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HOW CONTEMPORARY IS CONTEMPORARY 
ART IN THE HERMITAGE? PUTTING IT INTO PERSPECTIVE 

 

Although considerable progress the Hermitage was made at in dealing with 
contemporary art, the museum still has not got a department that would deal with 
displaying contemporary art only. Today contemporary art projects are handled either 
by the staff of the Western European Art Department or by that of the Department of 
the Education. As for the curators of the first one, specialists in traditional material, 
they are often not interested nor creative enough in their approach to contemporary 
art objects. All they do is the basical hanging around it out on the walls of the museum 
rooms. As for the staff of the Education Department it often lacks administrative rights 
urgent to loan art works and to register them in museum documents. It is of no doubt 
that today Hermitage urgently needs a special department that would deal exclusively 
with contemporary art. This text proposes some current thoughts on the matter. 

It is evident that, the main part of pictorial art of the 21st century will not be 
Painted on canvas, neither will its history be recorded on paper. Those times have 
gone. “Beaux arts” have been replaced by “Visual arts”. Consequently, a museum as 
an ideal place for art needs to react to the changes. 

The 21st century is a century of high speed and immediate movement. An 
exhibition can be sent anywhere on a DVD and quickly installed in place. This is the 
matter of several hours. Via the Internet a big show can be transported anywhere as 
well. But if the museum wants this really work, it is not enough to have necessary 
electronic equipment. What is in urgent need is a structure that could be working at 
the same high speed. In need is a department that would receive and organize 
exhibitions as quickly as they are being sent. 

In the 21st century it is clear that a successful museum of fine arts has to be a 
living entity. Even in such traditional and big organism as the Hermitage today it is 
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not enough just to hang out pictures on the walls, match them to the attribution 
plates, publish a catalogue, hire room supervisors and keep following temperature 
and humidity requirements. It is no longer enough to continue keeping art and its 
memory. A museum is no longer an eternal “artists paradise”, where one gets 
according to one’s rank, be it for artistic merit or the number of years served. We can 
no longer just be happy that we organize the paradise and, from time to time, give out 
part of our paradise treasure on loan. Unless we realize this we are going to loose the 
battle over our audience. Many visitors already don’t like coming to the museum 
saying that there isn’t even a chair to have a seat — all of them are roped off as 
museum exhibits. The future generations might simply ignore us altogether and forget 
the belief in paradise. 

The Hermitage has a unique opportunity today to readjust to the new pace of 
life, to make itself alive and kicking, to have a lot going on around art. The Hermitage 
has got the equipment and enough room to display large format or technologically 
advanced art. Now we live in the era of reproduction, which is the mainstream, so no 
doubt, art is an event and adequately perceived artistic happening, as well as the 
phenomenology of its perception. To put it briefly, the “aura” around art is in fact 
more important than art itself. In modern society an art object, i.e. an item with name, 
provenance and insurance cost, is only a pretext to start a multi-faceted discussion 
about art, artist and creative work. Such a discussion can bring about numerous 
interpretations of this piece of art. In the end, this becomes a self-interpretation of 
society, that constitutes the core of culture. 

Due to historical reasons, the Hermitage has missed out the seventy years of 
art development. It lacks many great names of the 20th century art in its collections. 
Evidently, it is impossible now to assemble a good collection of Max Ernst, Marcel 
Duchamp or Jackson Pollock. To learn about their work one has no variants but to go 
to museums collection of New York or Paris. Significant works of these artists can come 
to Russia mostly as temporary loans. This is the way it is. Let us play fair and not try to 
get second—rate masterpieces of old art into our collections. Because in the 21st 
century all the classics of European and American modernism and postmodernism are 
already “old”. This kind of art has already got its collectors, its galleries, its auctions 
and prices. So why don’t we just sit around and wait, like the Hermitage used to, for 
an occasion to buy a significant collection of contemporary art, so as to get it en bloc, 
the way Catherine the Great whole collections before the very beginning of auction. 
She never waited for auctions to start. So let’s just hope for our luck. 

What we really do have as a chance not to miss is the new art of the 21st century, 
the art that is being created and collected h moment the names that are emerging 
today. Inclusion of the Hermitage into international development of contemporary art 
will allow the museum to get hold of the art of the first decades of the 21st century, as 
well as create new names in Russia by making its artists work on the same level and at 
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the same speed. Unless we realize this now, the museum will lead a life of lost 
opportunities. 

One of the opportunities that we may use, however, is getting the art of the 
“socialist block” countries. After the fashion for the Russian Avantgarde and Stalinist 
empire style there is now a fashion for the romanticism of the 1960s. This is the art 
that chronologically went alongside the post-war in Western Europe. It needs to be 
mentioned that there is not a museum at the moment that represents the broad 
panorama of the art of the “socialist block” countries. However, this unique culture of 
socialist life closed in itself and rapidly disappearing will undoubtedly excite a lot of 
interest in the nearest future. In this museum of romantic socialism one could enjoy 
the works of Werner Tubke or Otto Nagel, see the small cars like Trabant or Polski Fiat, 
watch the 19605 movies. There we could preserve this special romantic psyche and 
mentality of the epoch that underlies modern Eastern European culture. This culture 
is studied already by researchers and requires a museum context. The Hermitage has 
a very good foundation for development of such a department. In the museum 
reserves there are a lot of items by the artists from socialist countries due to the fact 
that it was considered an honour for those artists to give a work of theirs to the 
Hermitage as the best and largest museum in the Stalinist block. Besides, creating a 
department of romantic socialism can facilitate the influx of works of the period in 
question to the museum, which would start a new period in its development. This art 
has not been heavily advertised yet, the prices are yet not too high, it can still be 
collected. The timing is right.  

Getting back to the 21st century, there is one more important point to make. Up 
to now the acquisition policy of the Hermitage has been based on great names only. 
Partly, the Hermitage just had no choice. This has created in the public opinion a 
seemingly good presumption: whatever the Hermitage displays is by definition great 
and real art, it has become a measure, an artistic trademark. It looks like it can make 
no mistakes. The problem is, though, that at the moment the museum cannot afford 
to show a whole range of projects that might be considered debatable or scandalous 
or experimental, given the Hermitage assumptions. To mention just one example, 
Vanessa Beecroft’s absolutely innocent living sculptures are out of the question in the 
Hermitage. They are too “low” for it. On the other hand, we do understand that it is 
all about certain ethical taboos rather than about a coherent artistic policy. These 
were provoked by the aggressiveness towards “new” art among art professionals and 
the passeist attitude to it among museum curators. In my opinion, we might as well 
give it a thought and try to understand what these taboos mean for us, why we stick 
to them, why we are afraid of even considering some projects which are ok for, say, 
the Tate Modern. We need to understand these taboos to get rid of them eventually, 
which is crucial for the museum policy in the future. On the contrary, the museum 
might consciously redefine them and stick to them pedantically to reinstate its policies 
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on the art and political map of the world. This is where the lots of contemporary art 
are drawn. The museum has to understand its own position clearly itself because the 
unwritten code means an unclear code and “moral prohibition” does not get it 
anywhere at all. It hinders the normal process of free and independent development 
of contemporary art and the artistic process itself.  

One of the possible solutions could be the creating of a whole range of 
alternative galleries and displays in the General Staff Building, each of them showing 
a part of modern and contemporary art, and all of them together — working with 
different experimental technologies. The position that the Hermitage occupies in the 
artistic and political scene, what has already been done here with contemporary art, 
may well allow the museum to become one of the focal points in the international 
contemporary art development. It can start the discussion on contemporary art of the 
21st century and display this art and go on this way until the art itself suggests some 
other forms of communication. 

In this connection I would like to stress the importance of creating a special 
department of modern and contemporary art in the Hermitage. It should be 
independent both in ethical aspects and in artistic and political terms, to be able to 
deal with contemporary art exclusively. This should be a department worthy of respect 
and interesting to deal with. 
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