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Alexandra Alexandrovna Grigorovich Exter
b. 6 January 1882, Bielostock, near Kiev, Ukraine, Imperial Russia
d. 17 March 1949, Fontenay-aux-Roses, near Paris, France

Alexandra Exter, 1912

A Great Lady of the Russian Avant-Garde
She was a contemporary of Kazimir Malevich, Vasily Kandinsky, El Lissitzky, Marc Chagall,
Alexei von Jawlensky, Alexander Archipenko, and many others.
Yet Alexandra Grigorovich Exter died in general obscurity in 1949 at Fontenay-auxRoses, near Paris, consigned to a basement apartment, poverty stricken and ill. Another
example, and one too many, in the tradition of forgotten artists.
Exter was born near Kiev, in Ukraine, into a wealthy upper class family. She was
educated in the best academic establishments and in 1901 she enrolled in the School of Fine
Art in Kiev. In 1904 she married a cousin, Nikolai Exter, a lawyer, whose name she kept even
after his death in 1918 and her remarriage to the actor, George Nekrassov in 1920.

1907-1914 – Paris and Italy, Cubism and Futurism
Even after she left Russia, she kept up her friendships with artists from the Kiev School of Fine
Art – Aristarkh Lentulov, Alexander Bogomazov, and Alexander Archipenko. Cultured, speaking
several languages, and financially well-off, she decided to continue her studies in Paris. That is
where she settled on her vocation as a painter.
Exter was in good company when she arrived in the French capital in 1907, many of
those she met being the future players of the Russian avant-garde and who would come to
Paris until the War broke out in 1914 – Piotr Konchalovsky, Alexander Korovin, A. Somov,
Alexei von Jawlensky, Alexander Shevchenko, Natalia Goncharova, Mikhail Larionov, Vasily
Kandinsky, Sonia Terk-Delaunay. Everyone in this small group of artists divided their time
between the studio and the Louvre museum.
The memorable retrospective of Cézanne in 1907 had overwhelmed all the young
artists, among them Exter. From him she learned the power of coloured form. When she
enrolled in the studio of the Grand Chaumière in 1907, her teacher, Caro Delvaille, criticised the
extravagance of her palette.
Loving to travel, being European above all else, Exter became the link between Russia
and France. As of 1912, Exter took it upon herself to be the guide for new arrivals from Russia,
among them her friends Liubov Popova, Nadezhda Udaltsova and Vera Pestel.
She was also a pioneer of this Russian avant-garde, whose importance art historians
seem to have taken a long time in recognising. One of her great friends during her first years in
Paris was Serge Férat, also a native of Kiev, who was the founder of the journal, Les Soirées
de Paris. There was also his sister, the Baronne d’Oettingen, whose salon was fashionable and
well attended.
With her beauty and her elegance, Exter graced this salon. Very up-to-date with new
French literature, she was struck by the works of Arthur Rimbaud and Jules Laforgue. She, in
turn, caught the attention of writers and artists likeApollinaire, Picasso, Braque and, in 1912,
of Ardengo Soffici, who introduced her to the Italian Futurists. A devoted visitor of the Lourvre,
celebrated, her heart and mind overflowing with projects, Exter could have thought that her fate
as a painter was sealed.
She was unreserved in the expression of her gratitude: “I owe my art to France since my
first teachers were Cézanne and the Louvre museum”.
Similarly expressed, this was the same confession of her friend, the famous dancer and
painter, Alexandre Sakharov (linked to the Munich painters, Kandinsky, Jawlensky, and others)
some time later. Exter soon realised that Cézanne was but a stage towards another style.
Her visits to the Paris studios of Henry Laurens, Robert Delaunay, Archipenko, and especially
Fernand Léger, who became her teacher in 1909, confirmed her intuition.
The first Cubist works stunned her. On returning to Kiev for Christmas in 1911 she
showed reproductions of works by Picasso to her friends, the Burliuk brothers, David and
Vladimir, the poet Benedikt Livshits and a few others.

Alexandra Exter, centre, David Burliuk,
right, and Nikolai Burliuk (?), left, 1912

Cubism took fire. Livshits wrote amusingly about how Vladimir Burliuk was painting
his portrait: “In a moment I’ll be decomposed into basic planes, cut up into small pieces, and
the painter will expose the real ‘character’ of my face by obviating the fatal danger of outer
resemblance. But I’m not afraid. I underwent the same vivisection a month ago when Exter
painted me – and it was fine. It turned out okay. Just a pity the portrait remained unfinished.”
[In Benedikt Livshits, The One and a Half-Eyed Archer, 1933. Translated by John E. Bowlt.
Newtonville, Mass.: Oriental Research Partners, 1977, p. 49.]
With her numerous Cubist versions of the bridges of Paris and of Sèvres, however,
Exter gradually tired of the colour restrictions imposed by Cubism. She returned to colour
passionately in her sumptuous and dancing, Cities and Cities with Flags. Reviewing the Paris
Salon des Indépendants on 25 March 1912, Apollinaire commented on these canvases by
Exter writing, “Mme. Exter is looking back to works by Delaunay, dramatic in their tumbling
cascade.” (“Mme. Exter se souvient des anciennes études de Delaunay, dramatique comme
des écroulements.” Apollinaire, Chroniques d’art 1902-1918, Paris: Gallimard, 1960, p. 291.)

Alexandra Exter, Bridge at Sèvres, 1911
State Ukranian Art Museum, Kiev

Alexandra Exter, City, 1912
Regional Art Museum, Vologda

Exter took part in many exhibitions both in Paris and in Russia, witness to her active
engagement with the avant-gardes that were sprouting up everywhere. An artistic revolution
was occurring and she belonged it even before having chosen her particular banner.
Her partner, Ardengo Soffici, must have taken her to the exhibition of the Italian Futurists
at the Paris Galerie Bernheim Jeune in February 1912.

The Italian Futurist Painters,
Galerie Bernheim Jeune
Paris, 5-24 February 1912
Library of Alexandra Exter*
Jean Chauvelin Collection, Paris

Ardengo Soffici, 1912

It made a powerful impact on her. In October of the same year there was the exhibition,
la Section d’or / The Golden Section opened, in which Exter had been invited to show. The
juxtaposition of works was historic. Marcel Duchamp showed The King and Queen Surrounded
by Fast Nudes, Delaunay The City of Paris, Léger, Smoke on the Roofs and The Wedding.
There were also works by Albert Gleizes, Jean Metzinger, Jacques Villon, Francis Picabia.
Exter did not emerge unaffected. Perhaps the presence of Soffici oriented her towards
Futurism, as her canvases of 1912 and 1913 show. They belong to this trend and were initially
inspired by Paris, Venice, Genoa and Florence. Even the titles of certain canvases such as
Rhythms of a Café and the subject matter of the series of Boulevard des Italiens reveal this.

Alexandra Exter
Lights on the Boulevard des Italiens, 1913
State Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow
		

Alexandra Exter
Rythms of a Café, 1913-1914
On reverse: Ritmi di caffe – Alex Exter – Parigi
Jean Chauvelin Collection, Paris

An International Futurist Free Exhibition of Paintings and Sculptures was held at
the Galeria Sprovieri in Rome in April 1914 where she showed with the Italian Futurists. It
established her reputation. “I have done some paintings that will really please the Italians.”,
Exter wrote to Nikolai Kulbin in early 1914, thanking him for having invited her to take part,
together with him, Olga Rozanova and Alexander Archipenko. She showed Rhythms of a Café
and Lights on the Boulevard des Italiens as well as a still life.
Exter travelled through Italy in the company of Soffici, and was fascinated by Etruscan
art. It would inspire her first works for the theatre and the costumes for Famira Kifared,
produced by Alexander Tairov for his Kamerny Theatre in Moscow in 1916. Still in the company
of Soffici, she undertook a series of still lifes in which she experimented with the technique of
collage and stencilled lettering, which she quickly mastered.

Alexandra Exter, Still Life, 1914
State Art Museum of Uzbekistan Tashkent

War forced her to return to Russia. She packed up her studio and deposited a large
number of works in a warehouse, which she would recover only ten years later when she
returned to Paris in 1924. Soffici took her to the station.
It was the end of an era.

1914-1924 – Back in Russia
Artistic excitement had not diminished in Russia, often with the fervour that Livshits had
described in very pictureque fashion.
Exhibitions abounded like so many ideological events. Exter took part in them without
being involved in the disputes.
From the historic First Futurist Exhibition of Paintings . Tramway V in Petrograd in
1915 – with Malevich, Popova, Puni, Rozanova, Kliun and Tatlin – to the equally historic show,
Futurist Exhibition – The Store, in Moscow in 1916 – organised by Tatlin – Exter’s vibrant easel
paintings were centred around her famous dynamics of colour which established and enhanced
her success. Her fame was enormous at the time.

Alexandra Exter, Dynamics of Colour, 1916
State Russian Museum, St. Petersburg

The meeting with Alexander Tairov, director of the Kamerny [Chamber] Theatre in
Moscow, gave Exter the possibility to enrich her art with the experience of the performance.
From 1916 to 1921 productions followed one after the other for which she designed sets,
costumes, and lighting, even sometimes the staging. There were Famira Kifared (Annensky),
Salome (Oscar Wilde), Romeo and Juliet, and others. The enormous originality of her sets and
costumes was such that they would later be exhibited around the world.

Alexandra Exter and Alexander Tairov, Moscow, 1921
		
		

Alexandra Exter, Bacchante for
Famira Kifared, 1916
Nikita Lobanov Rostovsky Collection, London

As of 1918 Exter became the director of new art schools which had been founded
in Kiev and in Odessa. The Russian Avant-Garde was now in power. Commissioned by the
Soviet government, she took part in Agitprop and organised the decoration of the city of
Odessa for the celebration of May Day in 1919, assisted by her students. She would be warmly
congratulated.
She did not, however, give up her own artistic activities and she created sets and
costumes for a number of productions organised by her friends, Elsa Kruger and Bronislava
Nijinska, the sister of Nijinsky. She left Ukraine in 1921 and went to Moscow to teach with
Popova and Rodchenko at the famous Higher State Artistic and Technical Workshops,
VkhUTEMAS, which had recently been created (October 1920).
Exter was assigned Studio No. 3 to teach the course, Development of Colour in Space.
Also in 1921 she illustrated the book of her friend, Alexander Tairov, his Memoirs of a Director.

Alexander Tairoff, Memoirs of a Director,
1921
Illustrated by Alexandra Exter.
Alexandra Exter’s library*
Jean Chauvelin Collection, Paris

A key date in that year was the September opening of the exhibition, 5 x 5 = 25, where
five of the major painters – Rodchenko, Popova, Vesnin, Stepanova, and Exter – each showed
five works and wrote a statement for the catalogue.
Exter’s constructions of colour dynamics made a deep impression. About them she
wrote: “The works exhibited are part of a general plan of experiments with colour whose goal
is to resolve, at least in part, the problems of the relations among the colours, their reciprocal
tension, and their rhymisation, and also the transition of a colour construction based on the
laws of colour itself.”
In 1922 the Soviet government sponsored the ambitious First Russian Art Exhibition
at the Galerie Van Diemen in Berlin showing the new art in Russia. Exter was represented by
several of her non-objective paintings.
At the same time she created a number of designs for fabrics, fashion, and for everyday
objects. 1923 was a particularly charmed year for Exter. She was now at the top of her fame.
Jakov Protozanov, the filmmaker, commissioned sets
and costumes for his film, Aelita, a rather grim futurist science
fiction tale taken from a short story by Alexei Tolstoy. A silent
film, it received tremendous acclaim and it is still shown in
cinemateques today.

Poster for Aelita, 1924
Showing one of Exter’s costumes
Alexandra Exter Archives*
Jean Chauvelin Collection, Paris

1924 – In Paris Again
In 1925, the city of Paris awarded Exter a gold medal for her work for the theatre which was
exhibited in the USSR Pavilion at the Exposition des Arts Décoratifs, and for which she was
officially responsible for the installation. But it was in 1924 that Exter turned a page in her life.
She had exhibited at the Venice Biennale and from there she returned to Paris for good.

Alexandra Exter in her studio, rue Broca, c. 1925
Photograph: Simon Lissim to Jean Chauvelin, Paris

She found a studio in the rue Broca, which runs between the 5th and the 13th
arrondisements, where she had a large number of crates brought by her friend, the graphic
artist, Gio Colucci. He became a faithful collaborator for the illustrated books that Exter would
create, then an effective protector during the years of 1940-1945. Invited by Fernand Léger and
Amédée Ozenfant, Exter would teach at the Académie moderne between 1925 and 1931.
She also worked on several film projects which would not be realised. Having been

financially ruined by the October Revolution of 1917, Exter was forced to move to a cheaper
area outside of Paris, Fontenay-les-Roses, in 1928. Several of her foreign students followed her
there. She exhibited with Cercle et Carré (Circle and Square) and produced a stencilled album
of her theatrical designs, Maquettes, in 1930. But it had no commercial success.

Alexandra Exter, c. 1930
Alexandra Exter Archives*
Jean Chauvelin Collection, Paris

Exter’s life became both difficult and dangerous. As a Soviet citizen in a city under
German occupation, she would barely have survived had it not been for the help of Colucci,
who had done the calligraphy for her book-objects that were created for a market of fine book
collectors. In the political climate she was concerned about the fate of her works of the Russian
period so she decided to hide them in the neighbouring studio of a sculptor friend. On her death
in 1949 a number of people in his circle helped themselves to her works.
Despite the committed efforts of her friend and a designated heir, Simon Lissim, it wasn’t
until the retrospective organised by the Galerie Chauvelin in 1972, followed thirty years later in
2003 by the publication of the first monograph in the West, Alexandra Exter, by Jean Chauvelin
and Nadia Filatoff that the creativity of this great artist of the early 20th century, a representative
of Russian Cubo-Futurism and Constructivism, would be revealed and acknowledged.
The fires of memory blaze up to finally open out a whole panorama in the history of
modern art.

Alexandra Exter, c. 1935

Jean Chauvelin
First published in Alexandra Exter
Chateau Musée, Tours, 2009

* At the time of her death in 1949, the contents of Exter’s studio, as well as her archives –
correspondence, documents, photographs – and library were transferred to the executor of
her estate, Ihno Ezratty, who had a fabric shop, rue de Cléry, in Paris. In 1951, a small part
of her estate was sent to a designated heir, Simon Lissim, a former student in Kiev who had
emigrated to up-state New York. Simon Lissim received about a dozen letters plus 241 works
– paintings, gouaches, watercolours, and drawings. Everything else – over 150 paintings from
all her stylistic periods, works for the theatre, her remaining archives and her library, of which
there are about 60 catalogues, periodicals and books, remained with the executor of her estate.
During the 1980s, Ihno Ezratty sold most of the works – paintings and gouaches in particular
– to Jean Chauvelin in Paris, and he made a gift of Exter’s archives and library to Jean
Chauvelin. Most of the archives are reproduced in the monograph, Alexandra Exter, by Jean
Chauvelin and Nadia Filatoff (2003) and were shown at the exhibition, Alexandra Exter, Musée
Chateau of Tours in 2009.
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