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AND LET ME TELL YOU… 
OVER-CURATED MANIFESTA OUTSHONE BY SATELLITE SHOWS AS  

CONTEMPORARY ART CONQUERS THE CITY OF THE CZARS 
 

BY SIMON HEWITT 

 

Many people had never heard of MANIFESTA – the self-styled European Biennale of 

Contemporary Art – until it decided to hold its 10th edition in St Petersburg. The glamour 

of the Hermitage, and the political controversy surrounding the choice of a Russian 

venue, have abruptly propelled it into the limelight.  

 
Manifesta’s main show (which continues till October 31) is in two parts. Most is in the 
General Staff Building, where large-scale artworks – many especially commissioned – 
strive to fill the cavernous rooms. Meanwhile, across Palace Square, smaller 
contemporary works are scattered around the Winter Palace.  
 
Conceptualism is to the fore, with earnestness in its wake and wit in short supply. More 
excitement is to be found among the battery of auxiliary shows staged across St 
Petersburg under Manifesta’s maximalist umbrella. 
 

* 
 

MANIFESTA is a major operation, as I discover by starting at the event’s offices, 
disconcertingly located half-a-mile away from the Hermitage on a dusty street behind 
Kazan Cathedral (was there no room for them in the colossal General Staff Building?). 
Across the hallway from the excellent new Stargorod brewery-restaurant, dozens of 
young ladies are beavering away on short-term contracts, catering to the press, co-
ordinating the 56 separate projects connected to Manifesta, administering an Education 
Programme that embraces workshops, films, community programmes and guided tours, 
and adding a prestigious line to their CVs. 
 
Back at the Hermitage, you would expect the entrance to Manifesta to be hard to miss – 
not least because its signage comes in bright orange (a tribute to the event’s Dutch 
origins). Sure enough, the minute I pass under the triumphal archway that links Nevsky 
Prospekt to Palace Square, a giant orange crate hoves into view at the entrance to a 
dowdy passageway which leads, beneath the startled eyes of an indolent security guard, 
to the GENERAL STAFF BUILDING entrance hall. 
 
I later realize I had stumbled upon the Group Entrance, 
and that the Individual Entrance (as I discover when I 
exit) is around the corner 150 yards away. Minimalist 
signage plagues Manifesta’s Hermitage exhibition. There 
again, Minimalism is the aesthetic credo its 71 year-old 
curator, Kasper König. 
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The eastern half of the General Staff 
Building – on the left as you look from the 
Winter Palace – was transferred to the 
Hermitage in 1993, and opened to the public 
as the museum’s 20/21 Contemporary Art 
wing in 2012 after an ambitious 
transformation lasting several years. 
Highlight of that transformation, 
connecting the entrance hall to the 
exhibition rooms, is the most monumental 
flight of steps north of Odessa. 
 

This awe-inspiring approach to Manifesta 10 cries out for a 
grand gesture oozing artistic panache, but has instead received 
a 5ft 5in reinterpretation of the Venus de Milo by Hans Peter 

Feldmann, meekly parked top right. As an opening statement, 
this gaudily painted plaster embodiment of post-Koonsian 
kitsch and Germanically unsubtle humour is dramatically effete. 
 
At the top of the steps you face the option between marching 
straight ahead, through the building’s largest halls, or taking 
the lift (or un-Grand little staircase) up to the next two floors. 
There is nothing to indicate where Manifesta visitors should begin. Opting to start at the 
top and work down, I head up to Floor 3 (Floor 4 in Russian). 
 
There is another directional dilemma as soon as you leave the lift. To the left is a room 
full of Matisses; to the right a gallery full of bright Minimalist paintings. I’m not sure why 
Matisse should be part of Manifesta, so I head right. I seek reassurance in my bright 
orange Pocket Guide. Its floor-map shows that the Minimalist paintings are in Room 32; 
and that Matisse is indeed in Manifesta, but only in Room 41. When I look closer, I see 
that there are five Room 41s, which I presume is some sort of Dadaist joke (funnier, at 
least, than Mr Feldmann’s decision to paint red pubic hair on the Venus de Milo). 
 
Room 32 is full of specially commissioned single-colour canvases by the 70 year-old Swiss 
artist Olivier Mosset. Each is a whopping 3m2, fitting tightly between floor and ceiling. 
 
I am tempted to double-back for a restorative dose of Matisse, but dutifully plod through 
two rooms devoted to German photographer Wolfgang Tillmans. The first, larger room 
he struggles to fill; but the second is a Minimalist masterpiece, with two giant 
photographs entitled End of Broadcast that poke fun at the vapidity of Russia’s public 
discourse by showing the static snow that used to appear when a TV channel closed 
down for the night. 
 
I catch up with Matisse at the far end of Room 33/2, in adjacent Room 41/5. It is always 
nice to see Matisse, and I suppose you could argue that one’s vision is ‘refreshed’ by 
seeing him in such an unlikely venue as a contemporary art biennale rather than the two 
rooms at the top of the Winter Palace where these works usually repose. But I’m not 
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convinced. If the effect is to suggest that today’s painters struggle to match those of a 
century ago, it is surely unintended. I suspect the Great Matisse Removal  is more of a 
ruse to incite visitors, who would never have dreamed of visiting Manifesta, to cross 
Palace Square and visit the General Staff Building, paying an extra 100 rubles in the 
process. 
 
One of the Room 41s is devoted to Matisse’s Minimalistic masterworks, Dance and Music, 
hung side-by-side just above ground-level. Too low! These paintings were meant to be 
looked up to: they were commissioned by Sergei Shchukin to adorn the top of the 
stairwell in his Moscow mansion. The bright orange figures in these mighty canvases 
should be welcoming Manifesta visitors at the top of the Staff Building’s monumental 
staircase. 
 
At 8ft6in x 12ft 10in the Matisses are big enough, but five paintings by Otto Zitko, lurking 
nearby, are considerably larger. Mind you, it could have been worse: Zitko will smear his 
macho squiggles (officially dubbed ‘linear paintings’) over every available inch of wall- 
and ceiling-space given half a chance. His series here, specially commissioned for 
Manifesta 10, is daubed in scarlet and Dedicated to Kathe Köllwitz – an intellectual fig-leaf 
if ever there was one. Köllwitz eschewed colour and knew the virtue of concision. Her 
works seldom exceeded 12 x 20in. 
 

  
 
Like Zitko, Joëlle Tuerlinckx worries an idée fixe to death – lining en entire room with 
red-streaked sheets of paper – and so does Klara Lidén, with her furniture made from 
scrap pieces of cardboard. Ingenious. What else? 
 
A welcome break from Minimalist drudgery comes from Eastern Europe. It is no surprise 
to find the ubiquitous Pavel Pepperstein in Manifesta, although allowing him three large-
scale paintings seems generous. Two are close at hand: a commissioned Matryoshka, 
whose flat-coloured geometry pastiches Sol LeWitt; and Europa In Trouble (2013) – a 
giant cartoon dominated by a grasping Uncle Sam, more typically Pepperstein in its 
whimsy but bizarrely balanced on two Russian-lacquered stools rather than hung on a 
wall. Perhaps the stools are meaningfully conceptualistic, perhaps the organizers ran out 
of nails. 
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Ukrainian photographer Boris Mikhailov, another darling of the European ArtShow-go-
round, is granted a room to chronicle last Winter’s Maidan stand-off in Kiev. He does an 
original job – although his giant prints, worked over with streaks of paint, have more 
impact than a parade of smaller photographs. 
 
Vlad Mamyshev-Monroe’s video John & Marilyn stars Mamyshev in drag, playing the part 
of Marilyn Monroe (as he did for much of his artistic career). Mamyshev hailed from St 
Petersburg and died, suddenly, last year. His presence in Manifesta is a homage: I 
suspect he would not otherwise have been considered. Yet his hilarious video, with its 
pithy dialogue, tightly cropped head-shots and flickering blend of the burlesque and the 
sinister, counts as Post-Modern Vaudeville.   

 

  
 
There are more videos downstairs on Floor 2 (3). Rineke Dijkstra’s commissioned Fairy 
Doll, showing a young ballerina in training, runs for an unwieldy 21 minutes, while the 
floor’s largest room is occupied by empty swivel-chairs and greenish Bruce Nauman 
videos, collectively entitled Mapping The Studio and projected directly on to the walls. 
They show Nauman’s studio at night, filmed by an infrared camera (‘any act performed in 
his studio is an artistic activity’ insists the catalogue); all that is lacking, apart from an 
excited public, are the hushed tones of David Attenborough and glimpses of elusive 
nocturnal creepy-crawlies, preferably gnawing their way through Nauman’s equipment. 
 
Luminous Minimalism of a more modest nature is provided by a commissioned 
installation by Ann Veronica Janssens, starring a halogen-lamp. But it is four outbursts of 
Russian Conceptual Minimalism that dominate this disappointing floor. 
 
Alexandra Sukhareva, who made her international mark in Kassel at Documenta 2012, 
has been commissioned to produce an installation involving a mirror, a letter and some 
straw inside a grey cubicle. Vadim Fishkin’s Speedy Day – basically a fast-forwarding 
digital clock – premiered at Milan’s Salone del Mobile in 2003 and was shown at the 
Venice Biennale back in 2005, so its presence here looks like a space-filler.  
 
The same remark applies, squared, to two rooms left blank in the Manifesta floor-guide, 
and presumably filled at the last minute: one with a clichéd Kabakov Closet (a half-ajar 
door revealing a radio, photos, books and a glass); the other with an installation 
attributed to Dmitry Prigov, with comic-strip bubbles designating blank canvases and 
proclaiming THERE iS MATiSSE/ REMBRANDT/ VAN GOGH/ MALEViCH in block letters whose 
dotted capital i’s betray an irritating continental ignorance of the English language, 
matched by absurd translation (the bubbles should read THIS IS A MATISSE… or, better 
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still, have been left in Russian with a competent English version provided on the verbose 
Manifesta caption-boards alongside). This hastily knocked-up display, presumably 
conceived to justify the presence of an (authentic) Malevich Black Square on the 
opposite wall, does Prigov’s erudite humour grave disservice.  
 
Another room is devoted to Austrian painter Maria Lassnig: an admirably rapid response 
to her death this May, aged 94. Yet the random handful of late paintings, 1971 self-
portrait video and trite showcase of personal memorabilia form a lightweight  tribute to 
an artist who, at her best, resembled a psychedelic Lucian Freud. 
 
The last room on the floor dwells on the Tintin-like adventures of Mexican-based Belgian 
video artist Francis Alÿs. Three small, naïve, gold-leafed pictures feature a blue Lada that 
Alÿs claims to have driven to Russia before crashing into a tree, purportedly in the 
courtyard of the Hermitage, at high speed; this ‘crash’ is promptly shown alongside in a 
‘road-trip movie’ wherein, bizarrely, the Lada is green. The significance of the colour-
change is left to our imagination. 
 
Down on the first floor, at the top of the giant staircase, the huge spaces formed by the 
General Staff Building’s glass-roofed courtyards await. First up is the Kabakovs’ Red 
Wagon, a cross between ladders and a shipping container conceived in 1991. Upon close 
inspection – this is the only work in Manifesta whose caption is not printed clearly on 
white card but illegibly on plexiglas – it transpires this is a ‘gift of the artists.’ In other 
words, it has been foisted on the Hermitage. Its presence can scarcely be justified 
otherwise. 
 
The inside of the container, which you enter via four steps atop a steep ramp artfully 
strewn with abandoned brushes and paint-pots, features a rooftop cityscape with 
balloons, planes and airships; eight small rectangular paintings line the exterior. It is 
easily forgotten that Ilya Kabakov is above all an artist. 
 

   
 
The late Timur Novikov, as much a hero to St Petersburg Neo-Classicism as Ilya Kabakov 
is to Moscow Conceptualism, is represented by two-dozen banners pinned higgledy-
piggledy over slanting, brick-coloured, 20-foot-high walls. The effect is part Neapolitan 
washing-line, part Oriental Bazaar. Novikov received subtler treatment at London’s 
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Calvert 22 in Spring, when his works were hung in neat rows at eye level, against pristine 
white. Even so: these are banners. Let them flutter! 
 
The next hall is given over to Thomas Hirschhorn’s Abschlag, a specially commissioned 
mass and mess of polystyrene, brown tape and anarchic fun – more a giant stage-set 
than a work of art. It shows a St Petersburg apartment-block hit by an earthquake or gas 
explosion, its façade ripped off to reveal six same-sized rooms with radiators and 
identical wallpaper, each adorned with an Avant-Garde masterpiece by Malevich, Filonov 
or Rozanova – although the ‘rooms’ are so high up (30/40-feet above ground-level) that 
this extravagant assertion needs taking with a pinch of salt (and pair of binoculars). 
 
An overground tunnel by Erik van Lieshout, plastered with forgettable images, links 
Hirshchorn to Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster’s Handkerchief Opera, where oversized 
banners (each 24 ft2) do flutter, albeit so close behind one another that it’s impossible to 
tell how many there are or what any but the front one – woven with a Louise Bourgeois 
quote – shows. Adjacent small-print informs us that the idea is based on a 1986 Gonzalez-
Foerster exhibition that used normal-sized handkerchiefs. This ‘kind of Alice in 
Wonderland-syndrome of things being too big or too small’ provides an apt metaphor 
for Curator König’s approach to Manifesta 10: the venue drives the art. Giant rooms need 
giant works of art. Subtlety is out. 
 
And irony?  
 
‘I have been to Hell and back’ as the Louise Bourgeois quote puts it. ‘And let me tell you, 
it was wonderful.’ 
 

  
 
Louise Bourgeois also features in Part 2 of the Manifesta exhibition, across Palace 
Square in the WINTER PALACE, with a variety of spiderless works ironically juxtaposed 
with Piranesi etchings.  
 
But first, in the Palace courtyard, comes Francis Alÿs’ green Lada (the same one as in the 
video) up against a tree (not the same one as in the video). The Lada’s bonnet is slightly 
dented, as if the ‘crash’ took place at about 2 mph, so the off-track artist hopefully 
emerged unscathed. 
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Once inside the Palace make sure to pick up a special Manifesta floor-plan, then study it 
for five or six hours. There is no ‘Manifesta Section’ here: contemporary works feature in 
a dozen of the Palace’s 300 rooms and, if you can track them all down, Well Done 
because signage is minimal. After the longest and most tiring game of hide-and-seek you 
are ever likely to play, you will emerge a Hermitage Navigational Expert. 
 
The juxtapositions veer from the inspired to the mundane. Lara Faveretto has been 
commissioned to produce some rough blocks of concrete to parody classical plinths. 
Yasumasa Morimura’s black-and-white photos, evoking the Hermitage during World War 
II, have vague documentary interest. Joseph Beuys’ Economic Values from 1980 – metal 
shelves lined with East German food products – exudes all the excitement of a Kabakov 
closet. A bouquet of coloured paper flowers by Marc-Camille Chaimowicz sits on a 
mantelpiece next to a glass-framed, four-page missive from the artist to Curator König, 
on Hotel Astoria letter-head paper, stating that ‘when wandering in the labyrinthian 
galleries and rooms of the Hermitage, and drifting into the apartments of Empress Maria 
Alexandrova, I was reminded of childhood visits to various historic palaces and stately 
homes.’  
 
I was reminded more of Marie-Antoinette letting them eat cake. Is there no end to the 
self-importance of these people? 
 

  
 
Marie-Antoinette is also evoked, more wittily, by Katherina Fritsch in her shell-like metal 
and polyester sculptures Woman with Dog, which look as if they has been specially 
commissioned for the rococo boudoir where they are placed, but in fact date from 2004. 
Gerhard Richter’s blurred, 6ft 6in 1966 Nude on a Staircase is splendidly framed by a 
marble-pillared portico. Susan Philipsz’ haunting, 12-channel piano track River Cycle (The 
Neva) wafts sublimely over the Main Staircase. And Pavel Pepperstein’s Ugolovnik 
(Criminal) from 2013, punningly ensconced in a corner of the Palace Post Office, is worth 
braving an extra ticket-barrier and security-check to get to. It is only a pity that Ann 
Veronica Janssens’ pillar-like paraffin-filled aquariums, which pass almost unnoticed 
amidst all the Minimalist installations in the General Staff Building, have not been 
interspersed with the similar-sized, gryphon-legged, giltwood display-cabinets in the 
Hermitage’s Cameo Room. 
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The two rooms normally occupied by the exiled Matisse have been allocated to two 
figurative artists: Nicole Eisenman, who works in America but was born in France; and 

Marlene Dumas, an Afrikaner long based in Holland. Eisenman’s garish paintings may 
indeed warrant a room to themselves, in some obscure provincial museum, but Dumas 
lives up to her temporary billeting. Her oil paintings and commissioned watercolour 
portraits of 16 culturally important gay men (many of them Russian) score subtly-toned 
yet powerful political points. 
 

  
 

Kasper König has spent much of his career in his native Germany, and German artists are 
duly the most numerous in his Manifesta exhibition: together with artists from 
neighbouring Austria and Switzerland, they account for over one-third of the show’s 37 
names. Minimalism and Conceptualism predominate to a time-warped extent that is 
hardly justified by Petersburgers’ limited exposure to European post-war art. König’s 
choice of Russian artists suggests he views it almost exclusively through Conceptualist 
eyes. The versatile genius of Valery Koshlyakov is a glaring omission. Two Kabakovs is at 
least one too many: what about Alexander Ponomarev? And, in a city renowned for the 
traditional teaching of its celebrated Academy, the emphasis on Abstract Art is 
excessive. It is a shame that such superb Russian exponents of Figurative Art as Alexei 
Kallima, Kirill Chelyushkin and Vitaly Drozdov have all been overlooked. 
 
Is the Manifesta main show worth seeing, even so? Certainly. There are enough 
highlights for it to warrant half a day, but don’t make it your Petersburg priority, or lavish 
1500 rubles (£25) on the cheap-papered catalogue unless you need a doorstop. The 
identical catalogue in Russian, irritatingly, costs just 1000 rubles. 
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PARALLEL PROGRAMME 
 

 
 
THE PRIORITY lies two-thirds of a mile away, on Vasilievsky Island across the Neva, 

where the raw energy and sense of adventure so lacking amidst the Hermitage’s classy 

grandeur can be found in the abandoned halls and living-quarters of the FIRST CADET 

CORPS. 
 
This is not a site I had ever been aware of on a dozen previous visits to St Petersburg. Its 
jumble of buildings, from various periods, extend behind the Menshikov Palace and are 
hidden from the street.  
 
You enter through a courtyard facing the Neva, to be assailed by a vast Manifesta sign 
that makes the Hermitage’s orange crate look like a matchbox. The pedimented brick 
façade of what was once the Cadet Riding School is swamped in a white canvas banner 
displaying a different MANIFESTA 10 logo (for its Parallel Programme) in black-and-white 
Suprematist lettering. The exhibition itself is tucked away through a flaking, pink-walled 
passageway to the left, but clearly marked by a large red arrow; the signage here, for a 
change, is clear and stylish. 
 
The passage leads to a weed-lined car-park that seems to mock the Hermitage’s green 
Lada by containing a battered red Ford, with giant teeth stuck into its roof and bonnet – 
a 2014 work by Lekha Garikovich. The exhibition lurks beyond a tree-shaded lawn with a 
quirky fountain, plastic chairs and tables, and a food-and-drinks van in one corner. 
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The vast, echoing, multi-pillared  entrance hall is empty but for a bookshop, where you 
can acquire the 272-page bilingual Parallel Programme catalogue, magnificently 
illustrated on smooth, magazine-style paper, for a reasonable 850 roubles (£14). 
 
The exhibition opens at the top of a staircase in a long hall with a vaulted ceiling and 
temporary wooden floor. Vladimir Tarasov’s cascading Fourth River video-stills greet you 
to your left. Vladimir Smolyar’s Art of Fugue – an upright piano with wires shooting out 
at diagonals – lurks in a chamber alongside. Above the piano a lamp swings spookily to 
and fro. 
 

  
 
A conspiratorially narrow doorway leads to a ruined theatre with arched windows, 
medallions along the walls, and a 40-yard red carpet going through the roof. This is Ivan 

Plusch’s site-specific installation Process of Passing. Make that site ultra-specific: Plusch’s 
installation only makes sense in a disused Soviet theatre. One in Ekaterinburg hosted its 
debut in 2012. Now Plusch’s magic carpet flies home to roost in his native city. Disused 
Soviet theatres do not come more historic. A grimy plaque on the back wall recalls that 
this one hosted the First All-Russia Congress of Soviets of Workers’ & Soldiers’ Deputies 
in June 1917, when Lenin first declared the Bolsheviks’ readiness to assume power.  
 
The floorboards have been torn up and the theatre seats piled on top of one another like 
bonfire-wood as the carpet soars like a ski-jump into the top of the stage, as if sucked 
into a vacuum then spat out as a drunken bow-tie. The stage is empty but for a table, 

chair and spotlit bust of Karl Marx. 
Lenin is not forgotten – shown 
declaiming in a Socialist Realist 
canvas strewn on the ground in 
the auditorium.  
 
Pictures actually exist – by 

Kulakov [left] and Yuon [right] – showing the theatre during the historic 1917 Congress.  
  

A balcony leads off from the back of the theatre to what was once a residential wing. A 
staircase, lined with Alexander Podgorny’s wacky wire and driftwood sculptures, leads 
to a dank corridor whose small rooms have peeling wallpaper and parquet floors.  Their 
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unorthodox contents include a giant ball of red 
wool, emanating from embroidered black and red 
figures, in Tatiana Akhmetgalieva’s Pupal Stage; a 
milky white body dissolving on a morgue-like slab 
beneath a blinding light, in Milk & Vodka’s 

Memory Number 3; a message in red lipstick on a 
toilet mirror, reading I told you I was sick, daubed 
by Tanya Pioniker; revolving fur-hats in Igor 

Samolët’s Waltz; and bullet-ridden metal gates 
from Chechnya in Aslan Gaisumov’s Elimination, 
with light shining through the holes to project abstract patterns on the back wall. Pavel 

Arsenyev is present both inside and out. First, in another room, with a desk and floor 
strewn with copies of 
an Expert’s Report 
detailing Secret Police 
hostility to verses by 
an unnamed poet. 
Then in polystyrene 
lettering, spilling out 
of the window and 
over the courtyard 
below, spelling out 

Vsevolod Nekrasov’s Hope for Utopia.  
 

 

Back in the Hall, an openwork cube – formed by bamboo 
canes suspended from a steel frame – spells the resourceful 
presence of Dmitry Gutov. His Evening in the Bamboo Grove 
confronts Alone, an emphatically solid, metal-plated cube by 
Andrey Kuzkin. But dominating the Hall is something altogether more will-o’-the-wisp: 
three rectangular linen sheets, with slits for eyes, nostrils and mouth, conceived by 
husband-and-wife combo Mish-Mash. As these superbly stylized Wind Faces flutter in a 
fan-induced breeze, their expressions change ceaselessly. This is artistic simplicity at its 
most sublime.  
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A window-lined corridor, along one side of the Hall, is assigned to Twelve Thinking 
Photographers. Which sounds a bit pretentious, although justified for at least two. Maria 

Rozhkova’s crisply constructed domestic still lifes display a rare eye for colour. Alexei 

Korsy’s Super Massive compositions mix black cityscape silhouettes with foreground 
figures reminiscent of Piotr Belenok photographic cut-outs. They fit neatly into the 
corridor’s round-arched niches in a way that suggests unusual sensitivity to physical 
context. 

 

 
 
A wide staircase, with banisters extravagantly topped by Soviet-era vases, descends 
from the Hall on to Irina Korina’s Celebration: a large globe with protruding human legs 
topped by a gold-painted home-made rocket beneath layers of polyethylene. It sounds a 
bit Blue Peterish, but the work is undeniably dramatic and – who knows? – profound: the 
polyethylene, we read, represents the stratosphere.  
 
Up different stairs to the left, another attractive array of disparate projects exploit even 
simpler materials: Alexander Lavrov reproduces nostalgic classroom photographs in 
carved burnt wood; Ivan Lungin’s Vertebrae creates a snaking spine using stones, wire 
and rope.  
 

  
 
Alik Yakubovich’s black-and-white photographs show crumbling garden statues in 
absurd poses. Video artist Mikhail Maximov offers blubbery figures conversing in a 
churchyard, along with an hypnotic five-minute cartoon called Chevengur, inspired by 
Soviet writer Andrei Platonov’s tales of dead bodies exploding into underground life. It is 
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one of the most innovative and visually delightful animations since Walt Disney’s 
Fantasia. 
 
Downstairs, on the dilapidated ground floor, Sergey Prokofiev enlivens the cellar-like 
murk with Mild Light. A fluorescent rock is embedded with a hacksaw, next to a Smart 
Bomb and Crash Barrier made from neon tubes. Lekha Garikovich returns with weird and 
wonderful weaponry, including a spade made with a tongue and a Gogolesque axe with 
an ear for a blade. A mini-cinema hosts thrice-weekly screenings of Timur Novikov – Zero 
Object, the latest artist’s biopic by Evegeny Mitta & Alexander Sheyn. 
 

  
 
Around 50 (mainly Russian) artists are let loose in this Cadet Corps display, in an 
apparently anarchic outburst of creativity in all conceivable media. Zero Objections! 
Despite (or doubtless because of) the absence of an overall Curator, this is surely 
Europe’s premier contemporary art event of 2014. 
 
 

OTHER EVENTS 
 
The other outstanding show staged under Manifesta auspices is a two-storey 
retrospective devoted to Vlad Mamyshev Monroe (1969-2013) by Oleysia Turkina and 
Viktor Mazin at NOVY MUZEI, a mile away from the First Cadet Corps on Vasilievsky 
Island (until August 31).  
 
Monroe’s  international reputation centres on his photographic self-portraits as Marilyn 
and a host of other famous figures – from Hitler to Putin via Jesus, the Pope and Queen 
Elizabeth II. These photographs are all on show, some imbued with a camp worthy of 
Pierre & Gilles. But it emerges that there was much more to Mamyshev than dressing up. 
 
He was a skilled draughtsman and caricaturist – his subversive reworking of Politburo 
portraits is hilarious – and pioneered a scratch-lined technique all his own. He worked in 
media as varied as collage, porcelain and TV, presenting a pirate Soviet channel and 
enacting most of its spoof news items himself.  His work in film was notable for a remake 
of Volga Volga, the 1938 comedy classic beloved of Stalin, with Monroe appropriating the 
role of the heroine, Strelka Petrova, by digitally superimposing his face and voice over 
those of actress Lyubov Orlova.  
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The film is screened in one room of the exhibition, alongside costumes worn by Monroe 
in his acting roles. 
 

  
 
Another museum active within the Manifesta programme is ERARTA, with three 
exhibitions: Random Coincidences, an unwontedly academic project by humourist duo 
Blue Noses, charting recent examples of artistic plagiarism (to September 8); Engineers 
of Art, with brightly coloured canvases from the city’s Underground artists of the 1980s 
and ’90s, assembled by Liza Shagina (opens September 5); and – hurry – Anderstanding 
The Ather, featuring artworks inspired by multi-talented local hero Sergey Kuryokhin 
(1954-96) – musician, composer, actor, writer and experimental artist (through 
September 1). The nearby Kuryokhin Art Centre, meanwhile, is hosting another 
Manifesta side-event: Paola Pivi’s Jamming Squeak recording studio. 
 
Manifesta venues range from the warren-like Pushkinskaya 10, the city’s spiritual 
contemporary art home, to the imposing Rizzordi Art Foundation on top of a former 
brewery, via the Laminated Plastics Factory – now reputedly Europe’s first Street Art 
Museum. Commercial galleries in on the act include Marina Gisich, Anna Nova and Borey. 
A spate of one-off events take place at less predictable locations throughout Manifesta’s 
four-month duration. These include Kronstadt naval base, the Peter-Paul Fortress, and a 
COMMUNALKA on Ulitsa Marata near the Moscow Rail Station. 
 

  
 
Here, on a stifling August evening, nearly 30° on the street and 45° inside, over fifty art-
lovers crammed into a sitting-room meant for five to hear Nikolai Blagodatov present his 
collection of Non-Conformist paintings. St Petersburg, it seems, is well and truly 
succumbing to Manifesta Mania. � 


