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Th e elemental makeup and design of the Russian futurist anti-opera play, Victory Over the Sun, set an artistic pre-
cedence during the years leading up to the Russian Revolution. Th e Russian Avant-Garde movement, which played a 
pivotal role in Victory Over the Sun’s entrance into the artistic fi eld, utilized numerous mediums in order to create 
such a piece. By the combined eff orts of a librettist, artist, and musician, the genesis of Victory was born, thus shap-
ing a parallel revolution to that in Russia.

The Russian Avant-Garde can be showcased by its 
unique artistic makeup and the birthplace of supre-
matist ideologies. Th is style of artistry is what set it, as 

a whole, apart from all other forms of art because it became 
its own artistic revolution. Its paintings stripped away artis-
tic form to create a sense of oneness in the viewer, of being 
complete and spiritual in a new way. It ended up pushing the 
norm and status quo to reveal new beginnings and rejections 
of things past in terms of culture, art, and music. Th anks to the 
combined eff orts of Kruchenykh, Malevich, Matyushin, and 
even Mayakovsky, they created Victory Over the Sun, which 
is considered to be the most infl uential of early 20th-century 
Russian futurist operas. Th is opera helped artists think out-
side of the box in terms of how the fi ne arts were viewed 
and depicted, thus creating a unique form of abstract art. Its 
creation mirrored a time in Russia’s history that was full of 
civil war, protests, and uprisings, so its message on destruc-
tion of what currently was with man was not well-received 
not only because of the content, but its unique style made 
it diffi  cult to decipher from the common viewer. However, 
its debut revolved around a complicated artistic era full of 
people trying to make sense of what was proper and allowed, 
and what was to go against the establishment of the Tsar. It 
was Victory Over the Sun’s abstract makeup and composition 

which helped to inspire and infl uence an entirely new way of 
thinking in terms of fi ne arts in Russian artistic culture, and 
thus opening new doors to Russian artists during this artistic 
era. It became essential to reject the artistic status quo and 
favor a new era of modernity, embrace a diff erent sense of 
spirituality and relationship to art, and start an artistic revo-
lution not only in the hearts of artists, but in their minds.

THE ANTI-UToPIA SCENE
Th e audience paid nine roubles to watch a curtain get ripped 
in two at nine o’clock at night on Tuesday, December 3rd, 
1913 (or the 5th of December).1 Victory Over the Sun debuted 
at Luna Park Th eater in St. Petersburg. Th e ripped curtain re-
vealed a portrait of the three men behind the construction of 
world’s very fi rst “Futurist Opera”: Mikhail Matyushin (the 
composer), Aleksei Kruchenykh (the librettist and creator of 
its strange dialect), and fi nally Kazimir Malevich (the design-
er). However, this was not a normal “portrait.” Th ey were be-
ing represented as cutout shapes of all diff erent designs, and 
the audience immediately knew they were in for something 
quite interesting.2 Th is “opera” could be considered a type of 
classical text, featuring an idea of “destruction” as its main 
theme. Its performance succeeded Vladimir Mayakovsky’s 
A Tragedy, which many critics viewed as sort of a prequel 
to Victory in terms of style and, in some instances, content.3

Tragedy featured only one person, Mayakovsky himself, and 
was performed once.4 It was no coincidence that these two 
plays were performed in the same place, one day aft er the 
other; however, while Tragedy was considered a monodrama, 
Victory was entirely futuristic. Victory was dynamic and ag-
gressive, and Tragedy was solely based around Mayakovsky 
and his many portrayals of others.5

Victory can be defi ned as a relatively ingenious, absurd, and 
short play with only two brief acts. Th e play had an all-male 
cast with no names or developed personalities for the char-
acters, but, most importantly, there was no recognizable plot 
throughout the play except to “capture the sun by strong men 
of the future.”6 Th is play embraced the Future and modern-
ization. However, Victory portrays the future as a very bleak 
society in Russia if it is to continue on its current path. It 
was considered to be the most “audacious and successful the-
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atrical event” in comparison to recent futurist operas, and 
also seen as a contemporary anti-utopia.7 Victory was hardly 
an opera: it featured more speaking than music, for which 
there was only a piano present. Many saw it as an “anti-op-
era” because it not only challenged art and how it was being 
portrayed, understood, and performed, and expanded upon 
music by creating an explosive style all from a piano, but also 
how the concept of how an opera was to be presented.

Th e play was rooted in an iconoclastic, anarchic, and futur-
istic ideals based on Russian folklore, especially in terms of 
the sun. Th e sun represented beauty, harvest, and tranquil-
ity to the Russian people and their culture. Victory, howev-
er, took the symbolic form of the “sun” and transformed it 
into showing a destruction of nineteenth-century Romantic 
idealism since the sun brings rebirth and a new day, and by 
destroying it, it ends. Not only did the Futurists go against 
the past, but they were also challenging symbolic ideas that 
were accustomed to these traditional folklores by giving 
them new meanings and understandings, rather than going 
with the usual interpretations. Th e creators of Victory used a 
cacophony of anti-representations of the “sun,” because the 
sun played a signifi cant role in Slavonic mythology.8 Th ey 
looked to Snegurochka or “Snow Maiden” (turned into a play 
by Aleksandr Ostrovsky and Tchaikovsky in 1873) as an in-
fl uence. Where Snow Maiden ended on the longest day of the 
year with the sun shining out, Victory actually captured the 

sun, leaving the world in darkness. It was important for the 
Avant-Gardists to show a destruction of Russian tradition 
and make way for the future.9

Th is play was used to target “old” traditions and belief sys-
tems. Not only was it about fl ipping traditions, but it was 
also about the “emancipation of man from his dependence 
on Nature, which the urban-minded Futurists believed had 
been superseded in the twentieth century by the machine.”10

Kruchenykh claimed that Victory was a misogynist play 
that was constructed “in order to pave the way for a male 
epoch.”11 It rejected traditions in the fi elds of art, literature, 
and even music, in order to help invite a more futuristic and 
modern idea into society. During the birth of the play, the 
three architects wanted to use this play as a way of attacking 
the traditional style of the Russian Th eater so that they could 
establish their own form of Russian Futurist theater. Th is 
would allow them to portray other plays from Mayakovsky 
and Khlebnikov.12

According to Kruchenykh’s refl ection on the play in his 1960 
essay titled, About the Opera, ‘Victory Over the Sun,’ he al-
ludes to the insuffi  cient funds for producing it, and how its 
creators used the Union of Youth (a pro-futurist group of 
young adults founded by Matyushin) to perform the roles 
of the play—the main roles going to the two best musicians 
of the group.13 Th e costumes that Malevich designed were 
made out of a solid wire frame and strong cardboard, which 
is what Malevich painted on. Although his costume designs 
contained shocking color schemes, he lacked the funds to 
acquire all the paints for it, and thus his costumes were bar-
ren. However, according to newspapers at the time, the sets 
created a “tunnel vision” eff ect for the audience’s viewing and 
mind penetrating pleasure.14

Th ere were only two general rehearsals for Victory (including 
the dress rehearsal), and Kruchenykh mentioned how Maty-
ushin was ecstatic over how eff ective the student actors were 
under such short notice and little funding by the Union of 
Youth. In contrast, he refl ected on how in the original pro-
duction, Malevich was quite displeased that he was not able 
to design or paint on a grand scale or paint in color, due to 
their lack of funds.15

THE ELEMENTS
Victory was, by all means, a very strange performance that 
was not received well by its audiences or critics due to its 
strange language, music, costumes, and set designs. However, 
the ideas behind engineering it had to originate somewhere. 
Th erefore, where did Victory’s origins lie and how did it come 
to fruition? To explore this, it is important to take note at 
what it is most remembered for, and that is its strange dialect 
and most importantly, the artistic set designs by Malevich. 

Rejecting all forms of reason and tradition in art, literature, 
and music was essential to creating Victory. Many artists and 
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librettists during this time period strove to be diff erent, and 
underwent personal “revolutions” in portraying their work. 
Th is change was being achieved through “alogism,” a term 
coined by Russian director Nikolai Evreinov, where one as-
pired to be diff erent, imagined surroundings were diff erent, 
and people were all born with a desire deep in their souls 
to be diff erent. It is similar to the idea of theatrical instinct, 
which Evreinov also coined.16 Many of the Russian Cubo-
Futurist artists during this time, which many would eventu-
ally become Suprematist artists, even attributed their work to 
that of the “renewal of artistic languages and emphasised the 
specifi c features of their aesthetic achievements.”17

It was believed that the “alogical universe is as spontaneous 
as the nature of play” and that the process of acting in a play, 
“whether in theater, poetry, or their everyday routine, can be 
compared to a cognitive process, as a means to investigate 
the rationally unknowable.”18 Alogism was a form of abstrac-
tion, a foreshadowing to Dada and suprematist art that was 
highly unpredictable and indistinguishable at fi rst glance, 
but deeply symbolical and rigid in its meanings. It was also 
viewed as a balancing act between the normal, and the ab-
surd.19 It can also be seen as a riddle to the viewer, with no 
correct answer because there is no clear way of defi ning any 
answer. Th is new way of thinking of leveraging two oppo-
sites became an inspiration to Kruchenykh, Malevich, and 
Matyushin, whose work paved the way for the most famous 
Russian futurist opera. 

Th e contrasting ideas of harmony and dissonance were pres-
ent in alogism, futurism, cubism, and suprematism, and 
structured Victory Over the Sun. Cubism, an artistic move-
ment in Europe in the early 20th century, encompassed 
pioneering artists such as Pablo Picasso, and it became the 
predecessor to futurism. It dealt with a unique portrayal of 
space, volume, and mass, which would surround the subject 
matter on the canvas, and it can also be viewed as the step-
ping-stone for abstraction. Its later counterpart, futurism, 
was slightly diff erent. Futurism was practiced on all medi-
ums of art. Specifi cally in Russia, this movement focused on 
literature and the visual arts, such as Malevich’s set designs 
and costumes and Kruchenykh’s script for Victory Over the 
Sun. Th is movement, a branch off  of cubism, is what helped 
to inspire the idea of Suprematism, coined by Malevich in 
1915 aft er being inspired by the futurist opera.20

According to Russian poet Vladimir Mayakovsky, 
“Kruchenykh wrote his drama ‘by means of war’ (by analogy 
with ink) using war not as a subject, but as a medium and 
metaphor for futurist creativity.”21 It was geometrically engi-
neered; it relied on the dynamics of the set where the theatri-
cal eff ects were expected and specifi cally designated at times. 

Th e language of Victory Over the Sun did not sit well with 
both the audience and its critics because its script complete-
ly rejected reason. Instead, it encompassed a new literary 

technique, called zaum. Th e term was coined and created 
by Khlebnikov (as seen in the prologue for Victory Over the 
Sun) and further enhanced and minimalized in terms of the 
linguistic structure by Kruchenykh.22 Kruchenykh, being 
heavily infl uenced by this new style of literature, used it to 
compose the entire script for Victory. Th is new literary pho-
nic helped push for the futurist movement in the Russian 
Avant-Garde revolution. 

Zaum, which can also be referred to as “beyonese” as it co-
incided with the emergence of alogism in the visual arts, 
was considered to be a magical language. It combined the 
unconscious with intuition of speech, and then it would 
completely reject the predicted pattern of speech. It “colored 
many themes and motifs of [Kruchenykh’s] multi-layered 
transnational poetry.”23 Instead of relying on what was said, 
it focused on how it sounded and looked on paper. Th ere-
fore, the combined ideas and eff orts of physical phonics and 
visual aspects encompassed this new language. Kruchenykh 
was infl uenced by the Slavic languages, especially those used 
in folktales, legends, or myths.24 Th e Slavic language in the 
script started to become very minimalistic, and it continued 
to become that way until it was reduced to its beginning pho-
nic elements. 

Th e entire dialogue for Victory Over the Sun was written 
in zaum, where compositionally nothing made sense, but 
linguistically it sounded beautiful. Th is was the eff ect that 
Kruchenykh aimed for when he was writing its script. Ini-
tially, it was the use of language, rather than the subject of 
art, that was the focus. However, set designs set Victory apart 
from other futurist works being rendered at the time.25 Th e 
abstraction the play presented is how it is best remembered. 

Artist Kazimir Malevich, having been heavily infl uenced 
by alogism, showcased it in his paintings, costumes, and 
set designs for Victory Over the Sun, and his infl uence was 
also present in artistic movements surrounding cubism and 
futurism. Th e painterly construction of the play was trans-
formed into abstract shapes and anatomical structures, and 

Scene from Victory over the Sun (Moscow, 2014)
Source: Shakko (Commons Wikimedia)
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the play itself was considered to be “an incidental experiment 
of the dramatic genre.”26

 
THE GENESIS oF SUPREMATISM AND MUSIC
Victory was created during the summer of 1913 when both 
Malevich and Kruchenykh joined Matyushin at the “All Rus-
sian Congress of Futurists.” Collectively, Futurists believed 
in the idea of speed and technology, where the future would 
rely on faster means for production and a better standard of 
living. Artistically, they rooted themselves fi rst by expressing 
their ideas through means such as literature and poetry, but 
it eventually branched out to art, sculpture, and the perform-
ing arts.27 Th is futuristic collaboration of ideas and thoughts 
were not universally accepted, and thus it gave rise to a whole 
slew of new ideologies, art, and thinking. Th ey sought to 
make something that would stand out and have some sort of 
remembrance, and thus the ideas and confi gurations behind 
Victory were created. Nonetheless, all of the Russian futur-
ists were infl uenced, in some way beforehand, by the ideas 
of Cubism.

Th ere are confl icting reports between historians in regards to 
when suprematism was actually born. Was it during Victory, 
or was it aft er? For example, the Northwestern University 
Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures notes how 
Malevich’s famous Black Square and suprematism were both 
during the play.28 However, Kruchenykh noted in his refl ec-
tion that, “there was no non-representational art or Supre-
matism, as [Malevich] called it, in the production of Victory, 
and nor could there have been, because constructed fi gures of 
people moved on the stage—they spoke... acted, and moved 
according to the needs of the articulation of their joints.”29

Th erefore, all suggestions that have pointed towards Malev-
ich’s backdrop from Victory being the beginning of supre-
matism are false, simply because it was merely an inspiration 
for Black Square and an entirely new way of artistic thinking.

Suprematism, according to Malevich, was “[the] end and be-
ginning where sensations are uncovered, where art emerges 
‘as such.’”30 It was an abstract art system that completely dis-
regarded any sort of pictorial method that had been recog-
nized in previous works of art, such as with cubism.31 Th e 
suprematist movement had three phases, where two of them 
dealt with colors and shapes, and the third had black and 
white with shapes. Th is new artistic revolution was based 
around geometric forms. Malevich believed that the square 
represented the absolute basic and most pure of all art forms. 
Not only did these geometric forms shape the “subject” of 
the painting, but the placement, color, and direction were 
all specifi c with each aspect meaning something else. Each 
part of the painting had its own story to tell, whether the 
shape was up high or down low on a canvas, the size of each 
shape meant something, and so on. Th ese intentional artistic 
representations were part of a spiritual connection that the 
artist made with his or herself in regards to the message they 
wanted to portray.32

Before a suprematist artist sought to create art through paint 
on a canvas, a spiritual connection that connected an idea 
surrounding the artist’s spirituality and his or her own self-
thought had to be envisioned. In one of Malevich’s pamphlets 
from the 1920s, he mentioned how he had started to retreat 
into his domain of thought, and that he would continue to 
journey there in the infi nite space of the human skull until 
it was no longer possible.33 Instead of viewing art as having 
a subject matter that told a story to the viewer, it became a 
journey that the artist took into their mind. Th is brought 
out something pure, natural, and unique in each artistic cre-
ation.34

Instead of having a blatant subject matter that had been rec-
reated many times beforehand, suprematist art encompassed 
multiple aspects in terms of capturing emotions, philosophic 
issues, and concepts. Each creation was created for the view-
er to come to their own conclusion, rather than it being ob-
vious at fi rst glance. Th is would not only allow the artist to 
travel on a journey while creating it, but it allowed the viewer 
to journey towards discovering what the painting meant to 
them. 

Figure from Victory over the Sun (c. 1910)
Source: К. Малевич (Commons Wikimedia)
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Spiritually, Malevich believed that this two-dimensional 
form of art was a way for the human mind to ascend into a 
fourth dimension and reach a celestial path.35 The idea be-
hind this was an echo from the opera, because like an ouro-
boros, the final end result for the meaning behind a picture is 
endless. He believed that:

art is the ability to create a construction that derives not 
from the interrelation of form and color and not on the 
basis of aesthetic taste in a construction’s compositional 
beauty, but on the basis of weight, speed, and direction 
of movement.36

This philosophical belief was especially present in Victory 
Over the Sun. Victory focused around the key concepts of 
weight, speed, and direction. It relied on weight, speed, and 
direction, rather than whatever color was being portrayed at 
a specific time. The effects in the play and the way the stage 
directions and set designs moved with one another created a 
literal visual of performing arts to the audience. 

According to Malevich’s artistic philosophy, if an artist con-
tinued to paint according to laws directed by someone else, 
then that art was neither truthful nor sincere. The artist had to 
break free from the confines of artistic laws. Only then would 
the artist begin to paint on a canvas, or sculpt with hands, 
with a sound mind and a pure spirit. An artist that continued 
to adhere to teachings in a school that only abides by a will 
of repetition towards repeated subject matter, which, in Ma-
levich’s mind, diminished the meaning behind the painting 
because its message was not unique or truthful:37

This is possible when we free all art of philistine ideas 
and subject matter and teach our consciousness to see 
everything in nature not as real objects and forms, but as 
material, as masses from which forms must be made that 
have nothing in common with nature.38

Continuing to allow the artist to see a repetitive subject does 
not create new art. Instead, its value became diminished. To 
Malevich, it was better to see the subject just as the artist saw 
a new blank canvas. It would become a new opportunity to 
explore something unique. The radical notion that the sub-
conscious dominated the human consciousness helped to 
manipulate suprematist art under Malevich. This not only 
helped to construct a new thought process, but, in Malevich’s 
eyes, a new individual.39

The reason that cubist, futurist, and suprematist art was not 
understood by the people was that they were so used to the 
ideas and concepts of antiquity found in the likes of Renais-

sance art, with the creation of the perfect form of man, that 
they were not able to understand the beauty of modern art 
in a new stage. Bringing back things from the past, in Malev-
ich’s mind, meant that those in a younger generation would 
only be subjected to repeated forms, instead of breaking free 
and seeing past it with a more modern eye. Malevich said 
in an essay, “Art should not advance toward abbreviation or 
simplification, but toward complexity.”40 This showed how he 
aimed for his audience to think of his paintings, rather than 
have the intelligence of the viewer be dwindled due to antiq-
uity. 

With suprematist and futurist art, however, the art depicted 
was simple, yet its meaning was hidden and riddled with 
complexities for the viewer to comprehend and figure out. 
The ideas of suprematist art further pushed the concept of 
futurist art out of the way, which allowed for this new phi-
losophy of art to blossom.

Malevich’s famous original Black Square painting, inspired 
by the backdrops he created in Victory, was nothing more 
than a black square on a white canvas. With this creation 
came about a trio of paintings to make a set, with the Black 
Square, Black Circle, and Black Cross, which all represented 
the basis of suprematist art.41 This trio of paintings by Ma-
levich all linked to this notion of spirituality, where linking 
to something higher than what was presented at face-value 
held the most artistic value.42 The first Black Square (painted 
in 1915) was directly influenced by the set designs he did 
for Victory, since there were no colors for the original per-
formance.43 However, in this trio of paintings (circle, square, 
and cross), the square was only second to that of the circle. 
He is known for Black Square, since it was painted and then 
recreated multiple times, but the circle is what blossomed 
from Victory. The “sun” was a black circle, and thus, having it 
on the top right corner of the canvas instead of in the middle 
shows space and a disconnection to reality. If it were posi-
tioned right in the center, it would reflect unity. Having it 
off to the side represented discord and separation—both key 
aspects taken from the destruction in Victory.44

Malevich’s work contained prominent military aspects that 
were present in his alogical/zaum paintings such as English-
man in Moscow, which, according to critics, represented war 
through fragmentation of the subject material.45 The frag-
mentation, the distortions, and the idea of the actual sun be-
ing eternal showed how war could have an everlasting nega-
tive effect on victims. Malevich’s works demonstrated how 

“Suprematism was an abstract art system that completely 
disregarded any sort of  pictorial method that had been 

recognized in previous works of  art, such as with cubism.”
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the culture of war aff ected his life and artwork, but they were 
probably not ironic representations of each other.46

Nonetheless, the establishment of suprematism cannot be 
discussed without the mention of musical “advancements” 
from Victory, courtesy of Matyushin. He was considered a Re-
naissance man, involved in music, art, literature, and educa-
tion. Kruchenykh refl ected on Matyushin being a “fi rst-class 
violinist, artist, sculptor... he was very close to literature.”47 In 
regards to Victory, he wrote the score for it for piano since it 
was all they were able to acquire at the last minute, and male 
singers (since it was an all-male cast) so only the bass and 
baritone were present.48 Th e music was looked at as the fi nal 
touch for Victory’s futuristic aspects, and considered “anti-
music.” It was greatly infl uenced by and oft en compared to 
Stravinsky’s explosive and atonal Rite of Spring which came 
out six months earlier in 1913.

Th ere are two versions of the score for Victory: the fi rst pub-
lished in the libretto for the play in 1913, and the second is 
considered the most complete. Matyushin’s student, Maria 
Ender, wrote a handwritten transcription of the fi ft een-page 
original manuscript.49 Ender’s version had many discrepan-
cies, and many questioned whether or not musical creditabil-
ity should be given to Matyushin for Victory. Also, only a few 
pages of the manuscript for Victory have been found, making 
Ender’s version more widely used and accepted in reproduc-
tions of Victory.

Matyushin refl ected upon the performance of Victory a 
month aft er its debut in an essay titled “Futurizm v. Peter-
burge.” He recalled how they found seven enthusiastic stu-
dents, but only three had vocal experience and only two were 
experienced singers that took the main leads. Th e manage-
ment for Luna Park only allowed them two days for rehears-
als, which was not enough for this ensemble of students to 
tackle such a confusing and diffi  cult piece of work. He wrote, 
“it was a complete scramble for everyone to learn their part. 
Th e grand piano, a substitute for the orchestra, was broken, 
repulsive-sounding, and was only available on the day of the 
performance.”50

Kruchenykh, Malevich, Matyushin, and other avant-garde 
artists were aff ected by the civil society and public culture 
before the Russian Revolution really set in 1917, and in many 
ways, welcomed the revolution.51 Th e Romanovs celebrated 
their tercentenary, completely oblivious to the Revolution 
that would come in four years. During this time, however, 
the avant-garde artists were fully immersed in their own rev-
olution.52 Russian artists were trying to break free from the 
continuum of art and create their artistic revolution at the 
time. Th e continuing rejection of Western art and aesthetics 
of antiquity were frequent at the time under the avant-garde 
artists, and it was particularly dominant in Victory. Th e ideas 
gathered settled around this radical notion of antagonistic 
artistic appeal of rejecting the well-known and breaking free 

of traditions in order to fi nd a set path towards modernism. 
However, nationalistic trends were woven in their work. 
Th eir concern over national traditions in Russia was a funda-
mental aspect of life during this time, and these trends were 
so important to the artists that they could not be denied in 
their play.53 Aft er the Russian Revolution of 1917, resurrect-
ing Victory seemed to be the appropriate path to take.

THE RESURRECTIoNS
Th e fi rst reproduction of the play was done in 1920 by the 
members of the Posnovis, or Followers of New Art. Th is 
group was determined to bring new types of art to light, so 
they used Victory Over the Sun as their gateway and opportu-
nity to do so. It was presented on February 6, 1920. Malevich 
supervised the construction of the sets and costumes. Along 
with this presentation, Nina Kogan presented the world’s 
fi rst “Suprematist Ballet” that was inspired by Malevich’s 
Black Square.54 However, as the Posnovis gained confi dence, 
they changed their name to UNOVIS (Utverditeli novogo 
iskusstva - Champion of New Art, 1919-22), and Malevich 
was so pleased with this, that he named his fi rst daughter 
Una, aft er it.55

Vzorval by Aleksei Kruchenykh (1913)
Source: Aleksei Kruchenykh (Commons Wikimedia)
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A few years later, Victory was resurrected again, however this 
time by Lazar (El) Lissitzky. He was mentored by Malevich, 
and became an artist, designer, photographer, typographer, 
and much more, and was viewed as an important proponent 
of the suprematist movement. His version of Victory, how-
ever, did not take off as he would have liked. He went on to 
conceive a “marionette version,” but this project never got 
past a few publications of ten color lithographs of figures and 
costumes in 1923.56 Lissitzky’s analysis of Victory was that it 
celebrated man’s technological advances and capabilities. He 
wrote, “the sun, as the expression of old world energy, is torn 
down from the heavens by modern man, who by virtue of his 
technological superiority creates his own energy source.”57 
Between the 1920 revival and the 1923 attempt, it was not 
until 1980 that Victory resurfaced again.

Victory was performed multiple times throughout the 1980s 
and ‘90s. To differentiate from the original production, these 
performances had the colored costumes that Malevich in-
tended for the characters to wear. Victory appeared in 1980 
when it was re-created by Robert Benedetti for the Los An-
geles County Museum of Art. Three years later, it was per-
formed at the Berlin Festival, in Amsterdam, the Brooklyn 
Academy of Music in New York, and lastly, in Washington, 
D.C. Afterward, Victory popped up in Tokyo, Toulouse, and 
Munich. There was even a 1989 production in Leningrad, a 
new staging at the Kunstlerhaus in Vienna in 1993, and then 
one in Moscow in 1997. The last time it was staged and per-
formed was in 1999 at the British Premiere, which was di-
rected by Julia Hollander.58

Hollander’s production of Victory was beneficial to the his-
tory of the play, in having a well-translated libretto made by 
historians and linguists.59 In her production, she wrote a note 
in the program, discussing the similarities between the pro-
duction in 1913 and the one in 1999. She wrote that in 1913, 
Europe was on the brink of the first World War, and then dis-
cussed a conflict that was occurring in the Balkans and how 
that would lead into another war for the Russians.60 Her idea 
of the play was different than that of Lissitzky, because while 
he viewed it as a metaphor for man’s technological advances, 
she viewed it as a dark prophecy for the Russians.61 Holland-
er’s production also featured Jeremy Arden, who “composed” 
the music for the play.62 Musically, this play featured violins 
and a piano.63 In regards to the costumes, they were colorful 
and were slightly different from Malevich’s original designs. 
These actually allowed the wearers to move, which was im-
portant for Hollander’s rendition of Victory, which was the 
most interactive rendition between the cast and the audience.

In an interview with Hollander and Arden in 2008, they dis-
cussed how their production of Victory came to light. It was 
through the inspiration of a collection of Malevich paintings 
that the idea to bring the play to life again became aroused. 
Essentially, art historians knew of this play only through Ma-
levich’s works, but “theatre practitioners were generally un-

aware of it.”64 As with the original production, Hollander was 
not granted much money for his production, and struggled 
just like the original artists did—but, she and her crew had 
a six month time frame to pull this production off. The stu-
dents they were going to use in their production were con-
servative, and not fond of improvisation, which was highly 
important to the foundation and text of Victory. Instead, the 
students were used for music only, and Hollander hired pro-
fessional actors to portray the characters. At the end of the 
day, however, they all had to collaborate and discard the idea 
of improvisation, because no one was up for the challenge.65

Hollander made sure that her representation of Victory had 
her own mark on it. With this being her first dive into the 
absurdity of the avant-garde, she tried to imagine what it was 
like “to be them, telling a story.”66 She felt inclined to use Ma-
levich’s costumes and the Black Square, but she did not want 
hers to be as provocative as the original production. To dif-
ferentiate even more, her production did not feature an all-
male cast; of the singers brought in, two of them were female. 
Hollander’s Victory also consisted of a bizarre laser light 
show that was orchestrated to move with the sound of the 
music vibrating off of the instrumentalists. Arden mentioned 
how the music was difficult to compose because Matyushin’s 
work was only available in fragments. He had to look back at 
other futurist works in order to compose something for the 
violinists.67

The public opinion and reviews for Victory solely depended 
on the time in which it was being performed. Its original pro-
duction in 1913 garnered harsh criticism from newspapers 
and journalists. To start off the futurist movement, Maya-

Black Square (1915)
Source: Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow
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kovsky’s Tragedy received the first review, which was incred-
ibly critical. His play was called a mockery that should not 
have even been called a play, and, at one point when Maya-
kovsky said he was going to hang himself, the audience egged 
him on.68 The other reviews in Bartlett were similar, but 
about Victory. The majority of the reviews also mentioned 
how it was a mockery to opera as well. They would remark 
how the play was boring, yet wild and senseless. Some would 
comment on how the audience did not fill up all the seats and 
became bored. Many also stated that it was just impossible 
to discuss what had taken place at Luna Park. Even at the 
end, when the writer/director was supposed to come out, he 
never showed.69 The reviews for the 1913 performance made 
Victory seem exactly like what Hollander was trying to do 
in her revival of it. Maybe the futurists behind Victory made 
the play in order for there to be audience interaction. Maybe 
they knew that what they wrote would not be accepted, and 
so they hoped for the audience to shout or get involved with 
what they were doing. After all, that would also go against 
the entire idea of an “opera” where the audience sits and lis-
tens in enjoyment. With Victory being the “anti-opera” that it 
was, the audience involvement might have been exactly what 
the futurists were hoping for.

The other performances from 1920, and then the revivals 
in the ‘80s and ‘90s, all garnered some attention, but none 
were like the original. Reviews for the 1920 performance are 
scarce, but a mention of Victory was in an article in 1939. 
It talked about how the reviewers tore apart Mayakovsky’s 
Tragedy much more than they did Victory, which meant that 
the tragedy was better to Kruchenykh.70 Kruchenykh also 
mentioned how Victory was understood a little better in 1920 
than it was in 1913, but that might have been attributed to the 
war and the revolution, and maybe the Russian people were 
able to connect with the absurdity of it all.71 This suggestion 
that it was viewed better seven years later also contributed to 
how it was viewed in the ‘80s and ‘90s.

In 1981 at the Hirshhorn Museum, Victory was performed in 
English instead of Russian. It had seven other performances 
the week before which had gathered many people. The re-
views said how Victory had a very cult-like feeling to it since 
it was always talked about, but hardly ever seen. This perfor-
mance was not an exact reconstruction of the 1913 Victory, 
but its revival almost half a century later was remarkable. 
The review by Anna Kisselgoff was quite positive, in saying, 
“‘Victory Over the Sun’ can still startle us with the power and 

freshness of its original concepts. Even as a historical recon-
struction, it remains outside the theatrical mainstream.”72 
Now, almost fifty years later, Victory had started become 
more appreciated, and accepted, than ever before.

Hollander’s revival in 1999 garnered some mixed reviews, 
mostly of her [direction/performance/etc.]. Andrew Clem-
ents from The Guardian wrote that it wasted everyone’s time, 
energy, and money.73 In another review, Isobel Hunter com-
mented that the program should have had notes about what 
was original or not, along with mentions on Kruchenykh and 
his work, rather than solely devote much of the play to Ma-
levich’s works.74 Hollander, however, remarked in her inter-
view that the audience loved the performance: 

They loved it and the fact that you could surprise them, 
right behind them. ‘Oh a brilliant circus artist is doing 
her thing.’ No, they responded really well to that. Some 
people entered and exited. The instrumentalists, for ex-
ample, arrived and put down their music stands and did 
their thing.75

She felt that they could have taken Victory even further, but 
Ardens believed that their performance felt right. It was ar-
chaic and abstract enough for them to really feel like they 
had captured the original production’s intent.76

Since its first inception, Victory Over the Sun was meant to 
be the kick-starter for the Russian futurist movement, but it 
became something even more meaningful, not only to the 
futurists, but in terms of where it stood in history as a whole. 
Though not accepted at first, its purpose for being an “anti-
opera” as well as a machine to help launch futuristic ideas 
and later the philosophical and artistic suprematist move-
ment, helped to invoke, influence, and inspire an entirely 
new revolutionized view surrounding art. Victory provided 
an entirely different outlook on symbolic life in the Russian 
culture, as well a way for the Futurists to push aside tradi-
tions and spark their own artistic revolution. Nowadays, it 
is a play that is very rarely produced and witnessed, and yet 
it is only known for its artistic advancements, instead of its 
linguistics and atonalities. Those who get the chance to be a 
part of its reproductions found themselves facing challenges 
similar to those that the original creators faced, but also that 
it has become a much more accepted and respected type of 
work. The creators certainly left an interesting yet lasting 
mark in their time for history. In the end, “all is well that be-
gins well, and has no end—the world will perish but there is 
no end to us!”77 
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