Exposé (English Version)
Early Photography in Czaristic Russia and the later Soviet Union – Contextualisation of Sociocultural Backgrounds within the Artistic Medium

Photograhpy under Czar Niklas II.
Coloured photographs of the early period, made by photo-pioneer Sergei Mikhailowitch Prokudin-Gorski (1863-1944) have survived until today, being highly valued by art conoisseurs as well as academic critics. At the beginning of the 20th century Prokudin-Gorski had been commissioned by Czar Niklas II. himself to chronicle and map the vast Russian country by means of the newly developed medium of coloured photography. With the photographical technology still being a very recent invention, this expedition required enormous efforts in transporting the heavy equipment through a still rural country with only little infrastructure on often mud-covered, dusty roads or on horseback. The impressive photographs taken during this exhausting enterprise depict authentically the living standards and sociocultural situations in czaristic Russia, still dominated by agriculture, farming and an oppressive feudalistic regime. However the imperial character of the Russian tsardom can be observed explicitly in many of these pictures – folkloristic motifs as well as landscape- and architectural photographs can be understood as symbolic representatives of feudalistic ideals and opinions. In pre-revolutionary Russia the use of photography as a medium of documentation had increased constantly in the decade between 1860 and 1870 – a large number of pictures from this particular period being the result. Especially these photographs seem to visualize the contrast between the luxurious, decadent lifestyle at the czaristic court in St. Petersburg and the pitiful poverty of peasants in the more rural areas. A.K. Kusnezows pictures, in particular the portrait of an exiled bondsmen tied to a wheel-barrow taken in 1891, do nonetheless fail to convey the attempt of critical protest against the poor conditions of the lower social classes. On the contrary, they seem to function only as drastic but non-empathetic reports on cultural historic backgrounds of a feudalistic system, right before its own fatal collapse.
Two extraordinarily well written books have been published on this subject in 2012, containing various academic research and explanations on photography in czaristic Russia – both of them remain to be elaborated on within the course of my presentation.
- "Bilder eines Reiches": Boris Groys (Hrsg.), Kehrer-Verlag Heidelberg, 2012, und

- "Nostalgia. Das Russland von Zar Nikolaus II". Robert Klanten (Hrsg.), Gestalten-Verlag Berlin, 2012.

Photography in the Soviet Union
The pre-revolutionary ideals of the year 1910 can be regarded as a major influence on photography in post-czaristic Russia, prompting a reorientation in all artistic as well as socio-cultural matters. Art and in particular the medium of photography helped to establish a classless society with justice as its highest premise – at least in the eyes of the political elites of the era. The radical changes of the October Revolution did however cause a series of fundamental modifications in the artistic practise of photography – under pressure from the Stalinist regime nonconformist avant-garde groups of artists were abolished. Russian art, including photography, was expected to follow the dictate of the newly introduced Socialist Realism with its typical sujets. The influence of political decisions on art in this period prove the large interest of politically powerful institutions in maintaining the status-quo and exemplify the determination of a certain political order by means of artistic expression. These particular coherences will be further elaborated on in my presentation with a special interest in the propagandistic motifs of the early Soviet years, such as industry photography, space travel, portraits of the working class etc. to name only a few.
