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In his detailed review of last week’s art exhibitions,
Andrey Shavrey spoke in depth about the opening of
an exhibition by the once-famous sculptor and graphic
artist Karush Akopyan (1926-1982) at the Architects’
House hall above the Swedish Gate.

It fell to me to give the opening speech—a dubious
privilege of age. Among those gathered, apart from the
artist’s widow and daughter, there was no one who had
been personally acquainted with Karush. Yet he and | had
been friends for nearly ten years.

For the first two years, | worked as his manager at the
Maksla art production plant, and after that, we remai-
ned close friends. We saw each other two or three times
a week. During the day, he would drop by my office at
Latvian Radio, where | was working as an editor at the
time, and sometimes in the evenings, | would swing by
his workshop on Hospitalu Street, where Karush brewed
magnificent coffee. By a stroke of irony, after he passed
away, the Artists’ Union reassigned that workshop to my
wife.

It must be said that during the Soviet era, Latvian interior
artists were in high demand across the entire Union. The
republic exported not only a high artistic standard for pu-
blic interior design, but also flawless quality of execution.

Karush worked in a creative partnership with the ta-
lented graphic artist Semyon Shegelman. In their joint
projects, Semyon created monumental encaustic pain-
tings, while Karush produced ceramic and chased copper
panels. Such state commissions allowed the artists not
only to earn a good living, but also to pursue their own
independent creative work.

Copper chasing was experiencing a true golden age at
the time—in both public buildings and private interiors.
Artisans from the Caucasus, where the craft of working
silver and copper was passed down through generations,
were considered the acknowledged masters. But Latvia
had also forged its own brilliant school of metal artists.
Nine stations of the Moscow Metro and the famous
curtain featuring Lenin’s profile at the Kremlin Palace of
Congresses were created by the craftsmen of the Maksla
plant under the direction of Chaim Rysin.

Shegelman and Akopyan’s creative tandem lasted until
1975, when Semyon emigrated to Canada. It was Shegel-
man who played another vital role in Karush’s destiny. In
the early 1970s, he became one of the first in the Soviet
Union to master serigraphy—silkscreen printing, which
Andy Warhol had popularized in the West. However,
while Pop Art turned it into the language of mass culture,
Shegelman saw in it the potential to solve serious artistic
challenges. Karush, too, grew fascinated by serigraphy
and began creating graphic prints alongside his sculpture.
Folk motifs remained the central theme of his art forever.
His current exhibition features sculptures, graphic works,
and three chased copper panels.

In essence, we have entered the era of centennial anni-
versaries for Latvian modernists. Born before the war,

they went through the rigorous school of Socialist Rea-
lism, yet with the arrival of the Khrushchev Thaw, they
managed to naturally integrate into the global artistic
process.

This series of anniversary exhibitions began with a
large-scale retrospective of Ojars Abols at the Natio-

nal Museum of Art. Karush’s exhibition is considerably
more modest. It was organized independently by two no
longer young women—the artist’s widow, Galina, and his
daughter, Lena, who flew in specifically from Norway.

Those twenty flourishing years of Latvian Modernism
gave us a whole galaxy of outstanding masters: Boriss
Bérzins, Rudolfs Pinnis, DZemma Skulme, Janis Pauluks,
Indulis Zarins, Edgars lltners; sculptors Ivars Vasiljevs,
Arta Dumpe, Olegs Skarainis, and Aivars Gulbis; graphic
artists Gunars Krollis, Gunars Kirke, Aleksandrs Dembo,
Aija Ozolina, Genadijs Suhanovs, Juris Zvirbulis, and many
others. A list that is far from complete.

What united them? Two things: supreme craftsmans-
hip and a moral foundation in their creative work. They
addressed eternal human questions. In those years, it
was artists who were the true opinion leaders of society.
People queued up to attend their exhibitions, and the
weekly newspaper Literatira un Maksla was one of the
most widely read publications in the republic.

With the advent of Postmodernism in the early 1980s,
the generation of Modernists began to gradually de-
part—in the most literal sense. Karush Akopyan was
among the first. His descendants, now into their third ge-
neration, continue the family’s artistic tradition, though
now in Norway. Last summer, his friend Semyon Shegel-
man also passed away, having remained one of Canada’s
most sought-after artists until his final days.

Only a few remain today from that great generation.
They live out their years quietly—nearly invisible to the
society that once admired them so deeply. As graphic
artist Aleksandrs Dembo used to say: “In a situation
where you know the world is full of art, audacity is the
only thing left... In the end, quality in art expresses eve-
rything.”

Perhaps that is precisely why it is so crucial to return to
their work. Not merely out of respect for their memory,
but so that in our present era of fakes, imitations, and
endless informational noise, we can relearn how to re-
cognize authentic art—the kind that depends neither on
fashion nor on fleeting trends.

It was one of the golden two-decade spans of European
culture in the second half of the 20th century—a time of
grand hopes, grand ideas, and grand artists. And not just
in painting. It was then that the foundations were laid
that continue to nourish theater, cinema, literature, and
music to this day.

Karush Akopyan’s works are impossible to separate from
his personality. In them, one feels the true stature of

the man—strong, noble, and deeply responsible within.
Look at these works closely. They remind us not only of a
great artist, but of the stature of a human being, without
which great art simply cannot exist.



