (1917) (Cvetopis’; a neologism that can roughly be translated as “writing with

colour”), an unrelated to Cubism article document, which, however, was written around the same
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time, Malevich clearly demonstrates his allegiance to Ouspensky’s understating of the fourth

dimension as spatial time:
HBCTOHI/ICGH <B>CTal HCMOCPCACTBCHHO MEPC/ I'OJIbIM MaTCprUAJIOM, U3 KOTOPOT'O EMY IPCACTOUT CO31aTh
(hopMy IBYXMEpPHYIO WM TPEXMEPHYIO (CKyIbITYp<a>). (UeTBepTast Mepa, IBIKCHHE BO BPDEMEHH WITH XKe
mpeaACTaBJIICHUC B I/I306pa)KCHI/II/I TOM YacTu BEIIU, <4YTO CKpI)ITa,> T.C. I'IeTBepTOI\/’I CTOPOHBI, SABJIACTCA
PACKPBITUCM BCEX YETBIPEX CTOPOH BCIIU AJI ACHOTO <o Hel> IpeACTaBJICHUA, HO B 93TO K€ BPpEMs BCIIb
TCpACT CBOI1 O6HII/II>1 BHU, TaK 4YTO IIOI'OHA 3a BBIACHCHHUEM LIeTBepTOI\/’I CTOPOHBI BCIIIU BBIACHACT €€, HO
pa3pymacTt BCllb, €€ peaHBHO<€> CyHIECTBOBAHUAX Mmne AYMACTCA, YTO JOCTUKCHUC YCTBEPTOIO

N3MEep<EeHHUS> 110 OTHOLIEHHIO K YETBEPTOH CTOPOHE BEIIM 3a CUET Ipyrux Hemeno. U yoexnarock, 4To
YyeTBepTas Mepa JI0JDKHA OBITh OTHECEHA K<0> BPEMEHH, KaK 5 <-s>> Mepa K {Teryiomepy}.

The colourist stood directly in front of the bare material from which he was to create a two-dimensional or
three-dimensional shape (sculpture). (The fourth measure, the movement in time, or the representation in
the image of that part of the thing that is hidden, i.e., the fourth side, is the disclosure of all four sides of the
thing for a clear conception of it, but at the same time the thing loses its general form, so that the pursuit of
finding out the fourth side of the thing does bring one to figuring it out, but destroys the thing, its real
existence. I think that the achievement of the fourth dimension with respect to the fourth side of the thing at
the expense of others is ridiculous. I am convinced that the fourth measure should be attributed to time, as

the 5th measure to {thermal energy}.>
Here, Malevich equates the fourth dimension with the movement in time and not with the time of
movement, as he did in the aforementioned version of the Cubism essay. Suggesting spatial
configuration of time that contains motion within its plane, Malevich, further in the sentence,
describes the fourth dimension as that part of a thing that is hidden, its fourth side. He blends the
temporal and spatial interpretation of the fourth dimension in a manner similar to Ouspensky’s.
While both, Malevich and Ouspensky, regard art as the language capable of transmitting
intuitions of the fourth dimension, in the discussed passage Malevich argues against using four-
dimensional representation in the arts. The elusive nature of four-dimensional objects renders it
impractical to create in four spatial dimensions for an artist, willing to communicate their ideas
to the public that still perceives the reality of their existence as three-dimensional. This
communicative barrier of spatial four-dimensional art forces Malevich to a conclusion that in the

hands of artists, the fourth dimension must be treated as time. According to Malevich’s

82



recommendations, the art of painting should rely on a two-dimensional surface, while the art of
sculpture—on three dimensions of space. When it comes to the fourth dimension of time, only
one art form that so masterfully utilizes time (and that undoubtedly affected the development of
Malevich’s art) comes to mind—the art of cinema (Malevich’s dialogue with this art form is
discussed in the “Malevich and Film” chapter).

Cinema, which Malevich envisions as the perfect medium for visualizing the evolution of
Suprematist shapes, is a dynamic form, while the noumena of the fourth dimension, according to
Ouspensky, is static. This paradoxical relationship of the dynamism of film to the static
immobility of the fourth dimension might be the reason why Malevich’s infatuation with film
was somewhat brief. It could be that the illusion of motion that film creates is too much in
agreement with the way phenomena of three-dimensions, “the immobile angles and curves of
the fourth dimension,” appear to be in motion to human beings with an undeveloped space-
sense.>” For Malevich, the tension between dynamism and immobility, expressed in his choice of
the static medium of painting to portray dynamic Suprematist forms, seems to have been one of
the driving creative forces.

Malevich’s philosophy contains multiple references to an immobile yet dynamic state of
reality as non-objectivity he terms “nokoii,” a word that can be translated as rest, inactivity,
peace. In the spirit of Ouspensky’s claim that “the truth... is contained in a union of two opposite
understandings in one,”® Malevich states that the goal of Suprematism is to “transfer the force of
the statics through the economic essence of the plane or to form a visible dynamic rest”
(“mepenaTh CHIIy CTaTHKH Yepe3 SKOHOMHUYECKYIO CYIIHOCTh INIOCKOCTH WM 00pa30BaTh
BUIMMBI JuHAMuUecKuii mokoit).”>® This “elastic, dynamically arrested movement of the

Suprematist plane” (‘“‘yrpyroe, ITMHAMAYECKU [IOKOMHOE ABMKEHUE CYIPEMATAYECKON
yopyroe,
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wiockoctr”) plays the main role in Suprematist painting .%° Malevich’s concept of dynamic state
of rest approaches Kandinsky’s notion of dynamic equilibrium that for the latter was best
expressed in the shape of a circle. Brought to the fullest expression of the union of the opposites,
the circle becomes a point, simultaneously referring to silence and speech.5! It appears that
achieving the state of loud silence that Kandinsky associates with a point is comparable to
reaching the condition of rest pregnant with dynamism, which Malevich sought in Suprematist
art.®

According to Malevich, the consciousness of the new man will be directed into non-
objectivity. This movement towards the non-objective will be achieved through “dynamism of
excitement or rest, the realization of which must occur through the Suprematist system as a new

29 ¢¢

white realism” “nuHaMHU3M BO30YXIEHUI UM MOKOH, pean3aliisl KOTOPOTo MPOU30UTH JTOJIKHA

9963

gyepe3 CynpeMaTHuecKylo CUCTeMY KaK HOBBIH Oenbliit peanu3m.”®” Malevich purposefully
combines contradictory words into a phrase such as “dynamic rest” (TnHaAMUYECKHI1 TOKO¥) to
allude to the difficult task that his Suprematism faces: to express the immobile (that is not
moving according to the common human understanding of what motion is) nature of the fourth
dimension through the dynamism with which it is perceived in the three-dimensional world.
Through dynamic Suprematist masses Malevich wants to express the eternal non-objective rest
[mokoii] of the fourth dimension—a project that bends traditional conceptions of logic, bordering
with non-sense. Contrary to expectations, this condition of illogicality and absurd is a welcomed
one. As Ouspensky said, “In order to realize the new world, we must understand the new logical
order of things.”%* This revelation that encountering “the new order of things inevitably leads to

logical absurdities* brings to mind Malevich’s alogism and the Zaum language of Kruchenykh

discussed in the chapter on Malevich and mysticism. Malevich, having grasped the logic of the
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new order, arrived at the understanding of reason beyond that dictated by the consciousness

trapped in the space of merely three dimensions:

We have come as far as the rejection of reason, but we rejected reason because another kind of reason has
grown in us, which in comparison to what we have rejected, can be called ‘beyond reason’ [zaumnyi]
which also has law, construction [konstruktsiia], and sense, and only by learning it shall we have work
based on the law of the truly new ‘beyond reason’.

We have arrived at beyond-reason-ness. I don’t know whether you agree with me or not, but I am
beginning to understand that in this beyond-reason there is also a strict law which gives pictures their right
to exist. And not one line should be drawn without the consciousness of its law, then only are we alive.®

Transition to higher logic that allows to comprehend time as the fourth dimension of
space should be accompanied by denunciation of matter as one of the most stubborn delusions of
an undeveloped consciousness. In order for the present to expand ““it would be necessary for us
to liberate ourselves from matter, because matter is nothing more than the conditions of space
and time in which we dwell.”%” Consciousness must leave the conditions of materiality of three-
dimensional existence, to evolve from the dominant human form of receptivity, in which matter
exists in three dimensions, in time and space. Ouspensky claims that this condition is equivalent
to a form of blindness: “In speaking of matter it is necessary always to remember that matter is
not a substance, but a condition. Suppose for example, that a man is blind. It is impossible to
regard this blindness as a substance; it is a condition of the existence of a given man. Matter is a
form of blindness.”®® Ouspensky’s analogy between the condition of blindness and the inability
to grasp reality as a four-dimensional space brings to mind Malevich’s architectons, his “blind
Suprematist structures”® discussed in the chapter on Malevich and cosmism. The adjective
“blind,” which I interpreted as descriptive of the structure’s lack of doors and windows, and as
indicative of Malevich’s rejection of objective vision, acquires a new meaning in the context of
Ouspensky’s Tertium Organum. It is possible that by referring to his architectons as blind,
Malevich, with the wit and the sense of irony characteristic of the artist, confirms their yet

inferior state of existence as matter in three dimensions. Malevich seeks the non-objective state
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of rest in which the three-dimensional objects are annihilated and all becomes undifferentiated
totality. This project suggests a process in which matter abandons its objective state—a project
that is in agreement with Ouspensky’s call to lift the veil of material existence. Malevich writes
of the practical difficulties of the realization of this project and of the persistence of material

forms:

s B TIOJTHOM TTOKO€ X0y ITPOMTH BCIO HATYPY, BCE OBITHE, HE X0Uy BPAXIIBI M TSDKECTH. S XOUy BTHCHYTh
CBOI pa3ropsiaeHHbIH 00pHO0I0 MO3T B HATYPY M PACTBOPUTHCS B HEH, HO HECYacThe MOE B TOM, UTO HE
MoOTy <HW> HalTH LU, HU IPUIyMaTh OPYANE, KOTOpoe pa3pyOmio <Obr> HaTypy, U s Obl BOIIEI—OHA
He pyOuTCS, HE pacTBOPSIETCS, HE CrOpaeT, He 3aMep3aceT, OHa, KaK BebMa, B Iap oOpalaercs, 1 B BOY, U
B JIEPEBO, U B MEMEN; TaK YK CaM MOU pa3yM YCTaHOBHII €€ HEYIIEMICHHOCTb. XOU€lIb BEAbMY
IIPEOJI0JIeTh—a OHA OIIPOKHHETCSI COOAKOM, XOUellb ee yJapuTh—OHa KoJiecoM Tonuia. B yueHoM mupe
9Ta BeJbMa HEYSA3BHMAa, OHA HA3bIBAECTCS MATEPUSL.

in complete peace I want to go through all of nature, all being, I do not want enmity and gravity. I want to
squeeze my heated brains into nature and dissolve in it, but my misfortune is in that I can neither find a
crevice, nor come up with a tool that would penetrate nature for me to enter — it does not cut, it does not
dissolve, it does not burn out, it does not freeze, it, like a witch, turns into steam, and into water, and into a
tree, and into ashes; so my mind itself has established its unbreachingness. If you want to overcome a
witch, she will turn into a dog, you want to hit her — she rolled away like a wheel. In the learned world, this
witch is invulnerable, it is called matter.”®

Malevich’s project of doing away with matter, an aspiration so close to that of Ouspensky, can
be witnessed in the titles of Malevich’s paintings presented at The Last Futurist Exhibition of
Paintings 0,10 (19 December 1915 to 17 January 1916). These early Suprematist works bore
such names as Painterly Realism of a Boy with a Knapsack—Colour Masses in the Fourth
Dimension (1915), Painterly Realism of a Football Player—Colour Masses in the 4th Dimension
(1915), Painterly Realism of a Peasant Woman in Two Dimensions (1915), Self Portrait in Two
Dimensions, Automobile and Lady—Colour Masses in the 4th Dimensions (1915), and Lady—
Colour Masses in the Fourth and Second Dimensions (1915). Material form loses its
recognizable features and appears in its original, true shape—as immobile angles and curves of
the fourth dimension, or, according to Malevich’s terminology, as colour masses. The latter

comes to sight in the recognizable shape of, for example, a boy with a knapsack and a football
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player, only when perceived with the reliance on sensations, perceptions, and conceptions—
properties of consciousness that portray reality as three-dimensional—without the assistance of
the fourth property of higher intuition.

The question arises, however, regarding the resemblance of Malevich’s self-portrait,
which, according to the author, resides in two dimensions, and the four-dimensional colour
masses of a boy with a knapsack (there could be other analogous comparisons between
Malevich’s 1915 paintings but we will adhere to the one just mentioned). In The Fourth
Dimension and Non-Euclidian Geometry in Modern Art, Linda Dalrymple Henderson suggests
that Malevich’s paintings presented at the (.70 exhibition describe three-dimensional subject
matter existing in the two and four-dimensional spaces to hint at the artistic process that brings
forth Suprematist art. Malevich is stimulated by his surroundings, which are situated in the
habitual Euclidian space of three dimensions, but he exports his sensations of this reality into the
spaces of other dimensions. Malevich declares: “In naming some of these paintings I do not wish
to point out what form to seek in them, but I wish to indicate that real forms were approached in
many cases as the ground for formless painterly masses from which a painterly picture was
created, quite unrelated to nature.”’! Malevich’s statement surely explains the absence of the
titles that speak of the subject matter’s being depicted in the three dimensions—nature serves as
the raw material for the artist. However, it does not shed more light upon the question concerning
the similarity between the depictions of the subject matter derived from the phenomenal reality
in two and four dimensions of space.

In his otherwise flawed paper titled A Man and His Square: Kasimir Malevich and the
Visualization of the Fourth Dimensions, Stephen Luecking offers a curious supposition regarding

the possible reasons for Malevich’s choosing to paint shapes in two and four dimensions in an
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almost identical manner—as polygons on white background. Luecking lists a variety of
analogies with which the geometry of the fourth dimension was introduced to the laymen at the
turn of the twentieth century. Among the more common analogies some of which were already
discussed in this chapter, Luecking brings to the fore a less frequently used analogy that deals
with the intersections of two lower-dimensional objects with a higher-dimensional one.”? Thus,
in a three-dimensional space the intersection of two two-dimensional planes produces a one-
dimensional line segment. From this postulate, it follows that in a four-dimensional space, the
intersection of two three-dimensional solids will produce a two-dimensional plane. This method
of establishing conceptual understanding of higher-dimensional geometry was popularized by
Edwin Abbott Abbott in his satirical novella Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions (1884).>
Using this method, Luecking proposes that Malevich’s Painterly Realism of a Boy with a
Knapsack — Colour Masses in the Fourth Dimension demonstrates just that: the intersection of
three-dimensional solids / human forms in a four-dimensional space produces black and red
planes. Luecking also notices that the passing of a three-dimensional object through a two-
dimensional plane brings similar results—a slice of the three-dimensional solid or a plane.” Tt
seems that Malevich’s Self Portrait in Two Dimensions, according to Luecking, is about passing
of a three-dimensional body of the artist through a two-dimensional surface of the canvas. Thus,
the polygons of Painterly Realism of a Boy with a Knapsack and Self Portrait in Two
Dimensions are very much alike, even though achieved through intersections of objects in four

and two dimensions, respectively.

3 Through depicting the difficulty with which a lower-dimensional creature perceives beings from a higher-
dimensional world, Flatland proposes that human inability to perceive higher-than-three-dimensional spaces might
be a symptom of their existence.
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This curious theory, although plausible, extensively relies on the type of analytical
thinking that Malevich despised. It is quite possible that Malevich, in lieu of the artist’s
developed sense of humor (which according to Bergson leads to intuitive insights), purposefully
created this intellectual trap for those willing to get caught in the webs of their own reason.
Malevich’s alogism seeps through his work from the time of its inception expressed in such
paintings as An Englishmen in Moscow (1914) throughout his entire carrier. Could it be then that
the similarity between the three-dimensional bodies living in a four-dimensional world and the
three-dimensional bodies—in a two-dimensional plane, a correspondence announced by
Malevich in his 1915 paintings, is at once an artist’s prank and the affirmation of a conviction
that without having a developed space-sense and assistance of higher intuition one cannot share
their judgments on the topic of higher dimensions?

Conclusions:

Indeed, having a coherent theory of higher dimensions of space that can allow one to be
judgmental and opinionated can only be the product of a dedicated mind. Malevich’s writings
demonstrate this intellectual struggle, an aspiration to reconcile the variety of ideas on this
puzzling topic. Even though Malevich’s art contains echoes of non-Euclidian geometries and
shares with them a comparable motivation to discover spaces other than the habitual three-
dimensional phenomenal world, it is in the geometries of the four dimensions where one can
truly locate a source of Malevich’s inspirations. While there are traces of spiritualistic and
theosophical interpretations of the fourth dimension in Malevich’s writings, an almost palpable
presence of Ouspensky’s thought in the artist’s work is difficult to ignore. A Promethean task of
rebuilding reality through restructuring of the perceptual apparatus of human beings by

introducing the fourth unit of psychic life, the higher intuition, to consciousness’ already present
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three—sensation, representation, concept—is a project that appears to be driving both
Malevich’s and Ouspensky’s philosophies. Annihilation of matter, which is a symptom of a
mind’s not having a developed space-sense and only operating with merely three units of psychic
life, is another common theme in the two thinkers’ oeuvres. Most important, Malevich agrees
with Ouspensky regarding the fourth dimension as time, which they both interpret as spatial.
However, when it comes to practical application of this realization, Malevich prefers to treat the
fourth dimension as time omitting its spatial characteristic. This, the artist states, should be done
due to purely pragmatic reasons—while it is possible to work in two and three dimensions,
expressing one’s artistic ideas in four spatial dimensions makes the subject matter of the artwork
unrecognizable and therefore uncommunicative, which cancels one of the artwork’s purposes of
being a transmitter of sensations. Malevich stays loyal to the metaphysical conception of the
fourth dimension as noumenal reality but considers it dynamically, as non-spatial time when it

comes to the practical applications of the idea of the fourth dimension in art.
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Chapter 3: Malevich and Infinity
Introduction:
Kazimir Malevich has actively explored the concept of the infinite in his writings and in his

white paintings of 1918-1919, associating the infinite with the colour “white.” He writes:

At the moment, a person’s path lies through space; suprematism, the semaphore of colour—in its infinite
abyss. The blue colour of the sky is conquered by the suprematist system, it was broken through, and it
entered the white as a true real representation of infinity and therefore is free from the colour background
of the sky.!

Around the same time that Malevich was working out the non-objective language of
Suprematism in which the artist strove to articulate the relationships between the finite and the
“infinite abyss” of colour, Russian mathematicians, Nikolai Luzin, Dmitri Egorov, and Pavel
Florensky, have been wrestling with the implications of set theory at the basis of which was an
aspiration similar to Malevich’s—to attain the knowledge of the infinite. In a way, Malevich’s
Suprematism is also aroused by an ambition to overcome the problems of set theory. Exposing
logical contradictions at the basis of set theory, Russell’s Paradox triggered developments in
mathematics that contributed to the unfolding of what is commonly referred to as the crisis of
modern reason. 2 It is this crisis that stimulated avant-garde practices that sought to find lost
harmony and revive the spirit circumcised by calculative reason.* Interpreted in such manner, the
aforementioned Russian mathematicians’ and Malevich’s projects can be understood as reactions
against the crisis of modern reason expressed in mathematical and visual languages, respectively.
What is particularly striking about these seemingly different approaches to studying infinity, the
mathematical and the visual, is that both appear to be founded on treating infinity as actually
existing, as a complete totality that can be subjectively experienced in the physical world.
Egorov, Luzin, Florensky, and Malevich’s approach to the problems of modernity is to take a

theurgist stance to creative practices and to synthesize mathematical ideas with mysticism,—
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especially of the sort found in Name Worshippers’ movement—affirming that it is possible to
create infinities that through the act of creation become actually existing. Similar aspirations can
be found in Russian Symbolist art and are especially well pronounced in the work of the poet,
Andrei Bely, the student of Egorov and the classmate of Luzin and Florensky. From his
mathematical mentors influenced by the mysticism of the Name Worshippers, Bely must have
borrowed understanding of poetic creation as life imbuing. He writes: “When I name an object
with a word, I thereby assert its existence.” This conviction that created artistic forms actually
exist and bear characteristics of life is fundamentally important for Malevich. I contend that at
least partially, it is connected with the developments in mathematics that led to treating infinities
as actually existing. To understand how Malevich and the aforementioned Russian
mathematicians came to treat infinity as such, one needs to undertake a short excursion into the
history of the concept of the infinite. This excursion is followed by an introduction of the ideas
of the Name Worshipping sect, which, I argue, have contributed to Malevich’s understanding of
art as a process that brings forth life.

Brief History of Infinity:

From a bird’s eye view and with a momentary indulgence in teleological understanding of
history, it appears that the intellectual transformations of the concept of actual infinity were
moving towards the climactic developments in its theorizing, which took place on the verge of
the centuries, in the work of Georg Cantor, laying the foundation for the achievements of Luzin,
Egorov, and Florensky. My proposition that the developments of the Russian School of
Mathematics have influenced Malevich’s understanding of infinity makes the study of Cantor

and of the aforementioned mathematicians fundamentally important for my project.
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If we descend towards the time of the genesis of the Western understanding of infinity, its
history can be said to begin with the Greek term apeiron (éneipov), often translated as
unbounded, infinite, indefinite, and undefined. The latter meaning of the word reflects apeiron’s
cosmological roots. In Greek cosmology, the world was born out of original chaos, of apeiron.®
This rather pejorative connotation of the infinite is reflected in Plato and Pythagoras’ rejection of
infinity rooted in the thinkers’ convictions that the world is finite and can be represented through
a finite sequence of natural numbers. For Plato, the ultimate form, the Good, is, too, finite and
definite.”

Aristotle, who is often considered the father of modern science, expressed acute concern
for the empirical investigations of the physical world, and recognized that the study of physics
involved analysis of categories that were either limited or unlimited: time and space do seem to
expand indefinitely, pointing at the actuality of apeiron. This contradiction between the actuality
of the infinite and the a priori finite world of the Greeks must have motivated Aristotle to
buttress the dominant worldview with the more restricted notion of potential infinity. The latter
allowed avoiding the dangerous actual infinite by claiming that it doesn’t exist. Since it is never
complete, it is bound to remain in a state of perpetual movement to the next value, as a mere
potentiality that never reaches the limit.® This account of the infinite as processive can be
considered truly revolutionary, as it had been in opposition to the dominant worldview that
considered the infinite to be a perfect, all-inclusive totality. Aristotle’s conception of the infinite
has come to prevalence in the domains of physics and mathematics, forbidding the entrance of
actual infinity into the language of mathematics until the middle of the 19 century.

Even though Aristotelian approach to infinity would come to dominate Western science,

there was somewhat of a reaction against Aristotle and a reversion to the ideas of Plato—an
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intellectual movement that found expression in metaphysics and Christian philosophy.
Interestingly, both of these approaches to infinity, the mathematical and the metaphysical, would
later converge in the work of Georg Cantor, fundamentally altering the history of mathematics.
It was Plotinus who seems to have first connected the ideas about God and infinity and
emphasized the immeasurable nature of the former in his writings. Being a follower of Plato,
Plotinus deemed it important to resurrect the distinction between the physical reality immediately
available to the senses and the transcendental, ultimate reality of Platonic Forms that only the
inner eye can see. The philosopher interchangeably used various names to describe the
underlying reality, an Eleatic “The One,” a Platonic “The Good,” and the name for the infinite
that would become preferred by the later theologians —“God.” The ineffability of the First
Principle that resulted in the plurality of names ascribed to It by Plotinus, also brought about a
radical change in the conception of infinity. In Plotinus’ Neoplatonism, the derogatory meaning
of the infinite as something lacking form and undefined is substituted for one in which God’s
limitless nature is celebrated. No form is capable of containing the One, self-sufficient in its
vastness that no human imagination is capable of grasping. Plotinus says: “The One, perfect
because it seeks nothing, has nothing, and needs nothing, overflows, as it were, and its
superabundance makes something other than itself.” This overflowing (it must be noted that
Plotinus uses emanation as a metaphor and, in his writings, clearly indicates that it should not be
understood literally) creates his “first born,” Intelligence, which becomes such only when it turns
towards the One and becomes filled with It, reaching the state of perfection.!® It is this “turning”
that gives form to the infinity produced by the overflowing of the One. Intelligence, when
inundated with the goodness of the One, creates Soul, whose subsequent overflowing produces

the sensible universe.
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Interestingly, ideas reminiscent of the One and of the ultimate reality would become
fundamentally important for Malevich. It seems that with Plotinus, Malevich shared a pluralistic
approach of naming the unifying force that moved the world. For the artist, God, too, was not
immediately related to any static form of deity, but was ineffable power, creative force.

Malevich, as if writing about Plotinus’ the One and Intellect states:

God — the power, the life of which consists in the eternal work of modification of forms, and in

this eternally creative power lie or, rather, it is divided into two clearly separate forces, which, however,
exist together only (they live); the first force is unconscious, the second conscious (two together are the
Great Intellect). Unconscious force creates and changes a form; conscious — designs it for

life (Schopenhauer was not correct when acknowledging this will as unconscious and all creation as
unconscious expression of the will). All in nature has intellect and is consciously designed without
interference for each other; everything is calculated and nothing is omitted.!!

I propose that Malevich’s Neoplatonic infinity as the unbounded First principle is
mathematically connected with the ideas of Georg Cantor, who too was inspired by mystical
understanding of infinity as God and invented mathematical language that was to assist him in
comprehending Its unboundedness. Among the thinkers in whom Cantor found support for his
conviction in the actual existence of infinity was Friedrich Leibniz, who proposed that actual
infinity can be found in the infinite divisibility of nature. Leibniz, who most certainly was
influenced by Neoplatonic thought, must have been inspired by the dialogue in Parmenides, a
text by Plato that motivated Plotinus to develop his strain of anti-Aristotelian metaphysics, which

supports the idea of the infinite divisibility of matter:

Then being is distributed over the whole multitude of things, and nothing that is, however small or however
great, is devoid of it? ... And it is divided into the greatest and into the smallest, and into being of all sizes,
and is broken up more than all things; the divisions of it have no limit.'2

This proposition that actual infinity can be found in nature, becomes reincarnated in the

seventeenth century by Leibniz:

I am so in favor of actual infinite that instead of admitting that Nature abhors it, as is commonly said, I hold
that Nature makes frequent use of it everywhere, in order to show more effectively the perfections of its
Author. Thus I believe that there is no part of matter which is not — I do not say divisible — but actually
divisible; and consequently the least particle ought to be considered as a world full of infinity of different
creatures. '
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It is difficult to say whether Malevich has consulted any writings by Leibniz, but analogies in
thought between Leibniz and Malevich can be drawn. Malevich understands the world as a series
of nested universes: the universe of the cosmos contains the human world, in which each human,
in turn, consists of a universe of creatures. Even though the artist doesn’t stress the infinite
character of this series, he does emphasize the idea of divisibility of nature into smaller elements:
“Man is a universe as well. In it, there also live billions of lives, which use and destroy him.
Similarly, this man will act on the ball on which we live.”!*

Seventeenth century was marked by the concept of infinity becoming more dominant in
mathematics and sciences, bringing metaphysics and mathematics into conflict regarding the
place of God. Among those claiming infinity for God alone was George Berkeley, who criticized
calculus as a doctrine that found expression in Newtonian theory of fluxions and the Leibnizian
infinitesimals. The concept of infinitely expanding Newtonian space threatened theological
monopoly on infinity as well.!> This surely was the time of experimentation with ideas on how to
interpret the mathematical and scientific findings in such a way as not to contradict the word of
God.!® Isaac Newton, too, engaged in a metaphysical excursion, which brought him to a
conviction that actual infinity does exist.

Interestingly, the idea of Newtonian space, associated with mathematization and
rationalization of physical space, was strongly linked to a motivation to understand God. For
Newton, God and space are interrelated for the physical space is a sensorium of the omnipresent
God—an unusual and highly contested position at the time. In Principia Mathematica, Newton
writes:

Space is an affection of a being just as a being. No being exists or can exist which is not related to space in
some way. God is everywhere, created minds are somewhere, and body is in the space that it occupies; and
whatever is neither everywhere nor anywhere does not exist. And hence it follows that space is an
emanative effect of the first existing being, for if any being is posited, space is posited.'”
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Newton infers that existence necessarily involves occupation of space—a logical consequence of
existence of any being. It follows that space must be an emanation of the first existing being, or
God. Newton’s emanative principle of space is akin to Plato’s conception of the emanation of the
Good that fills the inner eye, philosopher’s soul, with wisdom. Similarly, God emanates space
and fills it with his presence that is everywhere at all times. Since God always is, space is eternal
as well: there never was or will be an occasion at which God ceases to exist and to occupy the
emanated space. God’s eternity results in consistent existence of space, without beginning or
end. This iconoclastic idea of the intimate connection between God and space brought Newton to
an even more radical proposition—that space is actually infinite. For Newton, this proposition is
a logical outcome of the actual infinity of the omnipresent God, who must occupy an actually
infinite space, being actually infinite himself. Common notion that space is only potentially
infinite would render Newton’s God potentially infinite as well, an assumption Newton could not
agree with. In Newton’s philosophy, the only way to comprehend the actual infinity of God is to
merge God with an infinite Euclidean space.'®

Newton’s unwillingness to discuss the topics of metaphysics in relation to the sciences,
something that was a staple of natural philosophers prior to Newton, played a trick on him. The
force of attraction, which for Newton was evidence of His actions upon the space He inhabited,
was the manifestation of God’s omnipresence in the world; it has ceased to be regarded as such
and became a secularized force of nature, a characteristic of matter, that enriched mechanistic
theories of life instead of displacing them.!” Space became the infinite void, filled with lifeless
matter that moves in eternal time according to strict mathematical rules without any particular

purpose or meaning.
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As it had been sketched earlier in this chapter, actual infinity has undergone substantial
conceptual transformations, originating in the closed world of the ancient Greeks, for whom it
had a negative connotation of chaos and formlessness, becoming the actual infinity of
Neoplatonic God, and, later, of space inhabited by omnipresent first principle of Newton,
eventually turning into the spiritless void of infinite Newtonian space. With the exclusion of
Leibniz’s insistence on the infinite divisibility of matter that was bathed in his mathematical
ideas, actual infinity was not used in mathematics.?’ Possibly as an expression of an overarching
mathematizing tendency characteristic of modern paradigm that emerged in the seventeenth
century, the concept of infinity, too, started to be expressed mathematically, with Bernard
Bolzano introducing the concept of actual infinity into mathematics in his book, The Paradoxes
of the Infinite (1851).

In the second chapter of this book, Bolzano writes: “It is precisely in mathematics...
where we speak most frequently of the infinite.”?! Bolzano’s Paradoxes is born out of the
conviction that the lack of the proper definition of infinity lies at the origin of all paradoxical
situations in mathematics.?? It is through reformulating infinity as a property of sets that Bolzano
intended to save mathematics from confusion.?* Infinity for Bolzano cannot be understood as

something that exists on its own, but only as a property of a set of finite elements:

... a truly infinite quantity [...] does not by any means need to be variable [...] Conversely, it is quite
possible for a quantity merely capable of being taken greater than we have already taken it, and of
becoming larger than any one pre-assigned (finite) quantity, nevertheless to remain at all times merely
finite: which holds in particular with any numerical quantity 1, 2, 3, 4, ... 24

This conceptual leap allows Bolzano to affirm the existence of actual infinity:

Now that we are agreed on the idea to be attached to the word infinite, and now that we have made
ourselves clearly aware of the elements composing that idea, the next question to be asked is that
concerning its objective existence — that is, whether there exist objects to which it can be applied, whether
there exist sets which we may judge to be infinite in the sense here declared. This I venture to answer with
a decided affirmative [...] The set of all ‘absolute propositions and truths’ is easily seen to be infinite.?
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Bolzano’s development of the concept of the infinite served as a foundation for the work of
Georg Cantor, whose groundbreaking achievements led set theory to its maturity, transforming
mathematics into the science of the infinite.?

Curiously, Malevich’s description of the infinite, which he has been actively exploring in
his 1918-1919 white paintings, is surprisingly close to how the founder of set theory, Georg
Cantor, defined a set. Malevich describes his visceral journey into the infinite: “I saw myself in
space, hidden in dots and bands of colour; there among them I sank into the abyss.”?” According
to Emmy Noether, a contemporary of Cantor, here is how the founder of set theory visualized a

set:

As to the concept of a set, Dedekind said he regards a set as a pursed sack, a sack that contains certain
specific things, but you do not see them and know nothing of them other than that they are specific and
present. Some time later, Cantor gave his own idea of a set. He draw himself up to full height, described
with his arm a grandiose gesture, and, with inscrutable gaze, breathed: “I visualize a set as an abyss.”?8

Cantor fully transformed actual infinity into a mathematical object and embedded it into
the language of mathematics. Very roughly summarized, Cantor’s revolutionary approach to the
study of actual infinity consisted of performing arithmetic operations on finite and infinite sets,
the counting of which led him to his breakthrough discovery of transfinite numbers.? In
December 1873, Cantor proved that the set of integers N and the set of real numbers R differed
in their respective number of elements—the event that marked the beginning of set theory.
Taking into account that mathematicians did not operate with the actual infinite prior to Cantor’s
discovery, having to consider that there was not simply one actual infinity, but two, was surely a
radical idea at the time.

Cantor’s aspiration to know the infinite was guided by his theological concerns, for he
associated the infinite with God and desired to grasp its perfection through speaking the language

of infinity, which he invented in the form of transfinite numbers. Malevich connected the infinite
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with non-objectivity and imagined that the evolution of humanity should come to a state of
complete objectlessness and elimination of traditional notions of time and space. Infinity will be
defeated by non-objectivity and humanity will have to give up such notions as the past and the

future. Malevich explains:

Let us assume that in many thousands or millions of years humanity will attain omniscience, hence, will
reach the state of being everywhere. What will this moment be like? There will be nothing to comprehend
and nothing to know, and, obviously, there will be nothing to do. The world is open, and its entire being
stands in knowledge, the universe in all its greatness and infinity of its creations will move according to its
eternal law of motion, and already all its movement is a part of my knowledge and its every phenomenon is
infinitely calculated. Having attained such perfection, we will reach God, namely the image that humanity
has predetermined in its legends or in actuality. Then, the beginning of a new divine inactivity, non-being,
disappearance of personhood will arrive, for the humanity will enter into that greatest image of its perfect
predestination.*°

Thus, joining the infinite in its non-objective endlessness and indefiniteness is the ultimate state
of perfection in Malevich’s view of human evolution.

Malevich and the Russian School of Mathematics:

Whether he was familiar with it or not, Cantor’s set theory could not assist Malevich in grasping
the infinite for it contained within itself a paradox, an intellectual abyss that undermined the
foundations of mathematics. Through the specific ways of probing this abyss, arguably created
by the same cultural conditions that spurred the developments in the avant-garde art, the new
creative freedoms were discovered in Suprematism and set theory in Russia; freedoms that
enabled thinkers to not only know the infinite but to create it. It is the emphasis on the reality of
existence of the objects created in the visual art of Malevich and in the mathematics of Nikolai
Luzin, Dmitri Egorov, and Pavel Florensky that I would like to briefly focus on here.

In his writings, Malevich frequently affirms his conviction in the reality of the art forms
he creates, with probably the most famous example being Malevich’s Black Square, to which the
artist refers to as a “royal living infant.”*! Malevich defines works of art not concerned with the

imitation of nature as those that contribute living forms to the already existing ones, creating new
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species. Only when colours are released from the confines of lines that depict nature on a canvas
and form themselves into painterly arrangements motivated by the artist’s intuition, can a

painting be considered a living plane. The artist explains:

But paint was in the oppression of the common sense, was enslaved by it. And the spirit of the paint was
weakening and dying away. But when it defeated the common sense, the colours poured on the forms of
real things they so hated. The paints have ripened, but their forms in the consciousness have not. That’s
why the faces and bodies were red, green and blue. But this was a harbinger, leading to the creation of self-
determined pictorial forms. Now you need to arrange the body and give it a live appearance in real

life. And this will happen when the forms come out of the picturesque masses, i.e. will arise just as
utilitarian forms arose. Such forms will not be the repetition of living things in life, but will themselves be a
living thing. The painted plane is a living real form.>*

In figurative painting, which copies the visible world, Malevich sees only death, an empty vessel

devoid of life:

Only a few still recognize representational art as art—aesthetic act, worrying about expressing the object or
a portrait in a harmonious combination of pictorial relations, to express a picture not of an object, but to
frame the object into a picture. The artist, in dealing with nature, has this goal - in such an action we do not
see creativity, in which painting can participate. Adding a creative sign that will be a living picture — will
be a living member of the entire living world, — every image of nature in the artistic frame will be like a
dead person decorated with fresh flowers.>?
Malevich’s consideration of Suprematist forms as real and alive cannot be traced to any
particular source. It is most probable that these beliefs seeped into the artist’s consciousness
through becoming acquainted with the vitalist ideas of Henry Bergson and the panpsychist
thought of Konstantin Tsiolkovsky. I contend, however, that at least partially these convictions
of Malevich were formed in dialogue with the ideas found in the philosophy of name, propagated
by Pavel Florensky, Aleksei Losev and Sergei Bulgakov, who in turn were influenced by the
popularity of the name-worshipping sect among Russian intelligentsia.

At the root of the name-worshipping practice lies a realist conviction that in the name of

God called in the prayer, God himself is present, or, using the language of the name worshippers,

! This was wonderfully demonstrated in relation to the mathematical work of Egorov, Luzin and Florensky in
Naming Infinity.
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“The Name of God is God.” Among the most devoted supporters of the movement was Pavel
Florensky—a priest, historian, philosopher, scientist, and mathematician, whose intellectual
contact with the Russian avant-garde must have stimulated the spread of the importance of
naming beyond academia and religious practices into literary and artistic traditions. Malevich,
too, seems to have been informed of the discourses around naming that occupied intelligentsia at
the time. In the following quote the artist, as if simultaneously referring to Florensky and Cantor,

mentions both a priest and a scientist:

99 ¢

Hence the whole culture of human “perfection,” “scientific and visual justifications.” The simple action, the
first, scientific, lies in giving names to the unknown, which is neither plural, nor singular. All science is like
a priest who, baptizing in the name of Unknown, unfamiliar to him God, gives the name to the baby. Also a
scholar, operating with an unknown infinite, gives a name, dividing it into elements.*

Florensky’s commitment to the ideals of Name Worshipping has inspired his Moscow University
professor, mathematician Dmitri Egorov, and instilled spiritual curiosity in the latter’s colleague,
Nikolai Luzin, influencing the emergence of a new mathematical field of descriptive set theory.
For the Russian mathematicians, the process of naming and describing mathematical entities was
equaled with giving them life imbued with all the characteristics of actual existence.®

Florensky suggests that the first steps towards accepting the existence of the actual
infinite in nature and in God should be through admission of the infinite in spirit or in abstracto.
Thus, gaining awareness of the abstract, spiritual infinity takes the central position within the
hierarchy of the epistemological quest towards knowing the infinite in all its forms.*® Cantor and
Florensky’s abstract way of gaining insight into the Absolute and the Transfinitum is through
creation of the symbols of the infinite — transfinite numbers. Malevich’s in abstracto is through
invention of the non-objective, abstract (otvlechennyi) symbols of Suprematism. The artist
states: “Suprematist figures or forms are built only in space and convey its infinite abyss, without

giving any impression that they themselves come from the earth or have gravitation toward it.”’
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Malevich stresses the newness of forms that artistic consciousness should create and
concretize on a canvas. Similarly, the mathematicians working in set theory create new infinities.
The infinity of Malevich’s White on White can be said to be a visual analogue of a mathematical
infinity described by Luzin—both are creations that actually exist and can be experienced in the
physical world according to the convictions of their authors. Even though there are apparent
analogous motivations in the works of the Russian mathematicians and of Malevich, the latter’s
writings contain what appears to be a disagreement with the ideas explicated in the philosophy of
the name. To be precise, there is no evidence pointing at Malevich having read Florensky’s texts.
However, the ideas around naming were in the air and Malevich’s writing that expressed this
seeming antagonism demand to be examined. In what seems to be a polemic tone, Malevich

writes:

To create a real world, the society [Malevich uses the word obmexurue (obshhezhitie, community
housing), which implies a lack of privacy and a condition of shared ideology that such living environment
often entails] gave the unknown a name and [that] made the unknown real. ... Will the name be a real
authenticity? It seems to me that it will not... Hence, the arising of the human life built under the conditions
of the names, there is no other reality this society can have (in fact, there is another reality concealed
behind the sub-consciousness).>

And elsewhere:

But, obviously, a person could not otherwise live among the phenomena of nature outside of the knowledge
of "objects,” and painting became, like the entire work of man, the process of acquiring knowledge of
nature. Without entering into any professional functions, the man gave a name to every phenomenon, and
after giving to all their names, as it were, the world has become truly known to humanity, registered and
with prescribed functions. But through the description of the phenomena’s actions the rest of the mystery
was also exhausted.*

Malevich describes the detrimental consequences of the human need to name every unknown
phenomenon, restricting and limiting its potential through the process of definition and
classification. Malevich, whose Suprematism is to return humanity into the state of non-
objectivity, cannot agree with a project that is opposed to his—to segregate phenomena from the
totality of all undifferentiated, fused things and initiate them into their objecthood. This is the

project of science, according to Malevich:
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By giving a name to every phenomenon, science still had in mind the fact that through the name of the
scientific registry it would establish the boundaries of a known unit, singling it out from the common
nameless fusion. And then only in science (still in representation) it became its clear function and,
consequently, professional, understandable, scientifically grounded unit. And from that moment on, the real
world, as a whole, inseparable in a dense or empty heartbeat, began to disappear, culture, the world as
atomization, came into view in the scientific rationales of division-atomizations.*’

To take a closer look at the seeming contradiction between the ideas of Malevich and the
philosophy of the name, it is necessary to revisit Florensky’s interpretation of the concept of the
name, the basis of which is the realist and mystical conviction that the Name of God is God.
Name-worshippers were in opposition to nominalism and rational materialism of traditional
church (imyaborzy), which proposed that the name of God is only an indexical pointer, a sign,
devoid of divine presence. Nominalism and rationalism of imyaborzi is akin to those of the
sciences, which too are predisposed to subjectively assigning names to phenomena. The latter
proclivity is exactly what Malevich is opposed to, making it possible to assume that the artist, in
fact, shares the ideas expressed in the philosophy of the name so popular among the Russian set
theoreticians.

Florensky writes, “The task of name-worshiping, as some intellectual creativity, is to
express the primordial sense of humanity ... and, therefore, to reveal the ontological,
epistemological and psychophysiological prerequisites of this all-human sensation and self-
perception.”*! Defined as such, Florensky’s philosophy approaches that of Malevich, who writes,
“Suprematism is the end and the beginning, when sensations become naked, when Art becomes
as such, without face. Suprematist Square—the same element as the dash of primitive man,
which in its repetition subsequently expressed the sensations not of ornament, but only of
rhythm.”*? And if we remember that the Jesus prayer of the name-worshippers is a rhythmic
incantation that is to attune the body to its divine rhythms, establishing unity with God,
resemblances with Malevich’s rhythmic Suprematism become even more pronounced.

In addition, the theurgic component of the name-worshippers and the freedom associated

109



with this act of creation—one is free to create God through pronouncing his name—can be found

in Malevich’s recognizing the infinite freedom of an artist-creator:

Before the inventor there definitely are the barriers of the dependency on overcoming the obstacles and
adjusting to the requirements of needs and necessities. Before the creator, they do not exist from the
consideration that he is free, but being free can be only that, which does not feel boundaries or obstacles.*?

Georg Cantor, whose mathematics of infinity in its mysticism was akin to a painterly study of the
infinite undertaken by Malevich, famously said, “the essence of mathematics lies in its
freedom.”** This saying found expression in the mathematician’s creatively unrestrained
approach to mathematics where he founded and named an entire series of infinities, or even
infinity of infinities. This creative aspect of freedom in mathematics finds full expression in the
work of Luzin, Egorov, and Florensky, who immersed themselves into the problems of set
theory, which granted them unpredictable and startling results.

Conclusions:

What I contend is important for the study of Malevich’s understanding of infinity and of space, is
the Russian mathematicians’ conviction that by naming new infinities they give life to them—a
belief based in their affiliation with the religious heretic practices of the Name Worshippers. This
birthing of infinities by the Russian mathematicians closely resembles Malevich’s
conceptualization of creative process as the painting of realities that exist not as a symbol or a
sign, but as objectively existing worlds of their own. This creative act of bringing forth
mathematical and painterly objects, such as the infinities of Luzin’s A-sets and infinity of
Malevich’s White on White, can be viewed as a result of a peculiar conceptual metamorphosis, in
which infinity is viewed as the life-producing first principle which itself has become a product of

the creative activity of its children.

110



! Kazimir Malevich, “Suprematism. From ‘The Catalog of the Tenth State Exhibition. Non-
objective Creation and Suprematism,’” in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh [Collected Works
in Five Volumes] (Moscow: Gileia, 1995-2004), vol. 1, 150 (translation mine).

2 It was the time when mathematicians were particularly eager to find reassurance that
mathematics had solid foundations, with Bertrand Russell and Alfred North Whitehead
embarking on this project by deducing mathematics from logic, for which they relied on Cantor’s
set theory. It was while working on the Principia Mathematica, the three-volume book on the
foundations of mathematics that even after a decade-long work was never completed, Russell
disturbingly discovered a paradox that undermined Cantor’s set theory and with it the soundness
of mathematics itself (R. Bruce Elder, Dada & Surrealism, 35). When considering classes that
are not members of themselves and asking whether the class of such classes is or is not a member
of itself that Russell arrived at a conclusion that either answer is contradictory. A similar
contradiction can be created by giving a person a piece of paper that states: “The statement on
the other side of this paper is false”, while the other side states: “The statement on the other side
of this paper is true” (R. Bruce Elder, Dada & Surrealism, 35).

3 R. Bruce Elder describes these developments in Chapter 1 of Dada, Surrealism, and the
Cinematic Effect.

4 R. Bruce Elder, Dada, Surrealism, and the Cinematic Effect (Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier
University Press, 2013), 23.

> Loren R. Graham and Jean-Michel Kantor, Naming Infinity: A True Story of Religious
Mpysticism and Mathematical Creativity (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2009), 97.

¢ Rucker, Rudy V. B. Infinity and the mind: the science and philosophy of the infinite (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton U Press, 2005), 3.

" Donald Davidson, Plato’s Philebus (New York: Routledge, 2013), 308.

8 Michael J. Smith, “Aristotle on the Infinite, Space, and Time,” in 4 Companion to Aristotle
(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 261.

? David J. Yount, Plotinus the Platonist: A Comparative Account of Plato and Plotinus’
Metaphysics (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), 108.

19 Tbid.
' Khardzhiev-Chaga Collection, Document H 758, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam.

12 Plato, Parmenides 144, in The Dialogues of Plato: Translated into English, with Analyses and
Introductions, trans. Benjamin Jowett (New York: Macmillan and Co., 1892), 70.

111



13 Joseph Warren Dauben, Georg Cantor: His Mathematics and Philosophy of the Infinite
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), 124.

14 Khardzhiev-Chaga Collection, Document H_758, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam.

I5'W. Breidert, “Berkeley’s defence of the infinite God in contrast to the infinite of
mathematics,” in Mathematics and the Divine: A Historical Study, 499-509 (Amsterdam:
Elsevier Science, 2005), 503—-504.

16 For example, the famous mathematician and theologian, John Wallis, illustrated the Holy
Trinity in terms of a three-dimensional cube, where the cube represents the unity of the trinity
and its three dimensions—length, breadth, and height—stand for the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Ghost (ibid., 504).

17 As quoted in Andrew Janiak, Newton as Philosopher (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2008), 141-142.

18 Andrew Janiak, Newton (Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley Blackwell, 2015), 167.

19 Alexander Koyre, From the Closed World to the Infinite Universe (Radford, VA: Wilder
Publications, 2007), Kindle, Kindle Locations 3444-3447.

20 Samuel Levey, “Leibniz on Mathematics and the Actually Infinite Division of Matter,” The
Philosophical Review 107, no. 1 (January 1998): 50.

2! Bernard Bolzano and Steve Russ, The Mathematical Works of Bernard Bolzano (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004), 600.

22 Guillermina Waldegg, “Bolzano’s Approach to the Paradoxes of Infinity: Implications for
Teaching,” Science & Education 14, no. 6 (2005): 564.

23 Ibid., 565.

24 Bernard Bolzano, Paradoxes of the Infinite (Routledge Revivals) (London: Routledge, 2014),
80.

% Ibid., 84.

26 See Hermann Weyl on mathematics as “the science of the infinite” in Levels of Infinity [1930].
27 Marion Ackermann and Isabelle Malz, Kandinsky, Malewitsch, Mondrian: Der weisse
Abgrund Unendlichkeit = The infinite white abyss (Koln: Snoeck Verlagsgesellschaft mbH,
2014), 251.

28 R, Thiele, “Georg Cantor (1845-1918),” in Mathematics and the Divine: A Historical Study,
523-548 (Amsterdam: Elsevier Science, 2005), 542.

112



29 Ibid., 528.

30 Kazimir Malevich, “Laziness—The Real Truth of Humankind” [1921], in Sobranie sochinenii
v piati tomakh [Collected Works in Five Volumes] (Moscow: Gileia, 1995-2004), vol.5, 183,
(translation mine).

31 Kazimir Malevich, “From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism” [1915], in Sobranie
sochinenii v piati tomakh [Collected Works in Five Volumes] (Moscow: Gileia, 1995-2004),
vol.1, 53 (translation mine).

32 Ibid., 49.

33 Kazimir Malevich, “On New Systems in Art” [1919], in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh
[Collected Works in Five Volumes] (Moscow: Gileia, 1995-2004), vol.1, 163 (translation mine).

34 Kazimir Malevich, “Suprematism as Non-objectivity” [1922], in Sobranie sochinenii v piati
tomakh [Collected Works in Five Volumes] (Moscow: Gileia, 1995-2004), vol.3, 316 (translation
mine).

35 Loren Graham and Jean-Michel Kantor, Naming Infinity, 96.
36 Pavel Florensky, “On the Symbols of the Infinite (An Outline of G. Cantor’s Ideas)” [1904], in
Sobranie sochinenii v chetyreh tomakh [Collected Works in Four Volumes] (Moscow: Mysl’,

1994), vol. 1, 87.

37 Kazimir Malevich, “A Note around 1914,” in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh [Collected
Works in Five Volumes] (Moscow: Gileia, 1995-2004), vol. 5, 384 (translation mine).

38 Kazimir Malevich, “Suprematism as Pure Knowledge” [1922], in Sobranie sochinenii v piati
tomakh [Collected Works in Five Volumes] (Moscow: Gileia, 1995-2004), vol. 3, 208
(translation mine).

39 Ibid., 126.

40 Tbid.

4l As quoted in A. Oleksyuk, “Filosofiya Imeni P.A. Florenskogo [P.A. Florensky’s Philosophy
of Name],” Vestnik MGOU °‘Filosofskie Nauki’ 4 (2009): 166 (translation mine).

42 Kazimir Malevich, “The World as Non-objectivity. Part II. Suprematism” [1927], in Sobranie

sochinenii v piati tomakh [Collected Works in Five Volumes] (Moscow: Gileia, 1995-2004), vol.
2, 110 (translation mine).

113



43 Kazimir Malevich, “Suprematism as Pure Knowledge” [1922], in Sobranie sochinenii v piati
tomakh [Collected Works in Five Volumes] (Moscow: Gileia, 1995-2004), vol. 3, 80 (translation
mine).

44 As quoted in P. Cartier et al., Freedom in Mathematics (New Delhi: Springer, 2016), 10.

114



Chapter 4: Malevich and Imaginary Numbers
Introduction:
This chapter draws parallels between Malevich’s understanding of Suprematism as a prism that
focuses objective vision allowing one to grasp what lays beyond its limits, beyond zero, and
Florensky’s interpretation of imaginary numbers that proposes the existence of the reverse side
of reality, where space is imaginary, objects have imaginary mass, and time moves backward. It
claims that Florensky’s ideas on imaginary numbers, which the philosopher/mathematician has
been discussing since 1902, found expression in Malevich’s philosophy of non-objectivity.
Florensky’s work Mnimosti v Geometrii (Imaginaries in Geometry, 1922) contains the germ of
zero symbolism that has evolved not only into the ideas of Andrei Bely and Aleksei Kruchenykh,
whose writings have inspired Malevich, but also into Malevich’s zero philosophy. Mnimosti v
Geometrii is a work that offers a novel approach to understanding the geometry of imaginary
numbers, which are the product of multiplication of a real number, such as “five,” by an
imaginary unit i, whose square equals negative one (= —1). In order to fully appreciate
Florensky’s mathematical masterstroke and to grasp the connections between the imaginary
space, occupied by the imaginary numbers, and the space of Suprematism, it is necessary to take
a brief tour of the major historical events concerning the development of the ideas surrounding
these mathematical entities.

Brief History of Imaginary Numbers:

Exploration of the world of numbers usually begins with the introduction of natural (positive,
whole numbers used for counting and ordering), integer (all numbers without a fractional
component), rational (numbers expressed as a fraction of two integers), and real numbers

(includes rational and irrational numbers, such as V2, or ). Even though most of the known
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numbers belong to the aforementioned group(s), there are species that seem to have visited from
another realm. One of such puzzling numbers is the mathematical entity v/—1 that is usually
denoted by the letter i, which stands for the word “imaginary,” and is derived from the equation
x?+1=0. Attempts to determine the value of the variable x lead to the following result: x =
v/—1. For centuries, this mathematical outcome was either ignored or considered an impossible
“mental torture.”! The struggles to comprehend how the square of x, which by definition must be
a positive number, can possibly equal to a negative value, were far from futile, leading to the
development of the complex number plane and the use of i in space-time physics, electrical
engineering, and theoretical and applied mathematics.

The first to ignore the square root of a negative number was Heron of Alexandria, who, in

the first century A.D., upon providing a correct formula for determination of the volume of the

pyramid with square base, h = ’cz - Z(Clz;b)z, chose to test it with the lower base being equal

28, the upper—+4, and the edge—15. Heron’s calculations stated: h = \/ 152 — 2(?)2 =

225 — 2(12)2 =225 — 144 — 144 = /81 — 144. But instead of writing that h =

v/—63, Heron opted for the inoffensive V63, completely disregarding the existence of the square
root of a negative number and failing to become the first known mathematician to have derived
this value from an analysis of a physical problem.?

Divorced from its connection with physical reality, the square root of a negative number
received a lot more attention. Among the first mathematicians, who dared to use this puzzling
number in calculations was Girolamo Cardano, who published his solutions to the cubic and
biquadratic equations, that is equations such as x>+ x = 10 and x* + 3x?>= 4, in his 1545 book Ars

Magna. Cardano’s seemingly innocent problem that read as “Find two numbers that add up to 10
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and give 40 when they are multiplied together” brought him face-to-face with the square root of

a negative number, V—15 in this case. If converted to algebraic notation, the problem requires
finding solutions for the following equations: x +y = 10 and xy = 40. Cardano’s method for

solving such equations involves substitution of the y in the second equation with the y from the

first, which equals 10 — x, giving x (10 —x) = 40. Using the quadratic formula x = “havbidac

2a

—a formula that Cardano was familiar with—allowed the mathematician to obtain the two roots

of the equation: x =5 +v/—15 and x = 5 — v—15. Even though Cardano didn’t consider the
square root of negative fifteen a number, he nonetheless wrote: “Putting aside the mental tortures
involved, multiply [these quantities]. Hence the product is 40.”* While not ignoring or expressing
fear towards these mathematical entities, Cardano regards square roots of negative numbers as
questionable: “So progresses arithmetic subtlety the end of which, as is said, is as refined as it is
useless.” About a century later, in his L Invention nouvelle en [’agebra (1629) Albert Girard
argued for the acceptance of these numbers upon posing a question “Of what use are these
impossible solutions?” Girard, in a rather pragmatic way, reasoned that the solutions that involve
the square roots of negative numbers should be welcomed because there are simply no other
solutions. This mode of thinking resulted in one of the still-to-this-day accepted definitions of a
number that states that a number is a solution to an algebraic equation.’

There is, however, another understanding of numbers, one that relates them to the
physical world. This geometric definition proposes that a number is the length of a geometric
magnitude. It is precisely this understanding of numbers that prevented Heron of Alexandria
mentioned earlier from noticing the notorious square root of a negative number. If he had, his
findings would have contradicted the commonly accepted notion that a volume of a figure in

space cannot be a negative value. The intuition that the algebraic and geometric conceptions of

117



numbers relate to different mathematical systems is supported by the futility of attempts to create
a square with an area that equals the area of a given circle (this is commonly referred to as
squaring the circle.) In 1882, German mathematician Ferdinand von Lindemann determined that
neither 7 nor its square root are algebraic numbers, which provides an explanation for the
impossibility of finding solutions to the aforementioned problem.® Kazimir Malevich, however,
seemed to have approached this problem in his 1927 film script “Artistic and Scientific Film—
Painting and Architectural Concerns—Approaching the New Plastic Architectural System,”
where his “royal infant,” black square, transformed into a circle through rotation, cinematically
solving the perplexing mathematical problem. (Interestingly, the stamp for Vitebsk’s UNOVIS
[abbreviation for the Champions of New Art], a union of young vanguard art students led by
Malevich since 1920 to 1922, is a red square enclosed by a circle.) Similarly to the way
Malevich merged the square and the circle in his film script—an act that approaches a synthesis
between an algebraic and geometric conceptions of number—this chapter is concerned with how
the square root of negative one, an algebraic entity that had no geometric interpretation, has
breached the divide between algebra and geometry and gained spatiality. This development in
mathematics has had a tremendous effect on the Russian avant-garde artists of the early twentieth
century, including Kazimir Malevich, and therefore deserves our closest attention.

The square root of negative one, or i, acquired geometric representation on 10 March
1797, in the work of a Norwegian land surveyor, Caspar Wessel. His paper titled “On Analytic
Representation of Direction: An Attempt” was presented at the Royal Danish Academy of
Sciences and published in the Academy’s Memoirs in 1799. Wessel’s groundbreaking work,
however, did not have an immediate impact, possibly due to its being written in Danish and not

translated to other languages.” It was rediscovered much later, in 1895, long after Jean-Robert
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Argand and Johann Carl Friedrich Gauss have independently arrived at similar conclusions in
1806 and 1831, respectively (in fact, Gauss had made his discoveries in 1796, prior to Wessel,
but abstained from publishing his results until everything was “just right.”® Wessel’s work
contained an interpretation of complex numbers—any numbers that can be expressed in the form
a + bi, where a and b are real numbers, and i is the imaginary number, for example 2 + 3 (or 2 +
3v/—1). The elegance of Wessel’s solution relies on the proposition that since the square root of
negative one cannot be located on the number line it is necessary to extend the number line to a
number plane by taking another, perpendicular to the conventional number line axis that would
represent multiples of v—1.7 (Note the striking similarity between the description of the new
spatial plane hosting complex numbers and Ouspensky’s conceptualization of the fourth

dimension of space as time, whose plane is perpendicular to the other three dimensions of space.)

Ai
(a, b)
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Figure 4.1: Polar form of a complex number.

For Wessel then, a complex number is a point in this newly proposed number plane
known as complex plane; it can also be understood as a directed radius vector from the origin to
that point.!? To understand how Wessel arrived at his simple yet brilliant geometric interpretation
of i it is necessary to convert i to its polar form, expressed in terms of the length of the radius

vector and the polar angle, which is the counterclockwise angle from the x-axis. Thus, in polar

: .. : : b
form a complex number is expressed as 7 {cosf + isinf}, which can also be written as r tan'l(;)
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and as r £ 6. To find the radius, r, we can use the Pythagorean theorem: » = va? + b%. A

complex number takes the form a + bi. In the special case of i, @ = 0 and b = 1. Knowing the

values of a and b, we can determine that » equals 1 (since V02 4+ 12 = 1). To find the angle 6,
we need to think of @ as a value along the x-axis and b as a value along the y-axis. Since we

know that a equals zero, we have a point on the positive axis y, which implies that 8 = g =90°.

Using the values of » and 6, we can express 7 in polar form, i = v—1 = 1£ 90°. This equation
states that v —1 is the directed line segment with the length of one points straight up along the
vertical axis. Geometrically, multiplying by v—1 is simply a counterclockwise rotation by 90°—

a property that gave v—1 an additional meaning (v —1 is also an imaginary number) of the
rotation operator.!!

Florensky and Imaginary Numbers:

Acceptance of square roots of negative numbers not only as solutions to algebraic equations but
also as geometrical magnitudes, albeit existing in an imaginary plane, was an important
intellectual milestone, the one that would stimulate the imagination of avant-garde artists two
centuries after Wessel first thought of the solution to the geometric interpretation of i. It can be
said that complex number theories truly blossomed with the development of non-Euclidian
geometries, which can partially explain the excitement around the idea of the imaginary plane
among the Russian vanguard artists exploring new conceptions of space. Pavel Florensky, a
polymath, priest, and an artist also discussed in the chapter on Malevich and Infinity, was among
the thinkers who offered a strikingly original and unprecedentedly holistic theory of imaginary
numbers.

In Mnimosti v Geometrii (Imaginaries in Geometry) (1922, the majority of the work was

already written in 1902; Florensky discussed it with Luzin then'?), Florensky argues against a
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reductivist approach to complex number mathematics: instead of interpreting functions
themselves, it is the variables that are interpreted. The complex plane as defined by Wessel,
Argand, Gauss and others, is only useful for expression of function’s content, its “material
cause,” while neglecting function’s form, its “formal cause.”'® Florensky alludes to Aristotle’s
four causes for a reason—he seeks unified knowledge of geometric space, the one that fits into
the larger picture of the world, of metaphysics. In geometry, Florensky’s unifying task is to
extend the two-dimensional representation of geometric entities to include imaginary numbers,
which have been graphed independently since the foundation of their geometric interpretation.'*
Florensky states: “In short, it is necessary to find a place in space for the representation of the
imaginaries, and without taking anything away from the representation of the real numbers that
already claimed their places.”!®> Objecting to taking points as the units studied in geometry,
Florensky begins the narrative of his argument by asserting the necessity of positing the plane as
the fundamental unit of geometrical analysis. Through a series of demonstrations that involve
determining an area of a triangle using matrices, Florensky arrives at the mainspring of his work
on the imaginaries: an area of a triangle can be either positive or negative depending on the
placement of the triangle’s coordinates within the matrix. Similarly to Wessel’s insight into the
rotational properties of i, Florensky concludes that the change in the sign of the triangle’s area is
the result of either some motion of the triangle!® or of the spectator in relationship to the
triangle.!” An area with the negative sign indicates that the triangle under consideration is
observed from its behind, suggesting that an observer undertook a 180° trip around the triangle to

face its back. Florensky explains:

Hosgas HUHTCPIIPpETALIUA MHHMOCTEH 3aKII09acTCs B OTKPBITHH 060pOTHOﬁ CTOPOHBI IIJIOCKOCTU U
MpUypoYCHUUN 3TOH CTOPOHC-MHUMBIX YUCCII. Muunmbiit OTPE30K OTHOCUTCS, COTJIIAaCHO JTOU
HUHTCpIIpETAllNU, K HpOTHBOHOJ’IO)KHOfI CTOPOHC MIIOCKOCTHU; TaM HAXOAUTCA CBOA KOOpAWHATHAA CUCTEMA, B
OIHOM cCJiy4dac CoBIajarouias ¢ ﬂeﬁCTBHTGHBHOﬁ, a B IpyroM-pacxoasiasiacsa ¢ HClO. I[J'IH HacC TCHeCpb,
MOBTOPSICM, IJIOCKOCTH CTaJIa np03paqH0171, 1 MbI BUITUM 00€e crCcTeEMBI Oceit 3apas, Tak, 4YTO MOKEM
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MIPEJICTABUTH IIOCKOCTh TaK, KaK 3TO CACIaHO Ha YepTexe 15-M, Tie MyHKTHPOM MpoBeIcHa MHUMAS
cHCTEMA OCCH.

A new interpretation of the imaginaries consists in discovering the reverse side of the plane and in
associating this side with imaginary numbers. The imaginary segment refers, according to this
interpretation, to the opposite side of the plane; there is its own coordinate system, in one case coinciding
with the real, and in the other, divergent with it. For us, now, we repeat, the plane has become transparent,
and we see both axes systems at once, so that we can represent the plane in the same way as it is done in the
drawing 15, where the dotted axis is the imaginary axis system. !

Yeprex 15-i

Figure 4.2: Florensky’s depiction of the reverse side of reality.

Florensky’s discovery of the reverse side of a plane, the one that contains the imaginary
numbers, brings to mind Malevich’s graph titled The Graph of the Movement of Creative Units
in Infinity (1919-1923). This graph, I contend, contains subtle hints at Malevich’s intent to
communicate his conviction that creativity originates in the imaginary space. Usually, when
creating a sketch in three dimensions, a draftsman depicts the system of coordinates facing the
viewer, as it is demonstrated in the figure below. Malevich, however, rotates his coordinate
system by 180 degrees, so that their axes are pointing away from the viewer. This prompts a
question whether Malevich intended to provide the viewer with a hint that the hyperbola depicted
is imaginary.

Answering this question would also corroborate my conjecture that Malevich’s wording
of his disagreement with the direction of Tatlin’s work was founded on his knowledge of the

theories of the imaginary numbers. Malevich writes:
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TatmuH [...] Gonen B MPOJOKEHUH JECATH JIET MaTePHUATEHONW OOJIE3HBIO, CHIIS B JKEJIE3HO CTCKIISTHHBIX
KOHTp-penbedax [...] S Toxke OB Ha BOJIOCOK OT THOEIH, MCHS OKUIajla Ta K Y9acTh, HO TYT
noaBepHyJics rmoet Kpydensix, Hancan nosmy [lob6eda nao conrnyem (310 66010 B 1913 Tony) uepes
KOTOPYIO 5 BBIIIET B 00paTHYO CTOPOHY TaTiuHy, MpHIIEN K HYJO, CTal JeNIaTh HEHYKHBIC BEIITH.

For ten years, Tatlin was afflicted by “material illness”, being stuck in counter-reliefs made of metal and
glass [...] I was also just a split second away from perishing, the same fate awaited me, but this is when the
poet Kruchenykh turned up, wrote the poem Victory Over The Sun [this was in 1913], through which I
came out on the reverse side of Tatlin, came to zero, started to produce useless works. !

Malevich’s “s Beimen B o6patHyto cropony Tatnuny” (I came out on the reverse side of Tatlin)
may not simply be another example of Malevich’s idiosyncratic use of language. It is plausible
that Malevich, being aware of Florensky’s theories, emphasized the difference between the
worldviews of the two artists, which are, in Malevich’s view, as insurmountable as the realities
of the real and imaginary spaces. Malevich, who “npopsan cunuii abaxxyp IIBETHBIX
orpannuennii’” (broke through the blue lampshade of colour restrictions)?’ leaving Tatlin behind,
seemed to propose that his art belonged to the underside of reality, while copying phenomena of
perceivable reality in art can only be the subject of materialist and objectivist artists.
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Figure 4.3: Kazimir Malevich, The Graph of the Movement of Creative Units in Infinity, 1919—1923
(left); A three-dimensional Cartesian coordinate system (right).
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Contrary to Malevich, Florensky sees the continuity between the real and the imaginary
spaces: Florensky proposes that the type of the combination of real numbers with the imaginaries
indicates the location of the given point in relationship to the underside of space. Florensky
compares the distance these numbers traverse from the face of the real coordinates to the back of
the imaginaries, to the depth of the submersion of a nail driven into a wooden plank. For
example, a point with the coordinates a, b is akin to a nail that is still on the surface of the plane
since its coordinates’ values are real numbers; while a point with the coordinates a + di, bi is
akin to a nail that has been fully driven into and through the plane since its coordinates’ values
are a complex number and an imaginary number, both located in the underbelly of space.?! With
the use of expressive metaphors—Florensky’s poetic impulse seeps through in all of his work—
the mathematician summarizes: “Urak, coriiacHO npejiaraéMoMy TOJIKOBaHHIO MHUMOCTEHA,
KpHUBasi MOXKET YXOAMTH C JIUIIA TOBEPXHOCTHU BIIyOb €€ TOJIIHM U TOT/Ia MPOTEKAaeT Ha TOM WIIH
JPYroM y4acTKe CBOETO T€UEHHs Haro100ue MoA3eMHbIX peK, H300pakaeMbIX Ha KapTe
MIyHKTUPOM,—HYTOOBI 3aTeM HailTu cebe BhIxo Hapyxky  (So, according to the proposed
interpretation of the imaginaries, the curve can go from the face of the surface deep into its
thickness and then flows on this or that part of its current like the underground rivers,
represented on the map by a dotted line, in order to find a way out).?

Florensky the metaphysician does not stop at the development of his truly original
interpretation of the imaginary space. In the spirit of Georg Cantor’s approach to the relationship
between mathematics and metaphysics, Florensky’s mathematics works as prosthesis with which
his mind envelops reality and grasps its underlying unity and order. On its last pages, beyond

discussion of abstracted notions, Florensky’s Mnimosti v Geometrii reveals the author’s grand
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scheme for which it is but a prelude, a vector indicating the nature of future analysis. In fact, it is
these last pages of the work that are believed to have played a part in causing Florensky’s
premature death at the hands of the Soviet authorities threatened by the author’s daring ideas.?
The core of Florensky’s project introduced in Mnimosti v Geometrii is to revive the Aristotelian-
Ptolemaic-Dantean worldview crystalized in The Divine Comedy. The interpretation of
imaginary numbers offered in Mnimosti v Geometrii together with the special and general
principles of relativity shed a new light and provide new support for Florensky to reconsider the
validity of Aristotelian-Ptolemaic-Dantean cosmology.>*

According to Florensky, who also cites mathematicians George Bruce Halsted (1905) and
Heinrich Martin Weber (1905) in support of his theory, Dante’s Divine Comedy anticipates non-
Euclidian geometry.? Florensky’s proposition is based on his analysis of Dante’s text, in
particular on the geometry of Dante’s adventure, which begins with the poet’s descent to Hell.
Shaped as a funnel, it leads Dante to its narrowest place, where the poet is faced with Lucifer. At
this point of the narrative, the poet’s body still preserves vertical position: his head points
towards the widest part of the hell funnel and his legs—towards Earth’s center. However, upon
reaching somewhere around Lucifer’s waistline, Dante suddenly turns upside down, with his legs
now pointing at the surface of Earth, where he entered the underworld, and his head—in the
opposite direction.?® To contextualize the discussion, Florensky quotes the following passage

from Dante’s Divine Comedy:

He grasped at Satan’s huge and shaggy sides,
And down he went, clutching the heavy hair,
Sliding over the frozen, uneven surface.
When we had reached the point where Satan’s hip
Bulges, his haunch thickening even broader,
My leader, working skillfully, but hard,
Swung his head around to where his legs
Had been, like someone intending to climb back up,
And I was afraid he meant to return us to Hell.
“Hold on,” my Master told me, out of breath
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And panting, “for these are the only kind of stairs

We’ll climb on, leaving so much evil behind us.”
Then he went through an opening in the rock,

And carefully set me, sitting, just at the edge,

Then very slowly, in my direction, stepped
On past me. I lifted my eyes, thinking I saw

The Devil exactly where I had left him, but thought

I saw him, now, with his legs where his head should be—
And if, just then, I truly was bewildered,

We’ll let that be said by the very dullest minds,

Those who cannot imagine the point we were climbing
Past. “Get up,” my Master said.?’

The trajectory of Dante’s further movement is towards the mountain of Purgation formed by the
force of Lucifer’s fall, ascension to its peak and then, to the skies and the stars. There, upon
reaching the Empyrean, and taking a look at God’s glory down on Earth, Dante descends back to
Florence without having to traverse any additional distance.

The mystery of Dante’s movement posited as a geometrical problem lies in determining
how the poet, always traveling forward, in a straight line is able to return to the same location
that he has begun his adventure at. Following this line of thought, Florensky draws attention to
the fact that Dante returned home in a conventional for a human orientation, with his head up.
However, if Dante has not experienced his upside-down turn in Hell, he would have arrived to
Florence with his head down. It follows that the plane Dante travels on is such that movement
along a straight line inverting its direction once provides a return to the point of departure with
no change in orientation, while an analogous movement without the inversion brings the body
back in an upside-down position. Florensky concludes that the space depicted in Dante’s Divine
Comedy is constructed according to the principles of elliptical geometry since it agrees with the
two necessary conditions: it is a Riemann surface since it contains closed lines and it is a one-
sided surface since it reverses orientation.?® The conceptualization of Dante’s space as elliptical,
Florensky states, can help explain the medieval understanding of the world as finite, which

agrees with the findings of contemporary physics that space is elliptical, and that both space and
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time are finite, closed in on itself. (Actually, the consensus on whether space is finite or infinite

is yet to be reached.)*

Malevich and Zero Symbolism:

Malevich’s writings are infused with propositions to abandon objective reality by annihilating
form, reaching the state of zero, and travelling to the other side of this limit, merging with non-
objectivity. For Malevich, the world is dual: there is objective reality that humans inhabit and
perceive with their sense organs and there is a supra-human reality of non-objectivity that
requires other senses, such as intuition, to perceive it. This duality presupposes that there is a
barrier that one needs to trespass to enter the world of no-thing. In this, Malevich’s universe
becomes similar to Florensky’s resuscitated Aristotelian-Ptolemaic-Dantean cosmology, which,
too, proposes the existence of the end of the world, the barrier beyond which is another realm,
the realm of beyond zero. The moment of breakthrough, of climbing over the boundary of zero
that separates objective reality from the one Malevich seeks to enter, is of paramount importance

for Malevich’s philosophy. The artist writes:

Hy)KHO OBLIO HUATHU JAJIbIIC K TOJIHOMY YHUYTOKCHUIO, K HyH}O B I/ICKYCCTBG, " TOJIBKO I10-34a €TI0
KOHTYPOM MbI CMOXKEM CTATh C CaMOCOOOMHBIM IBCTOM KaK ¢ MaTcpuajioM, HO HEC C OpUT'MHAJIOM. 3I[eCI> HC
MMPpUXOAUTCA HU IMOAPA)KaTh, HU KONMUPOBATb—73ACCh NJOJUKHBI CO3/1aTh; B YPOACTBE JIC)KaJl CMbICJI
n30aBUTHCS OT HOBTOpeHI/Iﬁ WJIU K€ OBLIT BbIXO/] K HCTIOCPECACTBCHHOMY <CO3IaHUI0> TBOPYCCKUX 3HAKOB.

We had to go further to total annihilation, to Zero in Art, and only beyond its contour we can become with
an autonomous colour as a material, but not with the original. Here you do not have to imitate or copy—
you must create here; in the ugliness lay the meaning of getting rid of repetitions or there was the way out
to the immediate creation of creative signs.>

HpeO6pa30BaBHII/ICI> B 6I>ICTpI/IH€ CMCH 6erHII/IX KOJICH TOPU30HTA, Mbl BBIIIPBITHYJIN 3a MMPEACIIbI HYJISL
HOBTOpeHHﬁ, CTaJIn HEIIOCPCACTBCHHO JIMIIOM K JIMIY IIBCTA.

Being transformed in the fast-moving shifting rings of the horizon, we jumped beyond the limits of the zero
of repetitions, became directly face-to-face to colour.!

51 nmpopBait cuHuMit abaKyp LIBETHBIX OIPaHMYCHHM, BBIIIEIN B O€I0e, 38 MHOI, TOBapUILH aBHATOPHI,
TUTBIBUTE B O€3/1HY, 51 YCTAaHOBUII ceMadopbl cynpeMati3Ma. 5 modean moakiaaky BeTHOro Heba, copBal
1 B 00pa30BaBIINIACS MELIOK BIOXKIJI L[BETA U 3aBsi3ai y3noM. [LieiBute! benas cBoOonHas 6e3nHa,
OECKOHEYHOCTh TIepe]] BAMHU.
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I broke through the blue lampshade of colour restrictions, went into the white, follow me, comrade aviators,
swim into the abyss, I installed semaphores of Suprematism. I defeated the lining of the coloured sky, tore
it, put the colours into the formed bag, and knotted it. Swim! The white free abyss, infinity is before you.>?

In an article “Rejecting ‘the Sun of Cheap Appearances’: Journey Beyond ‘Zero’ with

Kruchenykh, Malevich, Bely, Jakobson and Jean-Luc Godard,” Nikolai Firtich notes that the

“zero” symbolism, so prevalent in Malevich’s thought, is also present in the works of the

symbolist poet and writer Andrei Bely. In his renowned novel, Petersburg (1913), Bely, based

on his conviction that there is another “higher logic” impossible to grasp with the faculty of

reason, creates situations for his characters where they experience metaphysical revelations and

have glimpses of this other world of “higher causality.”** The novel’s protagonist Nikolai

Apollonovich describes his encounter with the transcendent in the following way:

By,HTO KaKoOC-TO OTKPOBCHUEC, YTO 1 pOC; pOC 4, 3HACTC JIM, B HCU3BMCPUMOCTD, IPCOA0JICBAA IPOCTPAHCTBA,
YBEpAIO BacC, 4TO 3TO OBLIO PCaJIbHO: U CO MHOIO POCJIA BCC MPCAMETHI; U — KOMHAaTa, U — BU/] Ha HeBy, u—
HeTpOHaBJIOBCKI/Iﬁ AL BCC BBIPACTATIO, POCIO — BCC; U YIKC MMIPUKAHIUBAJICA (HpOCTO pactu OBLIO
HCKYJad, HC BO ‘ITO); B OTOM K€, UTO KOHYAJIOCh, B KOHIIC , B OKOHYAaHHWH, -- TaM, Ka3aJIOCh OBLIO KaKOE-TO
HWHOC Ha4YaJIO: 3aKOHCYHOC, 4YTO JIH... Kakoe-To oHO npeHener{eﬁmee, HerHﬂTHeﬁIHeC u ,HI/ILIaI\/'IHICG, BOT
YTO—TJIaBHOC, Z[H‘laﬁHIee MOXKET, IOTOMY, YTO Y MCHSI HC UMCCTCA OpraHa, KOTOpLIﬁ OBl yMmein
OCMBICJIMBATh 3TOT CMBICJI, TaK CKa3aThb, BaKOHC‘IHBIfI; B MECTC OPraHoOB YyBCTB OLIYIICHUC OBLIO ““HOJIE”
OIYyICHHUEM; 4 BOCIIPUHUMAJIOCH HEYTO, YTO U HC HOJIb, 1 HC CANHNIA, A MCHCC YCM C/IMHUIIA. Bes
HCJICIIOCTh 6I>IJ'Ia, MOZKET OBITH TOJIBKO B TOM, YTO OLIYIICHUC OBLIO — OIyHICHUEM “HOJIb MHHYC He‘ITO”,
XOTb IIATh, HAIIPUMCED.

It was as though I had a revelation that I was growing... you know what I mean, into immeasurability,
traversing space; I assure you that this was real: and all objects were growing with me; the room, and the
view of the Neva, and the spire of Peter and Paul; they were all swelling up, growing; and when the
growing stopped (there was simply no more room left for growth anywhere, into anything); but in this fact,
that it was ending, in the end, in the conclusion — there, it seemed to me, was some kind of another
beginning for me: a beyond-end one, perhaps... Somehow it seemed extremely preposterous, unpleasant
and deranged, — deranged — that was the principal thing; deranged, perhaps because I did not possess an
organ that would have been able to make sense of this meaning, which was so to speak, beyond—end;
instead of my sense organs I had a “zero” sense; and I perceived something that was not zero, and not one,
but less than one. The whole absurdity was, perhaps, only that the sensation was a sensation of zero minus
something — five, for example.**

The idea of “3akoneunsiii” (zakonechnyi, beyond-end) can also be found in Aleksei Kruchenykh,

whose Zaum language, literally translated as beyond-sense or beyond-reason, brings to mind

Bely’s descriptions of the existence of another kind of sense, “‘zero’ sense,” necessary to
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function in the land beyond the end of the world. Indeed, Firtich traces the genealogy of the zero
symbolism to the ideas of the symbolist poet Andrej Bely, whose philosophy of zero reached
Kruchenykh’s imagination through his communication with the formalist critic Roman Jakobson,
who was fond of Bely’s novel Petersburg. Firtich suggests that the impulse to transgress reason
and objective boundaries of reality expressed in Kruchenykh’s libretto to the futurist opera
Victory Over the Sun was inspired by Bely’s Petersburg and, in turn, prompted Malevich to
develop the non-objective language of Suprematism founded on the zero of form, Black
Square.*> In the passage mentioned earlier in this chapter, Malevich confirms Firtich’s outline of
the genealogy of zero symbolism when he explains that it was, indeed, Kruchenykh’s libretto

that unveiled the world beyond zero to the artist. Malevich writes:

For ten years, Tatlin was afflicted by “material illness”, being stuck in counter-reliefs made of metal and
glass [...] I was also just a split second away from perishing, the same fate awaited me, but this is when the
poet Kruchenykh turned up, wrote the poem Victory Over The Sun [this was in 1913], through which I
came out on the reverse side of Tatlin, came to zero, started to produce useless works.

This telling quote demonstrates that Malevich’s aspiration to create non-objective, non-utilitarian
works can be traced to his active role as a collaborator on the futurist opera Victory Over the Sun,
and, in particular, to Kruchenykh’s philosophy expressed in the opera’s libretto. However, even
though grateful to Kruchenykh for saving him from the task of making useful things, which
according to the artist is a deadly endeavor, Malevich, in his “I came out on the reverse side of
Tatlin,” appears to nod in the direction of Pavel Florensky. Thus, to Firtich’s convincing
trajectory of zero symbolism in Russian art (Bely—Kruchenykh—Malevich), I would like to add

the paramount importance of the ideas of Florensky! (Florensky—Bely—Kruchenykh—

! Florensky almost certainly inspired Bely’s ideas on transcending the limit of zero—the two were engaged in fruitful
correspondence that followed their first meeting in fall 1903 at the house of prof. N. B. Bugaev, father of Andrei Bely
(Bely’s real name is Boris Bugaev) and Florensky’s university professor of mathematics (See: P. Florenskij, Obretaja
Put’. Pavel Florenskij v Universitetskie Gody, volume 2, p. 482).
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Malevich), for Florensky’s work Mnimosti v Geometrii (Imaginaries in Geometry, 1922) can be
considered the founding text of zero philosophy.?

The analogies between the depictions of space in the aforementioned opera Victory Over
the Sun and Florensky’s analysis of space in Dante’s Divine Comedy cannot be purely accidental:
both are infused with allusions to reality that disobeys the rules of logic, rejecting the postulates
of Newtonian physics and Euclidian geometry. In the final act, Kruchenykh describes such
reality, emphasizing the non-Euclidian arrangement of space, absence of gravity, the reversed
movement of time, and the loss of permanence of human bodies. This land beyond zero called
the Tenth Country (Firtich proposes that Malevich’s first exhibit of Suprematist works titled
“0.10” was to suggest a connection with the idea of the Futurist Tenth Country>°) is theatrically
expressed with the help of Malevich’s decorations, the instructions for which state:
“H300paKeHbI JOMa HapyKHBIMH CTEHAMH HO OKHA CTPAHHO MIYT BHYTPb KaK POCBEPICHHBIC
TpyOBbI MHOTO OKOH, PacrojI0KEeHHbBIX HEMTPABUIbHBIMU PSIIAMH U KaXKETCSl YTO OHH
nono3purensHo n1BrKyTCs (The houses are represented by exterior walls but the windows
strangely go inside like drilled pipes many windows are located in the wrong rows and it seems
that they are suspiciously moving).3” The description of the building’s windows as creating an
appearance of motion while somehow being directed inside the structure betrays a geometric
space that is reminiscent of n-dimensional elliptic geometry.

Kruchenykh emphasizes that the space of the Tenth Country is enclosing the characters
of the opera in such a way that they cannot escape: “10-bIsi CTpaHBbI... OKHA BCE BHYTPb

MIPOBEJICHBI JIOM 3arOPOKEH KUBH TYT KK [sic| 3Haemb. Hy u 10-b1st cTpanbl! BOT HE 3HAT YTO

? Besides the aforementioned thinkers, the theories of imaginary numbers have inspired the art and writing of El
Lissitzky and the poetry of Velimir Khlebnikov and Daniil Kharms, among others.
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npunercs cunets B3anepta’” (The Tenth Countries... the windows are all inside the house is
fenced off live here as you know. Well, the 10th countries! I did not know that I would have to
be locked up).® He also writes: “Bce 10poru nepenyTanrich ¥ UAyT BBEPX K 3eMIie @ GOKOBBIX
xoq0B HeT” (all roads are messed up and go up to the ground and there are no side passages). In a
space where no lines are parallel, and all lines intersect—some of the major characteristics of
elliptical space—roads can become confusing. The absence of side passages is also revealing: in
an elliptical space there are no sides since it is a one-sided surface. Moreover, this suffocating
space of the Tenth Country contains areas that are upside down—Florensky has described a
similar anomaly in the space of Dante’s Divine Comedy. Kruchenykh writes: “0a, oit ynaxy
(3armsigpIBaeT B pa3pes yacoB: OanrHs HEOO yIHIIBI BHU3 BepIIMHAMU—KK [sic] B 3epkane)” (bah,
oh I am about to fall (peers into the cross-section of a clock: the tower the sky the streets are with
their peaks upside down—Ilike in a mirror).** The spaces of Dante’s Divine Comedy as explicated
in Florensky’s Mnimosti v Geometrii and of Kruchenykh’s libretto for the Victory Over the Sun
portray many similarities that betray the two as representations of what can be an earlier and a
later model of elliptical geometry.

Malevich, working on the set designs for the opera, was required to truly engage with the
geometrical concepts contained in Victory Over the Sun to be able to successfully materialize the
strange environment of the Tenth Country. His designs were meant to confuse the sense of space
by replicating in the stage backdrops the geometric shapes present in the costumes, making the
human form mingle with its environment. Triggering a sensation of temporal inconsistencies,
Malevich’s innovative use of lighting, which involved activating spotlights in a continuous
motion, subjected the stage composition to endless variation.*’ Malevich’s attempts at creating

an illusion of space where objects are not always contained by their boundaries, time is not
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linear, and movement transforms all form can be understood as an aspiration to create a non-
Euclidian elliptical space of n-dimensions.

For Florensky and Malevich the land beyond zero is not science fiction—its existence is
almost a science fact. The thinkers’ true concern is the possibility of knowing the conditions of
existence that are beyond the confines of reality human consciousness is able to perceive.
Florensky admits that in order to experience the space beyond space one needs to travel with a
speed faster than the speed of light—a requirement that may yet be unimaginable but potentially

possible:

Uto cOOCTBECHHO 3HAYUT MPEICIEHOCTh BETMUNHBI 3x10'%m/cex? DTo 3HAUNT BOBCE HE HEBO3MOXKHOCTD
CKOpPOCTEH paBHBIX U OOJIBIINX ¢, a—ITUIIE TOSBICHAE BMECTE C HUMH BITOJTHE HOBBIX, TIOKAa HAMHA
HarJIAIHO HE IPEJICTABUMBIX, €CJIM YTOJHO TPAHCLIEHAEHTHBIX HAIIEMY 36MHOMY, KAHTOBCKOMY OIIBITY,
YCIIOBHI KW3HH, HO 3TO BOBCE HE 3HAYHT, YTOOBI TAKOBBIC YCIOBHUS OBLTH HEMBICIHIMEL, 3 MOKET OBITh, C
pacmupeHueM 001acTH OIbITa,—H PEICTAaBUMBIMI.

What the limit of 3x10'%m/sec actually means? This in no way means the impossibility of the velocities
equal to and greater than c, but only the emergence, together with them, of completely new, not yet
imaginable, transcendental to our earthly Kantian experience, conditions of life; but this does not mean that
such conditions were unthinkable. Perhaps, with the expansion of the field of experience they will become
imaginable.*!

Florensky’s conviction that it is going to be possible to experience conditions of living that are
transcendent to our earthly experiences and that are lived at the speed that is faster than the speed
of light, is reflected in Malevich’s fascination with speed and dynamism that conquer space and
time:

Mp1, TOB. YCTHHOB, IETUM C HEUMOBEPHOH OBICTPOTOM, MBI OIIEPEIIITA CKOPOCTh MAIIWH, TEXHUKA KaK
KYJIBTypa MPOILIOTO U BCE KYJIBTYPHI TIEpE HAMH MaMOHTBI, MBI OSKHUM TakK OBICTPO, YTO HUKAKUE
TaKCOMETPHI HE B COCTOSTHUY MEPUTH HaIlle JBIDKEHUE. 51 MOTY CKa3aTh — MBI IIEPESKIIIHA MAITUHY KaK
CKOPOCTb, IJIsl HAC HY>KEH HOBBIA CHIMBOJI CKOPOCTH [UTO K& <MOXET> HeCUaCTHasl TCXHUKA B CPABHCHHH C
MBICTIBIO, TOCTHTIIICH TOro, uTo COJHIIC ¥ BpeMs — HaIlle |, ¥ B HaIlle BpeMsl HICTOPHUIECKUH JT00 ecii He
pas3ieTuTcs BapeOes3TH, TO MOPAI0YHO HaObeT ceOe MUIIeK B OSrCTBE 32 YICTOM.

We, Comrade Ustinov, are flying with an incredible speed, we outstripped the speed of cars, technology as
the culture of the past and all the cultures before us are mammoths, we run so fast that no taximeters can
measure our movement. I can say—we outlived the car as speed, we need a new symbol of speed [what is
the unfortunate technology capable of in comparison with thought, which has accomplished the fact that the
Sun and time are ours], and in our time the historical forehead, if not shattered, will acquire sufficient
number of bumps in flight for accounting.*?
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Even though Florensky states that it is not yet possible to imagine the conditions of existence in
space beyond the limits of our universe, he nonetheless attempts to predict these conditions using
scientific reasoning. For example, on the border between the Earth and the Sky, following
medieval representation of the end of the universe that accords with the Aristotelian-Ptolemaic-
Dantean worldview Florensky sought to revive, the length of any object becomes equal to zero,
mass becomes infinite, while the time observed from away becomes infinite as well. Beyond this
border, however, time flows in inverted fashion, while the length and mass of objects become
imaginary.*

Similar conditions prevail in Victory Over the Sun’s Tenth Country: inhabited by people
released from the weight of memories and cut off from the umbilical cord of gravity, human

beings lose their substance and merge with the emptiness of space:

TPYC: UTO K€ OCTAIOCH YTO-HUOYIH?

--- HH ClIeJa

--- TIIy0OKa JIK ycTOoTa?

--- IPOBETPHUBACT BECh TOPOJI. BceM cTao jierko JpIIaTh ¥ MHOTHE HE 3HAIOT YTO C COOOH JIenaTh OT
Ype3BbIYAHHON JIETKOCTH.

(Yrem):

Kak HeoObIYaifHa )KU3Hb 0€3 MPOIILIOro

C omacHOCTBIO HO 0€3 pacKasiHUS U BOCTIOMHHAHUH. . .

3a0BITH OIUOKY W HEYIaYH HAJIOCIUIHBO IHIIABIINE B yXO BHI YIOHAOOISETECh HRIHE YHCTOMY 3¢pKamy. ..

coward: what's left, is there anything?

--- not a trace

--- is the emptiness deep?

--- airs the whole city. It has become easy for everyone to breathe and many do not know what to do with
the extreme lightness.

(Reader):
how extraordinary life is without a past
With danger but without remorse and memories...

Forgotten are the mistakes and failures annoyingly squeaking in your ear, you are now like a clean
: 44
mirror...

The lightness of being ascribed to the absence of gravity, dissolution of the past, and the

destruction of the object expressed in the symbolism of a pure mirror, mirror without
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reflection—the symbolism that would be become utilized in Malevich’s Suprematist Mirror
manifesto in 1923—are the major characteristics of Kruchenykh’s portrayal of the land beyond
zero. This literary experiment, which, as we have seen, inspired Malevich to develop his
Suprematist philosophy, contains mathematical ideas that are strikingly similar to Florensky’s
work on imaginary numbers, the foundation for Florensky’s vision of the architecture of the
COSMOS.

It is with the grand vision of the cosmos and of breaking through the boundary that
separates the real space we inhabit from the imaginary unknown space of the beyond that
Florensky concludes his Mnimosti v Geometrii. I would like to quote at length a paragraph from
this conclusion, for there are many parallels to Malevich’s ideas, many striking similarities not

only philosophical but also visual—Florensky’s words paint the reality of Suprematism:

HO, HUMCH B BUAY IIpeAjiaracMocC 3/1cCb NUCTOJIKOBAHHNC MHI/IMOCTGfI, MbI HarJisiAHO MPEACTAaBIIACM ce6e, Kak,
CTAHYBLINUCH 10 HYJIA, TCJIO NPOBAJIUBACTCA CKBO3b NOBECPXHOCTb—HOCUTCIIBHULLY COOTBETCTBEHHOM
KOOPpAUHATLBI, 1 BBIBOPAYUBACTCA Y€PE3 CaMOT' 0 ce6ﬂ,—noquy HpI/IO6p€Ta€T MHHUMBIC XapPAKTCPUCTUKU.
BI)Ipa)KaHCB O6p33HO, a IpU KOHKPETHOM INOHMUMAHWUH HNPOCTPAHCTBA—MU HE 06pa3H0, MOXHO CKa3aTb, 4TO
MMPOCTPAHCTBO JIOMACTCA IPU CKOPOCTAX, OOJIBIINX CKOpOCTH CBCTAa, HO,HO6H0 TOMY, KaK BO3AYyX JIOMAcCTCsA
Ipu ABUKCHUU TCJI, CO CKOPOCTAMU, OOJILIIUMHU CKOPOCTH 3BYKa; U TOrJa HACTYINAOT KAYCCTBCHHO HOBLIC
YCJI0BHs CYHICCTBOBAHNA TPOCTPAHCTBA, XapAKTCPU3YEMbIC MHUMbBIMU ITapaMCTPaAMU. HO, KakK ImpoBaJjl
FeOMeTpH‘-IeCKOﬁ (I)I/Il"prI 03Ha4YacT BOBCC HC YHUYTOXXCHUC €€, a JIUIb €€ NCPEXOd Ha APYT'YIO CTOPOHY
MOBCPXHOCTHU U, CJICAOBATCIBHO, JOCTYITHOCTb CYyHICCTBAM, HAXOAAIHUMCS 11O TY CTOPOHY HOBEPXHOCTH,
TaK U MHUMOCTBb MTapaMETPOB TCJIa JOJIKHA TOHUMATLCA HEC KaK IMIPU3HAK UPPCAJIbHOCTU €ro, HO—JIUIIb KaK
CBUJCTCIILCTBO O €ro Mepexo€ B APYyTryro HeﬁCTBHTCHBHOCTB. O06aacTs MHUMOCTEH pcajibHa, MOCTUIKUMA,
a Ha A3BIKC I[aHTC Ha3bIBACTCA 3MHI/Ip€CM. Bcee MPOCTPAHCTBO MbI MOXKEM IPCACTABUTH cebe ,HBOf/iHI)IM,
COCTaBJICHHBIM H3 HeﬁCTBHTGHLHLIX 1 U3 COBIAJAIOIHNX C HUMH I'ayCCOBBIX KOOPANHATHBIX HOBCpXHOCTeﬁ,
HO MEPeXo OT MOBEPXHOCTHU HeﬁCTBHTGHLHOﬁ K MIOBCPXHOCTU MHHMOM BO3MOJKEH TOJIBKO 4Yepe3 pas3ioMm
MMPOCTPAHCTBA U BBIBOPAYMBAHUC TCJIa UCPE3 CaMOI'0 ce0s. HOKa, MbI IPEACTABISICM cebe CpCACTBOM K
9TOMY IPOLECCY TOJBKO YBCINYICHHUC CKOpOCTeP’I, MOJKET OBITh CKOpOCTGﬁ KaKuXx-TO 4aCTHuIl T€ja, 3a
IpeaACIbHYO CKOPOCTD ¢; HO Y HAC HET A0Ka3aTCJIbCTB HCBO3MOXKHOCTH KaKHUX-JITH00 UHBIX CpCACTB.

But, referring to the interpretation of the imaginaries proposed here, we visualize how, by contracting to
zero, the body falls through the surface—the carrier of the corresponding coordinate—and turns out
through itself, acquiring imaginary characteristics. Expressed figuratively, and, with a concrete
understanding of space, not figuratively, we can say that space breaks at speeds greater than the speed of
light, just as air breaks with the motion of bodies, whose velocities are greater than the speed of sound; and
then qualitatively new conditions for the existence of space, characterized by imaginary parameters,
emerge. But, as the fall of a geometric figure [through the surface] does not at all mean its destruction, but
only its transition to the other side of the surface and, consequently, accessibility to beings on the other side
of the surface, the imaginary parameters of the body should not be understood as a sign of its unreality, but
only as a certificate of its transition to another reality. The realm of imaginary things is real,
comprehensible, and in Dante's language is called Empyrean. We can imagine the entire space as a double
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space, made up of real and of coinciding Gaussian coordinate surfaces, but the transition from the surface
of the real to the imaginary surface is possible only through a breakdown of space and the eversion of the
body through itself. For now, we imagine to ourselves a means to this process only through an increase in
the velocities, maybe the velocities of some particles of the body, beyond the limiting velocity c; but we
have no evidence of the impossibility of any other means.**

Florensky’s “contracting to zero, the body falls through the surface,” is curiously alike
Malevich’s “we jumped beyond the limits of the zero of repetitions.” The importance of zero as a
marker of the border between the real and imaginary spaces, the objective physical reality and
Suprematist non-objectivity, is, indeed, one of the common themes in Malevich and Florensky.
Both speak of the transformation of form that passes through nothingness into a qualitatively
different space. Florensky’s 1902 (published in 1922) description of how “the body falls through
the surface” to become completely transformed in the not yet imaginable conditions of the space
beyond the real echoes Malevich’s 1915 proclamation that the artist has “transformed into the
zero of form and went beyond 0 — 1746 (read as “zero minus one”). A similar allusion to a
geometrically unthinkable space, a reality where something can be subtracted from nothing can
be found in Bely’s Petersburg mentioned earlier: “The whole absurdity was, perhaps, only that
the sensation was a sensation of zero minus something — five, for example.” It appears that both
Malevich, and Bely before him, were interested in acquiring the taste of what Florensky so
poignantly describes as falling through the surface, arriving on the other side of zero—the

underbelly of reality.

non-objects
qualitatively different imaginary space

not a product of simple reflection objects with imaginary mass

zero Suprematism as mirror/prism zero Border between real and imaginary spaces

real space

objects with real mass
objects

Figure 4.4: Malevich’s (right) and Florensky’s (left) conceptions of the space(s) (my interpretation).
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Malevich, Florensky, and Mirror Symbolism:

The parallels between Florensky’s and Malevich’s envisioning of the beyond can be found in
how these thinkers choose to represent this passage. Florensky had closely worked with the
graphic artist and woodcut illustrator, Vladimir Favorsky, on the creation of the cover image for
Mnimosti v Geometrii. This illustration, according to Florensky who included a clarification to
this image at the end of his work on the imaginaries, is an artwork that is infused with

mathematical thought.*’

[

Figure 4.5: Favorsky’s cover image for Florensky’s Mnimosti v Geometrii (left); Malevich’s drawing Two
Zeros (1913-1914).

The vertical line that runs across Favorsky’s image is the plane that separates the real and the
imaginary spaces. Imaginary space is marked using predominantly white colour or the absence
thereof. Coincidentally, Malevich deemed white expressive of non-objectivity. In Malevich’s
Two Zeros (1913—1914), one can notice a comparable arrangement where on the left side of the
image the two zeros could be interpreted as representing objective reality (the concept of “two”
and “zero” is still objective) that faces the vertical line—the border beyond which is the realm of

the no-thing. In a later equation-manifesto Suprematist Mirror (1923), the fundamental
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importance of zero for Malevich is explained: all there is in nature and human consciousness

passes through the zero of Suprematism and transforms into non-objectivity.
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Figure 4.6: Kazimir Malevich, Suprematist Mirror, 1923.
The concept of a mirror resonates with Florensky’s theory of imaginary numbers: it brings to
mind the reversed side of reality theorized by Florensky. Since a mirror inverts the image
(geometrical rotation of coordinates as in Wessel), it assigns imaginary coordinates to the object
it depicts, while the surface of the mirror serves as the plane that transforms objects before
allowing them to re-appear on the other side, in the underbelly of reality. It can also be
understood as a portal to another realm: the mirror is a symbol that signifies distinctive for
Russian culture preoccupation with border crossing.*® The word that describes the space beyond
the surface of the mirror is “3a3epkanse” (zazerkal’e). It echoes Bely’s adjective “3akoHeuHbIi”
(zakonechnyj, beyond-end) used to refer to the land beyond zero, and Kruchenykh’s neologism
“3ayMHBINA” (zaumnyj, beyond-reason) invented to speak of the new language most appropriate
for communication of ideas in the realm beyond the known reality. The artists of the Silver Age
in Russia have adopted the symbolism of the mirror as a passage between two worlds. Russian
modern and avant-garde artists have continued this tradition, including Marc Chagall and Natalia
Goncharova, whose Mirror (1915) and Looking Glass (1912), respectively, are not concerned

with reflecting the observed reality.** Similarly, Malevich’s mirror equation demonstrates that
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for the artist the mirror does not produce a perfect reflection of an object but instead is akin to a
prism that through reverse dispersion collects all the variations of life into one unified beam of
non-objectivity:

Taxxe ynomsayn u o Cynpematusme, <OTMETHUB,> YTO Y€pe3 €ro NpU3My CYIECTBYIOIINE PEATEHOCTH
cBeTa BOOOIIE, MIIM CBETA 3HAHUS, <HE MPOXOJST, OHI> HE CYIIECTBYIOT BoBce. Ero nmpusma He
MPEIOMIISIET MUP SIBIICHUI HU BHYTPU MEHS JIKAI<UI>, HU BHe <MeHs>; <CynpeMaTH3MOM™> He
TIPEIOMJISIFOTCSL HU AYXOBHBIE, HU ITpaKTHUECKHeE siBieHus. M3 ero abcomoTHOi (ritocoduu BEITEKaeT, 4To
HET HU BO MHE, HU BHE MEHS BEIIEH, YTO MUP KaK IPEACTaBICHUE €lIe HE NIPEICTABISAET BEIIH, YTO U BOJISL
MOS X HE MOKET CO3/]aTh, TaK <KaK> HET TOT0, YTO MOXKHO OBbIJIO OBbI IO3HATH U U3 YETO OCTPOUTH
MO3HABaTCIIbHBIC allllapaThl.

Also mentioned Suprematism, noting that through its prism the existing realities of light in general, or the
light of knowledge, do not pass, they do not exist at all. Its prism does not refract the world of phenomena
that lies within me, neither that which lies outside me; Suprematism does not refract either spiritual or
practical phenomena. From its absolute philosophy it follows that there are no things in me or outside me,
that the world as representation does not yet represent a thing, that my will cannot create them either
because there is nothing that can be known and nothing from which to build apparatuses that can assist with
acquiring knowledge.*°
Conclusions:
Malevich agrees with Florensky that beyond the border of the phenomenal world objects cease to
exist in their recognizable form. Suprematism, the prism that transforms all into no-thing, opens
a passage to reality, whose conditions begin to remind Florensky’s imaginary space, so
reminiscent of contemporary physics’ concept of a tachyon, or field with imaginary mass. As
with other cultural figures discussed in this dissertation, the ideas proposed by Florensky and
Malevich seemed radical, preposterous, and daring to their contemporaries, which didn’t stop
these truly avant-garde thinkers from developing their interdisciplinary philosophies of space.
Driven by a utopian belief in the possibilities of science, both Florensky and Malevich
envisioned the reality beyond zero, the imaginary and non-objective, and were eager to
experience these new conditions of existence. Since technology could not afford such travels,

both thinkers engaged in thought experiments, in which the analogy between the order of the

cosmos and the order of the mind takes central stage. This Neoplatonic epistemological quest
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mentioned in the chapter on Malevich and Infinity guides Malevich in his aspirations to grasp the
order of the universe—an aspiration that to a large degree motivated the development of
Suprematism. In one of the passages particularly representative of the mind order / cosmic order
analogy, Malevich offers his thoughts on what appears to be a version of Aristotelian-Ptolemaic-

Dantean worldview Florensky proposed to revive:

UYepen yenmoBeka MpeacTaBisaeT cOO0H Ty ke OSCKOHEYHOCTh IS ABIKCHHUS TpecTaBicHni. OH
paBeH OECKOHEYHOCTH BCeneHHOM, Takke He UMEET HU MOTOJIKA, HU 1M0J1a, OECKOHECUHOE MHOXKECTBO
BMEIIIAeT B ce0sI MPOEKTOB, M300PAXKAFOIINX TOYKH KaK 3BE3]bI B IIPOCTPAHCTBE. Bee Tak xe B HeM
BO3HUKAIOT M UCUE3AI0T KOMETHI 32 KOMETOH, 310Xa 32 SIIOXOH COBEPIIICHCTB BCE UAYT U UAYT B
MIPEICTABIICHHUSAX YEeIIOBEUECKOTro eperna. Kakue Obl Hi ObUIHA BEIMYHMHBL, BCE BMEIIAIOTCS B Ueperie, Bce
OJIMHAKOBHI — KaK BO BCENeHHOM, Tak 1 B HEM, a MEXITy TEM IMPOCTPAHCTBO Yeperia OrpaHMYCHO KOCTHON
CTCHOM.

Uro ke Tora MPOCTPAHCTBO, U BEIIMYHHA, U BEC, KOTJa B MAIICHBKOM KOpOoOKe BCE BMemaeTcs?
Dt0 emie OONBIE YANBUTEIHHO, YeM BeeneHHas, koTopas He orpaHHYeHa KOCTSIHOM CTCHOM.

MoxeT OBITh, U OHA YIOJOOIIIETCS YeIOBEUYSCKOMY Yepely, He ONIYIIAeT MPETrpaj B CBOEM
Yepere I ABIKCHUS TUIAHET, KaK ¥ YSIIOBEK HE 3HACT KOHEYHOCTH CBOETO Yepera U BMENIaeT B HETO
0ECKOHCYHOCTH; 0e3 KOHIIa HECYTCS B 000MX METCOPHI COJHII, IUTAHET U KOMET.

Bcé 370 MponcxXomuT MOTOMY, UTO BCE CYTh MPEICTABICHUS U CY>KICHUS, HIYTO HE UMEET HU
Beca, HU JBMKEHHS. TakoBO BCE KOCMHUYECKOE, TAKOBO BCE B uenoBeke. Kak TaM, Tak U B YEJIOBEKE HUYETO
HEJB3sI HU Pa3eiUuTh, HU COCTUHNUTE, OO BCE MPENICTABICHUS U BCE CYXKICHUS, IIEI0C MOE BE3/IC U HUTC.

The human skull is the same infinity for the movement of representations. It is equal to the infinity
of the universe, it also has no ceiling, no floor, it contains an infinite set of projects, which represent points
like stars in space. All the same in it, comets are emerging and disappearing one after another, an epoch
after epoch of perfection all go and go in the representations of the human skull. Whatever were the values,
all fit in the skull, all the same—both in the universe and in it, and yet the space of the skull is limited by
the wall of a bone.

What then is the space, the size, and the weight, when everything is fit in the small box? This is
even more surprising than the universe, which is not limited by the bone wall.

Maybe, it is likened to the human skull, does not feel any obstacles in its skull for the motion of
the planets, just as a man does not know the finiteness of his skull and accommodates infinity in him; the
meteors of the suns, planets and comets are carried without end.

All this happens because all in essence is representation and judgment, nothing has neither weight
nor movement. This is all cosmic, this is all human. As there, so in man, nothing can be divided or joined,
for all is ideas and all is judgments, my whole is everywhere and nowhere.>!

Malevich contemplates the possibility that the universe is finite, as is the human brain
surrounded by the thick bone of the skull. Similarly to the limitless space of the human mind,
which is nonetheless physically associated with the bounded space of the brain, our universe,
filled with infinity of stars, may have limits as well. These suggestions point more decisively in
the direction of Florensky’s groundbreaking theory of the imaginary numbers—the prelude to his

large body of work on the Aristotelian-Ptolemaic-Dantean model of the cosmos, which Malevich
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appears to refer to when writing of the finite nature of the universe. Taking into account the other
common threads discussed in the chapter—the dual vision of reality, where the real and
imaginary (or real and non-objective) realities are separated by a tangible barrier of zero of form
represented as a mirror—the intellectual affinities between Florensky’s theories of the imaginary

space and Malevich’s Suprematism become too striking to be ignored.
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Chapter 5: Malevich and Cosmism
Introduction:
Fin-de-siecle Russia was marked by a proliferation of utopian ideas. Contrary to common belief,
it was not only the socialist awakening that shook all the substrates of society—the utopian
impulse expressed itself in conservative, reactionary, Slavophile, monarchist, and Christian
promises of an earthly paradise.! The longing for a new order gained momentum after 1917, with
the introduction of the capitalist-oriented New Economic Policy (NEP) that sufficiently
increased capital gain and instilled a belief in the coming of a better future, taking the form of
secular millenarianism. In these years of chronic optimism, utopian faith in technological
progress often found expression in mystical and occult ideas, forming intertwined systems of
thought.

Malevich and Feodorov:

The rhetoric of liberation so fundamental for sustaining utopian aspirations, combined with the
belief in an inevitable evolution of human species,  served as the ideological foundations for
Russian Cosmism—one of the most enigmatic philosophical systems that gained unprecedented
support in post-revolutionary Russia. Among the most remarkably astonishing proponents of
Cosmism was Nikolai Feodorov, whose Philosophy of the Common Task (published
posthumously in 1904) inspired such important cultural figures as Dostoevsky, Tolstoy and
Gor’kii.2 Even though Feodorov’s project dated back to Imperial Russia, it was well accepted by
the revolutionary elite as its belief in the importance of harnessing nature for the purposes of
society corresponded with the communist agenda.? For Feodorov, the reality of evil is an
outcome of the blind forces of nature. Eliminating evil requires fighting against accidental, blind

chaos, making the world into a rational and creatively regulated universal organism.* Feodorov’s
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quest against entropy is best explicated in his conviction in the possibility of overcoming death—
“the common task™ that all the countries in the world, distracted by pointless wars with each
other, must, at once, devote their full attention to.’

Feodorov emphasized the intimate connections between Earth and the rest of our
universe, concluding that the “regulation of nature” on Earth must be complemented by the
regulation of the cosmos.® In all human beings, he noticed the deep-seated aspiration to leave the
confines of earthly bustling for the depth of the sky. More importantly, the conquering of the
cosmos was to become imperative when Feodorov’s “common task” of eliminating the necessity
of death came to fruition—Earth would simply become unable to sustain all of the immortal
lives, including those resurrected, demanding an expansion into space as an escape from an
overpopulated, resource-lacking Earth.’

Malevich and Tsiolkovsky:

If Feodorov’s ideas weren’t centered on the practical aspects of space flight, Konstantin
Tsiolkovsky’s offered constructive suggestions on how to escape the orbit of Earth, providing the
scientific grounds for the dream of the cosmos to become the promise of reality. In the 1890s,
Tsiolkovsky wrote two science fiction novels in which he introduced designs that would become
implemented in late-twentieth-century space exploration e.g. space stations, multistage rockets,
space-suits, life-support systems, and spacecraft takeoff and landing methods.® In 1903,
Tsiolkovsky published the first part of the two-part article, “Investigation of Cosmic Spaces by
Reactive Devices,” explaining the principles of rocketry based on an elegant mathematical model
that the inventor developed.” However, it weren’t the publications in journals that brought
Tsiolkovsky’s ideas to prominence and popularity—the scientist didn’t have any formal training

and was ostracized from all major academic institutions—it was an alternative network of
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science enthusiasts that helped to do so. Besides being a member of various scientific societies,
Tsiolkovsky self-published his works and included a list of contacts of all interested parties to
stimulate dialogue through letters. Many of these “scientific letters” were written by individuals
without any formal education, who, nonetheless, intelligently shared their speculations on the
matter of space flight.!°

Interestingly, it wasn’t only the exploration of space that was the topic of discussion
between Tsiolkovsky and his followers. In fact, only about one-eighth of all the books written by
Tsiolkovsky were on space research, and one-fourth on dirigible and airship design.!! Most of
Tsiolkovsky’s writings were devoted to expounding on the ideas of Cosmism, which revolve
around human immortality, stemming from Tsiolkovsky’s acceptance of the principles of
panpsychism.!? The latter, in Tsiolkovsky’s interpretation, is a conviction that all in the universe
is alive and possesses the ability to sense, which varies depending on the complexity of the
organism. Every sensitive being, according to this doctrine, is made up of individual particles,
which Tsiolkovsky terms “atom-spirits.” The lives of these beings are akin to dreams. Death
disassembles beings into individual immortal atoms incapable of perceiving the movement of
time and, therefore, of dreaming. Eventually, after years of reincarnation in a variety of forms of
matter, atoms reassemble in a sensitive organism, initiating a new “REM cycle.” Belief in
progress convinced Tsiolkovsky that the future lives of our atom-spirits would be more
gratifying than any state in which we now are able to afford. Thus, the life of atom-spirits, an
endless collection of “dreams,” exponentially becomes filled with more joy and happiness.
Tsiolkovsky states: “Death ends all the suffering and gives, subjectively, immediate

13

happiness.”"” If Tsiolkovsky’s understanding of death and immortality differs from that of

Feodorov, his thoughts on the results of the inevitable evolution of the human species into
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“supermen” are alike: the unification of all humans and the end of wars will stimulate a
revolution in social consciousness, a total regulation of natural resources, and a growth of the
human population, making imperative the colonization of the cosmos.!*

It is difficult to overestimate the degree of fascination with space that overtook Soviet
Russia in the 1920s. With more than two hundred popular science articles and thirty three books
written on the topic, ever-growing demand for science fiction novels, and a release of the first
Soviet science fiction film Aelita, it could be said that the cultural wave of the space fad had
engulfed the totality of Russian culture.!> Among the artists most influenced by the promise of
human expansion into space certainly was Kazimir Malevich, whose Suprematism synthesizes
the scientific and the occult flavors of Feodorov and Tsiolkovsky’s philosophies with utmost
originality and conviction.

Malevich’s utopia is expressed in the artist’s belief in the inevitable evolution of
consciousness and the coming of the “new man” able to transcend reality and comprehend the
hidden universe. In his extensive writings, as if quoting from Feodorov’s Philosophy of the
Common Task, Malevich states: “The old world has laid its burden on the tithe of the cemetery.
In the new world it’s too cramped on earth, we are flying into space, digging new passages into
its elastic body, and the eagles are in the lowlands of our perfection.”!® The artist has also agreed
with the tenets of Feodorov’s active evolution: “I shall make my whole state comfortable and
convenient, and what is more, I shall convert other states and eventually the whole globe to my
comfort and convenience.”!”

Malevich’s project of the regulation of nature and of the totality of human life had to
begin with the development of a new artistic language appropriate for the era of technological

advancements of the time. He noticed the incongruity between the intellectual demands of
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current technologies and the lagging of the cultural response prompted by the bureaucracy of
habit: “Their bodies are flying on airplanes, but art and life are covered in the old robes of
Nerons and Titians.”!8 Malevich’s Suprematism — the non-objective language the artist
developed — was to free artists from their habitual way of perceiving nature, stimulating the
evolution of consciousness necessary for the development of the new man. Radical annihilation
of traditional artistic forms resulted in the “birth” of Malevich’s “royal infant,” Black Square, the
zero form from which the language of Suprematism evolved into its maturity.

Malevich’s Suprematist shapes are living forms; his paintings—entire living systems. In
the 1920s, Suprematism evolved from a single “cell” of Black Square into a complexity and
variety of forms, ready to leave the experimental grounds of Malevich’s studio-lab and enter the
concrete world.! One of the expressions of the new Suprematist world is a prototype of a living
flying device that Malevich calls a “technological organism.” The artist describes a Suprematist
apparatus built as a unitary organism and capable of propelling itself through space by borrowing
the electromagnetic energy of the universe, with which it is in a perfect state of symbiosis.?’ A
series of Suprematist apparatuses is to form a chain of sputniks orbiting Earth and shaping paths

to nearby planets. Malevich explains:

Analyzing suprematist form in motion, we come to a conclusion that linear movement towards any
planet cannot be conquered in any other way but through annular movement of intermediate
suprematist sputniks, which form a straight line of rings from one sputnik to the other. ... All
technical organisms are nothing but little sputniks — entire living worlds ready to fly away into
space and occupy a special place. In reality, every one of these sputniks is equipped with a mind
and is ready to live its own private life. ...Suprematist forms, as abstraction, have become
utilitarian perfection. They do not touch Earth anymore; they can be examined and studied as any
other planet or an entire system. I am not talking about a loss of connection with Earth, in the
sense of abandonment; I am only pointing at the construction of prototypes of technical organisms
of the future suprematist world, conditioned by purely utilitarian necessity.?!

In this lengthy but telling quote one can find a reflection of the peculiar flavor of the Russian
approach to the science of space travel: Malevich offers conclusions based on scientific analysis

that are at the same time richly infused with panpsychist and vitalist beliefs. Curiously,
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Malevich’s sputniks sound a lot like a precursor to the science fiction idea of bioships developed
in the 1950s.

Anticipating the near future of interplanetary travel, Malevich directed the attention of his
students and later, his own creative energies to the development of architectural designs most
appropriate for the new era. Experimentation with architecture began in 1920, the same year
Malevich documented his ideas on space travel mentioned earlier. At the time the artist was the
director of UNOVIS (abbr. for The Champions of the New Art) where under his directive his
then Suprematist colleague, El Lissitzky, and such students as Vera Ermolaeva, Nikolai Suetin
and Ilya Chashnik, were to exercise the tenets of Suprematism in practice.??

Malevich’s project of establishing the science of art and his conviction that Suprematism
is the result of the evolution of artistic form is best exemplified in his 1927 film script titled
“Artistic and Scientific Film—Painting and Architectural Concerns—Approaching the New
Plastic Architectural System.” There the artist traces the development of “the royal infant,” his
Black Square, into an architecton, which visually comprises a “centripetal accumulation of cubes
and parallelepipeds of various sizes and dimensions.”?* Architectons and planits lack any
windows or doors, denying the viewer’s access to the interior—a feature for which Malevich
nicknamed his designs “blind suprematist structures.”?* This architectural blindness can also be
interpreted as an instance of the artist’s philosophical commitment to overcoming objective
vision.

As if in response to Velimir Khlebnikov’s criticism of contemporary cityscapes observed
from the bird’s-eye view, which according to the poet remind of nothing but “a scrub brush,”?
Malevich envisioned Suprematist architecture as a system that emphasizes the elegant layout of

9926

the buildings’ roofs, which for the “winged citizens of the future”*° will serve as their primary
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habitat. The modularity of the designs suggests the liveliness of the forms—architecture of
technological organisms is capable of infinite number of permutations.

With the exception of Lissitzky and Chashnik’s extraterrestrial dwelling designs, most of
the Suprematist department of UNOVIS had become concerned with refashioning the
architecture of Earth. However, Malevich, in the period from 1923 to 1926, produced around two
dozen space dwelling designs. Unfortunately, only a handful of these works have survived,
among which are Future Planits for Earthlings (1923-1924) and Future Planits for Leningrad:
The Pilot’s House (1924). Titles of Malevich’s designs suggest a new cosmic view on human
life. “Planit” is a neologism, which according to most art historians stems from the word “nman”
or “rutanera” (“plan” or “planet”) but could also be rooted in the word “mmanep” (“glider”). If all
the aforementioned meanings are combined, “planit” can be translated as an “interplanetary

aerodynamic habitat.” Malevich writes:

The keys of suprematism are taking me to the discovery of something not yet perceived. My new
painting' doesn’t belong exclusively to earth. Earth is discarded like a house eaten by wood-boring
beetles. And, actually, in the human being and in his consciousness there is a hankering for space,
attraction towards “an escape from the globe of Earth.”?’

Conclusion:

An attraction towards the depths of the universe that Feodorov, Tsiolkovsky and Malevich
believed was common to all citizens of Earth continues to drive human expansion into space.
Taking into account the perceived presence of the legacy of the Russian avant-garde in
contemporary architecture, it is rather possible that the first space dwellings will resemble
Malevich’s planits and architectons, realizing his utopian ideals. After all, as Tsiolkovsky has
famously said: “First, inevitably, the idea, the fantasy, the fairy tale. Then, scientific calculation.

Ultimately, fulfillment crowns the dream.”?®

! Here, the Russian word is “zivopis,” which literally means, “painting that is alive,” and it is in this vitalist meaning
of the term that Malevich is using this rather traditional word.
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Chapter 6: Malevich and Energy
Introduction:
In Gutenberg Galaxy: Making of Typographic Man, Marshall McLuhan states that
“reorganization of imaginative life” driven by a change in dominant technology is “always
delayed by the persistence of older patterns of perception.”! The presence of both
thermodynamic and electromagnetic paradigms in Malevich’s work—the one concerned with the
workings of a closed system and the other with open electric fields—illustrates McLuhan’s point.
This chapter’s purpose is to demonstrate that Malevich’s art and writing are situated on the cusp
of changing worldviews, from a mechanical to the electromagnetic understanding of reality.
These two conceptions of reality enter Malevich’s imagination through the scientific ideas of
thermodynamics, which harken back to the mechanical principles of force, and through the
science of electromagnetism. The co-existence and intermingling of these ideas in the artist’s
philosophy create the tension between the mechanical aspects of thermodynamic principles and
the infinite electric universe of flux manifested in Malevich’s project of freeing energy of objects
from their formal confines: the rigid lines of Black Square dissipate in White on White.

The Era of Energy:

In his survey of the history of nineteenth-century science, a German British chemist and historian
John Theodore Merz stated that one “of the principal performances of the second half of the
nineteenth century has been to find . . . the greatest of all exact generalizations—the conception
of energy.”” The new physics of energy replaced the earlier Continental model of action-at-a-
distance force physics. The informal grouping of “North British” physicists and engineers, which
included James Clerk Maxwell, William Thomson (Lord Kelvin), Peter Guthrie Tait (1831—

1901), Balfour Stewart (1828-1887), Fleeming Jenkin (1833—1885) and others, was at the
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forefront of the foundation and promotion of the “science of energy,” which encompassed the
entirety of physical science.’ Maxwell’s assistant and biographer, William Garnet described this
scientific development in the following way: “A complete account of our knowledge of energy
and its transformations would require an exhaustive treatise on every branch of physical science,
for natural philosophy is simply the science of energy.”

This monistic view of science where, as a chemist and energeticist Wilhelm Ostwald
maintained, “everything that happens in the world is nothing but a change in energy,” has come
to existence through a series of scientific advancements among which the studies of
thermodynamics and electromagnetism have played a major role. Prior to these developments the
concept of energy did not bear any reference to physical processes and was mainly used in
literary or poetic sense to describe the effects of vigorous expression in speech or writing—
definition derived from an incorrect interpretation of Aristotle’s évépyeia (energeia, activity or
operation).® In 1805, British physicist and physican, Thomas Young, used the term “energy” in
its modern mechanical sense, to refer to what is now known as actual or kinetic energy—a power
of doing work, an ability to move material bodies by transferring kinetic energy.” This
mechanical understanding of energy propagated by the action-at-a-distance school of thought
was contested by theremodynamic studies of a British scientist, Glasgow-based William
Thomson (later Lord Kelvin), who was dissatisfied with the application of Newtonian physics to
all natural phenomena. Thomson’s 1854 definition of thermodynamics declares that it is the
subject of “the relation of heat to forces acting between contiguous parts of bodies, and the
relation of heat to electrical agency.”® His subsequently developed first law of thermodynamics
states that heat is a form of energy, which cannot be created or destroyed, making

thermodynamic processes a subject to the principle of conservation of energy. His second law of
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thermodynamics, law of entropy, announces that total entropy of an isolated system can never
decrease over time; in spontaneous processes, the process of entropy is irreversible.
Thermodynamic principles (kinetic energy provided by the descent of heat from hot to cold
bodies or “mechanical effect”) made it possible to create heat engines that convert thermal and
chemical energy into mechanical energy or work, harking back to classical mechanics.

A catalytic development in science and technology, one that instigated a paradigmatic
shift in worldviews, was the foundation of electromagnetic principles led by British scientists
Michael Faraday and James Clerk Maxwell, who demonstrated that electricity and magnetism,
and electromagnetism and light are interrelated.” Malevich’s writings and art reflect the
movement from Newtonian to electromagnetic paradigm. From the closed systems of colour
Suprematist works, economical in their aim of conserving energy and most certainly inspired by
thermodynamic theories, Malevich moves towards the open objectless works of his monochrome
period, where all that remains is liberated energy of electromagnetic universe. Ultimately, this
intellectual movement leads the artist to the electric field of his own mind, where his thought is
not constricted by the formal demands of objective reality.

Malevich and Thermodynamics:

In her paper, Energetic Abstraction: Ostwald, Bogdanov, and Russian Post-Revolutionary Art,
Charlotte Douglas suggests that thermodynamics and its extension into energetics as explicated
in the works of Wilhelm Ostwald (1853—-1932) and Alexander Bogdanov (1873-1928) can be
considered a primary intellectual inspiration and force that stimulated Russian abstract painting
in the period between 1918 and 1924.!° Wilhelm Ostwald, a Nobel Prize winning scientist and
the founder of the discipline of physical chemistry, developed a scientific worldview in which

the concept of energy held a central place. Ostwald’s occult philosophy, which he termed

155



“energetics,” was to be applied universally to reforming and betterment of society. Energetics
stirred interest among the leading scientists of the time, such as Max Planck and Ludwig
Boltzmann, who, nonetheless rejected the theory as insufficiently based in mathematical
reasoning.!! Thus, ignored by the scientific community, Ostwald’s energetics was not included in
the annals of the history of science.!? One of the factors that must have contributed to energetics’
exclusion from history was Ostwald’s subsequent engagement with pagan traditions of sun
worshipping and use of eugenics for improvement of human genetics.!? Occult leanings of
Ostwald’s theory must have contributed to energetics’ popularity in Russia, where Ostwald was
well known not only for his work in physical chemistry but also for his less conventional
teachings. Attesting to the vogue in Russia for Ostwald’s ideas is the sheer number of
publications: more than thirty individual titles of Ostwald’s works were published in Russia from
1888 to 1913.14

Among the main premises of Ostwald’s doctrine was the first law of thermodynamics, the
law of the conservation of energy, which motivated Ostwald to promote purposeful use of finite
and non-replenishable energy.!> Ostwald rejected existence of atoms and matter altogether,
despising the opposite view as one that propagates mechanistic understanding of the world.!®
Explicitly stating his anti-matter predilection, Ostwald writes: “While energy becomes clear and
more confirmed as a reality, the claims of matter disappear and matter is left without any rights
except those of tradition.”!” Ostwald’s rejection of the existence of matter, whose constructed
nature he contrasts with the “thingishness or reality of energy,”!8 brings to mind Malevich’s
energetic non-objectivity of Suprematism, a comparable worldview focused on the energy of
painterly masses. Malevich’s writings are permeated with energetic symbolism and reflect the

artist’s adherence to energetics’ theory of Ostwald. Malevich subscribes to the thermodynamic
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principle of conservation and transformation of energy and admits that matter is in fact energy,
which may take the form of the human body:
Bo3moxubI JA0Ka3aTeJIbCTBA TOro, 4YTO HC CYIICCTBYCT MATCPUH, KaK U 51 TOKA3bIBAIO BCCIO
PYKOIIUCBIO, HO HAYKHU JOKA3bIBAIOT CYIICCTBOBAHUEC OHCPIUU, COCTaBJ’IHIOHICﬁ TO, 4YTO HAa3bIBA€M TCIIOM.
COBCpIHeHCTBOM BCCJICHHOI'O MUPOABUIKCHUA WJIN bora moxxHO cunTaTh TO, YTO CaMHUM

YCIIOBECKOM 06Hapy>1<eH0 J0Ka3aT€JIbCTBO TOI'0, YTO HUYCTO HC NCUYC3acT B Heﬁ, TOJIBKO IMPUHUMACT HOBBII
BU. Taxum 06pa30M, HUCYC3HOBCHNC BUANMOCTH HC YKaA3bIBACT, YTO BCC MCUC3JIO.

There may be evidence that there is no matter, as I am proving with the entirety of my writing, but
sciences prove the existence of energy, which constitutes what we call the body.

The perfection of the universal world-movement or of God can be considered the fact that the
human beings themselves have discovered evidence that nothing disappears, only takes a new form. Thus,

the disappearance of visibility does not indicate that everything has disappeared.'’

Relying on reasoning that betrays the artist’s familiarity with the law of the conservation of
energy, Malevich concludes that nothing disappears but transforms into another form, offering an
uplifting philosophy of life reminiscent of Tsiolkovsky’s panpsychism and theories of
immortality discussed in an earlier chapter.

Besides writing on ideas reminiscent of the first law of thermodynamics, Malevich also
demonstrates his interest in heat, as a form of energy. The artist meditates on the history of the
universe’s beginnings and contemplates the origin of all forms of life in heat, formed from the
decomposition of matter—unified, indestructible energy. Again, the artist uses his monistic
worldview to offer a serene picture of reality where catastrophes have no place since the total
matter/energy of the (supposedly) isolated system of the universe remains constant. Malevich
writes:

briTh MOXKCT, MAaTCpUA HC 3HACT JAXKE, YTO TAKOC HO6yﬂI/IT€HBHaH OpUuirHa U 4TO TaKOC L ECJIb, OBITH MOXKCT,

OHa CJICTIa 1 HECO3HATCJIbHA B MPOLECCax CKOIUICHUA U pacliaja. BEITH MOIKCET, YTO OT pacliajia MaTCprun

MMPOCTO BO3HUKIIO TCIIIO, a4 U3 HETO 1ICJIasl BEPCHHIa HOBBIX BUJOB. YenoBek cunTall IMECHHO TaKOH aKT

pacnaJicHus MaTCpun MPIpOBOﬁ KaTaCTpO(bOﬁ, pacucHuBas €€ ¢ TOUKH 3pCHUA paClaJICHUA 10Ma, ACpCBa

I KaMHA. OZ[HaKO INOCKOJIBKY B IIPHUPOJAC 3a(1)I/IKCI/IpOBaHa HCYHUYTOXNMOCTb MaTCPUHU, 3a(1)I/IKCI/IpOBaHO,
YTO B Or'HE 1 Ha MOPO3¢C, B TCIVIC U XOJIOAC MAaTCprd €JUHAA U BCC Ta KC, IOOTOMY CJICAYCT CACIATh BbIBO/,
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YTO B MHUpPE HET KaTtacTpod, MUP BO BCEX MPOLIECCaX COTBOPEHUS M YHUUTOXCHUS ITPeObIBACT HEM3MEHHOM
MaTepueil.

Perhaps matter does not even know what the motive is and what the goal is; perhaps it is blind and
unconscious in the processes of accumulation and decay. It is possible that heat simply arose from the
decay of matter, and from it—a whole chain of new species. A man considered just such an act of
disintegration of matter as a world catastrophe, regarding it from the point of view of disintegration of a
house, a tree or a stone. However, since the indestructibility of matter is fixed in nature, it is fixed that there
is one matter in fire and frost, in warmth and cold, and therefore it must be concluded that there are no
catastrophes in the world, the world remains invariable in all processes of creation and destruction.?°
At least on one occasion, Malevich suggests that the thermal heat energy should be the fifth
dimension of art, alongside the fourth dimension of time (after Malevich rejected the geometric
fourth dimension as visually incomprehensible and therefore impractical for communication of
ideas/energies he accepted time as the fourth dimension of art), the third dimension of space in
sculptural works and the two dimensions of painting.?! Malevich writes: “IBeTonucern <B>crai
HEMOCPEACTBEHHO Tepe]] TOJILIM MaTepPHalioM, U3 KOTOPOTO €My MPEICTOUT CO3AaTh hopmy
IBYXMEPHYIO WM TPEXMEPHYIO (CKyIbITyp<a>). ... U ybexmaroch, 4To 4eTBepTasi Mepa J0HKHA
OBITh OTHECEHA K<0> BPEMEHH, Kak 5 <-s> mepa k {remomepy}” (The colour-painter stood
directly in front of the bare material, from which he was to create a two-dimensional or three-
dimensional form (sculpture). ... And I am convinced that the fourth dimension should be related
to time, as the 5th dimension to {heat meter}).2
Douglas suggests that another important thinker that stimulated the development of
Malevich’s energetics’ worldview was Alexander Bogdanov, a Russian philosopher, sociologist,
and a science fiction writer, who relied on Ostwald’s certitude that thermodynamics guides every
aspect of life to found his unifying, all-encompassing organizational theory of tectology.?’

Bogdanov, even though an activist devoted to the cause of Communist movement, did not agree

with Vladimir Lenin on the role of Marxism in proletarian revolution. According to Bogdanov,
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Marx’s theories were inadequate for instigating cultural revolution he deemed necessary for the
creation of a new society, built on the camaraderie and collaboration between the members of the
working class. Bogdanov’s transformation of the people through cultural change was opposed to
Lenin’s acquisition of the culture inherited from the former ruling class.?* Placing cultural
revolution at the center of the program for building a new society prompted Bogdanov to
establish ITponetkynsT (Proletkult, a portmanteau of the Russian words “proletarskaya kultura,”
proletarian culture), an artistic laboratory devoted to outlining a true proletarian approach to
science and art and reinventing the two through a creative process.?> Under Bogdanov’s
guidance, Proletkult artists’ practice of conscious collectivism was to imbue their work with
meaning and relevance. Bogdanov writes: “IIpexHuii XyZ0KHUK BUIET B CBOEM Tpy/e
BBISIBJICHHE CBOCH MHIMBUYalIbHOCTH; HOBBIM ITIOMMET U IIOYYBCTBYET, YTO B HEM U 4EPE3 HETO
TBOpHT Benukoe rnenoe—koutekTuB” (The former artist saw in his work the identification of his
individuality; the new—will understand and feel that in him and through him creates a great
whole—the collective).?® While Malevich would have agreed that the paramount importance of
artistic subjectivity is an atavism of the past that must be overcome, it is difficult to imagine the
artist’s acceptance of melding his artistic concerns with those of the collective. His “great whole”
is not the communist society driven by utilitarian needs of self-sustainment, which Malevich, in a
derogatory manner, calls o6mexutue (obshhezhitie, community housing); his is the freed no-
thing of non-objectivity, the pure energy of Suprematism.

These philosophical contradictions between Bogdanov’s and Malevich’s worldviews did
not stop the artist from actively participating in Proletkult’s educational activities. At a Proletkult
lecture in 1920, Malevich declared: “The new Suprematist conclusion leads to new systems,

beyond the tangle of objects, to a purely energetic force of motion.”?” Douglas states that
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Bogdanov’s tectology, which is generally considered to be a precursor of systems theory and an
early foundation of cybernetics, demonstrates systems thinking that can also be found in
Malevich’s theories of art.?® Indeed, Malevich’s theoretical text bearing the name of “On New
Systems in Art” (1919-1922) and his film script titled “Artistic and Scientific Film—Painting
and Architectural Concerns—Approaching the New Plastic Architectural System” (1927) attest
to Douglas’ proposition. Systems thinking so permeated Malevich’s consciousness that he
developed courses for the students of Vitebsk’s Peoples’ Art School! that reflected his deeply
seated interest in this theme. The titles of the subjects speak for themselves: “Statics:
Geometricism of form. The composition of contrasting forms. ... Construction. System. History
of the system. System theory.”?® As the director of the Museum of Artistic Culture, Malevich
proclaimed the analysis of painted “systems” (i.e. paintings) as the primary goal of the
institution.

Bogdanov’s systems paradigm is rooted in categorization of all human activity into
organizational and dis-organizational, making all human actions, whether they are undertaken in
the technological, social, or artistic spheres, a material for organizational experience. Analyzing
vast data of human interaction from a variety of fields of knowledge, such as social, biological,

and physical sciences, allowed Bogdanov to arrive at a general theory of organization, in which

! From 1917 to 1922, Vitebsk underwent a cultural renaissance fueled by the enthusiasm of its native Marc Chagall,
who established its first artistic academy of higher learning titled People’s Art School, and of such prominent
visiting artists, as Kazimir Malevich and Lazar Lissitzky (the latter’s artistic voice matured in Vitebsk). Vitebsk’s
Peoples’ Art School attracted many talented artists to join its faculty, among whom were Ivan Puni and Mstislav
Dobuzhinsky. In Vitebsk, Malevich experienced a period of tremendous productivity, publishing many of his most
resolved philosophical treatises on new art forms and serving in the capacity of the leader of the student group
Unovis. Besides rich developments in the visual arts, Vitebsk’s unique cultural environment stimulated flourishing
of theatre and music arts, while serving as a fruitful soil for the intellectual experiments of Mikhail’s Bakhtin’s
philosophical circle. Even though the creative explosion in Vitebsk was short-lived, the enriching effects of this
cultural wave on the Russian artistic life were long felt. For further details on this period in the history of Vitebsk,
please see Aleksandra Shatskikh’s Vitebsk: The Life of Art.
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unity between the individuals working together allowed for expediency and efficiency required
for the members of the communist society.>! Bogdanov notes that the term organization, when,
for example, it is applied to organization of production, does not refer to the organization of
human actions alone. On the contrary, it involves organizing the “labor acts” of humans and
machines, which, in an industrial society, replace some of the actions traditionally undertaken by
humans. Organic and machine “labor acts” must be organized into a dynamically functional
system that responds to the changes in the qualities of the worker or the machine.*? The emphasis
on making interactions between humans and machines efficient prompted an invigorated interest
in biomechanics—the mechanical approach to understanding biological systems that perfectly
suited the project of creating the new Soviet worker.

Another member of Proletkult and the organizer of the Central Institute of Labor, Aleksei
Gastev, describes the desired state of human/machine interaction as that where the two have
become one organism attuned to expedient production. Gastev, anticipating the contemporary
concept of a cyborg, writes: “MbI CTUIMCH CO CBOUMU YKEIIE3HBIMHU TOBAPHILAMH, MBI C HUIMH
CIETUCh, MBI BMECTE CO3/IaJIM HOBYIO JAYIIly TBM)KEHBS, I7ie pAOOTHUK U CTAHOK HEPa3phIBHBI
(We merged with our iron comrades, achieved unity, together we created a new soul of
movement, where the worker and the machine are inseparable.)** The law of the conservation of
energy dictates economical use of human energy, prompting Gastev to conclude that “reno
JOJHKHO OBITH BOCIIUTAHO, KaK paboyast MamrHa. Ecu BbI XOTUTE MOOSAUTH, TOCTHYb,—
TpEeHUpYHTECh, BIpaOaThIBAliTe BBIIEPKKY—BBI IOOEIUTE, BB JOCTUTHETE. ... B MammHe-
OpYIuH—BCE PacCUUTAHO U MOJOTHAHO. byiemM Takxke pacCUMTHIBATh U )KUBYIO MAITMHY—
yenoBeka” (the body must be brought up like a working machine. If you want to win, to make

achievements—train, develop endurance—you will win, you will make achievements. ... In the
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machine-tool—everything is calculated and fitted. Similarly, we will also calculate the living
machine—a human being).’* Malevich has adopted economy as one of the primary methods in
painting and sculpture. Ornamentation and decorative splurging of the past were based on
irresponsible waste of human energy and should be substituted with forms whose creation
requires the least amount of energy, while yielding the most expressive dynamic results.
Malevich states:
Ho BBIABUTACTCH CILIC BOIIPOC — BOIIPOC 3KOHOMI/I‘~I€CKI/II\/‘I, KOTOpLIﬁ IIOCTaBUT C€6H, HO)KaIIyﬁ, B
MEPBOUCTOK BCCTO HeﬁCTBa u KOTOpLIfI CKaXX€T, 4TO BCIAKOC ﬂeﬁCTBO COBCPHIACTCA Y€PE3 IHCPI'HIO TCIIa, a
BCSKOC TCJIO CTPEMUTCA K COXPAaHHOCTH cBOeH OHEPIruu, a IOTOMY BCAKOC MOC Z[eﬁCTBO JOJDKHO
COBCPHIATHECA S9KOHOMHWYCCKUM ITYTEM. Tak ABUIKETCA BCC TBOPYCCTBO YCIJIOBCKA. U ero TBOpYCCKas MbICJIb
JAaBHO YiKE yﬁeraeT OT IyTaHbIX, MOXCT 6I>ITI>, KpaCuBbIX Y30PHBIX CIUICTCHUH U praHIeHI/II\/‘I K IpOCTOMY
O9KOHOMHYCCKOMY BBIPDAKCHUTIO 3H€pl"PII71HOFO Z[eﬁCTBa, TaK 4TO BCE CJIIOKCHUA TAaKOI'O Z[CﬁCTBa yiKe
CJIararoTcCsa HE U3 5CTCTUYCCKOI'0, a U3 SKOHOMHNYCCKOI'O BEJICHUA. HOCJ’IGHHI/IC TCUCHHA B HCKYCCTBC—
KyOu3m, GyTypH3M, cynpeMaTu3M—OCHOBAaHbI Ha 3TOM JEHCTBE.
But another question is being raised—an economic question, which will put itself, perhaps, in the primary
sources of the whole action and which will say that every action is performed through the energy of the
body, and every body strives for the preservation of its energy, and therefore every action must be
performed economically. So moves all the creativity of human beings. And their creative thought has long
since fled from the confused, perhaps beautifully patterned entanglements and ornaments, to the simple
economic expression of an energetic action, so that all the additions of such an action are already composed
not of aesthetic, but of economic dictation. The latest trends in art—cubism, futurism, suprematism—are
based on this action.®
While there are parallels between Malevich’s call for more efficient artistic expression based on
the need of human body to conserve energys, it is far removed from concerns for the productive
results of labor that drive Gastev’s theories. Malevich did not subscribe to the valorization of
labor to which his essay “Laziness as the Actual Truth About Humankind” (1921) attests. In his
radical disregard for the prevalence of labor in human life, Malevich approaches Bogdanov’s
philosophy more than he does Gastev’s almost religious glorification of the process of

production. One of the goals of Bogdanov’s utopian tectological science was to develop self-

regulating machinery that would free the working class from manual labor, allowing time for
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creative and intellectual work.>® In his “Establishing A in Art” (Ycranosienue A B MckyccTse),
Malevich, in agreement with Bogdanov, states that it is necessary to “npu3HaTh TPy
MEPEKUTKOM CTapOro MHpa HaCHIIUs, TaK KAK COBPEMEHHOCTb MUpa CTOUT HA TBOpUYECTBE”
(recognize labour as a relic of the old world of violence, since the modernity of the world stands
on creativity).?’

In an article “BersnbiM oraem no Llentpansnomy Uucturyty tpyna” (June 181, 1928),
Sergei Eisenstein, who knew Malevich well, uses Malevich’s artistic process as an example in

support of his disagreement with Gastev’s mechanical understanding of human organism:

3aHUMAasCh IO MHBIM 33/IaHHUAM U B HHOU obnacth, yeM L{WT, Bonpocamu opraHuKy JBIKCHUS U
PacKpBITHEM 1 YCBOSHHEM OOIINX 3aKOHOB OPTaHWYECKOTO MPOTEKAHUS JBUTATEIIFHOTO ITPOoIiecca, O0ImX
JUISL BCEX Pa3HOBHIHOCTEH €To, sl CHenralbHO 00palaics ¢ BOIIPOCOM OTHOCHTEIBFHO JIBUTATEIBHON
CTOPOHBI IpoLIecca BIIAICHHS KUCTHIO K OTHOMY M3 HAIIMX BUJHEHIINX M MOMYJIIPHEHIINX 32 pyOekoM
xypoxauky—K. C. Manesuuy. ... ITo CBUIETENBCTBY 3TOr0 BEICOKO KOMIIETEHTHOIO MacTepa— ‘Ma30K”
€ro KMCTU HUKAK HE Pe3yJIbTaT JBHXKEHHS TOJbKO KMCTU €T0 PyKH—a BCEH MOIIU KPENKO CLIIUTOTO
KBajpaTa ero (Urypsl OT IJIeY JI0 MSATOK: KapTHUHY MUIIEIIb, TOBOPUII OH, BEIpaXkasich “‘GurypaisHo”, U3
€aMoro HyTpa BCEH CBOEH CYIIHOCTH, <...> HENUKOM. 1 1eMOHCTpUpPYSl MHE TEXHUKY OCTPOTO Ma3Ka Io
XOJICTY, CHPY>XMHHUBAJICS BECh OT KaOJTyKa, “BKIIIOYABIIETO” TOIYOK K MA3Ky.

Being engaged in other tasks and in a different area than CIT [Central Institute of Labour], the issues of
organic movement and the discovery and understanding of the general laws of organic flow of the motor
process, common to all its varieties, I specifically asked one of our most prominent and popular artist
abroad, K. S. Malevich, about the motor side of using a paintbrush. ... According to the testimony of this
highly competent master, the “brushstroke” of his brush is in no way the result of moving only the hand of
his arm, but of the totality of the tightly stitched square of his figure, from shoulders to heels: you write a
picture, he said, “figuratively” speaking, from the very inside of your very essence, <...> in its entirety. And
showing me a sharp brushstroke technique on the canvas, all of him sprung from the heel, which “was
included” into the push towards the brushstroke.®

According to Eisenstein’s testimony, Malevich’s understanding of movement is far from the
mechanical, machine-like definition of Gastev. Malevich paints with the entirety of his body, the
movement of which continues in the movement of the paintbrush, which can be construed as

prosthesis of the muscles and flesh of the artist’s hand.? This organic conceptualization of

2 In fact, this quote from Eisenstein speaks to his and, most probably, to Malevich’s familiarity with the organ
projection theory developed by Ernst Kapp in the 19" century and further theorized by Pavel Florensky (1920s) and
Marshall McLuhan (1960s). Since discussion of this theory requires sufficiently more space than I can afford here, I
will have to leave this topic outside of the scope of this chapter and investigate it in my subsequent works.
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movement and of technology that continues this movement, in this case a paintbrush, emphasizes
interconnectedness, fluidity, and transformation of one form of energy, that of the artist’s
muscles, into another—the energy of the artwork. Engaging into a creative process in such
manner betrays a vision of the world as electromagnetic, taking us into the second part of this
chapter.

Malevich and Flectromagnetism:

In his book The Science of Culture and the Phenomenology of Styles ([1991], 2012), Renato
Barilli adopts the concept of cultural materialism and Marshall McLuhan’s ideas on electrology
to bring to light the paramount importance for artistic expression of the theories of
electromagnetism, developed by Michael Faraday and James Clerk Maxwell in the second half
of the 19" century. According to Barilli, the development of electromagnetic principles has
ultimately altered human perception of external data and continues shaping reality in the current
age of digital technology. Inspired by McLuhan’s Understanding Media (1964), Barilli’s book
juxtaposes the art and culture stimulated by the invention of the printing press—the modern
period—with the postmodern culture brought about by electrologic revolution, characterized by
the widespread application of electromagnetism and electric technology. Quite aware of the
fallacies of technological determinism, Barilli emphasizes that technological inventions often are
predated by their analogous symbolic realizations. He adopts Lucien Goldmann’s notion of
homologies to explain the parallel (homologous) developments in the technical and the symbolic
levels of culture. Modern period, marked by the invention of the printing press in 1450, was
symbolically expressed in Leon Battista Alberti’s theorization of perspective in 1435.3° Thus, the
technology of the printing press was developed fifteen years after the foundational ideas on

perspective were put forth. However, both discoveries, being homologous, are characterized by
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linearity, grid-like structure, and aspiration to arrest the flow of life, whether on a rigidly
structured page or within an immobile pyramid of visual rays that geometrically constitutes
linear perspective.*

Similarly, electric technology was invented after electric ideas were realized
symbolically. Antonio Pacinotti invented the dynamo in 1860; almost a century after Luigi
Galvani’s experiments with animal electricity (1780) and Alessandro Volta’s invention of the
Voltaic pile (1799) saw the light of day.*! It is with the ideas of Galvani and Volta, who
symbolically introduced electrology, that Barilli associates the onset of the electric age.
Homologous breakthroughs in art, according to Barilli, are the works of William Blake and
Henri Fuseli. These first electrologic artists have defied the rules of perspective, which
dominated the painting technique of the time, and created otherworldly visions of swirly planes
reminiscent of electromagnetic waves.*?

In dialogue with Barilli’s book is R. Bruce Elder’s volume Cubism and Futurism:
Spiritual Machines and the Cinematic Effect (2018), where the author develops an argument that
Cubism and, especially, Futurism are artistic movements particularly paradigmatic of the
electrologic era. These artists epitomized the original, military meaning of the term “avant-
garde”—“advance guard” (tr. from French); a small number of strong army corps that marches
ahead to bind and engage an enemy, securing the time and space necessary for the strategic
operations of the main army.** Long before McLuhan identified this role of art, Cubist and
Futurist artworks functioned as early warning systems, preparing the world for the zenith of an
electrotechnic age.** After Fuseli and Blake began pondering the implications of electric ideas

for human existence more than a century prior, Cubists and Futurist artists have creatively
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responded to the shift towards a vision of reality as flux instigated by the science of
electromagnetism.

Even though Cubism and Futurism have many different faces and include artists
belonging to different cultural traditions (i.e. Italian Futurism and Russia Futurism), their works
contain certain general characteristics among which are the disregard for linear perspective,
inquiry into human perception, striving to express heightened sensation of dynamism and
simultaneity of time and space.*> Suprematism takes further the experiments of Cubism and
Futurism: “@yTypu3m uepe3 Bellb BeJ HAC K AMHAMHU3MY KMBONHUCHBIX Macc. KyOusm uepes
pasyioM BEIH BEJET K YMCTO KUBONMUCHOHN miactuke. O6a ycnnus uayt k CYIIPEMATUU
JKUBOITUCH” (Futurism, through the object, led us to the dynamism of the painterly masses.
Cubism, through the rift of the object, leads to a purely painterly plastic. Both efforts move
towards the SUPREMATISM OF PAINTING).*® Since Malevich considered these two
movements precursors leading to the development of Suprematism, it, too, shares the
aforementioned characteristics. Simultaneity, lack of perspective, and dynamism are manifested
in another important technological innovation—aviation. The possibility of flight was so
inspiring for Malevich that he claimed it was responsible for the development of Suprematism.
In the following pages I will trace the presence of electrologic® ideas in Malevich’s oeuvre and
zoom in on the role of aviation in the conception of Suprematism by consulting Malevich’s
important essay “Introduction to the Theory of the Additional Element in Painting.” But before
delving into these matters, I would like to briefly introduce the historical importance of the
technology of electricity for Russia at the time. Taking into account that electrification became a

state technology during Malevich’s most active years, the intuition that Malevich’s art is guided

3 This is actually a neologism coined by my supervisor R. Bruce Elder. It was invented to identify that worldview
that was founded on the ideas of Michael Faraday and James Clerk Maxwell.
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by an artistic aspiration to comprehend reality as a manifestation of electromagnetic principles
becomes ever more tangible.

Malevich and FElectrification:

Electric technology played an unprecedented importance for the Russian state before and
especially after the revolution of 1917. Even though from 1886 to 1914 electrification in Russia
developed slowly compared to the West, the First World War demonstrated the indispensability
of this technology for military needs and attracted attention of the state officials to the lack of
this invaluable energy source.*’ In 1920, the Communist party christened electrification the new
state technology. Electrical engineers rose to political power convincing technologically minded
Vladimir Lenin to approve GOELRO (State Commission for the Electrification of Russia)—a
radical and optimistic plan to create a state network of regional power stations in order to
eliminate the split between villages and cities and build communist society.*® Lenin’s belief in
liberation through technology and utopian conviction that this technology is electricity can be
witnessed in his famous statement at the 8" Congress of Soviets: “Communism is Soviet power
plus electrification of the whole country.”* Upon becoming acquainted with Lenin in September
1920, H.G. Wells remarked: “For Lenin, who like a good orthodox Marxist denounces all
‘Utopians,” has succumbed at last to a Utopia of the electricians.”° In this climate of electrical
utopia advertised through every channel of communist propaganda it must have been difficult to
stay uninitiated into the science of electromagnetism. Indeed, many Russian artists were
fascinated with the subject with some notable examples being Natalia Goncharova’s Electric
Lamp (1913) and Pavel Filonov’s GOELRO (Lenin’s Plan for the Electrification of Russia)
(1931) and Gustav Klutsis’ inventive collages Lenin and Electrification (1925) and

Electrification of the Entire Country (1920). This literal engagement with the technological
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manifestation of electromagnetic paradigm, i.e. artistic reflections on Soviet electrification, often
went hand-in-hand with experimentation with its symbolic aspects. In case of Kazimir Malevich,
the artists rarely created works about electricity, with the exception of such drawings as
Suprematist Composition (Sensation of Flowing. Telegraph) (1915), Suprematist Composition
(Magnetic Attraction) (1914), and Suprematist Composition (Sensation of Magnetic Attraction)
(1914). Instead of being guided by the techno-utopian fascination with the utilitarian applications
of electricity, Malevich’s art explores its philosophical implications, shifts in perceptions of
reality that it created.

Malevich, Apollinaire, and Simultaneity:

Before developing Suprematism in 1915, Malevich experimented with Cubist and Futurist forms,
creating such eclectic works as Samovar (1913), which demonstrates influence of both Parisian
Cubism and Italian Futurism.’! A 1914 painting Englishman in Moscow is particularly striking in
its synthesis of Cubist lettering that spells out “partial eclipse,” alogism also found in Marinetti,
and religious iconography. In this work, one can observe the aforementioned features of
electrologic art: the space of the painting expresses the new conditions of simultaneity dictated
by the changed technological environment of speed and movement. Even though this work
belongs to the alogist period in Malevich’s art—it is intended to juxtapose and display
incongruent elements that are not to be understood with the faculty of reason—it is difficult to
avoid the temptation to interpret this important work.

The first impression from looking at Englishman in Moscow is claustrophobic: the
painting is densely populated with overlapping figurative elements, jammed within pictorial
space flattened by the lack of perspective. A large portrait of a man, whom the scholar of

Russian art John Milner identified as the Futurist painter and writer David Burlyuk, occupies a
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prominent place within the painting. An awareness of the approaching war is expressed in the
ready-to-fire bayonets and a large red arrow that cuts across the canvas as if instructing direction
of army forces; a sense of loss of spirituality and the need to regain it—in the diminutive image
of a church contrasted with the oversized fish symbolic of Christ. In the left top corner, Malevich
incorporates a yellow shape of colour that appears to be a source of electric light, a projector that
illuminates much more effectively than the candle depicted in the middle of the canvas. It could
be that Malevich suggests that the spiritual twilight, the “partial eclipse” instilled by the coming
war and the fall of faith expressed in the feeble light of the candle, will be overcome in the new
age of electromagnetism.

Interestingly, analogous themes can be witnessed in Guillaume Apollinaire’s poem Zone
published in 1913, a year before Malevich finished his Englishman in Moscow. A French poet,
playwright, and one of the most prominent theorists of Cubism and later Surrealism, Apollinaire
belonged to a tradition of poets whose verse was kindled by the dissolution of the old religion
and the need to reestablish mythology necessary to bind the people together.>? This aspiration for
cultural renewal was expressed in Apollinaire’s recasting of religious myths in his landmark
1913 poem “Zone,” in which he describes the regeneration of the world through the efforts of
poeticized collective consciousness. The poem is structured around a walk in Paris from one
sunrise to another, told through the voice of the author, who deliberately decentralizes his
experiences by referring to himself as “I”” and as “you.” Together with disregard for punctuation
and non-linear narration, Apollinaire creates a sense of a collective interconnected
consciousness. He relates this focus on collective rather than individual efforts of a lone poet, to
the unifying principles originating in the new technology. New (avant-garde) art, born on the

cusp of the shift in worldviews from static Newtonian to the dynamic electromagnetic universe,
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will give rise to new spirit and consciousness as an all-encompassing electromagnetic
phenomenon, which will rejuvenate the world.>* The simultaneous presence of multiple figures
and overlapping objects, the all-embracing unifying principle that guides composition, the
philosophical conviction that the loss of spirituality can be regained in the new electromagnetic
consciousness are qualities that Malevich’s Englishman in Moscow shares with Apollinaire’s
Zone.

Malevich and Disregard for Perspective:

“Farewell farewell Let the sun beheaded be” are the final lines of Apollinaire’s Zone. The
violence of sunrise as envisioned by Apollinaire brings to mind the libretto for the Russian
Futurist opera Victory over the Sun (1913), whose first act is devoted to portraying the violent
capture and imprisonment of the “sun of cheap appearances” responsible for the creation of
illusion of reality. Apollinaire, who was well known in Russia at the time,>* might have inspired
Kruchenykh to experiment with poetic form, resulting in the daring verse of the opera’s libretto.
As it has been discussed earlier, Malevich’s working on the set designs for this opera stimulated
his “discovery” of Suprematism. However, working on the visual components of the opera was
not the only decisive experience that led Malevich to his ultimate discovery. I contend that
Kruchenykh’s Zaum and, in particular, the near absence of punctuation that this language
proposes, must have been a factor in Malevich’s embracing art that does not rely on linear
perspective.

In Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (1962), McLuhan recognizes the
lack of punctuation and visual aids “as a carefully devised strategy to get the passive visual
reader into participant, oral action.”> Free verse allows fluidity and flexibility not constricted by

punctuation. Without the assistance of visual aids, the reader is prompted to enact reading aloud,
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akin to ancient or medieval readers. In this way, the passive silent reader becomes an active co-
creator of meaning, combining the visual and auditory senses: “vers libre is for the ear as much
as for the eye.”® Since McLuhan considered oral culture representative of the electric era, free
verse, with its reliance on oral recitation, is a manifestation of the electric age. Simultaneity of
experiences that oral culture allows, indeterminacy and fluidity of free verse are imaginative
adaptations to the new (dis)order dictated by the electromagnetic conception of reality. McLuhan

states:

Today our science and method strive not towards a point of view but to discover how not to have a point of
view, the method not of closure and perspective but of the open ‘field” and the suspended judgment. Such
is now the only viable method under electric conditions of simultaneous information movement and total
human interdependence.®’

Not to have a point of view by avoiding perspective, to break through the closure of the picture
frame and portray an open field—these are artistic motivations of Malevich. The lack of
punctuation and lack of perspective, according to McLuhan, are comparable methods to achieve
the suspension of judgment and portray the movement of simultaneous information perceived by
the electrified collective consciousness. These common aspects of free verse, practiced by
Kruchenykh in the libretto for Victory Over the Sun and Malevich in Suprematism, make it
apparent that there is a much deeper connection between Zaum poetry and Malevich’s work than
it was previously ascertained. The oral, electric features of poetic language of Victory Over the
Sun’s libretto must have contributed to Malevich’s development of the visual language of
Suprematism that does not rely on linear perspective and seeks to create a sense of visual totality,
of oneness and unity—qualities of electric art especially noticeable in the artist’s later works,
such as White on White (1918).

Barilli, too, identifies linear perspective as belonging to the symbolic order of mechanical

age; conversely, the flattening of the image on the picture plane is a feature of electrologic age.
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Perspectival drawing invented by Alberti, gave birth to the idea of a painting as an “open
window” into the depicted space. Once, with the advent of electromagnetic ideas, the notion of
perception as static, instantaneous and punctiform was revealed as questionable, the concept of
painting as a window became refuted and completely abandoned by contemporary (that is
electrotechnic) artists.*® In this regard, Barilli’s and Malevich’s statements are curiously alike.
Barilli writes: “Alberti, however, is aware that he is placing a straightjacket on artists, restricting
their freedom of movement and obliging to be nothing but the eye.”® Malevich agrees: “Korna
YCTaHOBHJIU 3aKOHBI MIEPCIIEKTUBBL, JJIs1 U300pa3UTEIbHOTO UCKYCCTBA ObllIa YCTAaHOBJICHA
npuBs3b. s Xy10)KHUKA ObUIO YCTaHOBIIEHO CTOMIIO, B KOTOPOM OH JIOJKEH ObLI
onepupoBats”’ (When the laws of perspective were established, a leash was established for the
visual arts. For the artist was established a stall in which he was supposed to operate).®® And
elsewhere: “3akoHbI IEPCHIEKTUBHI, KaK ¥ aHATOMUH, CYyTh a0Cypbl HEAOMBICIIOB XKHBOIHUCIIA. ..”
(The laws of perspective, like anatomy, are the absurdities of the painter’s foolishness ...).%!
Malevich notes that children and ancient peoples had a more appropriate understanding of
perspective that was relative to the circumstances in which the objects were encountered. In
emphasizing the wisdom of the ancients, Malevich approaches theories of McLuhan, who
highlighted the connection between the oral culture of the tribal peoples and the electric age.®?
Experiencing the futility of attempts to render objects using linear perspective leads Malevich to

conclude that the objects simply do not exist:

Brino TOBOPCHO O NEPCICKTUBE KaK 0CcO000M OOCTOSITEIILCTBE COBPECMCHHOI'O I/I306pa3I/ITeJ'H>HOFO I/ICKYCCTBa
1 IIOHUMaHHU €€ HepBO6I>ITHI>IM YCJIOBCKOM U ACTbMU, KOTOPBIC, B OTJIMYHUC OT COBPCMCHHBIX <J'IIOI[CI>1>,
IIOHUMAJIH €€, C MOEH TOYKHU 3pCHUA, ITPABUIIBHCC, OHU €€ NOHUMAJIU IO CYHICCTBY, UJIH 11O
O6CTO$IT€J'H>CTBEIM, B KOTOPGLIC IOoMaagaIa Ta Ui MHad BCIb WIN YCIOBCK. I/I3M€peHI/I€ OBLIO €€ 110
O6CTO$IT€J'H>CTBEIM, OT KOTOPBIX 3aBHCCJIa €€ BCJIMYNHA. HOCJ’IG}_'[HI/IM YKa3bIBaJ1aChb YK€ OobIas Hay4Has
np06neMa, KOTOpas pa3pCiacTCsa nu OUHIITEHHOM. 3,HGCL B ICTCKUX U HepBO6LITHBIX I/I306pa)KGHI/I${X BaM
<Hp€,I[CTaBJ'ICHO> YKa3aHue, 4TO I'paHull BCIIb HEC UMECT, HC UMCCT cBOCi MMpeaACIbHOCTH, a CJICAOBATCIILHO,
1 pCaJIbHOCTH, TAK KaK OHa BUAOU3MCHSACTCA B KaXKIOM 00CTOSITENILCTBE.
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It was spoken about perspective as a special circumstance of modern fine Art and its understanding by
ancient human beings and children, who, unlike modern “people,” understood it, from my point of view,
more correctly, they understood it in essence, or in circumstances in which this or that thing or a person
fell. Its measurement was related to the circumstances its values depended on. The latter [modern human
being] already pointed out an enormous scientific problem, which is resolved by Einstein. Here, in the
children’s and primeval peoples’ images, you are <presented> with an indication that a thing has no
borders, does not have its limits, and consequently, it has no reality, as it is modified in each
circumstance.®

Constantly altered relations between objects forbid depiction of these objects in art since any
such attempts would be purely arbitrary. Malevich reasons that the lack of static relation between
objects makes it impossible to determine their limits, and what has no limit is not an object.

Malevich and Dynamism:

In addition to the theory of relativity mentioned by Malevich in the quote above, the notion that a
given object is never static and is subject to constant change was also supported by the
developments in the study of human perception, which have revealed that retinal image does not
abruptly decay but persists for some time. Elder notes that the Futurists recognized these new
findings in the science of perception and were aware that motion is perceived more as a blur,
resulting from the overlapping of successive retinal images and representing the trajectory of
motion, than as a sequence of clearly defined hard-edged visual imprints.®* This understanding
granted a fundamentally different conception of reality as dynamic, where everything at all times
is in motion.®> Malevich, who argued that “nuaamu3sm, paano, 3J1€KTPUYECTBO—ECTh SJIEMEHTHI
HaIIUX HOBBIX omrymeHnid” (dynamism, radio, electricity—there are elements of our new
sensations),% harnessed this inherent dynamism to release form from its prison of objecthood,
ultimately arriving at the non-objective Suprematist art. The artist clearly identified universal
dynamism as a phenomenon that accompanied the new understanding of reality as

electromagnetic, which he manifested in his non-objective painting:

B nosicuenue ckaxxeM, yTo <ecnum> XyJ0XKEeCTBO ObLIO B KAMEHHOM BEKe B 00pa3nax KamMHs M B 00pasiax
OpOH3BI B OPOH30BOM, MPaMOPHOM, CTEKJITHHOM, TTaPOBOM, TO OYEBHIHO, YTO OHO OYZET B JJIEKTPO-
panmo—MarHuTHOM 3110Xe, 00palieHHOH B (hOpMYy HCKYCCTB, B 00pa3nax AMHAMHUYECKHX, YTO U B 3TOM
Clyyae OHO JOJDKHO UMETh HOBYIO (hopMy YK€ YUCTOH KYyJIBTYpBHI.
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To further elaborate, we say that <if> in the Stone Age the art was in stone samples and in bronze
samples—in Bronze [Age], marble, glass, steam, then it is obvious that it will be in dynamic samples in the
electro-magnetic epoch turned into a form of art, as in this case, it [art] must have a new form of already
pure [that is non-objective] culture.®’

Malevich and Aviation:

The features of electrologic art that were discussed so far—simultaneity, lack of perspective, and
dynamism—become integrated and manifested in another highly influential for electric art
technology developed at the turn of the centuries: aviation. Via the heightened point of view, one
could obtain a vision of a unified world, flattened by the unusual perspective and dynamically
animated by the aircraft’s motion. In Wheel, Bicycle, and Airplane, McLuhan sketches out an
organic evolution of the technology of the wheel (it is organic since McLuhan considers all
technology being extensions of our physical bodies), which he considers a prime symbol of
Cartesian mind. The wheel and road required for its completion are responsible for the
centralization of movement and creation of a radiational, center-margin structure. McLuhan
associates the effects of this technology on social order with the visual image of an explosion and
contrasts these effects to the implosion, contraction, and simultaneity of electric technology, such
as an airplane. The latter roams in three-dimensions of space and therefore is non-linear and
decentralized. It is an epitome of “simultaneous touch” as “in one spot one could touch every
part of the world because of aviation.”® It is not surprising that this electric technology of
simultaneous touch was so important to Apollinaire, who according to Elder helped make
simultaneity a principal theme of the early twentieth century.® Ability to gain a higher vantage
point allows witnessing all-at-oneness of seemingly disparate elements and creates an allusion to
simultaneous perception of past, present, and future as the planar time reminiscent of

Ouspensky’s fourth dimension discussed in an earlier chapter. In Zone, Apollinaire writes:

It is God who died on Friday and rose again on Sunday
It is Christ who soars in the sky better than any aviator
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He breaks the world’s altitude record

Christ the pupil of the eye

Twentieth pupil of the centuries he knows how

And turned into a bird this century rises in the air like Jesus
The devils in their abysses lift their heads to look at it”

This passage, which depicts an implosion and contraction of past and the future, highlights the
importance of flight for Apollinaire. For Malevich, conquering the third dimension of space—
that of air—arguably, carried an even more paramount significance. It is with the air that
Malevich connects the birth of Suprematism. His 1914 painting Aviator predates Suprematism
and its well-developed theories. However, one can find a premonition of the Black Square
(1915), the zero of form Malevich would create a year later, in the aviator’s cylinder adorned
with the number “0,” which projects three cones of light, reminiscent of electric projectors. In
1927, when the theory and philosophy of Suprematism was fully developed, Malevich explained
that flight and higher vantage point that it allows are the major inspirations for Suprematist

artists (see Figure 6.1).7!

Mn. 28-35. Okp; , BAOXH(

Figure 6.1: Kazimir Malevich, Environment that inspires suprematists (“reality”’), photographs that
accompany Malevich’s essay “Introduction to the Theory of the Additional Element in Painting” (1923).
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Malevich and Theory of the Additional Element:

In his essay titled “Introduction to the Theory of the Additional Element in Painting”—an
incredibly rich source for understanding Malevich’s philosophy and one that I am compelled to
revisit often—Malevich studies painterly forms that he treats as “bodies,” attempting a rigorous,
analytical method in pursuit of an almost scientific precision in his reasoning. Malevich’s
Science of Artistic Culture is to a large degree inspired by the 1882 Robert Koch’s discovery of
Mycobacterium tuberculosis, the bacterium that cause tuberculosis, which in Russian is also
called “nmanouka Koxa” (Koch bacillus but also Koch rod, Koch stick). Malevich’s study
emulates that of Koch, the father of modern bacteriology, and focuses on the interaction between
painterly bodies (artworks) and new elements that enter inside these bodies via the consciousness
of the painter (additional elements). Writing in a manner that betrays Malevich’s familiarity with
Bogdanov’s tectology, the artist describes destabilization of equilibrium in a painting’s body and
subsequent arrival at a new painterly system, the novelty of which causes shock to societal
norms, which, with time, stabilize resulting in the canonization of the new art form.”> Concerned
with the effects of the surrounding environment on artistic bodies (artworks), Malevich
identified “the energetic center” of a provincial town with its parks, hills, and buildings as the
environment that spawned Cezanne’s artworks. Cubist works are born out of excitation of an
artist’s nervous system immersed in the environment that borders with the metallic culture of
contemporary cities. The additional element of Suprematism, “cynprpsimas” (suprprjamaja,
suprline, [note the similarity with the bacillus/rod/stick of “mamouxa Koxa™]), or “suprematist
additional element of a dynamic order,” is a result of interaction with the environment of air—a
conclusion that Malevich illustrates in a visual chart titled Environment that inspires
suprematists (“reality”’) (OxpyxeHue, BIOXHOBIISIOIIEE CYIPEMATHUCTOB

(“nme#icTBuTeNBHOCTE)), a photo collage consisting of photographs of airplanes and aerial shots
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(see Fig. 1).” Malevich pronounces his Suprematism as the appropriate visual language for
designing the visual culture of the future. Suprematist line ideally suits this task; it is a visual
element that constitutes the dynamism of new electric age manifested in flight. The ordered
geometric forms of buildings seen from above, strong lines of airplane wings, and condensation
trails formed by aircrafts entered the bodies of paintings as additional elements of “suprline.”
Suprematism, as a new system of painting, could not have been established in pastoral

landscapes of rural Russia—it required the dynamism of cities to form. Malevich writes:

VX mHAMUYECKHE SIICMEHTBI HE MOTJIH Pa3BHThCS B IPOBHHIMHU, BHE METAJUTMYECKOM KyJIbTYpPbI, KOTOpast
BEZIET CBOIO OOPHOY CO BCEMH IPUTOPOIaMH, TITyOOKUMH ITPOBUHIMSMHU U apXUTEKTYPOH CTOJHII, BEACT
60pB0Y ¢ KPECThIHCKUM HCKYCCTBOM, BOCCTaHABIMBAs UCKYCCTBO HHIYCTpHaIbHOe—pabouero, modepa n
nerduka. ['opoj, kKak mayk, 3amyThiBaeT NPOBUHIUIO TeJICrpaHIMU TIPOBOJIOKAMH M YCTPauBaeT MO He
JKeJIe3HbIE IOPOTH BHU3Y, B 3€MJIe, 1 BBEPXY, B Bo3yxe. [IpuTackuBaeT MpOBHHIIMIO TIO >KEIIE3HBIM
Jloporam, Kak IayK MyXy B CBOH IIEHTp, lepepabaTbiBasi CO3HaHHUE €€ B CBOCH IeHTpudyre, odpamas
PBIXJIOCTD €€ B SHEPTUIHYIO JIMHUIO U BO3BpAIIaeT 00pPaTHO B BUJIE KECTH, CTEKJIA, TOKA.

Their dynamic elements could not develop in the provinces, outside the metal culture, which fights with all
the suburbs, deep provinces and the architecture of capitals, fights with peasant art, restoring industrial art
—worker, chauffeur and pilot. The city, like a spider, entangles the province with telegraph wires and
arranges railways on it below, in the ground, and above, in the air. It pulls the province by rail, like a spider
pulls a fly to its center, processing its consciousness in its centrifuge, turning its looseness into an energy
line and returns it back in the form of tin, glass, current.”

The image of a city that spreads its roads outward like spider webs, only to drag all those caught
within towards the city’s center—explosion of the vast system of Newtonian linear
communication followed by the implosion, contraction, and simultaneity of the electric age—is
in striking similarity with McLuhan’s vision of the electric technology. As it is mentioned
earlier, McLuhan emphasizes that movement beyond certain speed creates an acceleration that
decentralizes, producing a tension between the older forms of technology and the new electric
whirls of dynamic movement. McLuhan states: “All electric forms whatsoever have a
decentralizing effect, cutting across the older mechanical patterns like a bagpipe in a
symphony.””> In Malevich, we can witness this conflict between the province and the city, the

railroad and the airplane, candlelight and electric lamp. Conflict, however, is the necessary
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condition for the creation of new forms of art, according to Malevich: “CBeToBble sBIeHHS
IPUPOIBI IEHCTBYIOT Ha U3BECTHYIO I'PYIIITY HEPBHOM CUCTEMBI, TOPOKAAIOT KUBOIMUCHbIE
KOH(JIUKTHI U, IPEOOJIEBIIHN UX, CO3/1aI0T CUCTEMY, TY WU APYTYIO (OpMY KUBOIHUCH,
cBeromucH, nBetonucu’” (Light phenomena of nature affect a certain group of the nervous
system, give rise to painterly conflicts and, having overcome them, create a system, one or
another form of life-painting, light-painting, colour-painting).”®

Malevich understands creative act as a destabilization of the nervous system of a painter
who infects the body of a painting with a new additional element, whose form and structure is
intimately related to technological environment: agrarian rural culture of a realist painting is
followed by the industrial / electric culture of Cubism, Futurism, and Suprematism. Malevich
embraces electrologic vision of reality. He sees all processes as transformations of energy from
one form to another. His theory of the additional element, even though claiming to be focused on
studying artistic culture alone, in fact is much more general and aspires to theorize the totality of
all human action upon and interaction with the world. For Malevich, human beings are electric
machines driven by what he defines as an internal energy conductor. (The term “conductor,”
according to Alexandra Shatskikh, was used to describe a metallic sphere in an electric
apparatus. It was purposed for storage of electric charges.)’’ Malevich explains that the reasons
for a particular behaviour are the experienced-by-an-individual circumstances, which demand

expenditure of energy resulting in a discharge of the individual’s inner conductor:

SIcHO, YTO MPUYMHON TOTO WIIM HHOTO ITOBEACHUS SBIIAIOTCSI 00CTOSITEIILCTBA KaK MOOYUTENN
HapYyIIUBIINE U pa3psaIUBIINE KOHAYKTOP SHEPrHH TOrO WM MHOTO MHAMBH/A, BO3AECHCTBOBABIINE HA
ONpPEAEICHHBIN ITy40K HEPBHOW CHUCTEMBI, CBSI3aHHBIA ¢ KOHIYKTOPOM TOrO HJIM HHOTO LEHTpa
BOCIIPUATHSA, MO0 OT MOMAaaHNs ¥ CIIOCOOHOCTH BOCHPHSTHS U3BHE BO3ACHCTBUI 1 3aBUCUT NOBE/ICHHE,
T.€. pa3psHKCHUE TOM WIM HHOW (OPMBI.

It is clear that the reasons for this or that behaviour are the circumstances as the motivators that disturb and
discharge the conductor of the energy of an individual, influencing a certain bundle of the nervous system
associated with the conductor of a particular perception center, since behaviour depends on the penetration
of external effects and ability to perceive them, i.e. discharge of one form or another.”
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An act of making, on the contrary, involves a release of energy from the transformation of
natural materials. Malevich notes a fundamental difference in how this energy is received: an
engineer wrestles with it, while an artist enjoys the forms of nature that become reflected on
his/her canvas. Malevich approaches Heidegger’s criticism of forceful engagement with natural

forms, the challenging forth of resources so characteristic of modernity, when he writes:

Camo MOBCACHUC Y HUX PA3ZHOC—UHIKCHEP BCACT 60pb6y (¢{0) CTI/IXI/IGI71, XYAOKHUK 0T06pa>KaeT,
Hacaaxaaschp €ro. HepBOMy OHa OIllaCHa, BTOpOMY—IIPEKpACHA, CJIICAOBATCIILHO, ITOJYy4ast OT OAHOT'O
HUCTOYHHKA CUITY BO3Z[€I>1CTBI/I$I, Ka)KZ[LIﬁ MMO0-MHOMY BOCIIPUHHUMACT, OJHOMY OHA BUJUTCA OHaCHOﬁ,
,prrOMy—HperaCHOfI. O,HHa 1 Ta KC SHCPIrUd BbIPAZUTCA B COBCPHICHHO MPOTHUBOIIOJIOKHBIX (i)opMax, C
Ppa3HbIMU HOpMAMH, OTHOLICHUSAMMU. Cruxus JJI UHXKCHCPpa—Dpa3aApaKCHHas IprupoJa, 1 OH XUTpO
MMPOTUBOIOCTABIIACT €€ KC JICMCHTBI APYTIroMYy €€ COCTOSTHUIO. HpI/IpOﬂa JJIA I/IH)KGHGP&-BG'IHLIfI
KOH(bJ'II/IKT, KOTOprﬁ HbITACTCA YJIaAUTh CO3JaHUECM yTPIJ'IHTapHOﬁ BCIIIH. ITO HE eCTh OTO6pa)KCHI/Ie, a
6opL6a IIyTEM CO3JaHUA HOBOI1 YEJI0BEUECKOI KYJbTYPbI KaK KOHTPCTUXHUH, TIOITOMY Y UHKCHEPA U
MOABJIAKOTCS BCIIU, HC MTOXOKHUC HA ITPUPOY.

The behaviour itself is different—the engineer is fighting with the element, the artist represents, enjoying it.
It is dangerous to the first, beautiful to the second, therefore, receiving from one source a force of
influence, each perceives differently, to one it seems dangerous, to the other, beautiful. The same energy
will be expressed in completely opposite forms, with different norms, relations. The element for an
engineer is an irritated nature, and he slyly contrasts its elements with its other state. Nature for the
engineer—an eternal conflict that s/he tries to settle by creating utilitarian things. This is not representation,
but a struggle by way of creating a new human culture as a counter-element; therefore the engineer creates
things that do not resemble nature.”

Nature for an engineer is a never-ending conflict. For a realist artist, however, it is “exunoe,
opranuydeckoe, 6e3MOJIBHOE, TUXOE, TOKOHHOE, COTIacHOE, IOITOMY y HEro Ha X0JcTax
BO3HHUKAET Mpupoa Kak Takosas.”" But there is also another type of artist, who takes this
energy received from the forms of nature and transforms it, creating new, never-before-seen
painterly forms. It is this type of energy-transforming artists that Malevich praises the most:
“TakoBble MHAWBUIBI OTHOCATCS K NMEPBON KaTETOPUH MPOU3BOAAIINX H300peraTeneil. Mx
HEpBHAs CHCTEMa, OUYEBUIHO, IOJDKHA CTPAaTh pa3ApakUTEIbHOCTHIO, TOXOIAIICH 10 BUACHUS
B SIBJICHUSIX HOBBIX 00pa30B, CIOCOOHA acCOLMUPOBATh, 0000IIATh M CO3/1aBaTh HOBBIC SIBJICHHUS ;
TaKOBas KaTeropus riaBHas, 6e3 Hee Mbl Obl He ABUHYNIMCH HU Ha mar’” (Such individuals belong
to the first category of producing inventors. Their nervous system, obviously, should suffer from

irritability, reaching the vision in the phenomena of new images, able to associate, synthesize
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and create new phenomena; This category is the main one, without it we would not move a
single step).®!

Conclusions:

Malevich envisions an artist as a conductor of energy flows; an artist transforms experiences of
reality, received through the excitation of the nervous system, into artistic forms carrying this
transformed energy in order to, in turn, excite the nervous systems of spectators. This
understanding of the role of the artist positions Malevich as an electrologic thinker, who,
following the steps of Cubists and Futurists, abided to electromagnetic principles by avoiding
linear perspective, expressing dynamism of ever-changing reality, and taking on the challenge of
portraying simultaneity of time and space. Within Malevich’s oeuvre, there is also a felt presence
of ideas that originated within the field of thermodynamics, which in many ways can be
considered a precursor to the electrologic revolution, and, as such, borders with the mechanical
vision of reality propagated by Newtonian physics. Some views of the proponents of
thermodynamics, such as those of Ostwald, subscribe to an understanding of reality as flux and
highlight transformation of energy as the primary physical process. Other notions lead to more
rigid and even mechanistic view of life, such as the theories of biomechanics explicated by
Gastev. Malevich stays undeterred by the latter, while fully embracing monistic view of the
universe as energy offered by Ostwald. The artist is also inspired by tectological analyses of
Bogdanov, the forerunner of cybernetics, and borrows his ideas for understanding systems in art.
Curiously, this interest of Malevich in systems reminds us that Malevich and contemporary
digital artists belong to the same intellectual timeline of electrologic artists, who continue the
project of grasping the meaning of the paradigmatic shift in worldviews, of electromagnetic

revolution.
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Chapter 7: Malevich and Film
Introduction:
Very crudely summarized, the history of cinema’s reception in Russia from 1913 to 1929
(Malevich’s most active years) can be divided into three, somewhat overlapping periods: cinema
as a gateway to the Symbolist ghost world, cinema as the epitome of new world’s dynamism, and
cinema as Socialist Realism’s propaganda tool. In Malevich’s art and writings these stages are
well articulated in his mystical description of his encounter with the Black Square, which
scholars often compare with a cinematic screen, in his emphasis on the dynamism inherent in
Suprematism forms, and in his later plans to use cinema as a vehicle for disseminating his
Suprematist philosophy. This chapter will elucidate Malevich’s relationship with the cinematic
medium, with film theory, and with contemporary film artists/filmmakers who have influenced
the trajectory of Malevich’s creative development. This task is of particular importance for
understanding this artist’s oeuvre since during the first decades of the 20" century, the cinema
was the ottima arte (“top art”), which not only influenced already existing strains of art practices
but also stimulated the emergence of new aesthetic forms.!

Malevich and Cinema’s Reception in Russia:

In 1913, cultural agitation in relation to cinema reached its peak in Russia, which happened in
parallel with the exploding effect of the art of the Russian Futurists on public consciousness.? As
we remember from the previous chapters of this dissertation, Malevich was closely associated
with the group and, among other contributions, developed innovative stage design, and costumes
for the Futurist opera “Victory Over the Sun,” performed in 1913. The dynamism of cinema and
the dynamism of the Futurists were evidence of the new age. Futurist art was understood as

closely related to the cinematic aesthetic with many early twentieth-century critics commenting
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on Futurism being influenced by the invention and popularity of cinema.? French critic and poet
Roger Allard suggested that Futurists painters must have had “a cinematograph in their bellies,”
and that Futurism should rather be called “cinematism.”* The Futurists themselves, however, did
not fully agree on the question of cinema’s relevance for their art. While Filippo Tommaso
Marinetti, Carlo Carra, and Giacomo Balla supported the notion of cinema’s importance for
Futurism, Umberto Boccioni and Gino Severini did not.> When it comes to Russian Futurism,
Malevich was on the side of Marinetti and shared fascination for cinema with the author of
Italian Futurism’s manifesto.® Probably, the answer for Malevich’s association of Futurism with
cinema lies in the artist’s connecting the language of abstraction to the art of cinema. In his book
Cubism and Futurism: Spiritual Machines and the Cinematic Effect, R. Bruce Elder suggests that
it is the association of cinema with the objective, photographic representation of reality—cinema
as slices of the flow of life criticized by Bergson—that prevented Boccioni and Severini from
noticing what cinema could afford. In “Cinema astratto—Musica cromatica” (Abstract Film—
Chromatic Music) Bruno Corra, on the contrary, recognized cinema’s language as that of
abstraction, as non-objective expression akin to that of music.” And this is how Malevich
envisioned cinematic form.

At the same time as cinema was associated with Futurism, it was also being perceived
through the veil of Symbolist occultism: before the cinematic vision fully entered other art
forms, it was interpreted through the cultural lens of prevalent art movements. In 1915, when
Malevich painted his first Suprematist canvas, the educated public’s reception of cinema—only
the accounts of literate audience survived as evidence—was to a large degree informed by the
Symbolist tradition.® With the sensibilities characteristic of Symbolism, the space of cinema was

associated with the otherworldly realm. In a 1914 short story “Hasepno” (Naverno, Probably), a
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Symbolist author Zinaida Gippius re-visits the cultural motif of selling one’s soul to the devil—a
theme explored in earlier literary works, such as Goethe’s Faust. In Gippius’ version of the story,
as a punishment for his nihilism, the story’s protagonist experiences a purgatory, neither-life-nor-
death state, which the author associates with the silence and monochromatic existence of actors
on a film screen.” Gippius writes: “SI men no nabepesxHoi Toporumso. Illen kak Bo cHe. Kak B
MoeM cHe—Oena Obuta HeBa, uepHbI anekue CTpoeHus 3a Heto. YepHbl BCTpEUHbIe, YEPHBI 110
OenoMy mpoberaroiye CaHKH, ¥ TUIIMHA CTOsUIA TaKas ke, Kak BO CHE.... MeJbKaJli YepHbIe
canku. benena Genas kpernocts 3a 6emoit pexoit” (I walked along the promenade hurriedly. It
was like a dream. As in my dream—Neva was white, the distant buildings behind it were black.
The pedestrians are black, black is the sled running through the white, and silence was the same
as in a dream. ... A black sled flashed. White fortress whitened over the white river).!° The black
and white landscape described here unwittingly brings to mind Malevich’s poetic description of
his vision of the Black Square—the black and white painting that could have adorned the realm

of Gippius’ story. Malevich writes:
IlomHOYE HUCKYCCTBa r[p061/ma. I/I3${IIIHI>I€ HCKYCCTBaA MMPUT'OBOPCHBI K U3rHAHUIO. XyHO)KHI/IK-KyMI/Ip —
MEPEIKUTOK IMMPOULIOTO. CpreMaTI/I3M CXXHNMacCT BCIO JKUBOITHMCH B I'IepHBII\/’I KBaJparT Ha Oemom xocre. S

HHUYETo He MpuayMal. 51 ToJIbKO Oy THII B ceOe HOUb U B HEll 1 yBU/IEN HOBOE, KOTOPOE Ha3Bal
CymnpemaTtnzmMoM. OH BbIpa3uil ceOst YepHON IIOCKOCTHIO B JOpME KBagpaTa.

The midnight of art broke through. Fine arts are sentenced to exile. The artist-idol—a relic of the past.
Suprematism squeezes the entirety of painting into a black square on a white canvas. I did not invent
anything. I just felt the night inside me and in it I saw the new, which I called Suprematism. It expressed
itself as a black plane in the shape of a square.!!

Malevich speaks of the liminal experience in which he saw the Black Square. 1t is a space
comparable with that of Gippius’ border-realm of cinematic life, another dimension of reality
where the world, through losing colour, becomes defamiliarized and abstracted, reminding of
Malevich’s black and white Suprematism. Malevich’s philosophical concern for the concept of

freed Nothing, which his Suprematist system was founded upon, could have attracted the artist to
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cinema’s Symbolist reception as “the kingdom of shadows” (Maxim Gorky’s expression), death,
and, in the words of Tsivian, visualized Nothing.!?

After the 1917 Revolution in Russia, cinema, as the “last born” of the arts, was
proclaimed as the most uncontaminated by forms redolent of bourgeois ideology. As such, it was
considered to be the most adequate for the Soviet society artistic medium, one that had great
potential for development in the cultural conditions of a socialist society.!* Thus, the Symbolist
esoteric vision of cinema was fused with a techno-utopian socialist optimism, which, however,
was difficult to maintain in the economic reality of a country exhausted by war.

Contrary to the commonly held ideas on the State support of cinema in Soviet Russia, the
filmmaking industry was underfunded. During the NEP period (1921-1928), Vladimir Lenin and
Anatoly Lunacharsky, who was appointed People’s Commissariat for Education after the
Revolution, introduced a policy that was supposed to attract foreign investors into the Soviet film
industry and stimulate film production in Russia.!* Their hopes were not realized. In the mid-
1920s, the most popular films in the Soviet Union were imported from Hollywood. American
movie icons mesmerized Soviet citizens, whose admirations were fuelled by the press that lauded
Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Buster Keaton, and others.!> When, in 1926, Douglas Fairbanks
and Pickford visited Russia and attended a screening of The Battleship Potemkin, their comments
were used to promote the film to the Soviet audience.'® Lunacharsky understood very well that
the films screened in the Soviet Union in the 1920s, whether they were produced in Russia or
imported from abroad, were unsatisfactory in terms of their ideological content. He also realized
that forbidding entertaining movies was not feasible—the revenue from the screening of popular
films was necessary to support the production of ideologically rich material. Lunacharsky

suggested injecting the popular content with the ideological message:
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Vladimir Ilyich told me that the production of new films imbued with communist ideas and reflecting
Soviet reality should begin with the newsreel and that, in his view, the time to produce films of this kind
had perhaps not yet arrived.

“If you had a good newsreel, serious and educational pictures, then it doesn’t matter if, to attract the public,
you have some kind of useless picture of the more or less usual type. Of course censorship is necessary in
any case. Counterrevolutionary and immoral films have no place.”

To this Vladimir Ilyich added: “As you stand on your own two feet, thanks to good housekeeping, you
might even receive a certain loan for this as the general situation in the country improves. You must
develop production on a broader basis and, in particular, you must promote wholesome cinema among the
masses in the cities and, to an even greater extent, in the countryside.”

Then, smiling, Vladimir Ilyich added: “Among our people you are reported to be a patron of art so you
must remember that of all the arts for us the cinema is the most important.”!”

By 1928, it became clear that this strategy of mixing films deemed socially relevant with the
pictures intended solely for entertainment purposes did not bring the desired effect, which
prompted the organization of the First Party Conference on Cinema, in March 1928. The result
of this meeting was a tightening of State control of the film industry in order to make cinema the
political weapon the party members envisioned it to be.!® Even though Malevich started
composing his ideas on film theory as early as 1925, his practical interest in film dates to 1927
when he conceived an animated film about the evolution of Suprematism. It is not surprising that
Malevich found it difficult to find support for his cinematic ideas in the climate of ideological
pressure that dominated the Russian cultural landscape in the late 1920s. This lack of interest that
began to border on condemnation, prompted Malevich to seek creative camaraderie abroad, in
Germany.

The role of Germany in the Russian film industry of the first decades of the 20 century
was intimately connected with Lenin’s proposition of the New Economic Policy (NEP) in 1921.
This policy was introduced in an effort to resuscitate the Soviet economy after the devastating
years of the First World War and Civil War. A conscious reversal to capitalism, NEP promoted
the creation of surplus and with it demanded the establishment of trade treaties.!® By 1922,

Soviet Russia signed the Anglo-Russian Trade Agreement and the Treaty of Rapallo, concluded
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between the Soviet Union and Weimar Germany.?? The latter agreement, which supported the
trade and consular relations between the two countries, was especially important for the Soviet
film industry that started to receive support from foreign investors, such as The Internationale
Arbeitershilfe (IAH), a major communist organization in Germany. A number of smaller firms
found investments in Soviet cinema fruitful, increasing the production of films and import of
equipment to Russia.?! That Germany was a key exporter of films that enriched the Russian
cinema life of the 1920s can be witnessed from the fact that the only film poster created by
Malevich was for the German film, Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler (1922) by Fritz Lang.

Thus, in the 1920s, when Malevich was most concerned with film, the artist’s intellectual
relationship with cinema was mainly formed by his interaction with the cultural ideas prevalent
in Soviet Russia and Germany. More specifically, Malevich’s understanding of film was shaped
through his exposure to the Soviet filmmakers’ figurative films and his subsequent introduction
to the abstract cinematic works of German artists and foreign artists working in Germany.
Among the key figures whose writings and art have stimulated the formation of Malevich’s
views on cinema were Sergei Eisenstein and Hans Richter. It is to the study of Malevich’s
interaction with Eisenstein’s ideas on film form and Richter’s analogous to Malevich’s extension
of his artistic practice into the temporal dimension of film that I propose to turn our attention
next.

Malevich and Fisenstein:

Malevich became concerned with questions of cinematography around the mid-1920s. In many
ways, the artist’s interest in cinema was sparked by his encounter with the renowned Russian
filmmaker, Sergei Eisenstein. Since 1910, Malevich spent his summers in Nemchinovka, a place

he admired so much as to request to be buried there. In 1925, Eisenstein and Nina Agadjanova
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were working in Nemchinovka on the script for the film “The Year 1905.” It is there that
Malevich and Eisenstein met and befriended each other, even though their opinions regarding
cinema differed. Eisenstein writes: “It is enough to remember, that it was here, at Nuney’s [Nina
Agadjanova]... that I first met (and grew very fond of) Kazimir Malevich, such an indefatigable,
stubborn, and principled fighter, at the time of his aggressively conducted battle for the direction
of the Institute [GINKhUK].”?? Eisenstein often referred to Malevich as a man of high “pictorial
culture” and even based a short story “Nemchinov Post” on the events of Malevich’s
childhood.??

As a result of fruitful debates on the nature of art, which Malevich often shared with
Eisenstein, the artist began writing articles on topics of cinema. The first one of these articles, “O
soisBuTENsIX: wiakatel” (O vyjaviteljah: plakaty; About developers: posters!) was written in 1925
and published in nos. 68 of a cinema journal Kunoxypuan A.P.K. (Kinozhurnal A.R.K.,
Cinemajournal A.R.C. [Association of Revolutionary Cinematography]). Malevich often relied
on photo-chemical metaphors borrowed from photography and cinema to allude to the inability
of the human mind to perceive the world as flux: unframed fluid reality becomes fixed in the
psychic mirror of the brain in the form of a negative that is processed by the brain to form a
perception of reality akin to a celluloid strip.?* Taking this view of perception into consideration,
it becomes clear why Malevich found interest in the advertising medium of film posters: a
cinematic poster is a form of abstraction; it develops an impression of sensations formed by a
film without the burden of experiencing the succession of individual frames that deliver the

film’s narrative, the objective reality which did not agree with Suprematist philosophy.

! Aleksandra Shatskikh translated this essay’s title as “On Exposures. Posters.” I translated the title as “About
Developers: Posters” to better reflect the posters’ acting as a developing agent, a chemical that makes the film’s
impressions visible in the psychic apparatus of the intended audience to whom the poster advertises the film.
“Exposure,” in this content, could refer to the act of viewing the film, altering the meaning of Malevich’s essay title.

192



The aforementioned essay, written in response to the exhibition of film posters organized by the
State Academy of Art in 1925, was critical of the artistic approach to poster design and accused
the artists of not relying on any visual scientific system to guide their creations. Moreover,
Malevich suspected that the film posters he saw at the exhibition were not effective “developers”
for the advertised films because the art of cinema lacked its own individual voice imitating other

art forms. Malevich states:

IInmakara-BEIIBUTEIIS A0 CHUX IIOp HET. B gactHOCTH—HET «BBIABUTCIIA, CHGHI/I(i)I/I‘leCKOFO JJIA
KHWHO. HO, MOXCT 6I>ITI>, 9TOr0 CHCIII/I(l)I/I‘IeCKOFO KHWHOBBISIBUTEIIS HET 110 TOU HpOCTOfI MMpUYIUHE, YTO HECT
€Ic 1 CaMoro KUHO? A €CTh TOJIBKO KHHOAIIIapaTbl, 3aMCHUBIINEC coboi KapaHJaliu, KUCTU U
PAa3HOLIBETHYIO MMAJIUTPY, KAK HOBBIH CIIOCO0 nepeaavun T€X KapTUHOK, HAaJl KOTOPBIMH CTOJIBKO CHJT
3aTpavyrBaJIn CTAPBIC KUBOIMMMCLBLI, U KHHO TOKaA—TOJIbKO HOBOC TEXHUYCCKOC CPCACTBO B obyactu
HanOosee COBGpHIeHHOﬁ nepeaavuun peajibHOro B HICKYCCTBC, a PEKUCCEPbI—AIATO HOBBIC XYIOKHUKHU U30,
MPOU3BCACHUSA KOTOPbIX HAIIOMHUHAIOT Xy,HO)KHI/IKOB-CTaTI/IKOB?

There is still no poster-developer. In particular, there is no “developer” specificto ~ cinema. But
maybe this particular film developer is not there for the simple reason that there is also no cinema itself?
There are only movie cameras that have replaced pencils, brushes and a multi-coloured palette, as a new
way of transferring those pictures that the old painters spent so much effort on, and cinema now—only a
new technical tool in the field of the most perfect transference of the real into art, and film directors—the
new painters whose works resemble the static art of the easel artists?*

Malevich suspects that a movie camera, alongside pencils and brushes, is another tool for the
painters who now can achieve verisimilitude without investing as much energy as the old masters
of figurative painting did. Film director is another name for a painter, whose art lacks the
dynamism that is at the core of cinema’s structure. Malevich’s attack is directed at objective
painting and its extension in the fourth dimension of time that the medium of film made possible.
Film, however, must find its own language; it needs to abandon its dialect of academic painting
or else it will “BeuHo mon3aTh 1Mo cTapbIM rPOOHUIIAM U ITUTATHCS 0OBEAKAMH CTAPOTO BPEMEHHU
(forever crawl over the old tombs and eat the scraps of the old time).?

To be precise, the conviction that new art must strive towards the creation of new forms
was characteristic of the Modernist worldview. Among the proponents of this worldview were

such influential theorists of Modernism in art and literature as Clive Bell and Ezra Pound,
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respectively. For Bell, art comes from the expression of emotions through form—“Significant
Form” (Bell’s key concept) that brings “moments of exaltation” and arouses aesthetic pleasure
from the appreciation of lines, forms, and colours. Emotions that command an artist to express
them through form may come from an artist’s encounter with external reality, a memory of this
encounter, or imagination. In Bell’s view, an artist is never bound by vision but guided by these
emotions, no matter their origin, revealing why copying the appearance of reality in art is not an

act of creation. In Art (1914), Bell writes:

No one ever doubted that a Sung pot or a Romanesque church was as much an expression of emotion as
any picture that ever was painted. What was the object of the potter’s emotion? What of the builder’s? Was
it some imagined form, the synthesis of a hundred different visions of natural things; or was it some
conception of reality, unrelated to sensual experience, remote altogether from the physical universe? These
are questions beyond all conjecture. In any case, the form in which he expresses his emotion bears no
memorial of any external form that may have provoked it. Expression is no wise bound by the forms or
emotions or ideas of life.?’

Similarly, Ezra Pound makes a distinction between what it means to describe reality and present
something new, such as a scientific discovery: representation is repetition, while presentation is

addition. In “Stray Document” (1934), Pound advises:

Don’t be descriptive; remember that the painter can describe a landscape much better than you can, and that
he has to know a deal more about it.

When Shakespeare talks of the “Dawn in russet mantle clad” he presents something which the
painter does not present. There is in this line of his nothing that one can call description; he presents.

Consider the way of the scientists rather than the way of an advertising agent for a new soap.

The scientist does not expect to be acclaimed as a great scientist until he has discovered
something. He begins by learning what has been discovered already. He goes from that point onward.?

In his criticism of representational art Malevich joins the voices of Bell and Pound. Upon
determining that filmmakers are following the steps of figurative painting, being engaged in
descriptive work bound by ideas of life, to use Bell’s and Pound’s words, Malevich was able to
ascertain the stage of painterly development that these filmmakers have reached—it is important
to keep in mind that evolutionary theories popular at the time guided the artist’s thinking. The
socio-political dogmatism and moralism that dominated many Soviet films was analogous to the

socially concerned art of the Wanderers, according to Malevich.?® Tlepensuxauku
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(Peredvizhniki, the Wanderers) were a group of artists active from 1863 to 1923. They revolted
against the conservatism of the Imperial Academy of Arts and became independent artists
focused on painting the reality of human existence. Generally, Wanderers painted landscapes,
genre paintings, portraits, and scenes displaying social inequality. It is the latter Wanderers’
theme that Malevich saw re-invented in Eisenstein’s works. Malevich’s insight pinpoints the
parallels between the socialist movements of the 1860s and the 1920s in Russia and emphasizes
the influence of politics on the content of artistic works. Malevich is critical of creating art with
the purpose of swaying the ideology of the State and condemns the socialist realism of the
Wanderers and of the figurative artists of Soviet Russia.

For Eisenstein, however, film was to serve an ideological war—a conviction that
Malevich did not share. Even though both, Malevich and Eisenstein, were deeply interested in
questions of human perception, the latter used its mechanisms for the communication of
revolutionary ideals—a utilitarian agenda Malevich despised. Eisenstein, who considered
Revolution responsible for moulding him into an artist,? writes in his early, autobiographical
essay: “Haie KuHO mpex/ie BCero—opyskue, Korja JeJ0 UIET O CTOJIKHOBEHHH C Bpax1eOHOM
UJICOJIOTHEM, U NIPEXKAE BCETO—OPYAUe, KOIIa OHO NPU3BAHO K OCHOBHOM CBOEH
JesTeIbHOCTH—BO3/ICHCTBOBATH U mepeco3aaBars’” (Our cinema is first and foremost a weapon
when it comes to colliding with a hostile ideology, and above all a tool when it is called upon to
its main activity—to influence and re-create).>’ Revolutionary art for Malevich was a dead-end;
it was another iteration of art that aspired to paint “mopna >xu3an” (the snout of life), except this

time the “snout” belonged to the proletariat and not to the bourgeois:

2In “Autobiography,” ashamed of his anti-proletariat roots, Eisenstein wrote: “He mory moxsacraTs
npoucxoxkaeHreM. Oter padounii. Mats He u3 paboueii cembr” (I cannot boast of origin. Father is a worker.
Mother is not from a working family; Selected Writings in Six Volumes, vol. 1 p. 72)
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Eciu Bce BpeMeHa pa3HBIX YEJIOBEUECKUX YCTPOUTEIbCTB CTPEMIIIUCH CECTh B DKUIIAXK UCKYCCTBA U
BBISIBUTH CBOE JIMIIO B 00pa3e yepes3 NCKYCCTBO, TO B ITOpakaHUE UM Hallla COBPEMEHHAsI KPUTHKA
HalpaBJsIET COBPEMEHHBIX XyJOXKHUKOB B Ty e cTopoHy. OHa rojiaraet, 4to pa3 OypKyas3HbIi Ki1acc
BBINMCHIBAJI ce0s1 Uepe3 MCKYCCTBO JKMUBOITHCIA CO BCEH CBOEH OBITOBOI TpeOyXoli Ha X0JICTaX MIIH B
CKYJIBIITYpPE, T€aTpe, My3bIKE, 033U, TO U COBPEMEHHOMY IOOEOHOCHOMY padodeMy KJIaccy IoYeMy-To
TO>KE HYXHO BBIITUCATH CBOIO TpeOyxy, nO0 ecim OyprKyas3HBIH KJlacC YTBEpAWII Ce0sl B UCKYCCTBE, TO M Mbl
ceOs1 TOTDKHBI TO’KE BEIMA3aTh Ha XOJICT M YTBEPAUTHCS B HEM 110 00pasy 1 1010010 OypKyasuH.

If all the times of different human organizations sought to sit in the crew of art and reveal their faces in the
image through art, then to imitate them our modern critics direct modern artists in the same direction. They
believe that if the bourgeois class painted itself through the art of the painter with all the everyday tripe on
a canvas or in a sculpture, theater, music, poetry, then for some reason the modern, victorious working
class also needs to paint its tripe, for if the bourgeois class has asserted itself in art, then we must also
smear ourselves on the canvas and establish ourselves in it in the image and likeness of the bourgeoisie.>!

This stubborn adherence to objective art demonstrated by Soviet filmmakers made it impossible
for Malevich, the “priest” of non-objectivity, to agree with the creative direction chosen by
Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov, and others. However, upon closer examination of Malevich’s and
Eisenstein’s writings it becomes apparent that this disagreement, even though substantial, was
one of the only major issues that signaled their antithetical ideals. Among Eisenstein’s primary
artistic concerns was the question of the transformation of photographic images into aesthetic
objects.? Eisenstein, like Malevich, wanted to produce reality and not simply reproduce it.
Transforming a photographic image into an aesthetic element strips this image, iconic
sign, of its ability to communicate, creating an element that is an action rather than a statement.
Aesthetic signs are dynamic, while carrying no clearly defined message.*? Eisenstein’s project of
manufacturing aesthetic signs from the raw material of cinematically recorded nature is akin to
that of Malevich, who too wants to capture the dynamism of nature stripped of the meaning
assigned to it by the human mind: “Ecnu Hayka He CMOXeT HOPYUYHUTHCS 32 BEYHOCTh CBOETO
00OCHOBAHUS U JIOKA3aTEIbCTBA, TO TEM CaMbIM JIOKa3yeT OJJHO, YTO MPUPOTa—
OecrpeIMEeTHOCTb, BHE 3HaHUH CTOSIIAs, U Y Hee—OAWH MPOTHUBOMOIOXKHBIN J03yHT: ‘He 3HaTh,
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Ho aeiictBoBath’” (If science cannot vouch for the eternity of its justification and proof, it will

thereby prove one thing that nature—non-objectivity, standing outside of knowledge, and it has
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one opposite slogan: “Not to know, but to act”).>* In his review essay “Eisenstein, My
Contemporary,” R. Bruce Elder avers that determining how to transform the static iconic image
into an active dynamic element, or using Malevich’s words, how to revert “to know but not to
act” into “not to know but to act,” was the key question of Eisenstein’s film theory.?

The method that Eisenstein used to achieve this result in the 1920s, a period of fruitful
debates with Malevich, was his application of dialectical materialism to guide the montage of his
cinematic works.® In the aforementioned essay, Elder points out the little studied relationship
between the Marxist conception of labour and Eisenstein’s ideas on the transformation of the
iconic image into the aesthetic form. At the core of the Marxist theory of labour is the creative
conflict that arises from the transformation of the raw materials of alienated nature into useful
human-made objects, bridging the divide between nature and humans. Eisenstein commonly
used the word “conflict” to describe difference (akin to that between nature and human beings)
that is dialectically overcome in the process of a creative struggle, “exploding” into a new
aesthetic experience that is radically different from the raw materials used for its production.
Dialectical logic proposes a synthesis from contradictory elements.’

Cinematography, according to Eisenstein, is primarily montage,*® which he defines as
“He MBICJIb, COCTABJICHHAs U3 CLEIUICHHBIX JPYT C IPYTOM KYCKOB, d MblClb 603HUKAIOWASL 6
CMOJNIKHOBEeHUU 08YX Opye om Opyea Hezasucumbslx Kyckog” (not a thought made up of pieces
linked with each other, but a thought arising in the collision of two independent pieces).>
Among these collisions/conflicts Eisenstein identified conflicts within the cinematic frame and
conflicts between the frames. The former can be “koHnUKT rpaduuecKkux HanpaBICHUN
(muHUH), KOHOIUKT TUIAHOB (MEXKIY c000i1), KOHPIUKT 00bEeMOB, KOHPIIUKT Macc (00HEMOB,

HATMOJHEHHBIX Pa3HON CBETOBOW MHTEHCUBHOCTHIO), KOH(PIUKT mpocTpancTB U T.14.” (conflict of
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graphic directions (lines), conflict of plans (among themselves), conflict of volumes, conflict of
masses (volumes filled with different light intensity), conflict of spaces, etc.).*® The latter is
created when the spaces of two shots with their own individual conflicts within are clashed by
juxtaposition, which accentuates their differences. The totality of the syntheses of the conflicts
within the film’s montage creates a new cinematic aesthetic form.

For Malevich, the concept of conflict, and the associated idea of contrast, were among the
major postulates on which he based his philosophic system. Malevich spoke of conflict mainly in
two contexts: as a catalyst for the creation of new visual styles and as a basis for the composition
of a painting. Malevich’s dialectics is apparent in his theory of artistic styles, which describes
how new artistic movements are formed as a result of the conflict between the surrounding

environment and an artist’s consciousness. Malevich writes:

CBeTOBBIE SIBJICHHS IIPUPOJIBI JCUCTBYIOT Ha U3BECTHYIO TPYIITY HEPBHOW CUCTEMBI, TOPOMKIAFOT
’KUBOIMCHBIC KOH(IIMKTBHI U, MPEOIOJICBIIN UX, CO3JAI0T CHCTEMY, TY HIU IPYTyIo (OPMY KHBOIHUCH,
CBETOMNHCH, LIBETOMUCH. CTPOCHUS LIBETOBBIX OTHOIICHHUIT BBI3BIBAIOT HOBBIN CTPOM LIBETOIHCH, U
TPUSIBLIKE 3Ty CHCTEMY CO3aI0T NPOMECCHIO )KUBOIUCH, KOTOPAsk MOXKET Pa3ZeUThCs Ha IPoeccopos,
npenogaBaTencii. Bo riaBe HX CTOUT KUBOIHKCEL, SBISSCH IPUYNHON UX JCHCTBHUS, OH 3aHST
YpEryJIMpOBaHUEM B3aUMHBIX OTHOLICHHUI LIBETOBBIX SIBJICHUH OBITHS Ha HETro, (OPMUPYET UX B
MPOU3BEICHNUE, CO3/IaBasl Pa3HBIC CHCTEMbI )KUBOIMCHBIX CTPOCHUIA; TAKUM 00pa3oM, KUBOIIHCHOE
MPOU3BEICHHUE €CTh PE3YJIBTAT OTHOILCHUIH MEXKIY CYOBEKTOM H 0OBEKTOM, KOTOPOE NPH YIaYHOM
COOTHOIICHUHU BCTYIAeT B GOPMY HPOU3BEICHHUS HMIIPECCHOHUCTHYECKOT0, TUBU3HOHUCTHYCCKOTO,
ce3aHHM3Ma, KyOu3Ma | T.J., U OJlaroapsi 5TOMy HAacTynaeT KOH(IMKTHOE pa3pelieHne, o0pasyoliee
HOBOE HarpaBieHue uckyccrsa (Ne 52,53).

Nature’s light phenomena act on a certain group of the nervous system, giving rise to painterly conflicts
and, having overcome them, create a system, one or another form of live painting, light painting, colour
painting. The structures of colour relations cause a new system of colour painting, and those who adhere to
this system create a painting profession that can be divided into professors and teachers. At their head
stands the painter, being the cause of their action, he is busy regulating the relationships between the colour
phenomena found in reality of existence and acting upon him, forms these relationships into works of art,
creating different systems of painterly constructions; thus, the pictorial work is the result of the relationship
between the subject and the object, which, with a good ratio, enters the form of a work of impressionism,
divisionism, cesannism, cubism, etc. and as a result comes the resolution of the conflict, forming a new

direction in art.*!
Similarly, Malevich understands the creative process of painting dialectically, as a product of the

synthesis of contradicting elements:
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The same creative surface appeared before the artist-creator — his canvas, the place where the intuition
builds his world and also the flowing forces of painterly and colour energies are regulated by him in
various forms, lines, planes; he also creates forms, individual elements of their signs and achieves a unity
of contradictions on his painterly surface. Thus the creation of the contrasts of forms brings to being a
unified harmony of the body of the construction, without which creation is inconceivable.*?

It is apparent that Malevich agrees with Eisenstein on the primary role of conflict in the creation
of new aesthetic forms. In Eisenstein’s reliance on the rule of contrasts, Malevich sees a
favourable development of the filmmaker’s cinematic vocabulary. However, following his
evolutionary theory of the development of artistic forms, Eisenstein is yet to undergo the Cubist
stage of evolution before arriving at the Futurist, and finally, Suprematist aesthetics. Malevich
writes:

Di3eHmTeH 00paTHI BHUMaHHE Ha 3aKOH KOHTpPAacTa, KOTOPHIH JieJlaeT ero KHHOITOCTaHOBKY HHTEPECHOH,
HO eMy JJOJDKHO 0OpaTHTh BHUMaHUE Ha TO, YTO €0 KOHTPACThl MOTYT CO31aTh 0OCTaHOBKY, B KOTOPOH
nziest MOXKET BBIMTPATh, HO KOHTPACThI KaK TAKOBHIE B TAKOM CIIydae YTEPsIIOT CBOIO COOCTBEHHYIO OCTPOTY
1 KOHTpacTa Kak TaKOBOTO IIPH JIaHHOM YCJIOBHH HE BBIBAT. Eciy 3aK0oH KOHTpacToB OyIeT UM OCO3HaH, a
OCO3HaH OH MOXET OBITh TOJIBKO Uepe3 KyOH3M KaK €JMHCTBEHHYIO IIIKOJIY O 3aKOHAaX KOHTPACTa, TOT/1a OH
OKaKeTCs Ha BBICOTE, HA KOTOPOM CTOMT HOBOE HCKYCCTBO OYAYIIEH KyJIbTYpHI.

Eisenstein drew attention to the law of contrast, which makes his film production interesting, but he should
pay attention to the fact that his contrasts can create an environment in which an idea can win, but contrasts
as such will lose their own sharpness and contrast as such in these conditions will not be revealed. If he

grasps the law of contrasts, and the only way to grasp it is through cubism as the only school on the laws of
contrasts, then he will reach the height at which the new art of the future culture stands.*’

Eisenstein, in turn, doesn’t lose an opportunity for a counterattack. In his major theoretical essay
“The Fourth Dimension in Film,” the filmmaker opposes a tendency to analyze painterly
elements of individual frames, arguing for the meaninglessness of this endeavour since it is the
totality of conflicts within various categories that is important for the creative effect of a
cinematic work. Eisenstein cites Malevich as an example of a dilettante eager to apply his

knowledge of a painter to analyzing film:

Paccyxaath 0 )HMBONMCHOCTH KaJpa B KWHEMaTOrpad)e—HaUBHO. JTO MOJT CTATh JIIOJSIM HETUIOXOH
KHMBOIIMCHOM KyJIBTYpBI, HO a0COJIIOTHO HEKBaIM(PUIIMPOBAaHHBIM KHHeMaTorpadpudecku. K takomy Trmy
paccyXeHHi MOTYT OBITh OTHECEHBI, HAallPIMEP, BHICKAa3bIBAHUS O KHHO cO cTOpoHbI Kaznmupa
ManeBuya. Pa3oupars «KHHOKaJAPUKI» C TOYKH 3PCHNS CTAHKOBOH >KMBOIMCH HE CTaHET ceiiuac HU OJMH
KMHOMJIaJICHEII.

To talk about the painterly qualities of an individual frame in cinema is naive. This is a match for people of
a good pictorial culture, but cinematographically absolutely unqualified. This type of reasoning can
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include, for example, statements about cinema from Kazimir Malevich. Nowadays, not a single cinema-
child will deconstruct “film frames” from the point of view of easel painting.*

The debate on cinema between Eisenstein and Malevich is even more intriguing if we take into
account that the two artists have been nourished by the same intellectual soil. In his paper
“Ejsensteijn, Symbolisme and the Occult,” R. Bruce Elder argues that Eisenstein was in many
ways an heir of the Symbolist tradition and was deeply interested in such Symbolist concerns as
the concept of transformation, the act of artistic creation as theurgy, and the unity of
contradicting elements, such as the one achieved in the experience of synaesthesia. Malevich,
too, had a strong connection to the legacy of the Symbolist movement.

One of the ways in which Malevich’s and Eisenstein’s theories of art intersect is in their
interest in “transformationalism.” To be precise, fascination with this concept was widespread
among Russian artists of that period. The language of modern Russian art was deeply saturated
with metaphors related to biology,*> which, together with concepts borrowed from the occult and
alchemical doctrines, set forth “transformationalism” as the driving force for visual and
conceptual developments in the arts.*® Eisenstein endorsed the idea that through cinema it was
possible to change the consciousness of the viewer, and, consequently, to fully transform society,
ushering in a new era of existence.*’ Moreover, the filmmaker maintained that it was
scientifically possible to establish the exact amount of physical stimuli to reform an individual
through cinema.*® Malevich’s Suprematism, too, was intended as a visual tool with which to
attune the spectators to the rhythms of the non-objective world, disintegrating all into the
ontological no-thing. The conviction that art can transform the world can be attributed to the
writings of Nikolai Feodorov, among others. In the chapter on Malevich, Tsiolkovsky, and
Feodorov, I discussed Malevich’s aspiration to conquer space, an intent that was supported by

the artist’s sketches for space dwellings. Besides influencing Malevich’s architecture, an
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infatuation with Feodorov’s ideas can be witnessed in other aspects of Malevich’s art. There is
an intellectual alignment between Feodorov’s cosmic evolution that leads towards the final goal
of total integration of humankind into a whole*” and Malevich’s evolutionary Suprematism of the
totality of non-objectivity. Both treat this process as aesthetic and creative.>® Feodorov writes:
“...Benukue XynoxeCTBEHHbIE TPOU3BEICHHUS. .. H300paXkasi MUp B cebe, OHU OTPULIAIOT €TO.
Het Ttakoro neficTBUTENBHO XyA0KECTBEHHOT'O IPOU3BEACHUS, KOTOPOE HE MPOU3BOANIO OBI
HEKOETO U3MEHEHHUS B )KU3HU. .. XYO0HCECMBEHHOE NPOU3BEOEHUe eCMb NPOEKM HOBOU MHCUZHU
(Great works of art ... depicting the world in themselves, they deny it. There is no such really
artistic work that would not make any change in life ... a work of art is a project of a new life).”>!
The transformative element in art as theorized by Feodorov served as a guiding principle in
Malevich’s practice. The “project of new life”” was the key concern of Suprematism. Malevich
explains: “@opma cynmpeMaTi3Ma yTBepKIAETCS HEOOXOAUMOCTBIO )KUBOIHCHOTO
CYIIECTBOBAHMS Ha JAaHHOM XOJICTE,—TaK CO3JaeTCsl peabHas )KU3Hb, OoJiee peasbHas, Oojee
YTBEPIUTENbHAS, YEM BCE BEIIH, YEM BCE JKHUBBIE M MEPTBbIe (popMbl ipupobl.... (The form of
Suprematism is affirmed by the need for a painterly existence on a given canvas—in this way
real life is created, more real, more assertive than all things than all living and dead forms of
nature).”>?

Eisenstein, too, embraced the transformational aspect of art and the idea of generating
new life through a creative process. These convictions found expression in his theory of film,
particularly, in the theorization of montage discussed earlier in this chapter.>® Eisenstein’s own
technological utopianism resonates with that of Feodorov and his promise of conquering death

through harnessing the possibilities of science and art, which, ideally, are one and the same

creative force.’* A new reformed humanity is the goal of both Eisenstein’s and Feodorov’s belief
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that art, ideas, and technics might spur evolution. In the Symbolist ideas of transformation and
generation of new life via art, we can witness the intellectual affiliation between Eisenstein and
Malevich as being especially pronounced. One can almost hear the echoes of Eisenstein and
Malevich’s discussions on the nature of art in the following passage describing the difference
between acting as a living creative process and acting as lifeless repetition of actions. Eisenstein

writes:

there are fights and fights. There is the fight which is planned and rehearsed, in which the chosen scenario
unfolds move by move and action by action just as it was planned; and yet that fight will be as lifeless,
ineffective, unconvincing and emotionally unexciting as the depiction of a fight in “long shot” on the
screen. On the other hand, there is the fight in which every phrase “arises” in the spectator’s eyes... [I]t is
... created, brought to life, as the active expression of an emotional logic deriving from the aims which the
actors set themselves in their progression from phase to phase of the action... Its effect will be distinctive
to the same extent that the effect of the montage-structured fight differs from the fight shot in one set-up in
long shot. The art of montage in film-making is not an analogy with but is exactly the same thing as an
actor’s playing on stage; provided that the actor is not playing something ready-made but if, instead, his
playing is a process within which, step by step, emotions are brought into being that are in true accord with
the circumstances.*

Eisenstein envisions actor’s actions not as a set of pre-conceived movements, lifeless in the
monotony of repetition, but as a manifestation of emotional logic that guides the body to move in
accordance with the necessity of the moment, directed by a compelling cosmic force: acting
ceases to be a copy of reality but instead is affirmed as life itself.

The claim that art is a theurgic act that brings new beings to life—that artists create life in
a god-like process of art making—belongs to the Symbolist tradition. One of the most prominent
Symbolist figures in Silver Age Russia, Andrei Bely, ascribed life-giving properties to the act of
naming—a conviction to a large degree inspired by Bely’s close familiarity with the Name
Worshipping sect’s beliefs, discussed in the chapter on Malevich and Infinity. Bely wrote:
“SI3pIk—Hanbosee MOTyIIIECTBEHHOE Opy/Iue TBopUecTBa. Korya s Ha3pIBalo CIIOBOM MPEAMET, 5

yTBepkato ero cymecrpoBanue” (Language is the most powerful tool of creation. When I call
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an object a word, I affirm its existence).? > In his book, Harmony and Dissent, R. Bruce Elder
notes that this Symbolist treatment of language as having magical powers and of words as signs
capable of conjuring up an object has a lot in common with the language of cinema. In cinema,
objects-signs captured on film appear to conjure up the actual natural objects, creating a new
cinematic reality.>’ By taking a dialectical approach, which involves a synthesis of contradicting
forms, both Eisenstein and Malevich aspired to bring to life new artistic entities, whether on a
cinematic or a painterly canvas.

The two artists further explored this Symbolist theurgic legacy of establishing synthetic
unity, or “total image” using Eisenstein’s terminology, through the investigation of synesthesia, a
perceptual phenomenon that leads to experiencing an intermingling of a variety of sensual
stimuli, such as colour and sound, sound and smell, sound and graphic line.’® For the Symbolists,
synaesthesia was a way to announce the unity and harmony of the world through establishing
connections between things of different nature. Here Malevich explains how the mind pictures

sound in visual form:

It is as if a canvas is a trace of the state of colour energy, which compresses into a line, or into a surface, a
spot of various states; just like in music, sound is strictly assembled and encapsulated in the graphic form of
a musical sign, a sort of auricular suitcase that sound is locked into, but when released in the instrument and
freed in space, it comes into the ear in the form of the same spots of different magnitudes, in curves and in

direct waves, being drawn on the brain negative*.>

Malevich’s remarks on synaesthesia evince his knowledge of Maxwell’s equations—for
Malevich sound and colour are forms of energy: the energy of sound enters the mind and

becomes transformed into the energy of light waves; it is not only heard but also viewed in the

3 It seems relevant to mention that Bely, alongside Malevich and Eisenstein, was, too, deeply influenced by
Feodorov’s Cosmism (Feodorov 1982, footnote on p. 48).

4 Under negatives, Malevich understands the ideas about reality we hold true, the “‘undeveloped’ images of nature
refracted through the brain’s lens, the eyes. It appears that Malevich uses this photochemical term to stress the active
role the human mind plays in processing of the stimuli received through the senses. The mind ‘develops' these
mental imprints, negatives, into images of reality.
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mind’s eye/ear as forms of one and the same energy perceived by different sense organs
simultaneously.

Eisenstein announces his views on synaesthesia in a consciously convoluted manner. As
Elder comments in “Ejsensteijn, Symbolisme and the Occult,” the filmmaker could not openly
discuss his ideas on a topic that the Soviet government could have considered frivolous, and
instead disguised his genuine interest behind the veil of critical antagonism (p. 20). In “Colour

and Sound,” Eisenstein writes:

Temeps, pelIviB 3TO OCHOBHOE ITOJIOKCHHE O 3BYKO3PUTEIIEHOM MOHTaXe, HaJ[0 Ceifuac ke co Beel
PEIIUTENTFHOCTHIO TaTh OTIIOP OHON ONMIMOOYHOM TOYKE 3PCHHUS, KOTOpPAsk XOUT IO MO3TaM 3amaTHbIX
HCKaTeJIeH.

Tolt MBICITH, YTO COOTBETCTBHE 3BYKA U I[BETa—a0CONIOTHEL. UTO OIMpeeiecHHOMY OTTCHKY IBETA
a0COJIFOTHO COOTBETCTBYET aOCOIOTHBIN TeMOp M TOH B MY3bIKE U 3BYKE.

Now, having decided this basic position on the sound-visual montage, one must immediately with all
determination resist one erroneous point of view that runs through the brains of the Western seekers.

That thought that the correspondence between sound and colour is absolute. That a certain shade of
colour absolutely corresponds to an absolute timbre and tone in music and sound.®

On the following pages of Eisenstein’s essay he, indeed, effectively and decisively critiques the
notion of the absolute correspondence of colour and sound. Later in the essay, however, it
becomes apparent that in the phrase “the absolute correspondence of colour and sound” the
filmmaker disagrees with only one word—*“absolute,” fully embracing the meaning of the rest of

the phrase. Eisenstein states:

OT0 OTCYTCTBUE (MM HEYJIOBUMOCTB?) abCOM0OmHO20 COOTBETCTBUS B HCKYCCTBE HE ecTh orpannyenue. C
OJTHOHM CTOPOHBI, 3TO BEYHBIH CTUMYJI B CHCTEME HOBBIX M HOBBIX 00pa30B HCKAaTh HOBBIX CIIy4aeB 3TOTO
BHYTPEHHETO CIIMSHHS 3ByKOB U IIBETOB, C IPYTOi CTOPOHEI, Pa3 HaBCETa 3aJaHHOE a0COIIOTHOE
COOTBETCTBHE, TO €CTh Pa3 HaBceraa 3aMKCHPOBaHHAs KAPTUHA B3aMOCOITY TCTBYIOIIMX acCOLUAIINH
6b11a OB ITYOOKO Yy)KJ0HM caMoii IIpupoie NCKyccTBa. 1060 B 3a7a4m HCKyCCTBA BXOANT MPOKIIAABIBATE
HOBBIE TPacchl B 00JIaCTH TO3HAHUS IEHCTBUTEIILHOCTH, CO3/IaBast HOGble yenu accoyuayuii Ha 6aze
HCIOJIb30BaHUS CYILECTBYIOLINX.

This absence (or elusiveness?) of absolute correspondence in art is not a limitation. On the one hand, it is
an eternal stimulus to look for new cases of this internal fusion of sounds and colours in the systems of new
images, on the other hand, a once-and-for-all-given absolute correspondence, that is, once-and-for-all fixed
picture of mutually accompanying associations would be deeply alien to the nature of art. For the task of art
is to lay new tracks in the field of knowledge of reality, creating new chains of associations based on the
use of the existing ones.®!
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Eisenstein argues against the static system of correspondences between sound and colour and
proposes to aspire achieving unique synesthetic relationships within a given artwork. In one of
his autobiographical notes titled “Colour,” Eisenstein, without any disguise, establishes
equivalence between colour and sound. With the brevity and richness worthy of a poet,
Eisenstein writes: “LiBet. YucTsrii. Spkuit. 3Bonkuii. 3Bensmuii. Korna a momo6un ero? I'ne?”
(Colour. Pure. Vivid. Sonorous. Tinkling. Where did I fall in love with it? When?).5? Here,
Eisenstein does not write about synesthesia, he writes as a synesthete: the filmmaker’s ability to
hear the sound of colour betrays him as someone who bears the gift of synesthesia.

From this study it becomes apparent that Malevich and Eisenstein developed their
theories of film through intellectual exchange, demonstrating a shared interest in dialectics as a
guiding principle in creating new artistic realities. The Symbolist legacy is manifested in the
primary role of the concept of transformationalism and allusions to synesthetic experiences
played in Malevich’s and Eisenstein’s writings. While retaining their idiosyncratic convictions—
Malevich could not accept Eisenstein’s insistence on using art as a vehicle for the dissemination
of a political agenda—the two thinkers cross-pollinated each other’s ideas and created new
systems of art, in part, through conflict between their individual views.

Malevich and Richter:

In his memoirs titled Encounters from Dada till Today, the German artist and filmmaker Hans

Richter (1888—1976) writes:

When the First Russian Art Exhibition opened at the Galerie Van Diemen in Berlin during the winter of
1922, we were astonished (as Central and Western Europeans) to see what had been going on in Russian art
during the war and the revolution. Altogether independently, cut off by the war and by wartime censorship
from Germany, France, the Netherlands, and Switzerland, Russian artists had been engaging in experiments
that were very similar to those of the West. They too had been attempting to discover the elements of a new
formal language.

The artist who pioneered this movement in Russia was Malevich, but he was by no means alone.
Behind him was a Russian avant-garde corresponding to the De Stijl group around Mondrian in the
Netherlands. Obviously, a historic task was being undertaken simultaneously by various independent
groups of the younger generation between 1910 and 1920, in both the East and the West.®
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As Richter indicates in his memoirs, the parallels between the art of the Russian avant-garde, De
Stijl and his own are uncanny. In the early 1920s, Richter, whose eclectic artistic concerns
prompted him throughout his creative life to join and re-join the Dadaists, Surrealists, and
Constructivists, was a leading member of The Konstruktivistische internationale schopferische
Arbeitsgemeinschaft (Constructivistic International Creative Workshop). One of the major
theoretical and creative projects of the 1920s for Richter and his colleague Viking Eggeling was
the development of a universal language consisting of abstract forms, which, through their
simplicity and efficiency of design that allowed omitting the confusion of traditional languages,
were to be widely comprehended, assisting in restructuring communities worldwide. Gert Caden,
one of the attendants of the second congress of the Constructivistic International Creative

Workshop, writes in dialogue with Richter and Eggeling’s ideas on the Universelle Sprache:

Not the personal ‘line’ — what anyone could interpret subjectively — is our goal, but rather the work with
objective elements: circle, cone, sphere, cube, cylinder, etc. These elements cannot be objectified further.
They are put into function; the painting also consists of complementary tensions in the colour-material and
the oppositions of vertical, horizontal, diagonal. [...] Thus a dynamic-constructive system of force is
created in space, a system of innermost lawfulness and greatest tension.... That is the formal side of our
efforts.®*

Malevich’s Suprematism, in which the square, circle, and cross are “riaBabie GpopMBbl, 3HAKH
Moero cTpoutenbeTBa” (main forms, signs of my construction),® is in many ways comparable to
Richter and Eggeling’s Universelle Sprache: it aspires to be its own language devoid of the
dramaturgy of everyday life. In Malevich’s view, Suprematism is an efficient system of
communication since it is able to avoid the traps of logic, reason, and psychology. Malevich
alludes to the biblical story of The Tower of Babel, equating Suprematism with the universal

language shared by the united people of the Old Testament:

Bcs GpiBIIas 1 COBPCMCHHAs JXUBOIIUCH N0 CylIpeMaTr3Ma, CKYJIbIITYpad, CJIOBO, MY3bIKa ObLIN
3aKPCIOIICHBI (bOpMOﬁ HATYPbI U KAYT CBOCTO OCBO60)K,HCHI/I${, YTOOBI TOBOPUTH Ha CBOCM COOCTBEHHOM
SA3BIKEC U HC 3aBUCCTH OT pa3dyMa, CMbICJIA, JIOTUKH, q)HJ'IOCO(i)I/II/I, TICUXOJIOTUH, PA3HBIX 3dKOHOB
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NPUYMHHOCTH U TEXHUYECKUX M3MEHEHHUH Ku3HH. To OBUIO BpeMsi BABUIIOHCKOTO CTOJIIOTBOPECHUS B
HCKYCCTBE.

All earlier and contemporary painting before suprematism, sculpture, the word, music were enslaved by the
form of nature and are waiting for their release, to speak their own language and not to depend on reason,
meaning, logic, philosophy, psychology, different laws of causality and technological changes in life. That
was the time of the Babylonian pandemonium in art.%

Similarly to Universelle Sprache, Suprematism strives towards being an objective system of
communication that is not obscured by psychological innuendoes: “Konctpyupyercs cuctema Bo
BPEMEHU U MTPOCTPAHCTBE, HE 3aBUCS HU OT KAKMX 3CTETHUECKUX KPACcOT, EPEKUBAHUH,
HACTPOEHUH, CKopee ABIsgeTcs (UI0COPCKOM IBETOBOI CHCTEMOU pean3aiii HOBBIX
JOCTIDKEHHM MOMX Mpe/icTaBieHuil kak mo3Hanue” (A system is constructed in time and space,
not depending on any aesthetic beauties, experiences, moods, rather it is a philosophical colour
system for the realization of  new achievements of my ideas as an act of knowing.).%” It is
astounding that these two projects, Malevich’s Suprematism and Richter and Eggeling’s
Universal Language, were being developed independently of each other.

Malevich was well aware of Richter’s abstract films, in particular of Rhythmus 21,
information about which was published in the 1922 issue of Kuno-dot (Alekseo Gan’s
Constructivist periodical) in Ludwig Hilbersheimer’s article “/I[nnamudeckast >kuBOIUCH
(Dynamic painting). In 1923 and 1925, Richter completed two other abstract films titled
Rhythmus 23 and Rhythmus 25, respectively. Malevich might have seen these works. Taking into
account Malevich’s frustration with Eisenstein’s and with Vertov’s insistence on objective
representations in their films, one can imagine the creative excitement and sense of intellectual
belonging that Malevich felt when first encountering Richter’s work. Until the late 1920s, artistic
trajectories of the two artists perfectly aligned: both painters were looking to extend their

experimentations with painterly abstractions onto the cinematic screen. In 1926, a year before his
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visit to Berlin, Malevich favourably writes about the trajectory of filmic experimentations taking

place in Europe:

In the West, important artist-painters are little by little beginning to work in the cinema, and, in beginning
their work with a purely abstract element, they are beginning with our future source of new forms. This
entry of the contemporary artist-painter into the cinema should bring us, and him, to a new essence and
significance for the screen, as a new way of showing the masses the art of our new life.%®

Malevich stresses that it is the artist-painters who are leading creative research in the field of
film. Eisenstein and Vertov, the Wanderers of cinema, are yet to undergo the evolutionary
development that the artists-painters already did, transforming their artistic styles from
cézannism to Cubism, Futurism, and Suprematism. Hans Richter, who arrived at the
experimentation with film form through his work on the dynamic possibilities of scroll paintings,
was an ideal candidate for realizing Malevich’s aspirations to use cinema as a vehicle for
disseminating his Suprematist worldview.

Towards the end of the 1920s, Malevich was losing the support of the Soviet party
leaders who felt increasingly more suspicious of any artistic expression ignorant of the State’s
rhetoric. Malevich was eager to meet with the artists in the West, who, too, worked on
developing a new formal language. In 1927, Malevich went to Berlin, his only visit to Europe.
The events of this visit can be pieced together from the recollections of those involved. In his
memoirs, Richter admits that when in 1965 he was asked to speak of his film collaboration with
Malevich—the material was being collected by Werner Haftmann who, at the time, was working
on the book about Malevich—his memories were sparse. Richter became curious and with the
help of Hans von Riesen, whose brother acted as an interpreter between him and Malevich,
Richter, to some degree, reconstructed the events of the past.®

In Richter’s account, Herr von Riesen, whom Richter did not know, phoned him to

announce that Malevich, whose work Richter admired, was to pay a visit. The reason for this
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visit was a proposition to create an abstract film outlining the development of Suprematist
forms—a project that was to make Suprematist philosophy accessible to a larger audience. Since
Malevich did not speak German, and Richter did not speak Russian, von Riesen, who was
originally from Russia and was fluent in Russian, served as an interpreter between the two.”
Herr von Riesen also prepared a German translation of Malevich’s film script, which in its
original language was titled “XynosxecTBeHHO-HayuHbIl GuiIbM ‘JKuBOMUCH M TPOOIIEMBI
APXUTEKTYPHOTO MPUOINKESHISI HOBOM KJIIACCHYECKON apXUTEKTYPHOU CHCTEMBI’”
(Hudozhestvenno-nauchnyj fil’m “Zhivopis’ i problemy arhitekturnogo priblizhenija novoj
klassicheskoj arhitekturnoj sistemy, Artistic and Scientific Film—Painting and Architectural
Concerns—Approaching the New Plastic Architectural System”). The film was never completed,
even though Richter and cinematographer Arnold Eagle invested effort in its development in
1970. The project was harder than Richter anticipated: too much time passed since its inception
and Richter’s own abstract cinematic ideas first expressed in his Rhythmus films started to merge
with those of Malevich, creating an authorship dilemma.”! Shatskikh remarks that Richter and
Eagle consulted a noted film historian Annette Michelson to shed light on whether the version of
the film they were creating aligned with Malevich’s original vision.”?

Richter noted that the film was not the only reason Malevich came to Berlin. The latter
wanted to find a way for his legacy to survive the Soviet regime that recently announced
Socialist Realism as the official aesthetic.” Prior to his arrival to Berlin and his subsequent plans
to have Richter animate the evolution of Suprematism, Malevich did attempt to realize his film

script on Russian soil. In his letter to N.M. Suetin and B.T. Vorobiev, Malevich writes:

Huxomnait Muxaitnosud u Bacunuii Tumocgeesnd.
OuesunHo punbma CynpemaTruueckas IPOWAET U K BaM MPHEAET MYJIbTHIUIMKATOPHI U €I 3aChEMIINKH.
Hyx#no uto0s1 Brl, Hukonaih MuxaiinoBud, IpUroTOBIIIUCE T.€. ITOKa3aTh KaK OPTaHU3YIOTCS CyNpeMaTHniecKue
3JIEMEHTHI B 00bEMBI M KAKHE MOXKHO C/IENATh N3 HUX apXUTEKTOHUKH.
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HyxHo 9T00BI XUACKETh CIIeNaN apXUTEKTyPHBIN TUIaH, €CIIM HE ycIeeT, TO y [leTrHa mycTh BO3EMET CBOM
CHHMOK JUISI 1a9H 3aCHEMIIAKAM.

Hy»xHo mokazate Bce pa3zsutre 00beMHOTr0 CympemMaTi3Ma 1o OUIYyIICHUSM a>pOBHIHOTO,
JNMHAMHYECKOI'0, CTATUYECKOI0, TOTHYECKOrO.

[IpuBeT BceM MPOBOXKABIIMM MEHS, B IIOHEICIIFHUK ye3xkaro. XKy B BapmraBy nucem mobosIie.

IMummre Bce. OUeHb Kajiero, YTO CTEHIa3¢ThI HE B3I

Bce cramu cynmuth MHe Onara 371eCh.

Jlo cBunanus.

KManeBuy.

Nikolai Mikhailovich and Vasily Timofeevich.

It seems that the Suprematist film will pass and animators and camera operators will arrive to you. It is
necessary that you, Nikolai Mikhailovich, be prepared, i.e. show how suprematist elements are organized into
volumes and what kind of architectonics can be made of them.

It is necessary that Hidekel made an architectural plan, if he does not have time, then let him take his
picture from Petin to give to the camera operators.

It is necessary to show the entire development of volumetric Suprematism regarding the sensations of aero-
like, dynamic, static, gothic.

Hello to everyone seeing me off, I'm leaving on Monday. I am waiting for lots of letters to Warsaw.

Write all. I am very sorry that I did not take the wall newspapers.

Everyone began to promise me all the good here.

Goodbye.

KMalevich.”

This letter, written in Moscow, sometime between 21 and 28 February 1927, provides
instructions to Malevich’s colleagues on how to prepare for the meeting with the animators who
are to work on the Suprematist film. It can be inferred that Malevich’s cinematic project has been
brewing long enough for the artist to arrange such a meeting. Little evidence exists regarding the
precise date of when Malevich wrote the script, however. Nonetheless, we can be certain that
Malevich engaged in the discussions and preparations for the film’s executions in advance of his
Berlin visit, which took place after his trip to Warsaw mentioned in Malevich’s letter. During the
aggressive onset of Socialist Realism in the Soviet Union, Malevich was not able to find any
filmmakers interested in creating a non-objective animated film.

Malevich came to Berlin not only to meet with Richter but to also exhibit his work,
publish some of his theoretical essays, and to visit the Bauhaus in Dessau. German architect
Hugo Héring made it possible for Malevich to showcase his paintings at the annual Great Berlin

Art Exhibition that took place from 7 May to 30 September 1927. Malevich’s major two-part
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essay “The World as Non-objectivity” was published as a book in the series Bauhausbiicher,
edition 11 in Munich, in 1927 (edited by Walter Gropius and Lazlo Moholy-Nagy). Even though
the artist’s tour of the Bauhaus was unsuccessful—the renowned art school closed for a spring
break a day before Malevich’s attempted visit—Malevich enjoyed a brief period of creative
camaraderie during his stays in Warsaw and Berlin.”

In the end of May 1927, at the request of Soviet authorities Malevich was asked to return
to Leningrad, abruptly ending his Berlin visit. Upon his return, the artist was imprisoned and
questioned by the police.”® Malevich’s paintings were cared for by a group of people among
whom were Richter, his brother-in-law Udo Rukser, an architect Hugo Héring, and collector
Alexander Dorner. Historical events that followed displaced from Germany all but Hugo Héring:
Richter was working on an anti-Nazi film in the Soviet Union from 1931 to 1933, Rukser
emigrated to Chile, while Dorner—to the United States.”” Hiring kept the paintings safe,
however, and was able to sell them to the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, where they can be
found on display today.”®

Malevich’s brief meeting with Hans Richter in Berlin was followed by another passing
encounter in 1932.72 While Richter was working on the anti-Nazi film Metall, he visited
Malevich in Leningrad. The two were never left alone, always being accompanied by Soviet
officials, and couldn’t speak of their plans to collaborate on a cinematic work. Neither could they
discuss a potential exhibition of Malevich’s paintings in Vienna and other European
cities. Malevich and Richter were able to converse on the harmless topic of colour in cinema
during Richter’s visit.> Shortly after, in 1935, Malevich passed away. In 1965, Richter received a

postcard from Malevich, which was sent from Leningrad in 1928. In this postcard, Malevich

3 Interestingly, Malevich envisioned the invention of colour film prior to its realization and indicated how colour
was to be used in his film script.
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inquired why Richter did not keep in touch. It was obvious that the former artist felt alienation
and misery cut off from the hopes to realize his aspirations to transform the world in the image of
Suprematism.®

The sense of doom that surrounds Malevich’s script is further amplified if we take into
account that when Malevich contacted Richter in 1927, the filmmaker had lost interest in the
purely abstract cinema that inspired Malevich. In Filmstudie (1925-1926) and Vormittagsspuk
(1927-1928), Richter explores the dichotomy between the subject and object. In the latter film,
objects revolt against their subservience to human beings. This short-lived reversal of the master-
slave relationship is restored to the habitual dominance of humans over objects in the film’s
finale.3! Film scholars often attribute this period of Richter’s artistic activity to the shift in
Richter’s interests towards socially concerned cinema.?? Indeed, by 1932, when Richter visited
Malevich in Leningrad, his ideas on film underwent a complete transformation. In his book 7he
Struggle for the Film, written in the 1930s in Switzerland, Richter described the growing sense
of social responsibility that motivated him to create cinema that would speak to the everyday
reality of the working people and provide them with cinematic experiences that instead of
serving as meaningless distractions from the difficulties of life would “shape genuine emotions,
thoughts and ideas.”®® Richter’s later films are far removed aesthetically and philosophically
from the Rhythmus films admired by Malevich.

Nonetheless, the earlier period of Richter’s work is remarkably close to Malevich’s. To
begin with, both artists experimented with the surface and not a line, as did Viking Eggeling or
Wassily Kandinsky. They also arrived at experimentation and theorization of film through
painting. In his post-Dada years, Richter was engaged in a fruitful collaboration with a Swedish

artist and filmmaker, Viking Eggeling, who lived and worked with Richter at the latter’s parents’
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house in Klein-Kolzig, from 1919 to 1921. In 1919, the two artists produced their first scroll
paintings: Eggeling’s was called Horizontal-Vertikal-Messe and Richter’s—Prdludium. One year
later, prompted by the sense of motion implicated in the scrolls, Richter and Eggeling animated
their rolled paintings and created their first abstract films titled Rhythmus 21 and Diagonal
Symphonie, respectively.®* Malevich’s static work, too, contained a predisposition for movement.
According to Margarita Tupitsyn, Malevich arranged his canvases in a celluloid-strip-like
manner as early as 1915. The paintings displayed at the 0.10 exhibition were placed in agreement
with vertical rather than horizontal alignment, an unconventional hanging style that could create
an association with a filmstrip in which individual frames were Suprematist paintings. Moreover,
the absence of texture on the canvas’ surfaces approximates the effects of mechanical
reproduction of contact printing, making Malevich’s paintings appear more like film frames.
Lack of texture also eliminates the need to observe the paintings from a close range, creating
favourable conditions for viewing the display from afar and thus being able to perceive the
celluloid-strip effect of Malevich’s exhibiting method.> There is however a significant
difference between Malevich’s early Suprematist paintings’ display and Richter’s scroll
paintings: the former’s paintings were observed all at once, allowing to perceive the total unity
the artist sought the knowledge of, while the latter’s paintings were structured in a way that
provided access to images in succession. Thus, it is possible to state that Richter’s work
possessed more cinematic qualities than Malevich’s did—a possible reason for Malevich’s
seeking the creative assistance of Richter instead of attempting to realize his film script on his
oWn.

Richter and Eggeling’s scroll paintings were inspired by what Eggeling called

Generalbafs der Malerei—a theory based on a musical concept of Generalbaf3, a German word
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for “thoroughbass” or “figured bass.”®¢ This term was closely associated with the concept of
basso continuo, a strong bass line performed on a keyboard and often supported by cello or bass,
providing a harmonic foundation.}” Common in Baroque music from 1600 to 1750, basso
continuo was written in a way that required skill in interpretation and provided room for a
creative rendition of the bass line.®® Goethe used the term Generalbaf3 to describe a method of
creative treatment of a musical composition characterized by freedom of interpretation while
being guided by a set of rules. Richter and Eggeling’s Generalbafs der Malerei was a response to
Goethe 1807 accusation of painting’s lacking Generalbaf3.*® Here is how Richter describes

Eggeling’s engagement with the project of developing the general rules of painting:

Eggeling’s dynamics of counterpoint, which he called Generalbaf3 der Malerei, embraced generously and
without discrimination every possible relationship between forms, including that of the horizontal to the
vertical. His approach, methodical to the degree of being scientific, led him to the analytical study of the
behaviour of elements of form under different conditions. He tried to discover which ‘expressions a form
would and could take under the various influences of ‘opposites’: little against big, light against dark, one
against many, top against bottom, and so forth.”

Richter’s description of an almost scientific approach to studying the “behaviour of elements of
form under different conditions” is in striking similarity to Malevich’s bacteriological
investigation of the behaviour of artistic cultures under the influence of various infectious artistic
elements (see chapter “Malevich and Energy”). Malevich’s Science of Artistic Culture, too, was,
to a degree, inspired by the methods and language of science and aspired for the precision of
results. There is another striking parallel development in the direction of the creative
investigations undertaken by Richter, Eggeling, and Malevich: interest in conflicts/contrasts
between opposing elements as a fundamental guiding principle of a work’s structure. Dialectics
discussed earlier in relation to Eisenstein, whom, Richter revered and cast in one of his films
titled Everyday (1929), is taking the central stage of our discussion yet again.

Before Richter met Eggeling, he was experimenting with positive and negative space. A

musician Ferruccio Busoni with whom Richter shared his ideas during an occasional meeting,

214



recommended Richter study musical counterpoint. In 1922, with the assistance of Werner GraefT,
Richter worked on a project titled Fuge in Rot and Griin (Fugue in Red and Green). Creating
dynamic art that overcame objective representation by finding its inspiration in musical form that
did not derive from visible reality developed into a practice known as Absolute Cinema, with the
principle figures being Richter, Eggeling, Walther Ruttman, and Oskar Fischinger.®*! The
language of music was fundamentally important for Absolute Cinema’s filmmakers and helped

Richter develop his own visual vocabulary.”? Richter writes:

Trying to translate that idea of polarity (in music and form) from music to painting, I began to
orchestrate very simple positive-negative relationships of surfaces, black against white, up against down,
etc. [...] Repetitions of the same element, distributed on the surface in various places with smaller and
greater variations, led to a kind of musical relationship between form complexes and a clearer composition
of the whole.”

This passage alludes to Richter’s interest in synesthesia, as applying musical theories to visual
form requires an ability to perceive correspondences between sound and image. It also elucidates
how fundamentally important the concept of polarity, so reminiscent of the contrasts, which
guided Malevich and Eisenstein’s works, is for Richter. A dialectical approach to art making
entailed creating perceptual conditions in which the juxtaposition of contrasting elements
resulted in their synthesis and the emergence of new aesthetic elements. In their reliance on
incorporating contrasting elements in their work, the aspirations of Malevich, Eisenstein, and
Richter coalesced: the artists sought to produce and not reproduce reality. Richter identifies the
creation of a new cinematic reality as the main aesthetic problem in film. In his later 1955 essay

“The Film as an Original Art Form,” Richter writes:

% The movement’s most important works were screened at the matinee organized by the Berliner Novembergruppe.
The screening titled Der absolute Film took place in the Kurfiirstendamm UFA (Universum Film
Aktiengesellschaft) film theatre in Berlin, in 1925. In the programme were Richter’s and Eggeling’s works that were
truly inspired by musical form but also Fernand Léger’s Ballet mécanique that explored relations between figuration
and abstraction, among other themes. Some writers and thinkers began to think that it was Léger’s film that was
more truly cinematic. It could be that Richter’s venture into figurative work was in part encouraged by Léger’s
cinematic experiments.
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The main aesthetic problem in the movies, which were invented for reproduction (of movement) is,
paradoxically, the overcoming of reproduction. In other words, the question is: to what degree is the camera
(film, colour, sound, etc.) developed and used to reproduce (any object which appears before the lens) or to
produce (sensations not possible in any other art medium)? ... In the words of Pudovkin: “What is a work of
art before it comes in front of the camera, such as acting, staging, or the novel is not a work of art on the
screen”. Even to the sincere lover of the film in its present form it must seem that the film is
overwhelmingly used for keeping records of creative achievements: of plays, actors, novels, or just plain
nature.”*

Writing as late as he did, Richter preserved the convictions of his youth: the demand for creative
cinematic production to be a transformation of what is in front of the camera lens and not its
truthful copy speaks to the artist’s roots in the early-twentieth-century transformationalism strain
of philosophy of art discussed in this chapter. Malevich’s 1918 statement is in unison with

Richter’s:

Cua MEPOBOTO OOJBIIIOTO TBOPUYESCTBA JICXKHUT B HAC, @ IOTOMY HOPMAJIHHO XY TOKHUK JTOJDKCH
TBOPHUTH, OO OH MHUPOBAs CHJIa, OH XPAaHHUTENb €€, JODKEH HATH HAPSIy C IPUPOJON K M3MCHEHHUIO,
BEpHEE, BRIXOIUTH M3 000JIOUKH TIEpeXo/ia B IPYTYIO, TOIBKO XKUBYIO (hopMy, MO0 ero aeino — Jelo
TBOPEHHUS, & TBOPUYESCTBO €CTh JKU3HB. 1 HCHOPMAIBHO, KOTIa XYJI0KHHUK KOITHPYET IMPUPO.TY, HOO KUBBIC
(hopMBl, TIepeJTaHHbBIC HA XOJICT WIH CTPAHUITY, YIIOJAOOSIOTCS MAHCKSHY HITH Yydelry, HaOuToMy
COJIOMO.

Kak Ob1 HE TTOZTpakalt XyI0KHHUK, €r0 TIPOU3BEICHISI OYIyT MEPTBBI, HO KOTJIa OH HAlAeT hopMy
HOBYIO ¥ BBEJICT €€ B MPUPOTy — OHA OyIeT )KU3HBIO U OyAeT npaBaor0. Toraa He OyIeT MOroBOPKOIO,
YTO UCKYCCTBO €CTh JIOXKB.

[TosTOMY XYOKHHK, TTOIT, My3BIKAHT TOJDKHBI OBITH Uy TKHMH, YTOOBI YCIIBIIIATh KOJIeOaHme
TBOPYECKHUX (POPM U BHIETh BHYTPH ceOsl UX OUYCPTaHHUC U TIEPEIaTh B PCATbHYIO )KU3Hb.

The power of grand, worldly creativity lies within us, and therefore, normally, an artist must
create, because he is a world force, he is its keeper, must go along with nature towards change, or rather,
leave the transition shell for another, living form, for his work is creation, and creativity is life. And it is
not normal when an artist copies nature, for living forms transferred to a canvas or a page are likened to a
mannequin or a scarecrow stuffed with straw.

No matter how well an artist imitates, his works will be dead, but when he finds a new form and
introduces it into nature, it will be life and truth. Then there will be no more saying that art is a lie.

Therefore, an artist, a poet, a musician must be sensitive in order to hear the fluctuation of creative
forms and see their outline within themselves and introduce them into real life.%

It is apparent that within their individual art practices Malevich and Richter (and Eisenstein)
confronted fundamentally the same problem of creating new aesthetic elements that were to join
the reality of already existing sensations.

In Richter, Malevich saw the filmmaker capable of realizing his Suprematist film script.
In many ways, the direction of Richter’s cinematic experimentations prior to 1927 fulfilled

Malevich’s expectations of what a filmmaker should be focused on: creating new cinematic
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realities, non-objective worlds, where forms are rhythmically transformed one into the other. If
only history were a bit more generous, the collaboration between these artists could have been
truly fruitful.

Conclusions:

Even though Malevich never created cinematic works, cinema influenced this artist’s worldview.
In the 1910s, Malevich’s relationship with film was one-directional—the artist was absorbing the
excitement around cinema, mostly through his exposure to the ideas relevant to the culture of
film, such as dynamism, and through the reception of cinema via other media, such as Symbolist
literature. The 1920s were marked by the artist’s devoted engagement with film theory, which, in
agreement with Malevich’s philosophy, was guided by the same principles as his science of
artistic culture was—in accordance with the final stage of the evolution of visual forms, film
should be non-objective. Through the artist’s friendship with Eisenstein, Malevich’s dialectical
approach to art making flourished: forming art works through the engagement of contrasting
elements that create conflicts/contrasts became especially pronounced in Malevich’s art and
writings. Malevich’s intellectual engagement with film reached its climax in 1927, upon the
artist’s visit to Berlin, where his meeting with Richter left the Russian artist in anticipation of the
realization of his cinematic plans. Malevich invested his hopes for Suprematism in film and in
Richter: cinema’s ability to communicate ideas to a wide range of audience was to make
Suprematism an internationally known art system capable of restructuring society to the desired
state of the freed no-thing. Unfortunately, the artist’s sense of optimism for the future of his

legacy was short-lived.
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Conclusions
Each chapter of this dissertation presents accounts in which artists, philosophers, and thinkers, in
one form or another, agree that human flourishing will not be possible unless methods of science
are renewed through their synthesis with methods, such as intuition, that do not rely on empirical
observations. This aspiration to find new balance between reason and intuition, science and
spirituality, resulted in experimentation with how scientific ideas are interpreted and applied.
One only needs to recall Nikolai Feodorov’s utopian belief in science’s ability to resurrect the
dead and conquer nature. Kazimir Malevich’s relationship with science was driven by a similar
rationale: the trajectory of the evolution prescribed by the artist’s Suprematist philosophy led to
the total annihilation of objecthood, achieving a state of unified no-thing—an esoteric plan that
to a large degree was inspired by scientific ideas, which helped to form new conceptions of
reality.

Scientific advances of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, which, as I argue in this
dissertation, influenced Malevich’s worldview, support the artist’s arguments for the possibility
of breaking away with the logic of clearly defined things and objects. Suprematism engaged with
ideas about space and time that differed from those that guide our everyday lives. Fourth
dimension conceived of as noumenal reality and interpretation of imaginary space as the
underbelly of the visible world both pointed towards the existence of spaces where objects lose
shape, mass, and duration—attributes of space shared with the total nothingness of
Suprematism’s final stage of evolution. The conviction that it is possible to create mathematical
objects, such as infinities, by naming them, must have stimulated Malevich’s confidence that
new reality of Suprematism could be constructed by describing it precisely. Suprematism, the art

of flight and aviation, strove to leave the stratosphere of Earth and view the world from further
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away than the aeroplanes that stimulated its birth allowed, making space travel a suitable
undertaking for Malevich to pursue. Energetic conception of the world aligned with Malevich’s
project of freeing the energies of colour from the imprisonment of objects. Malevich’s art
synthesized scientific method and intuitive approach in his Suprematist philosophical system.
The artist’s ingenuity in weaving together such an extensive array of scientific fields into a
coherent philosophical system makes Malevich’s work an infinite source of stimulating insight.
While working on my dissertation, I arrived at intriguing new questions that demand my
attention. At the moment, I can identify four projects that require a change of focus and therefore
a separate treatment. The first project tentatively titled “Contrasts in the Art of the 20" Century”
stems from my writings on Malevich’s reliance on contrast as a visual device that lays the
foundation for the structure of a painting.! Scholars often concentrate on the formal meaning of
Malevich’s use of contrasts, while leaving unnoticed other, more philosophical applications of
the concept that are present in Malevich’s work and occupy a much more central place in
Suprematism. In fact, in his writings Malevich argues against considering Cubism and
Suprematism as formalist strains of art: these visual systems were developed with the purpose of
inducing sensations.? In “Malevich and Film,” T highlighted that through the use of contrasts
Malevich defines creative process dialectically, as a product of synthesis of opposing elements.
What I would like to investigate further is Malevich’s understanding of contrasts as collisions

between fakturas' that generate energy.

! In the first edition of the Great Soviet Encyclopaedia (1926), faktura is defined as “individual handwriting,
‘diction,’” “the manner of the artist, to which technique is subordinated,” “the method of applying paint to the
surface” in painting and “methods of processing stone” in sculpture (Smidt, O.U, Nikolai Ivanovitch Boukharine,
Valerian Vladimirovitch Kuybychev, and Mihail Nikolaevi¢ Pokrovskij. Bol'Saa sovetskaa énciklopedia. Moskva:
Sovetskaa Enciklopedia, 1928, 590).
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Painting’s ability to create dynamic sensations through contrasts between elements is
what Malevich means by the structure of a painting: it is lines of force created by the difference
between forms, textures, and colours. Throughout my doctoral studies, I noticed that other early
20™-century artists, such as Sergei Eisenstein, Hans Richter, Viking Eggeling, and Fernand
Leger, developed their own philosophies of contrasts. I envision “Contrasts in the Art of the 20"
Century” as a book that delves into conceptualization of contrasts, to which each of the
aforementioned artists and the artists [ am yet to discover ascribes. The aim of the book is to not
only understand the underlying motivations behind the formation of a specific interpretation of
the concept but also to figure out the historical, cultural, and philosophical reasons behind the
importance of contrasts in the works of so many influential artists of the 20" century.

The next two projects I will undertake in the nearest future are intimately connected with
the dissertation’s research, during which I discovered works that discuss a theory that draws an
analogy between human organs and technology (organ projection theory): in Organoproekziya
(Organ Projection, written in 1917) Pavel Florensky interpreted an earlier work by Ernst Kapp
titled Elements of a Philosophy of Technology: On the Evolutionary History of Culture (1877).
There is a striking resemblance between organ projection theory and the ideas explicated in
Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964). The common thread,
which unites Kapp’s, Florensky’s, and McLuhan’s writings on organ projection theory, proposes
that tools are extensions of our bodies, likening “artificial technological creations to naturally
grown organs.” Kapp, Florensky, and McLuhan stress the relationship between the nervous
system and its electric extensions.* My new project aims to determine whether in the current
electrologic age new media art serves as an aesthetic agent for gaining insight into contradictions

that arose from our invention of an exterior nervous system, the electric technology we rely on in
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our daily lives. As a way to test organ projection theory, I will realize Kazimir Malevich’s film
script, the focus of my doctoral project, using VR technology to create an immersive experience
of this artist’s film concept.

As discussed above, my delving into the theories of Kazimir Malevich has granted me
with three new projects on contrasts in art, organ projection theory, and virtual reality. Working
on this dissertation provided a glimpse into the vast field of studies that interrogates the
relationships between art, science, technology, and culture. Having experienced gratification
from this intellectual adventure fills me with excitement to continue following the trail of

questions that [ am yet to address.
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Appendix A: Realizing Kazimir Malevich’s Unfinished Film Script
Introduction:
Kazimir Malevich’s unfinished 1927 film script titled “Artistic and Scientific Film—Painting
and Architectural Concerns—Approaching the New Plastic Architectural System” consists of a
short introductory text and a set of instructions partially accompanied by very basic sketches.
Malevich’s paragonal thinking is expressed in the introductory text, which speaks of the rapid
development of visual arts, starting with Impressionism, and identifies painting as the most
experimental field of art. More importantly, in this short text the artist determined a paradigmatic
shift in painting: two-dimensional surface was expanded into three dimensions, marking an
increased interest in the problems of space. Malevich cites Picasso’s reliefs as an example of this
shift and briefly mentions Constructivists as artists who developed these spatial concerns as a
part of their utilitarian program, with which Malevich strongly disagreed. Suprematism, which in
Malevich’s history of art is the most advanced visual system after Cubism and Futurism, too,
evolved from two-dimensional to three-dimensional shapes, his pre-architectural constructions
called architectons, such as Alpha (1923) and Beta (1924—1926). The script depicts the
development of the Suprematist shapes from the Black Square, the “royal infant” as Malevich
called it, to the complexity of architectons.! When I found this script, I became intrigued by why
Malevich left it unfinished and how it might be developed. In what follows I offer a possible
scenario of the film’s ending (involving even higher dimensional forms) grounded in my
dissertation’s findings. Since Malevich’s film script engages with concepts I have investigated in
detail in my dissertation, there will be significant overlap in content between the chapters and

this essay. Reiterating some of the important themes and highlighting findings that were already
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discussed is necessary for the sake of laying out a coherent argument in regard to the plausibility
of the proposed script’s ending.

The Reading of the Script:

Close reading of Malevich’s writings reveals an erudite man whose intellect was deeply engaged
with the latest developments in science and technology. To understand Malevich, we need to
keep in mind that early twentieth century was also marked by proliferation of mystical and
esoteric beliefs, which surely were manifested in Malevich’s work.

Malevich, the Mystic and Malevich, the Scientist have found full expression in his film
script, where, I contend, the artist engages with evolutionary theories, fourth-dimensional
geometry, and infinite set theory. To arrive at these conclusions, I began by examining the script
and reading the instructions left by the artist. It appears that the script is about growth and
evolution, for example the circle is a descendant of the square and is achieved through the
square’s rotation; the script is also concerned with space as the shapes change from flat to those
having volume; the script is also about infinity, there is a sense of a logical unfolding in a series
that brings to mind set theory, a branch of mathematics that studies infinity (please refer to the
transcript of the script and my illustrations of the major stages of the script’s development
attached at the end of this essay). My next step was to find out what Malevich writes about these
concepts, which brings me to the discussion of Malevich’s relationship with the concept of
evolution.

Evolution:
In his writings, Malevich stresses that environment is responsible for the style of art being
created. Artists are affected by the environment in which they find themselves. The specifics of

the environment become crystalized in units, the tiniest elements that change the content of an
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artwork. This is analogous to Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection that states that this or
that trait becomes predominant in a species through this species’ interaction with its
environment.”

Malevich calls these tiny particles that affect the way an artwork looks, additional
elements. The new environment that brought about changes in Malevich’s consciousness that
resulted in the development of Suprematism was aviation. Writing almost fifty years prior to
Marshall McLuhan’s outlining his ideas on the technology of airplanes in Understanding Media:
The Extensions of Man (1964), Malevich elaborates on the effects of the technological
environment of aviation on human consciousness, paralleling McLuhan’s intellectual
investigations.!

This interest in the effects of technology on the structure of the human mind can be found
in Malevich’s and McLuhan’s analyses of aviation—dynamic electrologic technology that
decentralizes, unifies, and extends our bodies, while simultaneously abhorring linear conceptions
of time (please refer to the chapter “Malevich and Energy”). Both thinkers noted that the
possibility of flight reveals the world from an unusual aerial point of view. Malevich saw this
world reflected in the mind as a picture made up of straight lines, while McLuhan maintained
that elevation above the ground and dynamism of speed attainable by airplanes made one

simultaneously present in any part of the world (“simultaneous touch”). This infinite aerial space

! The presence of McLuhanate themes in Malevich’s work is difficult to ignore and is a recurrent motive in my
writings on this artist’s oeuvre. For example, both thinkers were intrigued by the influence prevalent technology had
on language. In his book Gutenberg Galaxy (1962), McLuhan offers an analysis of how modern man has come to
rely on descriptive functions of language to the detriment of poetic ones. McLuhan sketches a trajectory of change
that the structure of the human mind underwent, and which was triggered by the development of literacy and, in
particular, of the phonetic alphabet. Malevich paid tremendous attention to exploring the interaction of art and
science, tracing the outcomes of the split between these worldviews on the segregation of language into descriptive
(scientific, static) and poetic (artistic, dynamic) categories. These investigations originated in the artist’s union with
the Russian Futurists and their experiments with Zaum poetic language, a theme explored in my paper “Resisting
Clarity / Highlighting Form: Comparing Vanguard Approaches in Poetry and Programming.”
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that does not obey the principles of Cartesian geometry and Newtonian physics, as theorized by
Malevich and McLuhan, inspired Suprematism.

In his 1927 essay “Introduction to the Theory of the Additional Element in Painting,”
Malevich illustrates this theory of Suprematism’s intimate relationship with its environment by
including a didactic illustration titled Oxpyoicenue, 60oxnosratowee cynpemamucmog
(“oeticmeumenvrocms ) (Okruzhenie, vdohnovljajushhee suprematistov [“dejstvitel’nost™’],
Environment that Inspires Suprematists [“reality”’]), which depicts aerial views and photographs
of airplanes that indeed bring to mind Suprematist compositions.? Malevich also determined the
environment responsible for the evolution of Cubism. Originating in the dynamism of city life,
Cubist artworks consist of sickle-shaped curves that are better suited for the depiction of the
fragmented objects prevalent in Cubism. On the relationship between the environment and the

formation of the additional elements Malevich writes:

The peculiar character of any new environment, exercising its effect upon us, constitutes that “additional
element” which brings about a change in the normal relationship between the element of consciousness and
that of the subconscious and which, in case of the “professional response,” is expressed in a new, unfamiliar
technique, in a certain unusual attitude toward nature—in a novel point of view.*

As I mentioned in the chapter “Malevich and Energy,” these additional elements found in art can
enter other artworks through the consciousness of an observer and infect these artworks, altering
their content. Malevich calls his investigations into the behaviour of additional elements, The
Science of Artistic Culture.? It is important to mention that Malevich relies on the play of words
and uses the word “culture” in a dualistic sense, referring to culture as the product of society’s

intellectual and creative life and culture as a biological term, suggesting cell culture. At the end

2 Note how strongly Malevich’s Science of Artistic Culture resonates with Renato Barilli’s Science of Culture and
Phenomenology of Styles. The additional elements constitute the symbolic order of culture that is in homologous
relationship with the material technological order, which for Malevich was not only the new urban environment but
more prominently aviation discussed earlier. It is to the study of both the technological and the symbolic orders in
art that Malevich and Barilli devoted their analyses of culture.
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of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, Russian art was infused with metaphors
pertaining to biology.> At the same time, this period was marked by a sustained interest in the
occult and alchemical doctrines. The biological and occult leanings of the artists of this period
announced “transformationalism” as the primary artistic force in visual arts.® This development
can be witnessed in one of the instructions provided in the film script, which states that the script
must “demonstrate the growth of the cell of suprematist square.”’

Malevich’s essay “Introduction into the Theory of the Additional Element in Painting,”
the artist’s major text on the Science of Artistic Culture, epitomizes the artist’s interest in
biological concepts and is inspired by Robert Koch’s 1882 discovery of Mycobacterium
tuberculosis (“manouka Koxa” in Russian or Koch stick/line). To highlight the analogy between
his science of art and bacteriology and to explain how an artistic body can be infected with
Suprematism, Malevich emphasizes that Suprematism’s additional element is Suprematist line,
which is identical to the Koch bacillus’ shape.®

I would like to briefly mention that treating paintings as bodies and painterly elements as
bacteria, speaks to the influence of another important intellectual key figure of the turn of the
century, Henri Bergson. His Creative Evolution was published in Russia in 1907 and sparked a
renewed interest in Darwin’s evolutionary theories. Bergson was an extremely important
philosopher for Malevich, and his philosophical ideas practically defined the artist’s conception
of reality.” For Bergson, as for Malevich, reality is an amalgamation of vital elements; he sees
everything containing the vital force, ¢lan vital: we can see this in his iconic Black Square, which
he thought of as “the embryo of all possibilities” and “the living royal infant.” Malevich
considered his creations to be living things and as living things they participated in events of life,

such as growth and evolution.
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It is important to note that evolutionary and vitalist ideas were widely spread among early
twentieth-century artists and thinkers, who felt an urgent need for social renovation and spiritual
renewal. Since it was grounded in science, the proposition to apply evolutionary theory for the
betterment of society was potent with hope and assurance of success. Among the most outspoken
in this regard was an important contemporary of Malevich, George Bernard Shaw, a playwright,
critic, and political activist awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1925. Bernard Shaw’s play
Man and Superman (1902) outlines the author’s ideas on the subject of the evolution of
humankind with forcefulness and clarity. The underlying principles of the actions suggested by
Shaw in this play are in many ways analogous to the course of evolution proposed by Malevich
in his Suprematist philosophy: both thinkers call for the complete restructuring of society and
abolition of traditions and norms that stale the arrival of the new era of humanity. Shaw
expresses his views through John Tanner, a revolutionary pamphleteer, whose work “The
Revolutionary’s Handbook and Pocket Companion” is an appendix to Man and Superman. In his
Handbook, Tanner offers evidence that calls for the urgent need to begin the program of breeding
Supermen—a conscious selection of human species for the development of outstanding human
beings (Shaw supported eugenics movement and lectured at the Eugenic Education Society).!”
According to Tanner, all the advancements in society, in its technologies and structures are
illusions, “changes from Tweedledum to Tweedledee.”!! The only concrete improvements are
the results of conscious manipulation of Nature—selective breeding aimed at forcing Life to
produce species that satisfy human purpose, such as the development of a racehorse or a new
cultivar of apple.!? Tanner argues that practicing selective breeding of human species requires an
abolition of the foundations on which Western society rests. Among these are the institution of

marriage and the idea of property, which often stand on the way of potential couples’ successful
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procreation by limiting the genetic pool through segregation based on social class and marital
status. In many ways Tanner’s prescriptions are as entropic as Malevich’s call for the dissolution
of objecthood and gaining the knowledge of infinite nothingness. Human society has been
bounded by the obligations of marriage and driven by acquisitions of property for most of its
history. These institutions define and shape society similarly to Malevich’s objects being defined
and shaped by the rigid lines of intellectual concepts. Destroying these norms would bring the
loss of structure and societal boundaries akin to the objectlessness of the freed no-thing described
by Malevich in his writings. The key to achieving these goals lies through evolution.

As I mentioned earlier, Vitalist ideas, which often accompanied the evolutionary strain of
thought, captivated the minds of the vanguard artists of the early twentieth century. Italian
Futurists, who claimed that stimulated by urban environment their sensibilities evolved to
appreciate the speed and roar of the machines, saw the latter as animated by a life force akin to
that which, like Bergson’s élan vital, breathes life into all forms of being. As R. Bruce Elder
states in his book Cubism and Futurism: Spiritual Machines and the Cinematic Effect, Futurists
understand machines as entities that possess dual nature: they exist as materials and, at the same
time, are imbued with characteristics of intelligent and intuitive life.!3 In this context of Vitalism
being an integral part of the intellectual landscape of his contemporaries, it is not surprising that
Malevich saw his Suprematist shapes in a similar vein, as materials and as living beings. If we
return to this artist’s film script, we can see how the cell of Black Square evolves and morphs
into other more complex shapes, as a living growing organism would do. This impetus towards
complexity agrees with Darwin’s theory of natural selection. Evolution leads to more complex
forms of life as a result of the struggle for survival. An analogous progression towards complex

forms can be witnessed in the evolution of Malevich’s Suprematist vocabulary, allowing a
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proposition that if the script were to continue its development, the forms would gain more
complexity in their structure. This developmental trajectory accords with Malevich’s prescription
to demonstrate “the growth of the cell of suprematist square.”

Space:

Now I would like to turn attention toward another theme present in Malevich’s film script: space.
To understand Malevich’s interest in space we need to look into one more theory of evolution
popular in Russia at the time: psychic evolution. One of the major proponents of psychic
evolution was Russian philosopher and mystic, Pyotr Ouspensky. Ouspensky adopted the ideas
of Charles Hinton, a British mathematician whose philosophy is centered on the belief that the
evolution of humankind is possible through the evolution of the ability to visualize the fourth
dimension. Russian mathematician and esotericist, Pyotr Ouspensky, who was inspired by
Hinton’s hyperspace mathematics and the latter’s enthusiasm regarding the evolutionary
advances it would bring, expanded Hinton’s theories into an esoteric philosophical system,
which promised to transform the world.

As I emphasized throughout my dissertation, Ouspensky’s ideas played a fundamental
role in the development of Malevich’s Suprematism. I located evidence for this conjecture in the
primary and secondary sources, among which the most intellectually exciting finding was the
almost verbatim quote of Ouspensky I found in one of Malevich’s handwritten documents I had
the pleasure to consult at the Khardzhiev-Chaga archive (Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam). The
paragraph that the quote appears to have been extracted from belongs to Tertium Organum’s
chapter VIII, devoted to Ouspensky’s theory of the relationship between the evolution of psychic

apparatus and perception of higher dimensions. There, Ouspensky states:

We are not yet fully aware of the forms in which the development of human abilities will result. But we can
already say that the forms of our consciousness, their modes of expression, continuously evolve and, apart
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from the forms known to us, new ones must be formed.3

At the moment, we have three units of psychic life — sensation, representation, concept (and idea), and
the fourth unit — the higher intuition — begins to form.

... If we could change our psychic apparatus and see at the same time that the world around us has changed,
this would be for us the proof of the dependence of the properties of space on the properties of our
consciousness.

For example, if we could add a fourth to the three existing units of psychic life, that is, to make a higher
intuition that exists now only in an embryonic form, as certain, precise and acting according to our will as
concept — and if in doing so the number of characteristics of space increases, that is, if the space from the
three-dimensional becomes four-dimensional, then this would confirm our assumption and prove Kant’s
idea that the space with its properties is the form of our sensory perception.'*

Ouspensky proposed a theory, following Kant, that the way we perceive space is dependent on
our consciousness, leading him to suggest that for a being whose consciousness relies on
sensations only, the world is a one-dimensional line, while for a human, who operates by using
three faculties of sensations, perceptions, and conceptions, reality presents itself as a three-
dimensional Euclidian space.!® There is however a fourth faculty, that of intuition or higher
logic, which, if acquired, will reveal the world as four-dimensional. This four-dimensional reality
is hidden behind the illusory appearance of three dimensions that we are accustomed to perceive
as the space we inhabit. Ouspensky based his propositions explicated in his book Tertium
Organum on the highly popular text by Hinton titled A New Era of Thought. There, Hinton
explained the four-dimensional world by drawing analogies between the worlds with three
dimensions passing through a two-dimensional plane. For example, a cube passing through a
plane can appear as triangle. Similarly, the three-dimensional world we live in may well be a
slice of a four-dimensional world.!®

So, what was Malevich’s position regarding the geometric fourth dimension? Besides
quoting Ouspensky, Malevich also created many paintings whose titles indicate the artist’s
interest in the geometry of higher dimensions. Among these works are: Painterly Realism of a

Boy with a Knapsack — Colour Masses in the Fourth Dimension (1915), Painterly Realism of a

* In English edition of Tertium Organum the part quoted by Malevich is omitted.
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Football Player — Colour Masses in the 4th Dimension (1915), Self Portrait in Two Dimensions,
Automobile and Lady — Colour Masses in the 4th Dimensions (1915), and Lady — Colour Masses
in the Fourth and Second Dimensions (1915). As we can observe, these paintings do not rely on
any conventional methods of visualizing the fourth dimension. Why is this so? In “L{BeTonucs”

(Tsvetopis’, Colour-writing) (1917), Malevich writes:

The colourist stood directly in front of the bare material from which he was to create a two-dimensional or
three-dimensional shape (sculpture). (The fourth measure, the movement in time, or the representation in
the image of that part of the thing that is hidden, i.e., the fourth side, is the disclosure of all four sides of the
thing for a clear conception of it, but at the same time the thing loses its general form, so that the pursuit of
finding out the fourth side of the thing does bring one to figuring it out, but destroys the thing, its real
existence. I think that the achievement of the fourth dimension with respect to the fourth side of the thing at
the expense of others is ridiculous. I am convinced that the fourth measure should be attributed to time...!”

As I established in the chapter “Malevich and the Fourth Dimension,” Malevich argued against
attempting to represent four-dimensional subject matter, even though he subscribed to
Ouspensky’s conviction that art is capable of relaying intuitions of hyperspace. This conclusion
on behalf of Malevich stems from the artist’s practical concerns—it is incredibly difficult to
imagine a four-dimensional object, let alone visually arrest its shape on a two-dimensional
canvas. It becomes possible to suggest that it is dedication to communication of ideas to the
public that prevented Malevich from completing his film script by stating that the next
generation of Suprematist shapes should be four-dimensional. After all, Malevich was akin to a
missionary, eager to introduce as many people to Suprematist philosophy as possible; his
apprehension regarding visual representation of the fourth dimension is understandable.
However, now, with the available digital tools it becomes possible to envision Suprematist
evolution in higher dimensions, showing that part of a thing that is hidden, its fourth side. And
this is exactly what I propose to do when it comes to completing Malevich’s film script: create
an architecton in four dimensions of space as a way of continuing the evolution of Suprematist

shapes that have already undergone the two- and three-dimensional stages of development.
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Infinity:

The next theme that I would like to discuss in relation to Malevich’s script is infinity. From
visually analyzing the stages of the script’s development where the transformations of the shapes
are most obvious, I came to understand that the script explores this concept, so important for
Malevich’s Suprematist philosophy. I contend that the script resembles an infinite set, where the
elements of the set are n+1-dimensional shapes. In mathematics, a set is a collection of distinct
objects, considered as an object in its own right. Infinite sets are used to study the concept of
infinity. Treating the script as an infinite set whose elements are n+1-dimensional shapes may
also explain why Malevich did not finish the script. He may have imagined it being infinite.

Malevich’s writings are permeated with the artist’s pondering upon the nature of infinity.
One might say that infinity is the final stage of Suprematism’s evolution. Malevich’s artistic
development has undergone shifts well documented by the artist himself. His colour
Suprematism of the early works transformed into monochrome paintings, among which the
1918-1919 white-on-white paintings are the most representative. In the 1920s, Malevich stated,
“that one cannot attain with the brush what can be attained with a pen.”!® This was the period
when the artist preferred the infinite space of his mind to that of the canvas and devoted himself
to writing with unprecedented fervor. Here is what Malevich writes about his white paintings
where the figure is disappearing within the ground, signifying endless space of total

objectlessness, the infinite abyss:

At the moment, a person’s path lies through space; suprematism, the semaphore of colour—in its infinite
abyss. The blue colour of the sky is conquered by the suprematist system, it was broken through, and it
entered the white as a true real representation of infinity and therefore is free from the colour background
of the sky.!®

239



For Malevich, the evolution of humanity was to take radical steps towards annihilation of form,
leading to total objectlessness and rendering meaningless traditional notions of time and space.

The artist associated this stage of evolution with infinity. Malevich explains:

Let us assume that in many thousands or millions of years humanity will attain omniscience, hence, will
reach the state of being everywhere. What will this moment be like? There will be nothing to comprehend
and nothing to know, and, obviously, there will be nothing to do. The world is open, and its entire being
stands in knowledge, the universe in all its greatness and infinity of its creations_will move according to its
eternal law of motion... Then, the beginning of a new divine inactivity, non-being, disappearance of
personhood will arrive, for the humanity will enter into that greatest image of its perfect predestination.?°

The ultimate state of perfection, according to Malevich’s view of human evolution, is to merge
with the non-objective endlessness of the infinite. Malevich’s radical evolution is directed at the
total disintegration of form; his Suprematism aspires to liberate nothing from the confines of

objecthood, to become the infinite abyss:

The effect of Suprematism is not constrained by any boundaries of “practical”, “purposeful”,
“conformable” “tasks,” or analysis, or synthesis, by any search for genuine or non-genuine artistic
aesthetic, it does not serve anything. Everything is in a state of non-objective equality, or zero of weight, it
is nothing—the answer to “thing” of society [o0mexutne]. Moreover, all humanity’s efforts through all the
expediency, all practical considerations go to the same objectless absolute consciousness, in which it will
lose sight of everything.

Suprematism as non-objectivity, as a liberated nothing, is in a sharp contrast with “organizational
ideological objecthood.”?!

So how does this vision of liberated nothing, this infinite non-objectivity, infinity of all creations
that Malevich imagines, correspond to the mathematics of the infinite? To establish these
connections, I will re-introduce the concepts of actual infinity and potential infinity. I contend
that the space of objectlessness, the infinite abyss that Malevich describes, is reminiscent of the
actual infinity, defined as a finite space that has an infinite number of elements; all elements of
actual infinity exist simultaneously, making it possible to experience them all at once, as a
totality. Aristotle denied existence of the actual infinity, which he considered to be a paradox.??
In 2™ century AD, Plotinus identified actual infinity with the boundless nature of God and the
concept was reserved for theologians until the 19" century when it became the center of

mathematicians’ attention with Georg Cantor’s establishing set theory.?* The actual infinity with
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its endless number of elements reminds of Malevich’s vision of the infinite abyss: this is the
space in which there are so many things that it becomes impossible to differentiate one from
another; it becomes nothing while being everything.

Let’s compare the actual infinity with the potential infinity. If actual infinity presupposes
finite space, potential infinity requires endless space that unfolds with addition of new things or
elements. I think of it as an endless strip of numbers where each number is followed by the next.
It is possible to arrest this motion and see a range of numbers, but it is impossible to see the
entire strip at once. Elements of a potential infinity exist consecutively over time. The actual
infinite is like a black hole or Malevich’s Black Square if you wish, where things pile up and are
hard to differentiate. The potential infinite is like a ticking clock, where each element is followed
by the next, staying clearly defined.

It appears that Malevich’s infinite abyss is approaching the definition of actual infinity,
which became one of the major topics in mathematics in the middle of the 19™ century in the
work of Georg Cantor, the founder of set theory. As I mentioned in the chapter “Malevich and
Infinity,” Malevich’s description of the infinite—"I saw myself in space, hidden in dots and

9924

bands of colour; there among them I sank into the abyss”**—is surprisingly close to that of

Cantor:

As to the concept of a set, Dedekind said he regards a set as a pursed sack, a sack that contains certain
specific things, but you do not see them and know nothing of them other than that they are specific and

present. Some time later, Cantor gave his own idea of a set. He draw himself up to full height, described
> 25

with his arm a grandiose gesture, and, with inscrutable gaze, breathed: ‘I visualize a set as an abyss’.
Inspired by his theological concerns, Cantor invented transfinite numbers to speak the

language of the infinite, which he associated with God. For Malevich, the concept of infinity was

closely related to that of non-objectivity. It promised the possibility of arriving at the stage of
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human evolution, of total unity achieved through elimination of form and atavistic notions of
time and space.

Conclusions:

Now, after briefly elucidating some of the themes in Malevich’s script, I would like to take a
moment and imagine how the script will unfold if the underlying principles I highlighted take
control of its development. If the script satisfies the requirements of evolutionary theory, higher-
dimensional geometry, and infinite set theory, the set of Malevich’s Suprematist shapes will
continue to evolve in complexity ad infinitum, increasing in the number of geometric
dimensions, so that the four-dimensional architecton will evolve into the five-dimensional
architecton, and so on. Eventually, the space of the artwork will become inhabited by the shapes’
numerous sides in such a densely populated manner that it will be difficult to differentiate
between faces of the figures, let alone comprehend the shapes’ geometry. An infinite addition of
geometric dimensions will result in the loss of the sense of shapes’ outlines, loss of
differentiation that will lead to the total non-objectivity, the freed nothing that Suprematism
aspires to portray. The artwork’s space will gradually be filled until it becomes fully black:
liberated nothing will take over the observer. The effect of the loss of differentiation that comes
with the increase in geometric dimensions can be illustrated by the image of a cube in 10"
dimension (see Figure A.6). As it can be witnessed from this image, the complexity of the shapes
reverses itself into its opposite (bringing to mind McLuhan’s laws of media)—visual simplicity
of a colour field. It is this dual nature of Malevich’s art that captivates my intellect and
imagination: his work’s geometry and structure’s elegant simplicity is in a fruitful conflict with

the underlying philosophic complexity.
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With the way I want to finish Malevich’s script I aspire to reiterate the artist’s conviction
that there is no empty space—his axiom so masterfully expressed in the iconic Black Square.
The density of the latter work, the darkness of its canvas, can be interpreted as the actual infinite:
the existence of infinitely many elements within a limited space. I suggest that the script’s
evolution is directed at reaching this condition of actual infinity, which, as discussed in the
chapter “Malevich and Infinity,” the artist associated with nonobjectivity. The Suprematist cell
of Black Square, even though, as I contend, already contains within itself the all-and-nothing of
infinity, needs to evolve and infinitely grow for the didactic purpose of teaching the public the
principles of Suprematist evolution—the intent behind the film. To determine these principles of
infinite organic growth directed towards higher-dimensional complexity, I used the deductive
method of science: I created a deductive inference of what the future steps of the script could be
like. Relying on such method is a conscious decision driven by my aspiration to carry on the
creative vision of Malevich, who often employed scientific-like thinking in developing his
artistic ideas.

Among other reasons for my conviction that my interpretation of the script’s unfolding
agrees with Malevich’s vision is the script’s potential to form a loop; to draw a circle with its
narrative instead of a line. The organic logic of evolution outlined here visually brings the
growth of Suprematist shapes to the stage where it began: the density of n-dimensional
architecton approaches the density of the Black Square, suggesting cyclical development, a loop.
From the darkness of the n-dimensional architecton the Black Square can be born again. This
cyclical nature of the script’s narrative agrees with Malevich’s distrust of linear conceptions of
time associated with the Newtonian worldview the artist left behind. The disorienting, timeless,

objectless space of the final stage of Suprematism’s evolution as outlined in my version of the
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script’s finale, will approach the space of Malevich’s desert discussed in the chapter “Malevich
and Mysticism™: “White fields are not the fields that frame the black square, but only a sensation
of a desert, a sensation of non-existence, in which a variant of a square-shaped form is the first
non-objective element of sensation.”?® While realizing the film script in its totality is in my
future plans, these ideas inspired a Virtual Reality (VR) prototype of a static four-dimensional
architecton in a space where the ground is made up of the photographs of paint cracks found on
the surfaces of Malevich’s paintings—an approach that I used to bring to mind Malevich’s
philosophic conception of a desert as nonobjectivity. Finally, in terms of my choice of
technology, Stereo 3D, which I initially intended to use, and VR are technological tools that
through immersion can relay sensations of Suprematist shapes’ inhabiting the space of the
viewer. Making these shapes a part of the audience’s sensorium will take Malevich’s project one

step further towards restructuring the world in the image of Suprematism.
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Transcript of Kazimir Malevich’s film script “Artistic and Scientific Film — Painting and
Architectural Concerns — Approaching the New Plastic Architectural System” (1927)"

1. Black Suprematist square; red Suprematist square; white Suprematist square
2. The movement of the Suprematist square yields the circle in various colors.

3. The circle has its definite place within a limited space: the black circle appears in the center of
the limited surface; as it is displaced toward the limit it takes on a green color; and, when even
more displacement occurs, a red color; finally, by upward displacement, it becomes white, with
the feeling of dynamism.

4. Changes within the circle introduce color changes.

5. Decomposition of the Suprematist square into two white and two black cells: in two corners of
the square a lightening begins, becoming pure white. Two corners of the square remain
unchanged, black. A new form of quadratic relationship is thus developed.

6. Now a displacement occurs in form no. 5: the upper black square is transformed into a white
one, the white into a black one. A new Suprematist element develops, and in the next stage takes
on color.

7. Form no. 6 now continues to develop. It topples from the vertical to the horizontal position:
Thus the black surface (a) shifts its position until separate Suprematist elements are formed,
which become the basis for the formation of a whole system of relations.

8. Out of these elements, the Suprematist straight lines, develop now new basic forms, first the
cross-form.

9. The cross-forms begin to develop into structures with dynamic feeling. In this phase of the
development of the cross-form element, an expansion of the Suprematist straight lines occurs,
with the red element becoming thinner below than it is above. The same occurs in the case of the
black element. With expansion, the straight lines can be decomposed into single small members,
or they can remain in the cross-form combinations, thus arriving in a diagonal position.

10. Here we see the element (a) contracting again into a square, two further elements in the
colony make the cross-form, from the rotation of which derives the circle, thus making a new
figure.

11. Here we have one of the possible kinds of colony of Suprematist elements.
12. Now we see the development of a Suprematist straight line into a spatial structure.

13. Form no. 12 develops according to the same principle as do the elements on the flat surface,
that is, it is decomposed and enters into combination with other elements. As the elements move,
cubes and similar forms develop, expanding and forming elements of different sizes.

14. The forms developed in this way constitute architectonic fragments.
15. Out of the architectonic fragments issue architectonic systems.

16. These systems present the problems of the new architecture.

* Extracted from Hans Richter’s Encounters from Dada till Today. Munich: Prestel, 2013, Kindle Edition.
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"

Figure A.1: Excerpts from Kazimir Malevich’s script “Artistic and Scientific Film—Painting and
Architectural Concerns—Approaching the New Plastic Architectural System” (1927). Please turn the
page horizontally.
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Figure A.2: Stills from the video depicting consecutively overlaid transparencies with drawings of figures
from Malevich’s script, as seen in Figure A.1. The video can be watched here (password: Malevich):
https://vimeo.com/366396037
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Figure A.3: Cube in anaglyph Stereo 3D (this image is intended to be viewed horizontally through
anaglyph glasses to achieve stereographic effect).
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Figure A.4: Four-dimensional cube in anaglyph Stereo 3D (this image is intended to be viewed
horizontally through anaglyph glasses to achieve stereographic effect).
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Figure A.5: Four-dimensional architecton in anaglyph Stereo 3D (this image is intended to be viewed
through anaglyph glasses to achieve stereographic effect).
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Figure A.6: Ten-dimensional cube.
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Notes on Virtual Reality Project and Anaglyph Stereo Images Inspired by Kazimir Malevich’s
Film Script

This dissertation’s creative component consists of a Virtual Reality project in which one can
experience Kazimir Malevich’s architecton presented as a projection of a four-dimensional shape
onto a three-dimensional environment, a desert created with the use of textures of cracked paint
to represent the cracks of the ground. Cracked paint textures are taken from the photographs of
Malevich’s original paintings’ surfaces. My earlier experimentation with Malevich’s architecton
consisted in attempting to create an anaglyph stereo image of this shape in four dimensions. In
this dissertation I included anaglyph stereo images of a cube, a tesseract (a building block from
which I formed a four-dimensional architecton), and an architecton.! The latter shape is too
complex for viewing using the limited technology of anaglyph stereo 3D, which prompted me to
use Virtual Reality (Oculus Rift) to achieve the intended result of experiencing Malevich’s

shapes as a part of one’s sensorium.

' To generate the cube, the tesseract, and their stereo pairs Darren Wilkinson’s code in R was used:
https://darrenjw.wordpress.com/2009/11/18/hypercubes-in-r-getting-started-with-programming-in-r/
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Figure A.7. Screenshot of the Virtual Reality scene of a four-dimensional architecton in a desert, whose
surfaces are rendered using photographs of paint cracks from Malevich’s paintings.
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Figure A.8: Screenshot of the Virtual Reality scene of a four-dimensional architecton (close-up) in a
desert, whose surfaces are rendered using photographs of paint cracks from Malevich’s paintings.
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