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Michail Grobman :
From Russian Folk Tradition to the Shores of the Jewish State

Investigators of bird migrations place bands on the birds’ legs on which they
mark the name of the place they come from and the date the birds flew away.
One of the first swallows to have reached us this autumn is the painter Michail
Grobman from the U.S.S.R., who arrived in Israel with a score of interesting
paintings in his portfolio. The source of his inspiration is the popular Russian
tradition of colorful prints — the “lubok” folk art, some naive, some poetic according
to the style of their often anonymous creators. Michail Grobman looked at them,
liked them, and absorbed some of their characteristics. Although he mainly uses
tempera, gouache and watercolor, he does not neglect the mixed media either,
using monotype and oil-pastel, monotype and gouache and colored lithographs.
The material on which he paints is mainly cardboard and paper, and also since
his arrival in Israel in October, parchment.

Grobman began his creative life as a poet and writer, but has devoted himself
to painting since the late fifties. He was outstanding in the Moscow avant-garde
group which existed on the fringe of the organizational establishment of the of-
ficial Artists’ Union. After exhibiting his pictures the later prepared the way for
Grobman’s acceptance into the Artists’ Union of the U.S.S.R. He also did a great
deal of work on children’s books, and traces of this activity are apparent in many
of the paintings exhibited here.

In effect the sources which inspired him — the varied folk prints — did not
arouse angry opposition in official circles, despite the basis of fantasy in his
work, since the legendary creatures in them are not alien to the spirit of tradi-
tional Russian poetry. Even though the proponents of Socialist realism did not
approve of them, they did not see in them a willful negation of the principles
of Marxism, and it may be assumed that they viewed his style with a degree of
tolerance, since he was accepted into the Artists’ Union. But at the same time it
should be noted that the shows in which he participated, either alone or as part
of a group, took place in special places : in the “Udarnik” cinema, the “Roman-
tics” coffee shop, the Patent Institute, the concert hall of the “Sovietskaya” hotel,
in a rest home, in the Institute for Workers’ Hygiene and Professional Diseases,
but also in the Dostoiyevsky Museum, in the Artists’ House, and in the “Manége”
Central Exhibition Hall. Beginning in 1969, he also took part in group shows in
Florence, Stuttgart, Barcelona, Cologne, Lugano, Zurich and Avignon.



Grobman’s world is one of legend and poetry and it is inhabited by imaginary
creatures ; winged fish, flowers turning into birds and birds into flowers, flowers
into fish and fish into anthropomorphic creatures. Grobman’s sensual “Russalki”,
“the goddesses of water and forest” create a magical atmosphere. There is also
a naive element in the insertion of dedications and texts into the picture itself
(exactly like the “lubok” prints). For example, in the body of the paintings
“The Eternal Journey” at the bottom, the painter wrote “The Eternal Journey,
painted by Michail Grobman, August 18, 1967, in Moscow, dedicated to Yankel”.
Similarly, he paints a huge butterfly “mounted” by two red stripes, and in a
childish handwriting he marks “The butterfly was caught by Vitaly Stesin”. The
signature is below and the date, 1966, on the bottom right.

There is something naive and sensitive at the same time in Michail Grobman’s
work, and there is something folklorish and childish in his curly and dotted
decorations. In fact, in the titles he gives his paintings there is an atmosphere
of magic and poetry : “The Enchanted Lake”, “Landscape with a Nymph”, “Ma-
gic Crystal Ball”, “Landscape with an Angel”’, “The Owner of the Garden (The
Soul of the Garden)”, “Ascent to Heaven”, “Black Sun”. All this is far from
Socialist realism, but at the same time is deeply rooted in the Russian tradition.
It also has roots in far-off Jewish memories from childhood days.

His trees are stylized, decorative ; his animals are like kiln-baked clay toys, or like
the honey cakes decorated with colored sugar which were sold, in my childhood,
at fairs and on market days in the towns and villages of Russia. In his landscapes
one can see sentry boxes behind rounded hills and Chagall-like wooden
fences. Sailboats, gaily decorated in honor of a festival, anchor in his rivers,
and monsters, part fish and part lizard, resembling grass-hoppers, spread their
fins like fans, bringing fresh breezes into the naive childish rural serenity.

Here and there Jewish motifs appear. The figure of a bearded Jew appears in
several variations, bearing “neutral” titles such as “Gardener”, “Tinsmith”, and
“Night Guard”, but also as “Talmudist”, and there is “Sukkoth” and “Jewish Win-
ter” which were painted in 1964. Two years later Michail Grobman painted
“Jewish Happiness”.

The illustrative element is still apparent in these paintings so far removed from
reality. But now comes 1971 : his style remains anchored in the artists’s ima-
ginary world, but the subjects change: “The Mediterranean”, “Next year in
Jerusalem”, “Let My People Go”... a ne w world, new landscape, new experiences
and the strongest of them the confidence of the artist’s feeling: I am among
my people...

DR. HAIM GAMZU

Director, Tel Aviv Museum



THE ARTIST ABOUT HIMSELF

My father was a Jew from Bessarabia, my mother a native of Lithuania. In 1939,
when I was born, my parents were living in Moscow and my father was working
as a chemical engineer. I don’t remember the time of hunger and wandering during
the war years. My memories begin at the age of 4, when the population was evacuated
to Siberia. Most of my relatives were killed by the Germans. My paternal grand-
parents were also shot by the Germans and they are buried in a mass grave in

Dobussary,

The spiritual milieu in which my consciousness crystallized consisted of my mother’s
memories of Jewish life in the Ukraine, of the years of revolution and civil war, of
pogroms against the Jews, of small psychological events and of feelings of hope.
Jewish legends and bible stories made a deep impression on me. My imagination

absorbed Pushkin’s poems as mysterious stories from Jewish life.

I began to write poetry at 14, and later prose, including articles for newspapers, and

~ I also painted a little. I was active in literary life.

After 1959 I turned more and more to painting and I joined the “leftist” group
among Moscow’s artists. These were the years when the avant-garde art first
appeared in Russia.

At the same time, in order to support my family, I worked as a construction worker,
hospital orderly, and designer.

I made many trips in the Ukraine, Russia, the Caucasus, Siberia and Central Asia.
Between the years 1964—1965 I wrote stories for children. Since 1965 I did many
illustrations for books and magazines. About the same time the Czeckoslovakian art
press started publicizing in the West regular information about developments in the
artistic avant-garde in Moscow. The Artists’ Union in Moscow began to exhibit my
works in 1965, and in 1967 I was accepted as a member of the Artists’ Union of the
U.S.S.R. Since 1965, my works have been included in exhibitions of non-official
avant-garde art in Moscow, which were held outside the U.S.S.R.

On October 3, 1971 I immigrated to Israel with my wife and two children.

MICHAIL GROBMAN
Mevasseret Zion, November 23, 1971



ONE-MAN EXHIBITIONS
1959 — Mochina Institute of Crafts (formerly of Shtiglitz), Leningrad
1956 — Energetti Institute, Moscow

— Institute of History, by the Soviet Academy of Sciences
— Municipal Theater of Usti-on-Orlitzi, Czeckoslovakia

1966 — Institute of Project Engineering, Moscow

GROUP EXHIBITIONS

1962 — Udarnic Theater, Moscow
1963 — Dostoiyevsky Museum, Moscow
— “The Romantics” Coffee Shop, Moscow
1964 — Patent Institute, Moscow
1965 — Artist’s House, Moscow
— Professional Union’s Club, Usti-on-Orlitzi, Czeckoslovakia
1966 — Concert Hall of the “Sovietskaya” Hotel, Moscow
— Bureau of Art Exhibitions, Zopot, Poznan, Szczecin, Poland
— Institute of Workers’ Hygiene and Professional Disease, Moscow
— Artist’s House, Moscow
1967 — Art Workers’ Center, Moscow
— Artist’s House, Moscow
— Central Showrooms ‘“Manége”, Moscow
1968 — Art Workers’ Center, Moscow
— Art Gallery. Ostrov-on-Oje, Czeckoslovakia
— Artist’s House, Moscow
1969 — Pananti Gallery, Florence
— Behr Gallery, Stuttgart
— 8th “Joan Miro Internationa] Prise of Painting” exhibition, Barcelona
— Gmurzynska Gallery, Cologne
— L’oeil écoute, Palais des Papes, Avignon
1970 — Musee di belle Arti, Lugano
— 9th “Joan Miro International Prise of Painting” exhibition, Barcelona

— Kontakt Galerie La Fourniére, Zurich



ILLUSTRATIONS
Moisse Kulbak : “Poems”, published by “Hudoszestvennaia Litteratura”
Michel Peissel : “The Lost World of Quintana Roo”, published by “miss]”.

Various illustrations in the Russian press, among them in “Niva”, “Znanie sila”,
“Spoutnik”, “Nauka i Religia” and others.

POEMS AND ARTICLES

Five poems signed “Michail Russalkin” in “Vozdushnye Puti” Almanach 4, New
York 1965. Four poems signed “G.D.E.” in “Novyi Journal” Vol. 80, New York,
1965. (In Russian).

Articles on Moscow Painters in “Vytvarni Prace” and “Plamen”, Prague 1966,
1967 (In Chech).

ABBREVIATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Michail Grobman’s name appears in many articles on avant-garde art in the
US.S.R. that have been published in Europe. Among others, he is mentioned in :
Vitvarne Umeni (Prague, Oct. 1965), The Sunday Times Magazine (London,
Nov. 6, 1966), Opus International (Paris, Dec. 1967) La Biennale di Venezia
(No. 62, 1967), Das Kunstwerk (Germany, March 1967), Jardin des Arts (Paris,
July-August 1971) and Chroniques de I'art Vivant (Paris, Sep. 1971).

Grobman’s name is also included in a book by L. Réau and J.R. Moulin : “L’Art

Russe”, published by “Marabout”, Paris, 1968, and in a book by D. Koniecny :
“Hledani Tvaru”, published by “Sviet Sovieta”, Prague, 1968.

COLLECTIONS

Regional Gallery, Tyoman, U.S.S.R.

Many private collections in the U.S.S.R, Czeckoslovakia, U.S.A., ITtaly, Switzerland,
and England.
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Following Hagar (Desert), 1962
Gouache on cardboard, 52x 75

End of the Romanov Czarist Dynasty, 1962
Tempera and collage on cardboard, 32x 74

The Enchanted Lake, 1962—64
Gouache on cardboard, 51x 75

Whale, 1964
Tempera on cardboard, 50 x 70

Landscape with a Nymph, 1964

Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 70x 49

The Golden Wing, 1964
Tempera on cardboard, 47 x 54

Landscape with Black Panther, 1964
Tempera on cardboard, 47 x 35

The Red Demon, 1964
Tempera on cardboard, 37 x 31

Memories, 1965
Tempera on cardboard, 80x 60

Memory, 1965
Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 75x 55

Winged Goblet, 1965

Tempera on cardboard, 65 x 50

Forest Duck, 1965

Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 47 x 62

Sleeping Rhinoceros, 1965
Tempera on cardboard, 55 x 46

Porcelain Man, 1965
Tempera on cardboard, 53 x 44

Dead Head, 1965

Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 45 x 35

Night Pasture, 1965

Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 40 x 30
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34.

Grobman’s Horse, 1965
Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 30 x 40

Ascent to Heavens, 1965
Tempera on cardboard, 50x 15

Russian Winter, 1966
Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 85x 48

Winter Festival, 1966

Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 55x 71

Stesin’s Butterfly, 1966
Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 47 x 62

Dedicated to the Painter Yakovlev, 1966
Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 62 x 47

Aquarium, 1966

Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 47 x 54

Electric Bird, 1966
Tempera on cardboard, 53 x 44

Landscape with an Angel, 1966
Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 47 x 33

Seascape in Moonlight, 1966
Gouache and tempera on cardboard, 39 x 30

Black Sun, 1967
Tempera on cardboard, 40 x 30

Direction : Death, 1967
Tempera on cardboard, 40 x 30

Eternal Journey, 1967

Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 30 x 40

Tiger, 1967
Tempera on cardboard, 30 x 40

Evening Swin, 1967
Tempera on cardboard, 30 x 40

Metamorphosis, 1968
Tempera on cardboard, 48 x 32

Black Plant, 1968

Tempera on cardboard, 48 x 17

Magic Crystal Ball, 1970
Tempera on cardboard, 50 x 56
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Vow, 1970
Watercolor on paper, 59 x 42

The Destruction of Jerusalem, 1970
Watercolor on paper, 59 x 42

Let my People Go, 1971
Watercolor on paper, 50 x 70

Next Year in Jerusalem, 1971
Watereolor on paper, 50 x 70

DRAWINGS AND PRINTS
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The Ancient Sin, 1962
Monotype and oil-pastel on paper, 42 x 53

The Creation, 1963
Monotype and oil-pastel on paper, 53 x 42

Still Life (Bottle and Fish), 1963
Monotype and oil-pastel on paper, 53 x 42

Winged Bull, 1963
Monotype and oil-pastel on paper, 42x 53

The Fisherman’s Tree, 1963
Mixed media on paper, 53 x 42

At the Edge of the World, 1963
Monotype and oil-pastel on paper, 42x 53

Wolf-Rhinoceros, 1963
Monotype and oil-pastel on paper, 42 x 53

Owner of the Garden (Soul of the Garden),

1964
Monotype and oil-pastel on paper, 53 x 42

Brown Rooster, 1964
Mixed media on paper, 42 x 53

Sukkoth (Feast of Tabernacles), 1964
Monotype on paper, 53 x 42

Talmudist, 1964
Monotype and gouache on paper, 53 x 42

Jewish Winter, 1964
Monotype and gouache on paper, 53 x 42
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64.
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Blessing, 1971
Watercolor on paper, 50 x 70

Mediterranean, 1971
Tempera and gouache on cardboard, 40 x 30

War, 1971

Watercolor on parchment, 23 x 33

Return, 1971
Watercolor on parchment, 23 x 33

Gardener, 1964
Monotype and gouache on paper, 53 x 42

Tinsmith, 1964
Mixed media on paper, 53 x 42

Night Guard, 1964
Monotype and gouache on paper, 53 x 42

Dead Rooster, 1965
Indian ink and pen on paper, 42 x 60

Jewish Happiness, 1966
Indian ink and pen on paper, 43 x 61

Good Jewish Demon, 1966

Indian in and pen on paper, 60 x 42

Night of 1970, 1970
Colored lithograph on paper, 45x 38

The Guarded Tree, 1970
Colored lithograph on paper, 43 x 35

Summer of 1970, 1970
Colored lithograph on paper, 43 x 34

Sea, 1970
Colored lithograph on paper, 36 x 33

Blessing of Misfortune, 1970
Colored lithograph on paper, 38 x 30

Land at Night, 1970
Colored lithograph on paper, 37 x 32

Earth, 1971
Lithograph on paper, 42 x 39
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