The Magazine Antiques, 2009

Porcelain and propaganda

An exhibition opening this month at the Hillwood Museum in Washington explores the ways that Russian por​celain has been used for the purposes of political and social propaganda from the late nineteenth century to the present. Though many of the plates, vase and small figures included, all or loan from the Russian collector Yuri Traisman, appear innocuous enough ("in the vein," a curator at Hillwood notes, "of popular Hummels or Lladro figurines"), closer examination of the context in which they were made reveals them to be rich in meaning.

The subject of the seizure by the Bolsheviks of the Imperial Porcelain Factory and pri​vate manufactories in the wake of the 1917 Revolution and the subsequent produc​tion of objects adorned with Communist slogans and images is not uncharted territory for museum exhibitions and schol​arly publications. In 1990 Nina Lobanov-Rosiovsky published Revolutionary Ceramics: Soviet Porcelain, 1917-1927, which explored the Bolshevik pro​paganda produced during the first ten years of the new Soviet State Porcelain Factory. In 1992 the Cooper-Hewitt in New York mounted Revolution, Life, and Labor: Soviet Porcelains (1918-1985), and the Art Institute of Chicago showed Soviet porcelain from the col​lection of Craig H. and Kay A. Tuber, both of which were accompanied by catalogues. More recently, in May 2005 The Magazine Antiques reported on an exhibition at Somerset House in London called Circling the Square: Avant-Garde Porcelain from Revolutionary Russia, which focused on propaganda porcelain from the 1920s and 1930s. Hillwood’s exhibition traces the story back a genera​tion to pre-Revolutionary Russia, when privately owned factories were producing figures that reflected major social concerns such as governmental corruption and alcoholism among the serfs following their emancipation in 1861, and brings it up to the present, concluding with several objects by the contemporary art​ist Grisha Bruskin, whose work combines pre-Revolutionary and Soviet elements.

Hillwood has long been a stronghold of Russian art. Marjorie Merriweather Post, the owner of the estate that is now the museum, began collecting Russian art while residing in Moscow from 1937 to 1938 with her husband Joseph E. Davis, then ambassador to the Soviet Union. The objects she purchased there became the nucleus of the collection о Russian art at Hillwood, which has since expanded to become one of the most representative collections of Russian decora​tive arts in the United States. The exhibition was organized by the former Hillwood curate Karen Kettering. There is no accompanying publication, but catalogue of Yuri Traisman’s collection is in production.
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