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It is an art historian’s delight when lost paintings

Popova’s stylistic development as she explored Cubism

are discovered, especially when it is known that a

through the human figure.

number of works have been missing.

This is particularly interesting because she, together

This is the case for Liubov Popova’s Cubist works

with Udaltsova, began her Cubism in Paris in 1912 and

from the model. She, Nadezhda Udaltsova, Vladimir Tatlin,

brought it back to Russia where other artists benefited directly

Alexander Vesnin, Robert Falk, Aleksei Morgunov, and others,

from what these two painters had learned there. Much of

all contributed to hiring a model several times a week during

Russian Cubism must be attributed to these exchanges, a

1912-1913, and then again over 1913 and 1914, drawing and

subject that so far has not been able to be explored in any

painting single figures and sometimes two figures in Tatlin’s

depth due to lack of works.

large studio space.
There are a few Cubist figure paintings and still lifes

Liubov Popova and Nadezhda Udaltsova studied in the

which Popova is thought to have done during 1913, while

Paris teaching studio, Académie de la Palette, of Henri

there are more known works for 1914, some of which have

Le Fauconnier, Jean Metzinger, and André Denoyer de

been identified from exhibition catalogues of the time. Until

Segonzac, from late 1912 to May 1913 (although Udaltsova

recently there have been only five known Cubist figures and

returned to Russia in the spring).

they are in the Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow, the State Russian

Working from the live model, they learned the method

Museum, St. Petersburg, the Museum Ludwig in Cologne,

of Cubist analysis of the object in a spatial environment,

and two in private collections.

together with the principles of how to arrange the parts within

To discover eight additional Cubist figures in six private
collections is like finding a treasure, more than doubling what

a stable structure in order to make up a coherent pictorial
whole.

we knew of Popova’s Cubist figure painting. [For reasons of

Returning to Moscow in the summer of 1913, Popova

prudence, all these paintings have been examined by scientific

continued to work from the model over the autumn and

experts and authentic ageing and polymerisation of pigments

winter. In March 1914 she went back to Paris briefly,

have been established, while analysis of the pigments is

accompanied by her artist friends, Vera Mukhina and

adding to our knowledge of those used by Popova.] Although

Iza Burmeister, and in April, the artists left for a two-

still less than what she must have done over a two year period,

month extended tour of Italy, travelling from Genoa and

it is nevertheless possible to begin to get a truer picture of

Naples to Rome and then on to Venice. It seems likely that
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Popova would have spent some time in Florence among

(1913)”, while on a recently discovered painting Popova wrote

both Renaissance art and the Italian Futurists. There are

“FIGURA” / “Figure” on the back of the canvas (illustration

references in several paintings to LAC[erba], the Futurist

No. 4). A painting listed in the Tramway V exhibition of March

journal, but also to SOFF[ici], the artist and writer whom
she knew and who lived in Paris and shared a studio with
Alexandra Exter.

1915 is, “Figure + House + Space” (illustration No. 13). As this
word is thus known to have been used by the artist, “Figure” is
used for the titles of all the works discussed in this essay.

The artists were back in Moscow with the outbreak of
the First World War and Popova was again working from the
model in the autumn and winter of 1914. [On Popova’s travels

Dates of the Cubist Figures

and chronology of works, see Dmitri Sarabianov and Natalia
Adaskina, Liubov Popova, pp. 41-44.]

As for the dating of these paintings, the only known
documents that can be used as a guide to the dates of any of

The Cubist “Figures”

these published titles are the entries in exhibition catalogues
and Popova’s No. 1 in her own list. Yet there are problems with
these.
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In the catalogue of the Posthumous Exhibition of the

Popova’s No. 1 – “Composition with Figures (1913)” is

Artist Constructor L. S. Popova of 1924, two paintings of

unidentified, although it is usually assumed to be the painting

Cubist “Figures” were listed as “Female Model” (No. 32) and

in the Tretiakov Gallery (illustration No. 7). It could also have

“Study of a Female Model” (No. 31), while in the inventory of

been the painting she showed in January 1914 in the Knave of

her studio by two friends, Alexander Vesnin and Ivan Aksionov,

Diamonds. These assumptions have been based on the fact that

there are fourteen such works recorded with titles such as

the Tretiakov Gallery painting was the only known version of a

“Female Model” or “Female Model with Still Life”. (See, D.

“Composition with Figures”.

Sarabianov, Liubov Popova, p. 145n17. Sarabianov writes that

The “Figure + House + Space” shown in the March 1915

there were ten works exhibited in the 1924 exhibition, but only

Tramway V exhibition is not dated, so it could be of early 1915

three are listed in the catalogue.)

or of the autumn-winter of 1914.

In the Posthumous Exhibition catalogue there is

Thus relying on these documents, the group of Cubist

“Composition with Figures” (No. 17) and, as it can be seen on

“Figures” would range from 1913 to possibly early 1915.

the wall of an installation photograph, it is the painting from

With the discovery of another missing painting, this range now

the George Costakis Collection, today in the State Tretiakov

extends to 1916.

Gallery (illustration No. 7 herein). The two paintings of a

Of more or less firm dating would be “Figure + House +

“Female Model” listed in the 1924 catalogue and the works

Space” – if c. 1914-1915 can be considered a “firm” date. As

recorded in the Vesnin-Aksionov inventory are otherwise

all the other works Popova showed with it in Tramway V were

unidentified.

of 1914 and 1915, and because stylistically this Cubist figure

There would have been other canvases in this series which
were not included in the inventory since Popova had sold a large

belongs to them, it is thought that this painting would be of
1914, following Popova’s return from Italy.

number of works in 1919. The posthumous exhibition was taken

This helps to establish 1914 as the date of several of her

entirely from her studio, most of which was later purchased by

Cubist figures which are stylistically similar, just as another

George Costakis from the artist’s brother, Pavel Popov.

group are stylistically similar to a comparative work by Udaltsova

Today there are thirteen known oils on canvas

thought to be of 1913 and this would place them in that year.

from the model, at least two of which are oil studies. Of

The paintings discussed in this essay, then, seem to break

the finished oils, there are two versions of two of them.

down into two clear stylistic groups, while the canvas of 1916

There are also two known “Composition with Figures”.

is so related to known works of 1916 that that date for it seems

In comparison, then, with the numbers recorded at the
time of Popova’s death there are still works that may yet come
to light.

indisputable.
We now have a stylistic progression determined by
how Popova was assimilating, then inventing with, what

It is hard to know if the word “model”, found in the

she had learned during the approximately six months that

Posthumous Exhibition catalogue and the inventory, was

she worked in the studio of Jean Metzinger (with occasional

used by Popova herself in giving titles to her works. In her

contributions from Henri Le Fauconnier). And it was all

now-lost list of works, No. 1 is “Composition with Figures

about structure.
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The Influence of
Jean Metzinger in 1913

Compositions with Two Figures
and Related Figures

Although it is generally acknowledged that Popova’s

Fundamental to Metzinger’s creative principles was what

Cubist figures reflect the influence of Jean Metzinger, the

he called the “total image”, “l’image total”. The artist should

extent to which this is true has hardly been recognised.

move around the model or sitter in order to capture it from

Among the recently discovered paintings there is large
canvas with two female figures (illustration No. 1). There are

different points of view. That way, the finished work will reveal
as much of the object as possible.

so many resemblances to known paintings by Jean Metzinger

Metzinger described this in an article, “Cubism and

that comparisons can be made and a better understanding of

Tradition” (Paris Journal, 16 August 1911), writing that Cubist

what exactly it was that influenced Popova becomes clearer.

painters, “have allowed themselves to move around the object

Indeed, this work may be the only one yet to come to light that

and, guided by the intellect, give a concrete representation

reflects directly what Popova was learning in Paris. It would

made up of several successive aspects of it. The picture was in

appear to be at the beginning of the series of Cubist figures

possession of space, now it also rules in duration. In painting,

in which Popova explored the basic principles of Metzinger’s

every liberty is legitimate that leads to increasing pictorial power.

painting and his teaching at La Palette.

In a portrait, to draw the eyes frontally, the nose in three quarters,

There are several lost paintings by Metzinger of 1910

and to divide up the mouth in order to show it in profile, could

and 1911 in which he depicts a single model or two models

greatly increase – as long as the worker uses discretion – the

in either an interior setting or in a landscape setting. Popova’s,

resemblance and at the same time show us the right direction,

Composition with Figures, as well as several single figures

since we are now at a crossroads in the history of art.”

related to another Composition with Figures all reflect
Metzinger’s Cubist paintings and principles.

The total image, however, is more than just recording
the multiple points of view of an object, for we also have

No. 2. Jean Metzinger,
No. 1. L. Popova, Composition with Two Figures.

Two Nudes / Deux Nus, 1910-1911.

Oil on Canvas, 147.5 x 93 cm. Private Collection.

Contemporary photograph. Whereabouts unknown.
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ideas about what we see. Metzinger explained this in his

background between the two models; the light is brought up

first published article on Cubism, “Note on Painting”, which

to the figures and is made to flow over them. This is a very

appeared in the Paris journal, Pan, of October-November

effective means of uniting the background and the figures

1910. Writing about Picasso’s paintings of that year, Metzinger

as well as closing up the space between them. Yet she also

comments:

separated the figure and the ground by juxtaposing three-

“Picasso does not reject the object. Rather, he

dimensionality with flatness, setting the figures in front of

illuminates it with his intellect and his feeling. He unites

the ground rather than within it. The ground is planar which

visual perceptions and tactile perceptions. He experiences,

she tips up and this closes the space behind the figures except

understands, and organises. The painting will be neither a

at the top where the houses lean away into another space,

transposition nor a diagram. In it we gaze upon the tactile

opening it up.

and living equivalent of an idea – the total image.”

24

Handling houses and trees in this way is a device

The total image, then, is the uniting of a kind of

frequently used by Alexandra Exter in her paintings of 1912

expanded visual experience and the understanding, and this

and 1913. Exter, too, was in Paris at the time and it was she who

explains Metzinger’s whole approach to Cubism.

apparently recommended La Palette to Popova and Udaltsova.

This approach was shared by all the Salon Cubists –

So the influence of Exter on Popova would not be surprising,

Metzinger, Albert Gleizes, Henri Le Fauconnier, and Fernand

or, perhaps, Exter herself benefited from Metzinger’s teaching

Léger especially – for whom Cubism was an emphasis on

either directly or through the influence of Popova and Udaltsova.

forms. Picasso was fragmenting model and environment into

[See D. Sarabianov, Liubov Popova, p. 41.]

shards of planes (Malevich called it “pulverizing” the object),

The shafts of light in Popova’s painting are independent

but the Salon Cubists retained forms. Those of the model and

of the forms which, displayed along a kind of scaffolding,

of the surrounding environment were brought together in

suggest planes. They, with the other lines that crisscross over

order to create a unified pictorial arrangement, an integrated

the background, give structure to the pictorial space and hold

and very sculptural pictorial whole. For all forms fit into

it together.

space in the natural world and the aim of the painters was to
achieve a similar integration in the picture plane.

This Composition with Figures is perhaps the first
time where we see how Popova will develop this device of

This dominant concern of Salon Cubism to integrate

shafts of light to unite both visual depths and surfaces of

the forms of figure and setting is clearly demonstrated by

a composition. To these shafts of light she adds a kind of

Jean Metzinger in a lost painting, Two Nudes, of 1910-1911

linear scaffolding and it is this scaffolding that becomes the

(illustration No. 2).

underlying structural framework of the composition.

In Two Nudes, Metzinger has treated the human body, trees

Although not particularly apparent due to the haziness of

and rocks in exactly the same manner. They are differentiated

the contemporary photograph of Metzinger’s Two Nudes, such

only by size, or by emphasising planes, from which the Russian

a linear framework was the fundamental ordering principle of

term, plos'kost, plane surface, comes directly from the French,

his painting and it can be seen clearly in his 1911 canvas, Tea

surface plane (in distinction to the curved plane). Metzinger

Time / Le Goûter, illustration No. 3.

sees everything as cubic multiples with which he “builds”, as

Here, scaffolding lines appear from the sitter’s mouth to

it were, stacking them, interlocking them, and bonding them

the top (and into the depth) of the painting, and again across

together. Thus he creates a total environment where figures and

the sitter’s left arm to the right-hand edge of the canvas.

setting make up a pictorial unit.

Metzinger has cut across planes and space, joining them. In

In her Composition with Figures, Popova also depicts

this painting we see exactly where Popova learned this means

the figures from different points of view, making the parts

of integrating form and space, foreground and background,

extremely sculptural. In keeping with both a shifting point

three-dimensional and two-dimensional, sculptural and planar.

of view and to indicate kinds of movement, Popova has

She used it effectively from the time of the early Composition

emphasised the joints of shoulder, elbow, and knees, and they

with Figures.

have circular lines or spherical forms. She has juxtaposed

In Tea Time, Metzinger placed his very sculptural figure

rounded forms with the straight three-dimensional planes of

within a stable, box-like setting. The vertical planes behind

the block-like limbs. All parts of the bodies of the models are

the model and the horizontal plane of the table set up a

made up of cubic multiples.

juxtaposition of flatness which frame the space in which the

As regards light, Metzinger cast the torso of the model
into a pool of light, while Popova shot beams of light over the
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very three-dimensional model sits.
In Popova’s Composition with Figures the linear

Metzinger, not only in subject matter but also in stylistic
construction. This makes it possible that Popova executed the
painting directly under the French Cubist painter’s eye while
she was in Paris.
Although not known if this is the case, comparison
with Popova’s Composition with Figures discussed below
(illustration No. 7) and Udaltsova’s, Composition (illustration
No. 6), both thought to have been executed in 1913 in Moscow,
make obvious that this Composition with Figures is earlier.
This could suggest that it may have been done while still in
Paris, especially as it is so close to Metzinger’s own paintings
that Popova could have seen. If this is the case, it would be
the first work to be so identified, but without documentary
evidence, this must remain but speculation.
At any rate, Composition with Figures clearly reveals
how Popova was becoming a master of pictorial construction.
Out of this firm foundation she developed into an abstract
painter of the first order, where structure was her primary
No. 3. Jean Metzinger, Le Goûter / Tea Time, 1911.
Oil on canvas, 75.9 x 70.2 cm.
Philadelphia Museum of Art,
Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection.

concern so that her colours could sing throughout the canvas.
Composition with Figures reveals the beginning of this
process and, whether executed in Paris or Moscow, is perhaps
the earliest known of her “Figure” paintings.

scaffolding is also the basic ordering principle. Lines link up
parts which belong neither to the depiction of forms nor to the
setting. They are independent of both and serve as frameworks

Standing Figures “FIGURA” / “Figure”

within which the composition is fitted. Although in Popova’s
painting the models are not as integrated with the setting as in

There is an exceptionally large canvas on which an over

Tea Time, it is something that she would increasingly develop.

life-size standing model is depicted, on the back of which

As a structural device, this scaffolding for linking figure

Popova wrote in capital letters, “FIGURA”. It is illustration

and setting was thoroughly Metzinger’s own invention, but it

No. 4. Its similarities to Metzinger’, “Nu debout” / “Standing

would become the basis not only for Popova’s painting but for

Nude” (illustration No. 5) of 1911, are striking.

most of Cubist, Cubo-Futurist, then non-objective painting of
the Russian avant-garde painters.

As in Two Nudes, Metzinger breaks up the threedimensional volumes of head, torso, and limbs by depicting
various facets of them; the drapery the model holds is handled

The Importance of Popova’s
Composition with Figures

in a similar manner but is softer due to its lack of volume.
What look like bushes and trees on either side of the model
brush around the figure, framing her.
In contrast to Metzinger, Popova’s Figure appears to be

Composition with Figures is painted on a heavily woven

much bolder, both in the manner in which the artist has sculpted

canvas; without in-depth investigation, it is not known if the

away the facets and in the brushwork, while the drapery also

canvas was bought in Paris or in Moscow. Such artists’ canvas

lacks body and is used more as a plane of colour.

was available in both cities. Alexandra Exter certainly used a

Like Metzinger, Popova has captured the various parts

similar weave and canvas weight in some of her Paris works

of the model from different points of view – one leg in profile,

of 1912 and 1913. One of the advantages of such canvas was

the other frontally, the lower torso tipped up and set at an

that, in absorbing the pigments, the result was a fairly matte

angle to the picture plane, the upper torso turned both towards

surface. And the advantage of this was to pull the figures and

the viewer seen frontally, and in profile, and so on.

ground together – that necessary Cubist aim.

Combining this total image with her observation of

Stylistically, Popova’s Composition with Figures is an

forms, Popova depicted the model in strong cubic blocks,

early Cubist painting very much under the influence of Jean

while integrating the figure as a whole into the surrounding

InCoRM Journal Vol. 1 No. 1 • 2009
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studio environment. The model stands in front of it, yet the
painter also brings it around on the model’s left-hand side,
or merges it on her right-hand side. Lights and darks are
strong and used as a means of both sculpting the figure and
integrating it into a flatter setting.

Comparison to Composition by
Nadezhda Udaltsova
There is a large Composition by Udaltsova in the
Pereslavl-Zalessky Museum of History, Architecture, and Art.
It is dated to 1913 and said by the Russian art historian, Maria
Valyaeva, to be “the first purely Cubist work by Udaltsova
created right after her return from a trip to Paris in 19121913.” (Maria Valyaeva, in Masters of Russian Avant-Garde,
Yaroslav Art Museum, 2003, p. 122.)
The Tretiakov Gallery curator, Dr. Valyaeva, continues
by saying that preparatory drawings for this painting show
views of the Paris river Seine, a train crossing a bridge, and
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No. 5. Jean Metzinger, Nu Debout / Standing
Nude, 1911. Contemporary photograph.
Whereabouts unknown.

several urban bathers along the bank of the river. Valyaeva is
suggesting, then, that the sketches were done in Paris, hence
when Udaltsova was at La Palette and being taught by Le
Fauconnier and Jean Metzinger.
The standing figure on the left of the canvas makes
interesting comparison to Popova’s Figure. The head, torso,
and limbs are handled very similarly to Popova’s handling of
her model, although she exploits multiple points of view more
dramatically than Udaltsova does in her Composition.
The similarities between these two figures would suggest
that the teaching at La Palette encouraged the two Russian

No. 6. N. Udaltsova, Composition, 1913,
No. 4. L. Popova, Figure, Oil on canvas,

111.5 x 133 cm. Pereslavl-Zalessky Museum

175 x 91.3 cm. Private Collection.

of History, Architecture, and Art
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No. 7. L. Popova, Composition with Figures 1913. Oil
on canvas, 161 x 124 cm. Formerly George Costakis
Collection, Moscow, State Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow

No. 8. L. Popova, Standing Figure,
Oil on canvas, 106 x 70.6 cm.
State Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow.

painters to see the model in bold volumes made up of planes

Figure is more painterly while the colours of the model

set at angles to emphasise three-dimensionality – as in the legs.

in the Composition with Figures make her look as if sculpted

Furthermore, although in an urban setting (while Popova’s is

out of wood – or put together with wooden blocks and beams.

in a studio setting), Udaltsova also integrates the figure and

Popova smoothed out most of the surfaces in the Composition

ground using devices common to both painters which are found

with Figures and the arrangement as a whole reflects several

originally in Metzinger’s painting. These are very interesting

structural solutions found in Metzinger’s painting of 1911 and

indications about the teaching at La Palette.

1912. In particular, there is the scaffolding of a large triangle

Metzinger’s device of dividing up the canvas into a

within which the seated figure is held, and this is the same device

structural framework so as to link volumes and planes, light

applied to the large triangle of light in Udaltsova’s Composition.

and dark, foreground and depth, is exploited to the full in

Popova has even handled the guitar in multiple perspective in a

Udaltsova’s Composition. The parts fit together like a jigsaw

way similar to how Metzinger handled the teacup and saucer in

puzzle, perfectly, while she also structures with light as a

Tea Time / Le Goûter.

scaffolding and as a shape.

The fact that Popova sets the figures in a combined studio
and outdoor setting relates this work to the Composition with
Figures in a private collection, illustration No. 1 above. In both

Figure as a Study for a
Composition with Figures

compositions, the house at the upper left bends away in order to
open up the space. That figure and setting in the Tretiakov Gallery
painting are more integrated as a continuous arrangement of cubic

Popova’s other known Composition with Figures is in the

multiples than in the composition in a private collection, makes

State Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow. The standing model on the

clear that these two paintings represent two stages in Popova’s

right-hand side of the canvas shows definite similarities with

development of this theme. It is a theme that runs through the

the large Figure, as well as to the standing figure in Udaltsova’s

whole group of the artist’s Cubist figures.

Composition.

There is another oil study for this standing figure in
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that Popova is clearly taking liberties, possible only when an
artist has fully mastered structure.
This contrast between the two seated models would
therefore suggest that one is before the other, that the Seated
Figure is before the Tretiakov Gallery Composition with Figures
(illustration No. 7). It would also be after the early Composition
with Figures (illustration No. 1).
For the first time we can begin to see a sequential
connection between Popova’s paintings and get a hint about the
creative process developing in these works.
This would then be an important contribution to making
connections between these figures and other paintings, and so
start to fill out the wider picture of Popova’s artistic progression.
For that is one of the aims of the art historian: to capture the
evolution of artistic ideas found in the works.
That there appears to be a certain development linking
these three paintings also helps to date the Seated Figure to
1913. This, in turn, helps to be more confident in dating another
No. 9. L. Popova, Seated Figure. Oil on canvas,

group of Seated Figures to 1914.

110 x 86.5 cm. Private Collection, Moscow.
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Popova’s Composition with Figures (illustration No. 8), but it
is wooden in both colours and appearance. The large Figure, on
the other hand, is a magnificent show of mastery of form and
freedom in brushwork and colour.

A Seated Figure

The Influence of
Jean Metzinger in 1914
Popova’s Seated Cubist Figures
By comparison to these paintings of 1913, the group of
seated Cubist figures of 1914 clearly announces a further stage in

A Seated Figure in a Moscow private collection (illustration

Popova’s process in the integration of cubic figure and setting.

No. 9) is very close to the seated figure in the Tretiakov Gallery,

Gone are most of the studio accessories, while only

Composition with Figures, although the figure in the latter work

a sequence of arcades may be incorporated into an outdoor

is much more decomposed into a multitude of gestures and

setting. These paintings have been pared down to figure and

points of view.

cubic multiples in a framework or scaffolding that increasingly

In both works, the background behind the figures consists
of fragments of a landscape and a house in the upper left of the
canvas, with a lamp and accoutrements of a studio setting in the
upper right. The bowl of fruit is found in both of them, as is the
guitar. All of these elements lean in or out of the composition,
determined by the overall arrangement of the scaffolding.

dominates the composition. In fact, it determines it, the figurative
elements slotted into a very architectural scaffolding.
These paintings are also characterised by planes of light
with little more than perhaps an arcade and a lamp.
In addition, there has been a marked change of palette
and, indeed, there are two palettes. In one group of these works

The structural lines in the Seated Figure create a complex

the colours are yellow, red-brown, and tan used for the figure

of planes that are either directional or serve to isolate aspects of

with the setting rendered in blue-greys, while two of these

the seated model which then link to the setting, their function

works are repeated in the full colour range.

always being to unite parts of figure and setting. There are many

Again it is the painting of Jean Metzinger that would

of these frameworks and they sometimes overlap in order to

certainly have initiated Popova’s structural approach to these

connect different areas of the composition.

seated models, although the colours he used are not known.

The rendering of this Seated Figure is very coherent in

Metzinger’s, Femma à la chiminée / Woman by a Fireplace,

the cubic building of the model, while the seated model in the

of 1910 (illustration No. 10), has all the basic structural

Tretiakov Gallery Composition with Figures is so decomposed

characteristics found in Popova’s seated Figures.
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The scaffolding in Woman by a Fireplace radiates
along diagonal lines from the centre of the canvas, and of the
figure, to areas near the four corners. The sitter’s shoulders are
incorporated into these downward-radiating directional lines
while there is a line from her nose to what looks like a window
in the upper right-hand corner, and an emphasis on diagonal
lines in the background on the left-hand side of the canvas.
These structural lines link into the setting behind the model
around which the planes and cubic modules are ordered.
Popova adopts a similar structure for this group of seated
Figures.
Generally, diagonal scaffolding lines ray out from the
centre of the canvas, and of the seated figure, towards the four
corners. Popova may use these diagonal lines to capture a shaft
of light coming from a hanging light bulb, as in Figure Playing
a Guitar (illustration No. 12), or to pick up outdoor light raying
both through an arcade as well as into the picture and over the
No. 10. J. Metzinger, Femma à la chiminée /
Woman by a Fireplace, 1910.

figure, as in Figure Combing Her Hair (illustration No. 11).
This structural device even dominates the composition

Contemporary photograph.

itself in Popova’s Figure Combing Her Hair. Here, the diagonal

Whereabouts unknown.

scaffolding lines radiate from the upper part of the canvas to
the model’s centre point, just as in Metzinger’s Woman by a
Fireplace, but Popova now creates a sequence of raying lines
almost to the bottom of the picture plane. They integrate the
light pouring through the arcades to connect with points of
movement in the model – her shoulders, hips, and then knees
and ankles. The overall appearance is that the model is fitted
into the framework and held within it.
The framework can also be a combination of raying
diagonals from two corners only which are integrated with
superimposed rectangular scaffolding lines where the common
side functions to divide the picture plane on a near-horizontal.
This can be seen in Figure Playing a Guitar where a shift from
the vertical (the upper torso) to the horizontal (the guitar on the
model’s lap) is articulated, and accentuated by the diagonal line
crossing the canvas. This line, in turn, becomes the common
side of two structural rectangles, one that embraces the guitar,
legs, and feet, the other one embracing the sitter’s upper torso,
arms, head, and the background.
This same structural transition between vertical and
horizontal is also found in the Russian Museum, Figure + House
+ Space (illustration No. 13). [This seems to be the painting
shown in the March 1915, First Futurist Exhibition of Paintings
Tramway V under this title. On the back of this canvas is written,
“Man + Air + Space”, but it is unlikely that this is in Popova’s
hand and even less her title. The figure is obviously not a man,

No. 11. L. Popova, Figure Combing Her Hair.

while “air” and “space” are near equivalents, so do not make

Oil on canvas, 113 x 83 cm. Private Collection

sense. The work was received from the Museum of Artistic
Culture in 1928, thus four years after Popova’s death, so the
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hence after her return from her travels in Italy as well as her
certain acquaintance with Ardengo Soffici and Gino Severini
who lived in Paris.
And a footnote to this – Dmitri Sarabianov notes that the
appearance of arcades in Popova’s paintings, which are found in
this group of Cubist Figures, must have been after her travels in
Italy since arcades are not a feature of Russian architecture. This
is another pointer to the date of 1914 for this group of Cubist
models, consequent to her return to Moscow. [D. Sarabianov,
Liubov Popova, p. 44.]
There are two versions of Figure + House + Space,
the other one being in the collection of the Museum Ludwig,
Cologne (illustration No. 14). Both canvases are large and about
the same size. The model in these canvases is painted in redbrowns and yellows, while the setting is rendered in blues and
greys. Popova has used different colours for figure and setting in
order to separate them, while uniting them structurally.
Why the artist should have done two versions is probably
explained by the fact that the Museum of Artistic Culture was
purchasing large numbers of works to create representative
collections of modern trends for over thirty museums and art
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schools across Russia. Popova herself must have thought of
Figure + House + Space as a seminal piece which should be
No. 12. L. Popova, Figure Playing a Guitar. Oil on
canvas, 149 x 88.7 cm. Private Collection.

part of two different collections. [See, for example, Russian
Avant-Garde Academic Papers, Palace Editions: State Russian
Museum, 2003, on the creation of collections by the Petrograd/

curious title written on the canvas may have been by a museum

Leningrad Museum of Artistic Culture, of which Kazimir

staff when the work was received.] Here the raying diagonal of

Malevich was Director from 1923-1926.]

light from the upper right-hand corner delineates a cubic section

This would also appear to be the case for the two full-

of the model’s lower torso, to then turn abruptly to the left-hand

colour versions of this same composition, illustrations No. 15

side of the canvas where it continues to structure the lower torso

and No. 16. Here, the model and the setting are pulled together

before becoming an ordering element of the background.

into an integrated whole due to the arrangement of the colours

Still relying on raying lines from the centre to the corners

which cascade over setting and model, merging them.

(more or less), Popova multiplies these and integrates a complex

The overall effect is to bring the figure and the setting

of rectangular scaffolding lines within them. Now the lines

together even more tightly, since the same colours may appear

become edges of planes, and she repeats these lines-planes in

in both of them. There are places where cubic multiples are read

order to activate and make dynamic the overall structure, while

more as planes, so now the planes of the figure and those of

the figure itself is very solid and basically a vertical-horizontal

the ground appear to complement each other in their flatness.

structure.

These extremely complex compositions lend themselves to

Significant now is that the composition is almost nothing

multiple readings, where a colour area is now three-dimensional,

but a cubic figure in a setting of cubic modules built into the

now planar, and space is now two-dimensional, now three-

surface of the canvas. Popova was truly exceptional in her

dimensional.

ability to structure a composition between light, space, and form,
between the diagonal shafts and the weight of cubes.
The title of this painting is usually said to be inspired

A Dynamic Seated Figure

by Italian Futurists’ titles such as Umberto Boccioni’s Head
+ Houses + Light (1912) or Giacomo Balla’s Speed of a Car

There is another Seated Figure (illustration No. 17)

+ Light + Noise (1913), and this seems likely. Because such a

which is the most dynamic of her known works in this group,

title first appears in Popova’s exhibition listings in March 1915,

both in the compositional structure and in the colours.
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No. 14. L. Popova, Seated Female Nude.
Oil on canvas, 106 x 87 cm.
No. 13. L. Popova, Figure + House + Space.

Museum Ludwig, Cologne.

Oil on canvas, 126 x 107 cm.
State Russian Museum, St. Petersburg.

No. 15. L. Popova, Seated Figure.

No. 16. L. Popova, Seated Figure.

Oil on canvas, 96.5 x 60 cm.

Oil on canvas, 61 x 50 cm.

Private Collection.

Private Collection.
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spectator’s space. She seems about to emerge out of the picture
plane, as if lifted up by the tipped blue plane.
Despite the apparent zigzag of directions that go to the left
and to the right from the scaffolding of the diagonal blue plane,
the composition is stablised by the strong verticality of regular
arcades at the top, and by the large bowl of fruit at the bottom.
This complex structure is stable and dynamic at the same
time and it reveals one of Popova’s greatest artistic strengths: she
was a master of construction, able to integrate form and plane,
figure and ground, within a most architectural arrangement of the
picture plane.
Relying on the device of fixing the raying lines from the
centre of the model and of the canvas, as in the other Seated
Figures, the artist varies the relationships of these scaffolding
lines in order to capture movement. This painting is a new
departure for Popova, and must be one of the steps towards her
Cubo-Futurist phase which seems to have begun in 1915.
No. 17. L. Popova, Seated Figure. 
Oil on canvas, 99 x 93 cm. Private Collection.
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This painting must have been executed following Popova’s

1916
Another Seated Figure

travels in Italy not only because of the prominent and deep
arcade, but because the artist has now added Futurist dynamism
to her Parisian Cubism.
The model appears to be caught in a suspended movement
– either sitting down or getting up. The scaffolding is set on

Contrary to what has been thought – that Popova did her
Cubist “Figures” over the two-year period of 1913 and 1914 – it
would now seem that she continued her study of the model and
to paint one (or more?) that must of 1916.

the diagonal (unlike those just discussed which have a vertical-

In the summer of 1916 Popova went to the town of Birsk to

horizontal orientation) and is very animated. The strong reds,

visit her governess. In this town was a box factory, and Popova

yellows, and blues shot with light and dark suggest strong

did two known views there – one of Birsk and one of the box

contrasts of light, which is typical of Italian cities.

factory. The Seated Figure, ilustration No. 18, appears to be

There is a diagonal blue swathe underneath the seated

related stylistically to these works.

model. It crosses the whole composition from lower left to upper

In Town of Birsk (illustration No. 19) the artist arranged

right, ending in the arcade at the top right. The colours of the

the cliff, houses, and fences in interlocking circles into which

arcades in the upper right-hand corner contribute to the dynamic

she has placed some cubic houses. The space is tipped up along

diagonal for they take up the reds and browns of the model’s

a vertical axis, while the picket fences and a repeat sequence of

body and create a transition across space, visually uniting figure

curved elements have become patterns of grouped verticals.

and background. The blues fold in and out as planes behind the
model.

In the Seated Figure Popova took the cube (inspired by the
box factory in the town?) and built up the whole structure with it.

Not only does this blue diagonal rise from lower left to

The cube is complemented by circles and spheres arising out of

upper right, it also extends from right to left in the centre of the

objects (such as the green trees), and by triangles and pyramids

canvas and it appears to be tipped up in the picture plane. From

arising out of the roofs of the houses.

the framing line along which the model is seated, a line rises up

Popova has integrated model and surroundings in a

to the guitar, and another line up behind the shoulders and head

masterly way. The model is seated on a cube. Behind her

of the model. The scaffolding is emphasised by what appear to be

are two perpendicular planes as if she is backed by an open

beams and rays of light.

cube and is sitting within it. Behind this open cube is an even

The position of the model complements the dynamic

larger cube within which the first cube and the open cube are

colour and light structures. She is set in the opposite direction to

contained. Popova has created three nesting cubes, two of which

the tipped scaffolding planes, leaning forward and towards the

are opened so that the viewer can enter into them visually.
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The model’s lower torso is a cube, while her upper torso
would be half a cube which is sculpted in curved and diagonal
planes. Her upper legs are double cubes while, together with
her lower legs, they make up a right-angled section of a cube.
Within this complex but clear structure, Popova has
created a subsidary structure of circles and spheres, emphasised
by their greeness. They are set on either side of the figure and
serve to lift the eye away from the box-like cubes into the upper
area of the canvas.
Above them, the triangles and pyramids of the roofs
also serve to draw the eye away; the effect is, interestingly, to
clarify the structure of the nesting cubes that dominate most of
the canvas.
The multiple perspectives in this work shift inperceptibly
between a frontal view, a view from above, and a view from
below. They are united and harmonised by the triangular
corners of the sides of the cubes which create a repeat pattern
along both sides of the canvas from the bottom to the top and
into the rooftops.
This general vertical orientation is complemented by the
vertical orientation of the colours: the red-brown tones of the
No. 18. L. Popova, Seated Figure.
Oil on canvas, 115.2 x 85 cm.
Private Collection.

seated model are flanked by greens, and these rise up to become
pinkish near the top of the canvas. Areas of light and dark are
interleaved, and this opens out the interior spaces.
Popova has created a highly sophisticated structure in
this Seated Figure in which the model is built out of cubes,
the whole being a cubic structure aligned with the scaffolding.
She has also integrated the cubic outlines with the scaffolding
where scaffolding and object are one and the same. This Seated
Figure is so far a unique work in Popova’s known Cubist oils
on canvas which must date from 1916.

It’s All About Structure
Every work of art must have a structure. In Western
painting, perspective had been that structure for over 600

No. 19. L. Popova, Town of Birsk, 1916.
Oil on canvas, 105.2 x 69.6 cm.
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum of Art,
New York. Gift of George Costakis.

years, and was the basic matrix, or scaffolding or
framework, onto which the painter attached all the
objects in order to tell a story, whether it be a biblical,
mythical, historical, or literary one.
The Parisian and Russian Cubists rejected the
“story” and so also rejected perspective, since for them
it was interdependent with the representation of objects,
suited for the representation of objects.
These artists were no longer interested in “what”
the eye sees in the world, but in “how” the eye sees the
world itself, to quote Vasily Kandinsky. For this “how”
is colour, line, light and dark, space, form, structure –
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all the things that a painting is made up of, or “artistic
content”, as Kandinsky says. [V. Kandinsky, “Painting
as Pure Art”, Der Sturm, September 1913, in Kandinsky
– The Complete Writings, Vol. 1, p. 352.] And the “how”
required a new structure since one aspect of the “how” is
how the human eye sees space, that space determined by
the six directions: up-down, right-left, in-out.
These six directions of space are the fundamental
concern, and so scaffolding, of all of the paintings
discussed in this essay. The paintings of 1913 reveal
what Popova learned at La Palette with Jean Metzinger
about form and structure, while those of 1914 explore
Metzinger’s principle of the scaffolding itself. The
Seated Figures of 1914 show how this flexible device
allowed Popova to manipulate the scaffolding in various
ways in order to vary the structure of her paintings and,
hence, the space and its directions.
This scaffolding is like an extensible lattice (of the
garden type) which pulls out, the slats on the diagonal.
In changing the extent and the direction of hanging,
different directions in space appear. Similarly, using the
Cubist principles of directions in space, the artist achieves
a static, up-down, arrangement, or a dynamic, right-left
and in-out, arrangement. It was all about expanding,
bending and turning space.
Perspective originates from a vanishing point and
requires that the vanishing point have a position in the
plane; it could even be moved out of the plane, a device
used in Baroque 17th and then 18th century painting for
expanding the space in several directions. This vanishing
point, however, could always be determined and from it
everything else depended. It is a fixed point.
This new Cubist scaffolding or framework has no
fixed point and, for those artists using non-Euclidean
or projective geometry (Malevich and Lissitzky, for
example), the vanishing point is at infinity so does not
affect the micro-space of an easel painting. Thus the
new space was flexible in the six directions, and the artist
alone chose how to use them.
In order to establish a point of reference, however,
Popova usually chose the centre point which corresponded
generally to both the figure and the canvas. It was the
place, which could also be used as a pivot, to anchor the
composition and from which to construct the space in
all directions. She would develop this in her paintings of
1915 which became increasingly dynamic.
All this we have been able to learn from these
once-lost “Figure” paintings of 1913 and 1914. Set into
context with the known canvases, we now have several
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stages of development, stages that are sequential. With
this clear sequence of artistic works we discover new
artistic ideas, and gain a better understanding of the
ingenuity and innovation of Liubov Popova.
Just as the scaffolding of perspective determines the
structure of painting up to the late 19th century, so also
does this new Cubist scaffolding principle determine the
structure of the Cubist painting. From this we learn that
the scaffolding is a determining factor of style.
Change the scaffolding and the structure changes,
and this in turn changes the composition of space, of the
static, and of the dynamic. The rest – the colours, the
shapes, the lights, the darks – are all about the art of
painting, about what is thoroughly “painterly”.
Every work of art begins with structure, then, and it
was the recognition that it needn’t be that of perspective
that the Parisian Cubists and then the Russian Cubists
hailed as their new discovery. This would change
painting from the objective to the non-objective, to an
art where what is on the canvas and what is the “how” of
the observer’s experience, unite in an experience that is
purely “artistic”.
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