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EXHIBITION

U
nder the title "Icons of modern art – the
Shchukin collection", the Louis Vuitton
Foundation has pulled off a major
achievement in exhibition terms. The
institution, created by Bernard Arnault,

has managed to move and bring together nearly half
the masterpieces once owned by the Russian collector,
which were divided between the State Hermitage
Museum in Leningrad (St Petersburg) and the Pushkin
State Museum of Fine Arts in Moscow by the Soviet
government in 1948. This is a considerable "diplomatic"
success, given the distance maintained by the two
museums (they are certainly rivals) and above all the
incident recently provoked by the Pushkin Museum's
President, Dr Irina Antonova, when she suggested to
President Putin that all the 20th century avant-garde
paintings be brought back from the Hermitage to the
city they came from, Moscow… 

A rivalry full of consequences
Here we are not talking about the rivalry between
two institutions, but the one that developed

between St Petersburg and Moscow in the second
half of the 19th century. St Petersburg, capital of the
Empire, was home to the Imperial Fine Arts
Academy, where modernity was very much held in
check. Already in 1863, the so-called "Itinerant artist"
movement had openly split from the Academy's
rigid rules and excessive subjection to the Western
tradition. Russia should return to the centre of the
debate, they claimed, and Moscow then became the
spearhead of this combat, with support from indus-
trialists and rich merchants ("kuptsy" in Russian). We
are familiar with Pavel Tretyakov (1832-1898), a rich
textile manufacturer who donated a remarkable
collection of Russian paintings to the City of Moscow
in 1892.  We can also mention his contemporary,
Vasily Kokorev (1817-1889), who had already
opened his museum in Moscow in 1862 to "foster
the public's artistic education."  At the same time as
these altruistic ventures, a phenomenon highly
specific to the first Russian capital was collector
"dynasties", with several members of the same family
amassing art works. The most famous was the
Morozov family, who also made a fortune in the

The Shchukin
collection


