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4Traditions in Transition: Russian lcons From the Age of the Romanovs'
Through Aug. 15; Timken Museum of Art, Balboa Park; Free; (619) 239-6548 or wiww Himkerimusaum.arg
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Desplte being admmed in qraid pearls and more, these Russnan amns were: not always valued in their country

By Robert L. Pincus
ART CRITIC

n Western Europe, from the

Renaissance wellinto the 19th

eentury, Christian arl usually. |
took the form of an image from -

scripture or a statue of a biblical i
figure. In Russia, devotional art also

Ln'.ful'-'t_d gold, silver; enamels, pearls.
and jewals — andIpts of thein. At

least this was true during thelong

stretch of the Romanov dynasty,.
which enduied from 1613 until 191 F
whien the Bolshevik Revolution frave:
birth 1o the Soviet Union and’ un;l.c
mined the Russian Church: o

In pre-revolutionary, Ru:ﬂa, b
wasn't enough simply to create a :le—'_i_'.

. wotional painting of the Virgin Mary,
the baby Jesus.or a saint. These im-

ages needed to wear a fitted coal. :}f\; :

. gold or silver that partially covered
the pamhng It's called an ak!e:d 1nd

“14th md 15th centur

s0MME u[ the wc:rlm Ieaim edin"Tra
* ditions in Transition: Russian leons
¢ From the Age of the Romanovs”
' possess these shimmering, halfway

currcal coverings.

- There are 45 selections on view,
m an exhibition at the Timken Mu-
© epnmmolArt in Balboa Parle 1Ewas
nng‘]ﬂa]l:-’&sﬁﬁubiul Iy the Hillwood
" Museum Gardens in Washington,

Ee ]Zl ., where the worlks are housed.

- Three collectors who came to
Rl]‘-:‘\lﬂ during 1 the1930s in ok
. ficial capacities — Marjorie Mer
_riweather Post, Madame Augusto
Rosseand: Taurence A Steinhardt
—hought these works when -
- ‘Russians were only Loo happi to.
unload them at barpain- rate-a. Thcy
were considercd 16 be inferiordo
“ieons fram the gﬂldm '

cause they have been pollutedb
!juruirean al'-c'lcs af IJdJIlt] ng

~“gecular to be of any. qplnluﬂl use.-

Pcﬂ]uuun isin Lhe e*ve of the be-

,;huldm however;and the icons that
Cyeertoward the rounded faces and

realism of Western Turopean paint-
ingr have their own kind of charm
and subetance, They malke you re-
alize just how subjectivé taste and
history can be,

Lok, for examnple, al “‘-aamt_lr:rhn
the Mereiful and Saint Catherine,”
painted about 1850 The artist
painted both figures with deft atten-
tion Lo detail of costume and laces,
‘They appeal to contemporary eyes
because they are rendered as flesh

“and blood figures, but surely some
of the traditionalists ameng the
* Risssian Orthodox Church wonld -

_have thought this picture was too.

“Christ Pantocrator,” a very

~ - lateieon (made hetween 1873 and :
-2 1500), ‘haid & similar appeal, with its. -
: vcrl-.mn u[]f-quq as ha.udmme [Ei i

low with & healiliy complexion and
well-trimmed beard in an [talian
Renaissance manner, This work's
elaborate oklad, with only the face
and hands visible from beneath the
ornate silver surface, is beantifully
detml:-vd and an extravagant expres-
sion of devotion.

The icons with stylistic polish
held the mostappesl for the upper
classes. They were the ones, dfter
all, with access to-Westerrn Europs
and European art. The rise of the
nkiad, though, was tied as much
to the growing merchant class as
aristocrats. Theycared less about

the guality of the painting L Uum lhc 5
: smnplunu*auess: nf its.cover.,.

For the mmmnn manand-

- woman, both wefe suspect. lhc
.. peasantry embraced icons in asim-
_ plt‘r, lmmegmwn htyicj sumlar o
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; that of folk painters in the rest of
" Europe and in'North America
“—and it’s not hard to see why,

Theimages may be cruder, as

-1 the case with “Crucifision in
- Four Parts” (1800-1900), bt

they were made rmore for the

- sacred stories they conveyed

more *han the way they were
rendered. Ordinary people also
saw icons as direct “conduils™ to
the figures in the pictures, ex-
hibition catalog essayist Wendy
Salmond explains.

This exhibition
has a strong
connection to the
Timken Museum
~0f Art’s collection,
~ like nearly all of

- its shows,

This exhibition has a strong
connection lo the Timken
_Museum of Art's collection,

like nearly all of its shows, The

musenm has its own extensive
holdings in Russian icons. The
most remarkable examples in
the Timken's collection, like

the “The Jerusalem Mother

of God,” are in indigenous
styles. Figures are rendered flat
against the picture surface, and
with a flair for crisp detail. Byz-
antine art is the prime influence
and original source,

The link between the Tim-
ken and Russian icons reaches

- back to the beginnings of the
museurn. Pivotal early 20th-cen-
fury San Diego collectors Amy
and Anne Putnam (they were
sisters) funded a foundation in
their name so that the fledgling
Timken museum could acquire
works. (The art in the museum
technically belongs to the Put
nam Foundation.)

Amy Putnam studied Rus-
sian at Stanford University, and
collected Russian art, books
and more than 300 icons. Many
of these works hung in their
home at Fourth and Walnut
slreets near downtown,

She would have surely been
pleased o see an exhibition
like this at the Timken, since
it complements the museum’s
own icons and crystallizes the
complex, fascinating history of
the art form.

Robert L. Pincus: (515) 293-183):
rebert.pincus@uniontrib.com
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