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HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT



f ind fame early
in l i fe, but few achieve true power unti l  the
advancing years have seasoned thei r
thought. Igor Melnikov, a Russian recently
arrived in America, is a mature artist  who is
st i l l  in his fort ies, with half a l ifetime yet to
l ive. H is is  an ancient wisdom,  yet h is
thought is as fresh and unclouded as that
of a newborn child. 



capable of carrying him across geographic
and pol it ical  boundar ies.

Melnikov’s art is truly international in its
subject ,  content and impact .  Th is is
because the pr imal  consc iousness of
youth is a universal experience. Like art
and music , it  transcends language. The
art ist invi tes his viewers to look within
themselves in the same way that each of
them,  when l is ten ing to a  c lass ica l
symphony,  attaches the most  pr ivate
dreams to that experience. When people
weep in  the presence of Me ln ikov ’s
paintings, it is not from pathos but from
recogni t ion of a forgotten part of
themselves.  Thei r  tears  represent

His meditat ions on the soul  arise from
first perceptions, as fragi le and clear as
the st i l l  unmatched cave pa int ings at
Lascaux. His art cuts to the quick, for it
reveals the original truth that every adult
carr ies w ith in ,  however deep ly bur ied
beneath the incrustation of society and
survival .  In these extraordinary paint ings,
many layers of hidden meaning emerge
into the l ight.

Melnikov finds his depth in his earl iest
recollect ions. He was born with an acute
sensibi l i ty and has managed to keep it
fresh and al ive. He is a perpetual innocent
with a sophisticated means of expression.
His roots are in Russia, but his wings are



reconnection,  which can be joyfu l indeed.
The content of this art reaches back to

the great  Russ ian  l i terary tradit ion of
Dostoevsky and Tolstoy. The visual impact
is more closely akin to classic Russian
rel igious art. These fragile children are the
saints of the future, embryonic icons set
down in thei r  purest form. They are
oneself ,  one’s ancestors, one’s unborn
grandchi ldren.  They are the archetypal
souls that exist  intact at the core of each
person. Very few of us can remember or
reach those f i rst  del icate awakenings
wi th in ourse lves .  Meln ikov excavates
these a lmost unbearab ly naked faces
from the depths of his own soul  and
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most incis ive perceptions to the authority
of the Soviet state,  he h id them and
instead made a publ ic career as a wel l
known graphic designer, f i lm maker, and
i l l u s t r a t o r .

“At that time,  an art ist was so designated
by the state,  wh ich meant  he f i rst
obtained a univers ity degree and then
jo ined a union. Th is was the route to
exhibitions and subsidies. I f you did not
fol low this prescribed path, then you were
outside the off ic ia l f ine arts altogether,”
he says .  “That  made i t  hard to buy
mater ia ls ,  and very expens ive. ”  Again ,
what seemed a l im itat ion became a
strength,  for some of his best ear ly work

exposes them within the safety of a work
of art . 

Melnikov’s own chi ldhood environment
was far removed from the world of art.
“Drawing or pa int ing was cons idered
something between an affordable luxury
and an activ ity that no good person would
pursue because i t  was not worth
anything,” he expla ins. “That is why, for
many long years, I  had a subconscious
convict ion that I  could use only a very
l imited range of tools and methods for my
work.” This factor, paradoxica l ly, did not
l imit his art  at al l .  Instead, it a l lowed him to
keep it to himself, to share it only with l ike-
minded souls .  Rather than subject  h is



was drawn on scraps of paper with penci l
stubs, the only materials he could f ind.
Like h is mature work today,  these
fragments have a just -born qual i ty ,  a
sketchy ,  prophet ic  energy a l l  out  o f
proport ion to thei r  humble sca le and
m e d i u m .

“T h i s  w as  n ot  re a l l y  u nus ua l  b ec ause
a l most  a l l  a r t i s ts  I  know a l l  t r i ed  t o  u se
an y  p iece  o f  pap er ,  a ny  sur fa ce  fo r
th e i r  a r t is t ic  n eeds ,  a lm ost  to  the  po in t
o f  mak ing  pa in tb rush es  f ro m th e i r  o wn
ha i r ,  m ak ing  s t r e tc he r  b ar s  f rom  o ld
wood en bo xes ,  a nd  s t re tc h in g  p i l l ow
cas es  ove r  th em for  lac k  o f  ca nva s .
Of ten  th er e  w ou ld  be  thr ee  o r  fou r

pa in t i ngs ,  o ne  o n  t op  o f  the  o th er . ”
He was not alone, of course. There was a

healthy underground art scene in Russia
dur ing the  Soviet era ,  for  the s imple
reason that real artists make art because
they must, no matter what the risk or
hardship. Melnikov was able to be in touch
with others, to talk about art with them,
and to share in the effort to sustain the
creative impulse, in an atmosphere that
threatened it .

“Al l  these circumstances created a two-
sided situation for the artists,” Melnikov
remembers. “Some of us fared better
than others. Some were saved and some
were lost .  One of  my acquaintances
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created a huge col lection of pictures that
he traded for a bott le of vodka or got
from a dumpster. It is hard to imagine how
many beautiful pictures have been lost or
destroyed that way, then and now.. .”

The underground avant -garde art is ts
also suffered from isolation. They were
cut off from the currents of thought that
f low through the art world in any era.  New
art was appearing everywhere else in the
world, but they were not exposed to it .
They had to invent it themselves, from
s c r a t c h .

Later,  they would discover that some of
their ideas existed elsewhere. This was
doubly frustrating. Not only did they miss

out on the recogn it ion that  the i r
simultaneous invention would have gained
them, but they had to worry about the
specter of plagiarism. Melnikov almost had
a complex about i t .  “Very often,”  he
remembers, “I  would reject a successful
piece after long,  di f f icu lt  work on the
subject, only because someone suggested
that it looked l ike something that already
e x i s t e d . ”

In the fraternity of artists, objects were
community property, but one’s ideas were
one’s own. The inference that he might
have cop ied ideas,  rather  than used
commonly understood objects or themes
as subject  matter ,  tortured h im
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unbearably in those days.
By 1990,  he had dec ided that th is

desperation to be original was by itself
damaging, and that in fact , “original i ty for
original ity’s sake was the worst kind of
conformity.” At length, the avant-garde
caught up with him. Today, the cult of
inventing something new is not nearly as
important as it once was. The subject, or
lack of i t ,  in  an abstract  pa in t ing or
sculpture is no longer even an issue.

“The phrase ‘progress in  the arts ’ is
almost nonsense,” says Melnikov. “ It is
impossible to recognize or define. Maybe
it doesn’t exist.  New gimmicks add almost
nothing to a human’s emot ional abil ity to



accessible but not compulsory .
Simple does not mean simplistic in this

case. The result of Melnikov’s refinement
is an image so sharp that it runs l ike a
needle through the viewer’s percept ions.
He is somehow able to go so deeply into
his subconscious memory that  he can
address pr imal exper ience in a primal way.

His studies of chi ldren deal with ideas
rather than personalit ies. He is fascinated
by the impact of the chi ld’s environment
on its newly formed perceptions. He views
chi ldhood games not as idle pursuits but
as serious occupat ions directed toward
the evolut ion of consciousness .  He is
intr igued by their use of toys and other

see the world and the environment.  If  an
artist does not have this abil ity, then new
tricks wil l add nothing to his art.”

Meln ikov was determined to avoid the
art if ic ia l  convent ions of surreal ism and
symbol ism, and to expose h is ideas in the
most natural  way possib le .  He is very
sparing with h is images, plac ing a few
carefu l l y  chosen f igures  and ob jects
aga ins t  a  neutra l  ground .  Un l i ke  the
Symbol ists ,  he uses real -wor ld objects in
a manner that may be interpreted as
symbol ic but  this is not required of the
viewer. Each canvas functions f irst as a
work of art, and then as a concept that
addresses larger themes. The content is



objects as tools for this crucial work, and
the methods by which chi ldren
inst inct ively transform them into symbols
for the lessons necessary to their survival
and growth. “The objects are transformed
in their minds to something else,” he says.
“They change meaning and value. A box
becomes a house .  A dol l  becomes a
person. A broom becomes a horse.”

At the same time, the object remains an
object .  Each deta i l  i s  prec ise in  i ts
meaning.  The informed v iewer must
master the language in order to read the
paint ing and know what each deta i l  means.

Only in the interpretation of detai ls does
it become symbol ic. Melnikov’s paintings

are packed with visual information that
also can be read l ike a story. This process
of decoding the language and interpreting
it is very much l ike the artist ’s process of
creating it.  By casting an idea into visual
language instead of simply stat ing it , the
art ist eludes geographic boundaries even
as he creates a work of art for its own
sake. A series of objects on canvas, l ike
hieroglyphics, is presented for the viewer
to decode in an intensely personal way. By
making a painting, the art ist communicates
with each viewer in a way that is unique to
that person.

Igor Melnikov’s art is not traditional.  I t
is already conceptual.  I t has gone from
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tradit ional  to conceptual and then has
come ful l circ le, taking it a step beyond
and recasting it  into a real istic structure.
Traditional subject matter,  freed from the
constraints of i ts typica l language, can
now be read as abstractly as conceptual
art. The viewer who wi l l make the effort to
absorb i t  wi l l  exper ience  a personal
r e v e l a t i o n .

“ I  am interested in a certain aspect that
appears for one moment and wi l l  never
come back in that same way again,” says
Melnikov. “ It may be only an impression, or
even something that I  imagined. I  deal
most ly  w i th  feel ings .  I  don ’ t  pa in t
por tra i ts ,  even i f  somet imes I  pa int

pictures of individual chi ldren.”
“The most important thing to me is to

catch the uncatchable expression on the
face. There is an instant when you don’t
know whether it is going to be a smi le or
t e a r s . . . ”

“People often ask me the meaning of a
paint ing or of a subject I have chosen. 
This I can only answer with the painting
itself , not with words. A great novel is f i l led
with subtle part iculars, even to an extent
that the author perhaps d id not think
about or intend. To read it ,  or to real ly
understand a paint ing, is to get so many
things that the writer or the artist didn’t
even want to tel l . . . ”  
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This image has followed me al l  my
life. It looks l ike an enigmatic symbol, but  in
reality, it is an almost perfect depiction of a
weather stat ion located in the field in front
of the windows of the house where I  was
born. It is probably the first landscape I
ever saw in my l i fe.

There are not many sunny days in the
Moscow region. I  was fascinated by the
twi light, the period when the day edges
into night. Painting these subtle gradations
on a surface is not l ike the experience of
the eye adjusting to the ambient l ight
outdoors. It was very difficult to get the
same effect. The painting had to look l ike a
small  window in a bright room, looking into
the darkness where you can hardly see
anything. The eye has to adjust in order to
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discern the forms that are being overtaken by
the night, and you expect every minute 
to be your last glimpse of them.

To express this mortal uncertainty, this step
into the unseeable or the unconscious, I painted
the whole picture with one blue-green color of a
very high complexity. It changes from different
angles of view, sometimes seeming almost a
deep red, although there is none. From another
side, it somehow dissolves into the blue-black of
the sky. 

It is impossible to reproduce in print, but,
because of the different ways I put the color on
the surface, the monument actually seems to
glimmer in the winter darkness...
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Prague News:
Your painting is technically complex and has a
classical appearance. That demands great skill.
Who are your influences among the Old Masters?

Igor Melnikov: In all my works, I try to achieve
perfection. This seldom happens. I am my own
worst critic. Therefore, I repeat some
compositions again and again in my effort to
reach perfection. When I reach this goal, I lose all
interest in the subject. I have only a vague,
theoretical understanding of the technique of the
Old Masters, but I admire it. The existence of
pictures by Jan Vermeer, Gerard Terborch, Hans
Holbein, J.M.W. Turner, Rembrandt - warms my
soul. But it is better not to look at them too often,
so as to preserve the "energy of delusion" and to
support the desire to do my own modest work... 



I  found her  image,  sma l l  and
barely recognizable, in an old photograph
taken in an orphanage at the turn of a
century. Sometimes, when I  paint, I  think
up a story about my protagonists.  In this
case,  she became a Jul iet of the steppes,
feel ing her fi rst  attraction to her Romeo,
who might have been an urchin from the
nearby foster home for boys.

Maybe they passed notes ,  wi th
unpol ished language and spel l ing, i f  by
chance they could f ind a scrap of paper.
Or perhaps her love was unrequited.  This
Jul iet , with her wr inkled dress and her big
strong boots and her head shaved to
ward off l ice during the typhus epidemic,
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impressed me with a tragic view of terror
and isolat ion. . .  

A few junk belongings she carried in her
pockets.. .   Her hope of f ind ing something
to eat . . .  Her  constant  hunger ,  un l i ke

chi ldren with homes and fami l ies. . .  Her
wary, desperate look defies the mockery
of those around her. The whole brutal
twent ieth century l ies ahead of this gir l .  I t
wi l l be especial ly brutal  in Russia .. .
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Tradi t ional  narrat ive st i l l
l i fe is usual ly a grouping of associat ive
objects that,  when combined,  indirectly
descr ibe a person or an idea.  But the
th ing that  is most interesting to me is that
sometimes the objects take on a  l i fe of
their own and interact with each other.
Three dry pears and a fresh peach cou ld
be transformed into “Susan and the Old
Ones” .  A couple of rusted cans and a
scrap of wr inkled paper might  be “Return
of the Prodiga l Son”.  B lood red cherr ies
ins ide a misted cel lophane bag become
martyrs languish ing in prison,  and two
do l l s  i n  a  mus ic  box seem to be
passengers of a drowning ship, for me. . .

THE OLD FRIENDS



Simi lar ly ,  these fru i ts of an uncertain
dryness become, in my mind,  something
more. They remind me of a  pair  of old
fr iends who remained loyal  to each other
for many years.

I n  “The Trench” ,  the  masterwork of
gen ius  Andre i  P la tonov ,  there is  a
vagabond whose bag ho lds many smal l
th ings,  unnot iced and un interest ing to
anyone e lse .  He co l l ec ts  dry  leaves ,
scraps of paper, smal l  stones, tw igs,  rags,
and pieces of rusted iron.  I t is  not for
prof it  but only out of compassion, to save
them from dying without attention and
l o v e . . .

Two of my art ist fr iends have carr ied
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