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Introduction
The Russian born, New York-based artists Ilya and Emilia Kabakov have been
working collaboratively since 1987. Since 1997, when they publicized their shared
authorship in exhibitions, jointly signing their work, they have continually presented a
dual artistic identity. Without exception, the Kabakovs are identified as an artistic duo in
the titles of their shows, on their official website, and in the materials of their
representing galleries, as well as in every appearance of their work created after the mid1990s. Nevertheless, in many monographs, other academic and critical writings, and even
in the catalogue raisonné, the name Ilya Kabakov is often addressed on its own due to
Ilya’s long independent career that preceded the duo’s collaborative efforts.1 A closer
look at these academic and critical sources reveals persistent confusion on the subject of
Emilia’s role, either briefly referred to as collaborative, or more often completely
ignored. In essays by such prominent art historians and scholars as Boris Groys, Victor
Tupitsyn and Matthew Jesse Jackson, experts on the subject of Soviet nonconformist art
and the Kabakovs in particular, Emilia Kabakov is simply not present. Although Emilia,
trained as a pianist, had not authored any works prior to her involvement in the duo, an
exploration and analysis of her contribution reveals the conceptual originality of her input
as well as her rightful status of a co-author and an artist, a status that, with a few
exceptions, she has been largely denied in both academic and popular contexts.
The lack of critical attention to Emilia Kabakov’s creative role in the duo exposes
a general tendency in art historical discourse and critical theory – a lack of clear
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Ilya Kabakov: Catalogue Raisonne vol. II: Installations 1983-2000, ed. Toni Stooss and Rod
Mengham, Richter Verlag, 2003.
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understanding of the nature of authorship in artistic collaborations. This ambiguity is
especially evident in the context of the Kabakovs – when one of the parties does not have
professional artistic training. Partly, such a confusion is symptomatic of the continuing
belief in the importance of artistic technical skill or craft. In such a mode of thinking,
artistic education signifies expertise. Its absence often equals inadequacy and inability to
demonstrate skill or professional knowledge, or even to express one’s creativity in a
format accepted by the discipline. Secondly, there is a persistent need for a singular
author – in scholarship and in the art market – as not only does this narrative play into the
romantic myth of a lone genius, it also presents a straightforward way of accessing the
origin of an artwork in terms of source and creative authority. Even though within the
larger context of art history the paradigmatic shift away from art-object has already
happened and the very notion of authorship has been routinely compromised in both
artistic theory and practice since the 1970s, many scholars and audiences still think in
terms of individualism, attempting to assign originality to a single author.
The Kabakovs’ life partnership complicates matters of authorship further. Very
likely, Emilia’s gender has contributed to her co-author status being overlooked.
Historically, women have not received the same level of respect and recognition within
the artistic narrative as men. Emilia’s role is often reduced to that of a spouse who helps
the artist with tedious organizational tasks, letting him focus on pure, inspired creation.2
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It could be argued that this aspect of the duo’s identity takes away from an
understanding of their practice, as it activates the stereotype in which the wife’s work is
seen as inferior to her husband’s. Nevertheless, for the purposes of this study, I tackle the
glaring question of the reason as to Emilia’s omission from the scholarship from a
different angle, looking beyond this conspicuous factor. Utilizing their collaboration as a
prism, I explore questions other than gendered division of labor and recognition, focusing
on the aforementioned issues that concern the nature of authorship as well as the role of
craftsmanship and specialized education in contemporary art.
It is important to note that the structure of the Kabakovs’ practice – a duo and a
union that mimics a family unit – differs from individual collaborative practices and
those of collectives. As opposed to having either a title or a combination of their distinct
last names, the Kabakovs carry a shared (originally his) last name. Furthermore, the
function of authorship in relationship to the Kabakovs’ work differs from that in the
aforementioned types of groups. As one of the key conditions of the Kabakovs’ model of
collaboration is their personal relationship, I argue that their practice, regardless of the
duo’s marital status, comprises an exchange of skills and contributions of equal value, or
what economic theorist Michael Nielsen calls “shared praxis.” Identically to Ilya’s role,
Emilia’s role within the artistic duo “Ilya and Emilia Kabakov” is to produce artwork that
would have not been possible without her. What is more, as I demonstrate in the
examples of other mixed-gender artistic couples such as Christo and Jean-Claude
Javacheff, the critics’ and mass media’s instinct is to attribute primary authorship to the
more eminent partner (typically a male) as a result of reputations established before the
“Ilya Kabakov.” In Daniel Buren, Ilya Kabakov, Artur Barrio, Guillaume Bul, Honoré δ’0,
Adrian Ghenie. Ghent, Belgium: Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst (S.M.A.K.), 2011: 27–50
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collaborative work began. Such precedents in the realm of artistic collaborations also
show that a dual artistic identity requires persistent and deliberate construction of selfimage as that of co-authorship.
In this thesis, I examine the co-authorship and collaboration of Ilya and Emilia
Kabakov and present their respective contributions to all artistic projects tied to Ilya
Kabakov’s name since the mid-1990s as equal in creative significance. My interpretation
diverges from earlier studies that disregard the specificity and importance of Emilia’s role
within the artistic duo “Ilya and Emilia Kabakov.”3 From the onset of their collaborative
practice in the late 1980s, Emilia’s involvement morphed from merely technical and
organizational support into fully-fledged co-authorship. The evolution of their artistic
output from the beginning of their professional union to the present moment has led me
to infer that their work represents an optimal synthesis of their individual skills and
artistic inclinations.
The Kabakovs’ co-authorship has fused their individual voices, manifesting what
has been called a phantom identity, in which the border between the two creators’
processes is unnecessary as they do not exist without each other, but constitute a
homogeneous synthesis. “Phantom identity,” a concept introduced by the critic Charles
Green and later used in academic analysis of the issues of co-authorship, links
collaboration with “manipulation of the figure of the artist,” or “a deliberately chosen
alteration of artistic identity from individual to composite subjectivity.”4 Their phantom
third identity, Green’s term for a new original non-human entity that is produced by
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artists who join their forces, mediates the duo’s joint will and is, in fact, the true author of
their work. This notion allows to view their joint practice as inseparable, where
authorship is equally shared between the two artists. I argue that even though Emilia
Kabakov can be viewed as an artist in her own right, equal to her partner, it is the duo’s
“phantom” collaborative identity that is the artist, the author and the creative force behind
their work starting in the mid-1990s. Moreover, an attempt to separate their roles does not
lead to a better understanding of their oeuvre, nor does it provide insight into their way of
working, but produces more confusion than clarity.
The first section of Chapter One introduces the Kabakovs’ self-presentation as
reflected in their numerous interviews after 1997 when they started to refer to themselves
as a duo. Their self-generated public image reveals itself as one of the key reasons for the
way critical conversation concerning their collaboration typically unfolds. As Emilia’s
role is quietly dissolved, the focus shifts onto Ilya’s persona, vision, experience and
approach. The absence of a clear direction in their self-presentation constitutes one of the
weakest points in shaping the audience’s view of the Kabakovs as a solid collaboration.
The following section focuses on biography and explains why Ilya’s rich artistic
experience and reputation cause an imbalance in the artists’ public status as co-authors. I
provide historical background for the pair’s artistic identity, tracing its origin to Ilya’s
roots as a conceptualist.5 Conceptual art is the artistic and cultural context from which
Ilya Kabakov emerged as a prominent figure of his generation. While in the US

Flynt, “Essay: Concept Art,” in Anthology of Chance Operations. ed. La Monte Young (Bronx,
NY: L. Young and J. Mac Low, 1963). In this context, the use of term “conceptualism” relies on
Henry Flynt’s definition of conceptual art in its general sense as a self-aware artistic practice (or
practices) that places emphasis on the meaning or the concept behind the work as such, while
dismissing the importance of its material or formal aspects and placing emphasis on the role of
language.
5
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conceptual art usually constituted a reaction against more than a decade of the
Greenbergian formal approach to art and the melodrama of Abstract Expressionism, in
the USSR it referred to a set of formal and theoretical innovations metamorphosed under
the region’s peculiar cultural and sociopolitical conditions. The examination of Russian
and Moscow-based conceptualism lies outside of the concerns of this project, yet by
examining the work of one of the pivotal members of the movement, this essay inevitably
engages with some of its facets. What is more, the subject of conceptualism serves a dual
purpose in the context of this study: first, it provides historical and theoretical context for
the artists’ identity, since 1997, as a collaboration; second, it provides a means of
understanding Ilya’s work prior to his involvement with the duo and pinpoints key
aspects of his work as it evolved into his current collaborative phase.
The third and fourth sections outline the complex trajectories of Emilia’s artistic
intention and distinct involvement over the last decade in the creation of large-scale
installations and other projects. Case by case, I argue that Emilia Kabakov’s practice
merits the status of co-authorship and grants her both credit and responsibility, as
opposed to a position of mere assistance, management, and technical contribution. I also
consider the status Emilia was given in the duo’s early (pre-1997) self-identification and
public presentation. My purpose in conducting this part of the research was to develop an
understanding of the motivations and processes behind the artists’ decision to join forces,
and therefore present a deeper understanding of Emilia’s artistic talent and original
achievements.
Chapter Two centers on the broader issues revealed by the case of the Kabakovs:
the issues of authorship that include the still relevant romantic image of a lonesome
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genius, as well as the challenges collaborative practices bring to this view, and the role of
craftsmanship in the context of authorship. In order to investigate and contextualize
authorship, I begin by looking into the very notion of collaboration and its development
within the praxis and discourse of art in contemporary Western society and culture. To
provide a necessary theoretical framework, I consider disciplines and sources from fields
as diverse as business theory, psychology, film studies, and communication theory, that
have problematized collaboration decades before the field of art history took interest in
the subject. General narrative records, theoretical writings, relevant investigations of
collaborative creative action, as well as philosophical and critical rhetoric all serve as a
basis for this account.
From an art historical point of view, it is crucial to set precedents and highlight
dates, as well as to work along a conceivable timeline where collaborative practices and
theories around them make their appearance in the realm of art. Collaboration as a
legitimate and noteworthy means of artistic production entered the mainstream of
academic research in recent decades, but certain sticking points stemming from earlier
discourse have come into focus. The existent scholarship on the subject generally agrees
that it is in the 1970s that collaboration as a subject emerges as a significant interest
among artists.6 One of the most thorough theoretical works on the subject remains
Charles Green’s The Third Hand (2001), in which he describes collaboration as “a crucial
element in the transition from modernist to postmodern art…adopted as a method…
during late 1960s and 1970s.”7 In this thesis, I examine the development of the
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Kabakovs’ duo, as it occurred shortly after collaboration came into visibility. Green’s
understanding of the history of collaborative practices as well as their nucleus informs a
large part of this investigation. His concept of the “phantom third hand” constitutes a
basis for understanding authorship in relation to the artists’ union.
In the 1990’s, network tools such as Wikis, online databases, and the later
emergence of social media further muddied the discourse on authorship and collaboration
already complicated by the paradigm shift of the 1970s. To make sense of this fastchanging world, critics and theorists proposed new categories and terms for the artistic
tendencies they observed as emerging from this new historical context. Theorists such as
Suzi Gablik (1992) and Nicolas Bourriaud (1998) recognized the importance of the shift
in attention from the art-object to art-experience, as demonstrated by the output of their
contemporaries, and produced writings that further directed the rhetoric concerning
collaborative work.8 The participatory, socially engaged and communal artistic practices
that confronted the nature of authorship, such as the work of Suzanne Lacy, Philippe
Parreno, Thomas Hirschhorn, and collectives such as Group Material and Bruce High
Quality Foundation, were often addressed in similar, even identical terms as collaborative
artistic partnerships, presenting another great ideological challenge to the idea of the
singular artist. Due to their rhizomatic structure as well as the fact that such practices are
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Nicolas Bourriaud. Relational aesthetics (S. Pleasance, F. Woods & with the participation of
Copeland, Mathieu Trans.). Dijon: Les Presses du Reel, 2002. Nicolas Bourriaud. « Berlin letter
about relational aesthetics. » In C. Doherty (Ed.), Contemporary art: From studio to situation
(pp. 43-49). London; Cambridge, MA.: Black Dog Publishing Limited, 2004. Suzi Gablik.
“Connective aesthetics: Art after individualism.” In S. Lacy (Ed.), Mapping the terrain: New
genre public art (pp. 74-87). Seattle, WA: Bay Press, 1995.
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more open in their production, they widen the discussion on authorship and present new
ways of approaching the subject.
The history and evolution of the concept of collaboration in contemporary art
demonstrates the importance of making a very basic distinction between participatory and
collaborative art practices, as well as among various kinds of collaborative practices,
including long and short-term partnerships as well as pairs and titled groups, single artists
and assistants. I discuss theories that grapple with the question of authorship and
collaboration and a selection of notable contemporary accounts on the ontology of
creation in regard to collaboration. The writings of Robert C. Hobbs (1984), Charles
Green (2001), Susan and Irving Sarnoff (2002), and Michael P. Farrell (2001), whose
definitions of collaboration involve inquiries into the idea of dual authorship and
formation of shared identity, lay the groundwork for further study of the partnership
between Ilya and Emilia Kabakov. 9 Along with a timeline of the theoretical framework
of communal and relational art, this brief survey is not intended to be a comprehensive
study of what has been written on the subject, but rather to create context for how the
phenomenon of collaboration was established and acquired its current form and
understanding.

Charles Green, The third hand. Susan and Irving Sarnoff, Intimate creativity: Partners in love
and art. Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2002. Michael P. Farrell,
Collaborative Circles: Friendship Dynamics and Creative Work, University of Chicago Press,
PUBLISHER ETC. 2003. Robert C. Hobbs, “Rewriting history: Artistic collaboration since
1960.” In C. McCabe (Ed.), Artistic collaboration in the twentieth century (pp. 63-87).
Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1984.
9
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In the following subsections of Chapter Two, I trace the histories of authorship
and dual authorship, establishing a connection with other examples of artistic
collaborations in which life partnership or marriage serve as a crucial condition for the
emergence and development of a collaboration. Due to the specifics of the Kabakovs’
case, I limit my research to collaborations involving no more than two creators working
together on aesthetic and conceptual properties of the work. For the reason that the
structure of the duo mimics that of a family unit challenges the easy categorization of a
variety of contributive and participatory roles as collaboration; the power dynamic
inherent to their structure affects how the roles are perceived.
In addition to researching existing scholarship on the Kabakovs’ artistic journey
as a team, I was in direct contact with Emilia Kabakov throughout the preliminary stages
of my research, examined many of the Kabakovs’ works in person, and subsequently
conducted a comprehensive interview with the artist. Together with the theoretical
framework of authorship and collaborative practices, these serve as the foundation for
analyzing Emilia Kabakov’s role in the duo of Ilya and Emilia Kabakov and their work.
This thesis examines Emilia Kabakov’s role in her collaboration with Ilya
Kabakov and sets to restore her as an artist in her own right, demonstrate that their work
from the mid-1990s onward is best understood as authored by a single unit, a phantom
third persona, and finally, to investigate the meaning of shared authorship by the example
of their practice. The subject of this study involves complex notions of collaboration and
authorship, and is impossible to encapsulate in a single attempt. Taking into consideration
the various theoretical ecologies within which this artistic practice could be examined,
including but not limited to feminist discourse, information theory, network art, issues of
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human-machine symbiosis, as well as speculative realism and object-oriented ontology,
this research is a mere suggestion of the trajectory for further inquiry.

Chapter I. The Kabakovs

The path towards the other is first a path towards the infinite,
an infinite in which both I and the other risk losing ourselves.
Luce Irigaray10
One Half of the Artist

The work of Ilya and Emilia Kabakov has been exhibited internationally over the
past twenty years to a high level of public attention and critical acclaim. The complexity
and scope of their oeuvre have been analyzed and revisited by many scholars and art
critics. To date, the artists have produced nearly 200 installations, in which they have
explored the complex and illusive notions of human experience, wedged between
collective and personal memories. Prior to their collaboration in the late 1980s-early
1990s, Ilya authored more than two dozen works. While the couple often indicates
Emilia’s involvement in the making of these early installations, her participation in the

10
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works’ creation and production does not qualify as authorship according to the artists’
standards simply due to the pair’s limited contact (the artists were living in different
countries at the time).11 Despite the pair’s acknowledgment of Emilia’s significant
contributions to these works, only Ilya has been the subject of numerous monographs,
articles, and catalogue essays, while Emilia, his fulltime artistic collaborator and life
partner, has been largely overlooked and assigned a secondary role by scholars and
critics.
In popular and academic contexts, it is assumed that Ilya is the artist, and Emilia
is a merely a combination of an inhouse curator, assistant, executor and operational
manager for their team. It is important to note that, with time and especially in recent
years, her role has been acknowledged more often, yet she has been seen as a mere
technical co-creator with little creative impact. For example, Claire Bishop’s review of
the duo’s 2018 exhibition at the Tate Modern operates in this typical manner, as it makes
Emilia vanish out of the discussion – the artist is barely mentioned as Ilya’s collaborator
and is certainly not viewed as an author.12Bishop’s only indication of Emilia is a brief
note in parenthesis: “(after 1988 usually in collaboration with his partner and subsequent
wife, Emilia)”. Historically, it has often been the case that gender stereotypes have
influenced judgments and categorizations applied to creative production, and that too has
proven to be the case with the Kabakovs. Ilya Kabakov’s catalogue raisonné, which is
focused entirely on his individual artistic practice, contains the following commentary:
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1989 was pivotal in another aspect: it was the year when Kabakov began
working with his future wife, Emilia… From this point onwards, all their
work was collaborative, in different proportions according to the specific
project involved. With commissions such as The Children’s Hospital
(1998) (Fig.1) and The Palace of Projects (1998) (Fig.2), their cooperation
was a full partnership. With other installations, Emilia acted variously as
translator, organizer, assistant, and initiator of formative ideas. Kabakov
has already merged his own creativity with that of various fictional
surrogates, now he took a decisive step of entering a genuinely interactive
relationship.13
As the very focus of the catalogue is exclusively on Ilya’s artistic journey, Mengham’s
commentary on Emilia’s co-authorship is extremely brief. He blends the Kabakovs’
collaboration into his proposed narrative of Ilya’s artistic development and career.
Although this description factually acknowledges a starting point for their collaborative
work, it does not provide sufficient details on their joint practice, leaving too many
questions open to interpretation. For instance, it is unclear if their practice is “full
partnership” then why is one of the partners’ voices being analyzed as if it is the only
voice in their artworks? If it was Ilya who “made the decisive step” to collaborate then
where does it leave Emilia?14 In addition, it is also problematic that there exists no
catalogue raisonné dedicated either to Emilia’s work or to her collaboration with Ilya.
For the author of this commentary, Emilia is an extension of the “fictional
surrogate,” a displacement or extension of Ilya’s identity. But does it prove true? In this
case, “fictional surrogate” possibly refers to Ilya’s technique to insert alter egos into his
works. In the 1970’s, when due to the harsh realities of the Soviet regime Ilya Kabakov
was forced to work under pseudonym, he started to create various personas. For example,

Rod Mengham, “Ilya Kabakov: A Short, Critical Biography.” In Catalogue Raisonne vol. II:
Installations 1983-2000, ed. Toni Stooss and Rod Mengham (Richter Varlag, 2003), 452.
14
Ibid.
13

13

in Ten Characters (1972-1975), defined by some critics as “the most important
foundation for his [own] art,” Ilya Kabakov has layers of reality and fiction intertwining
artistic self with the fictional characters.15 In Ten Characters, each of the ten stories is
captured in a separate album that consisted of loose sheets with descriptive text and
illustration (ink, watercolor, colored pencil on paper). Activating his alter ego, Ilya would
“perform” these albums in front of a small audience in his studio. Emilia, however,
cannot be equated to one of such fictional extensions of his creativity. As opposed to such
“surrogates,” Emilia functions as a partner and co-creator of their, the Kabakovs’, work.
She is not a product of his imagination, but a creative mind empowered to make artistic
decisions and share responsibilities of authorship.
In order to trace the origins of this peculiar trope of Emilia’s “hidden” or
disregarded authorship, it is helpful to study the existent scholarship on the Kabakovs’
work, paying special attention to the primary resources in the form of the artists’
interviews. Interestingly, their own interviews contain contradictory views of themselves
as a collaboration: they both insist that they work “as one person,” yet most of the time
their discussions slip into a narrative where Ilya is the artist, the sole creative source and
decision-maker in regard to their works. This happens “naturally” as if Emilia becomes
transparent – existent and present yet invisible. When the Kabakovs are asked directly
about their collaborative practice and the process behind it, they respond with assurance
that all of their work is collaborative. However, when the conversation progresses and
questions about artistry arise, both tend to follow one trajectory: Ilya talks about his
experience and work, while Emilia refers to Ilya’s practice, disregarding the subject of
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her own involvement. She still actively answers the interviewer’s questions, but her
responses contain a subliminal message – Ilya is the main protagonist and his decisions
and ideas are of chief importance, while she exists to facilitate the creative process,
similarly to a muse. On the other hand, when the conversation concerns conceptual and
theoretical questions on their work, she responds as her own person, without primarily
acting as a “spokeswoman” for Ilya’s opinions.
It can be stated that such a behavior stems from her firm belief that painting and
drawing have to be made by a trained artist, and authorship of these mediums depends on
the skill of the executor. In many interviews, Emilia repeatedly stated that she values
professional education and believes that artistic training is highly important.16 “Any art
practice requires professional education,” explains Emilia, “I have imagination and ideas
that are necessary for an artist, but not professional training. I lack this training, and this
is why I do not call myself an artist. Many artists do not feel this way, but I do.”17 This
belief reveals the old-school value of technical skill and is inconsistent with Emilia’s own
artistic practice that, in fact, incorporates forms that challenge not only traditional
definitions of art mediums but also notions of authorship and identity. Such a limiting
view of artistic role undermines the very basis of its existence.
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Yet, it is worth noting that over the past five years, Emilia has been generally
more vocal about her status as a co-author and an artist, speaking of her creative input
increasingly often as well as with growing confidence. Even though Emilia continues to
“doubt” her artistic status in public appearances and interviews, in the past five years, her
interviews have significantly increased in quantity as Ilya, now 85, stays in their studio in
Long Island, working, as she travels around the world setting up large-scale exhibitions
such as Ilya and Emilia Kabakov: Not Everyone Will Be Taken into the Future (2007) at
Tate Modern, London and at the Hermitage Museum, Saint-Petersburg (2018), giving
press-conferences and interviews, attending the couple’s exhibition openings and other
important events that are affiliated with presentation of their work. What is more, when
an interview is conducted with the artists seated side by side, they speak about their work
with an equal sense of ownership. This is a relatively recent tendency, characteristic of
their appearances in media since around 2014. In some interviews, Emilia refers to
herself as “one half of the artist,” a change in self-presentation which can be viewed as a
way to tackle the conventional view of authorship through assuming a dual identity.18
This way, authorship becomes an undetermined concept as the boundaries between two
people disappear – instead of two independent artist figures, the public is invited to see
one artist but casting two shadows.
When it comes to Emilia’s status as an artist, I argue that Emilia’s statements
about the importance of painterly skill contradict the deep significance and conceptual
depth of her artistic production. The confusion and misunderstanding of her role is
largely a result of the duo’s double-sided position. To rephrase their ambiguous stance in
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simplistic terms: Ilya is a trained painter and has a history of established artistic practice;
therefore, his role is superior to that of Emilia, who is not a trained painter and does not
have an artistic history of her own. Therefore, she is not an artist. Yet somehow, they are
to be viewed as co-authors who “work as one person.”19 Indeed, this is a difficult logic to
follow, as it leaves too many categories to interpretation and many questions unanswered.
Can one be a recurring co-author of an artwork without being an artist? What is the origin
of such a self-contradictory stance? In one of the most recent interviews, which was
featured in a Russian documentary on Ilya Kabakov and his career, Emilia claims: “I
work with Ilya and we work together, but the key persona, I would say, is Ilya. He is a
professional artist, and has created great amount of works prior to my appearance.”20 For
artists who draw from the tradition of conceptualism, with its signature attack on the
nature of originality in a work of art, such a view seems self-annihilating, as they could
have claimed their artistic partnership and identity as part of their work. As opposed to
proclaiming their collaboration in a manner similar, for example, to Gilbert and George’s
self-identification as “living sculptures,” the Kabakovs remain ambiguous. Their stance
on their co-authorship contains many contradictions and reveals the antiquarian value of
craftsmanship and a narrower definition of the role of an artist.
It is possible that the Kabakovs’ prioritizing artistic skill and training comes from
their Soviet education and from growing up in a society in which one’s worth as an artist
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was equated to one’s skill in realistic rendering in one of the three basic genres –
painting, drawing and sculpture. The official art of the Soviet Union as well as the
aesthetic production of its culture in its entirety was Realism, which was characterized by
its devotion to representation and figuration, glorification of artistic skill, and mimetic
perfection. Any art outside of the limitations of Socialist realism was considered a threat
to the Soviet ideology and was prosecuted by the regime.21 The academic program of
Soviet art schools “was constructed in such a way that Western art history was presented
up until the Barbizons. There were no Impressionists, Picasso, or Matisse.”22 Both Ilya
and Emilia Kabakov studied at the major Soviet institutions of visual and musical arts
and were exposed to their cultural and professional conditioning for over a decade.23
Despite being a part of the non-conformist movement of the 1970s that was rebelling
against government-sanctioned art and its adherence to realism, the Kabakovs are holding
on to the conviction that the value of an artist lay in his or her training.
The value of the Kabakovs’ work according to critics and scholars is in
epitomizing not only the bygone cultural moment of the USSR, but also the human
experience of misplacement and the loneliness and unavoidability of entropy – not their
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skill in painting. In fact, their paintings have been highly criticized among contemporary
art critics. “Ilya Kabakov is a bad painter,” writes art critic Brian Droitcour, “but they
[the Kabakovs] keep filling galleries with paintings.”24 Claire Bishop sees the duo as “not
very good” painters, and describes their most recent paintings as “truly dreadful,”
“hideous, overscale pseudo-collages.”25 These and other critics see the artists’
significance in their contribution to installation art; even if paintings are part of a work,
they are only effective in terms of their role in the larger installation. Their work in
installation is especially noted by such scholars as Boris Groys for the way it transforms
the viewer into the reader, spectator, listener, observer, and a time-traveler.26 Through the
use of narrative and cinematographic control over the viewer’s experience, works such as
The Deserted School or School #6 (1993), a permanent installation at The Chinati
Foundation in Marfa, Texas, transport the viewer into the paradise lost of a childhood as
well as invoke the naiveté of the Soviet utopian dream. As a monument to destroyed and
abandoned dreams of the collective past, this work brings the viewer into the present,
questioning the extent of the trauma that affected several generations of people brought
by the realization that the entire world they deemed real was, in fact, deception.
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Robert Storr commented on one of the artists’ painting exhibitions at the Pushkin
Museum in Moscow that, with the Kabakovs, even an exhibition of paintings is an
installation.27 Specifically, it is the duo’s signature “total installation” in which the artists
take control over the entire exhibition space, down to the smallest detail. It generates an
all-encompassing environment, in which the visitor becomes absorbed, described by Ilya
Kabakov as “a cosmos of sorts is brought to life."28 The viewer is expected to approach
the installation as a theatrical experience in which the simulation is apparent. The “total
installation” actuates the imagination as the arena in which the action is performed. Ilya
pointed out that “In Total installation, what is important is not only the objects, paintings,
or drawings, but the proportion of color, the dimensions; all the elements play a role. The
combination of the object and the space, that is the important art material of this genre.”29
Considering the critical acclaim and conceptual depth of their ideas, the fact that
Emilia aligns her lack of painterly skill with a lesser position in the development of the
duo’s work seems even more perplexing. In one of Emilia’s most recent explanations of
the artistic practice as co-authorship, she continues to view Ilya’s voice as that of
authority, “To put my name on the works, including paintings, was Ilya's decision.” Then
she proceeds to deliberate on the subject of the role of professional education in an
artistic career: “I was trained as a pianist and for me education is important. I got
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professional education in music, Ilya got it in painting. But in the contemporary world
how many famous artists can you name who did their training as visual artists? Actually,
very few.” As a conclusion, she turns to Ilya’s voice once again, “Ilya says we are
working as one person, and so let's just stay with this.”30
This response contains several peculiar aspects: first, Emilia expresses an
awareness of the common misunderstanding of their collaboration. Second, she puts the
responsibility for her status as a co-author onto Ilya. Her statement suggests that he holds
an authority over designating her position, as if, had this decision to present themselves
as co-authors come from Emilia herself, it would not have held the same power. Third,
she mentions her strongly-held belief in the importance of craft in art-making, yet
questions its status as a prerequisite for an artist working in the contemporary reality.
Finally, in reference to their collaborative practice, she asserts that they work “as one
person.” More importantly, through this statement about the role of craftmanship in
designating artistic value, Emilia contradicts their work and creates more confusion than
clarification in regard to their joint authorship.
When it comes to installations, the duo traces Emilia’s involvement in their
production to the beginning of their romantic and artistic relationship, 1988-1989. When
she was in her late thirties, she reconnected with Ilya Kabakov (they originally met in
their hometown of Dnepropetrovsk when Emilia was a young child as Ilya and Emilia are
distant relatives), who had just arrived to New York for his exhibition The Labyrinth.
Emilia describes being deeply touched by the installation; she recalls asking Ilya if she
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could start assisting him with future shows, as he was satisfied with the initial results of
her initially minor contributions to his work. As she learned the technique of working
with installation, Emilia’s expertise expanded. She, first, was involved as an assistant and
a student, as she was familiarizing herself with the technical aspects of installation
building, slowly embarking on the creative component of the work as well. By the time
the couple was married in 1992, Emilia had been assisting and studying as an apprentice
with Ilya for two full years.31
Given the ambiguity of the Kabakovs’ own account of their co-authorship, it
comes as no surprise that many scholars who deal with the duo’s work find such a
dynamic perplexing. By not investigating the issue in depth, those who have studied the
Kabakovs tend to produce no less confusing texts in regards to the issue of the artists’ coauthorship.

Ilya Kabakov’s Career as a Reason for Emilia’s Omission from Criticism
The scholarly and critical tendency to prioritize Ilya’s persona and to singularize
his voice is partly based on biographical facts that have to do with the differences
between the Kabakovs’ careers. At the beginning of their collaborative practice, where
Emilia was assisting with his work, in 1989, Ilya Kabakov, born in 1933, then in his early
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fifties, already had an established artistic practice with a well-developed, distinctive style.
At this time, Emilia, born in 1945, in her early forties, had no artistic career or other
notable artistic activity. As they began to live and work together in New York, they grew
close on both personal and professional levels, quickly learning to work “as one
person.”32 Yet, the fact remains – Ilya’s work prior to their joint practice involved
seminal writings and works of art that came to represent an entire generation of USSRbased artists. Along with Vitaly Komar and Alexander Melamid, Ilya was among the
very few artists who acquainted the world outside of the Soviet Union with the work of
the Soviet Nonconformists. This group of underground Soviet artists “spoke the
international art language”33 and were able to communicate the concerns of that particular
socio-political situation from the inside of the regime to the outside world. As one of the
most celebrated Moscow Conceptualists both in Russia and the United States, Ilya
Kabakov has been written about significantly more often than Emilia, becoming a more
frequent subject of monographs, articles and documentaries.
Ilya began his career in Moscow in the 1950s as a children’s book illustrator, one
of but a few acceptable career options for artists in Soviet Russia. Maintaining a
consistent practice outside of his day job as an illustrator, he quickly became one of the
key members of the “unofficial” artists active in Moscow at the time. The Soviet regime
and its censorship constituted the crucial condition under which these artists, now called
the Soviet Noncomformists, of which Moscow Conceptualists were a part, were forced to

32

Kabakov, Emilia. Interview with Jo Vickery.

33

Margarita Tupitsyn, "On Some Sources of Soviet Conceptualism," Non-Conformist Art: The
Soviet Experience 1956-1986, ed. Alla Rosenfeld and Norton T. Dodge (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1995), 303-330.

23

work. Their objective was to create an artistic language that would allow their work to
reflect their ideas most accurately, yet remain undetected by the Soviet surveillance. For
twenty years, this group of thirty artists worked side by side, sharing similar goals and
views, exchanging ideas along with foreign literature that had been prohibited by the
government. Ilya and Emilia describe the atmosphere of the time: “They were painting
not to make money; the goal was to find out why I am an artist to create something for
the history of art.”34 Ilya’s work from this time conveyed the atmosphere of the everyday
Soviet era using subtle means, linking this very specific cultural moment with the
universal human experience.
Ilya’s keen interest and philosophical approach to the human condition and what
this condition entails are evident in his numerous writings and interviews, in which the
artist often talks about general existential issues and cultural tendencies. For example, in
one of the recent interviews, in response to Emilia’s view of the duo’s position in the art
world and their cultural state as outsiders, Ilya begins a conversation about cultural values
and histories. After a lengthy description of the cultural specificities of Europe and
America in respect to the duo’s familiarity with art produced in Russia and by Russians,
he remarks: “A human being is battling against entropy.”35 This kind of general and
philosophical statement that highlights humanity and tragedy is pertinent to his way of
thinking and finds its way to the work he has done on his own as well as in his
collaboration with Emilia. The titles of some of their largest exhibitions reflect this
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awareness of their place in an art historical narrative, e.g. “Alternative History of Art”
(2006-2008) and “Not Everyone Will Be Taken Into The Future” (2018-2019).
Before he started thinking of installation, Ilya Kabakov’s dominant mode of
expression was his Albums (1972-1975) such as Vshkafusid’aschiy Primakov (Primakov
Sitting-in-a-Closet) and Poletevshiy Komarov (The Flying Komarov). Each Album
consisted of drawings and handwritten narrator’s impersonal comments that would give
the drawings context. These were narratives of a fictional character from an isolated
Soviet artist with whimsical solutions to living in the complex realities of a communal
flat. For example, Primakov Sitting-in-a-Closet tells a story of Primakov, who refuses to
leave the closet and sees the outside world through its doors. His story, identically to the
other Albums’, ends with the protagonist disappearing, leaving behind an empty –
abstract – environment of a white page. In the 1970s, in order to view the Albums, one
would have to make an appointment to visit his studio. The artist would put one of the
Albums on a stand and perform its presentation using a neutral monotonous voice. Later,
in an exhibition space setting, Kabakov would open the Albums and display each of the
pages, making an installation.
One of the main characteristics of Kabakov’s early works of the 1970s is his
solidarity with the Moscow Conceptualists or “Romantic Conceptualists,”36 whose
practices were shaped by the conditions of life under the Soviet regime. The most notable
commonalities are his use of language and narrative, the trope of absurdist actions akin to
the Buddhist’s sound of one hand clapping, and the subject of mundane isolation that
takes place in a vast dispassionate universe. These elements remained essential to his
Boris Groys, “Moscow Romantic Conceptualism,” in History Becomes Form: Moscow
Conceptualism (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2010), 37.
36
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modus operandi throughout his years of practice prior to working with Emilia Kabakov
and into the first decade of their collaboration.

Ilya’s Collaborative Phase. Development of Emilia’s Artistic Practice

Ilya Kabakov began making installations in 1983, five years before his
immigration to New York, and several years prior to his reconnection with Emilia. His
early installations such as The Man Who Flew into Space from His Apartment from 1984
(Fig.3) capture the essence of the experience of an individual living under a totalitarian
regime. The installation shows the remains of a catapult and a gaping hole in the ceiling
of a modest room with generic furnishings. As a life-size installation, it allows the viewer
to relate to this room as if it were a snapshot of reality. In this installation, in a manner
reminiscent of the Albums, Kabakov turns to the subject of emptiness and disappearance
previously explored in the escapism of such characters as Primakov and Komarov.
Similarly to the Albums, his installation relied on a literary structure with its plot, setting,
timeline and character. The installation features the vanished character reflects the desire
to escape the confines of the reality imposed by the totalitarian regime or, by extension,
on a more universal note, to leave disappointments and pain of daily life. It tells the tale
of a man who dreamt and planned an escape from the Soviet actuality; he, on his own,
built a rocket and, leaving a hole in the ceiling, fired himself out of his corner of a
communal apartment into the space, to the great unknown.
In his introduction to the Installations 1983-2000. Catalogue Raisonné, the editor
Toni Stooss refers to Ilya’s vision of his solo installation practice as consisting of three
stages. All of his works, Stooss deduces, fit into all three of the following categories: “1.
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Capturing history for posterity by processing experiences in the Soviet Union and
reconstructing them in illusionary rooms; 2. Personally processing his own situation as an
individual, the psychological problem experienced due to systematically imposed
artificiality on one hand, and subjectively sensed isolation on the other; 3. The question
(of) the cosmic “How do I build a cosmos?,” whereby for Kabakov cosmos signifies the
‘religious’ or Romantic ‘sublime’ in general.”37 The artist’s early installations created
without Emilia certainly reflect this categorization.
The work he has been producing in collaboration with Emilia, however, has been
consistently shifting its focus from the trauma of living under the Soviet regime and the
loss of identity, themes first developed in Ilya’s earlier work, to general human
experience such as existential dread. The formal language of their work also acquired an
international fluency, with signifiers available for a public less familiar with the Soviet
vernacular. For example, as Emilia and Ilya’s collaboration formed, the concepts that
were particular to the regime, such as “communal kitchen” and “kommunalka”
(communal apartment) were no longer part of their work. Instead, they created
installations such as The Last Step, 1997 (Fig.4-5), What We Shall See After Death
(2007), The Center of Cosmic Energy (2007) and The Project for the Preservation of
Natural Resources (2010), among others, that speak for this notable shift to more
generalized themes such as tolerance, existential angst, utopia, fantasy on both social and
personal scales. Although Ilya has always been telling “stories of private lives lived in
institutional worlds,” his collaboration with Emilia resulted not only in a different visual
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language but in a shift and strengthening of the focus on the subject of human loneliness
and existential confusion.38
According to the artists, their shared interests in the universal philosophical
problems of existence make possible their “seamless” collaborative work. Emilia claims,
“There is always discussion, and it could be about politics,...art, or history of art...It’s
always connected to something that is on a different [not mundane] level of life. Both our
minds are more connected and based on fantasy than on reality.” She explains: “Fantasy
dominates our life, and what we discuss has nothing to do with reality, and that’s why we
can live together virtually effortlessly.”39 Works such as The Strange City (2014) deal
with fantasy through exploring the notion of utopia as they present a dream that could
never come true, a vast idealization with its inherent emptiness. The Fallen Sky (2010),
Fallen Angel (1997) and How to Meet an Angel (2002), on the other hand, approach
fantasy more directly as they tell a story of impossible incidents symbolizing the common
desire to bring heaven onto earth; in parallel, they intend to confuse the viewer by
creating a false narrative of which the installation serves as a physical proof – according
to the museum-style bronze plaques that accompany the installation, these impossible
incidents actually occurred.
The Ship of Tolerance (2005-present) (Fig.6-11) also reflects the duo’s concerns
with issues common to human experience throughout cultures, exemplifying their artistic
style as a pair. This traveling installation contains the element that Ilya’s solo works
never have – a social component that renders the work as an event more than a film-set

38

Robert Storr quoted in Amei Wallach, “Lost in America.” The New Yorker (March 1997), 81.

39

Ilya Kabakov and Emilia Kabakov. Interview with Anton Zhelnov.

28

kind of installation. What is more, because Emilia’s creative input is often difficult to
discern from that of Ilya’s, such works as The Ship of Tolerance are especially
noteworthy as they bear more concrete evidence of her strong artistic impact as,
according to numerous interviews with the artists, the conceptual development of the
work came entirely from Emilia. The idea for The Ship of Tolerance came to Emilia
during her visit to Siwa, a district on the border of Libya, in 2005. Her description of
conceiving the work is evidence of her significant role not just in carrying out the work’s
production but as a creative force in its making. As she was scouting for locales for the
artists’ future installations, she spent time in the local village school, observing the strict
gender segregation and early marriage traditions. Not far from the school she noticed a
lake. “It was a beautiful lake in the middle of nowhere, and had never been used by ships,
so we decided to build one,” Emilia says. “It was a very mysterious place. For the first
time I was really working by myself, although I developed it together with Ilya.”40 To
realize her idea, she worked with a teacher from the school, engaging the students into
the process – their assignment was to create their own original drawings that would create
the sails for the ship. To execute the ship itself, Emilia worked with David Harold, a
joinery and carpentry lecturer at Manchester College of Arts and Technology with whom
the Kabakovs had worked previously. Harold brought a dozen teenage students from the
UK to build the ship from local materials of bamboo and reeds.
Two years after the initial presentation, Emilia brought The Ship of Tolerance to
the Venice Biennale. This time, to produce the sails, she engaged students from schools
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with large immigrant populations. After Venice, she set out to take The Ship of Tolerance
from Miami to Havana, a controversial step from a political point of view, due to the
tension in relations between Cuba and the US. It took many negotiations and difficult
conversations; many original supporters of the project were strictly against her bringing
the project to Cuba.41 The Ship of Tolerance was built and, and with the help of their
studio and her daughter Viola, she organized an event – a dance and music performance –
that brought together children from Cuba, the US and Russia.
The Ship of Tolerance has evolved into an international project with its own
online presence that allows the audience to track the work’s past, present and future
incarnations as well as gives the participating children a forum where they can
communicate and exchange experiences. To date, the project has taken place in Sharjah
(UAE), Russia, the Vatican, Switzerland, and New York. The artists are currently
working on bringing The Ship to London, Washington D.C. and Germany. The choice of
locales is not random, as Emilia intentionally chooses politically heated places.
For a number of reasons, The Ship of Tolerance is distinctive from the rest of the
Kabakovs’ oeuvre. In this work, the Kabakovs aim to create and recreate new relations
between young generations of people around the world. While the subject of nautical
structures is a reference to the Russian literary canon42, the key aspect of The Ship of
Tolerance is not as much the physical and finite qualities of the ship’s structure, as is
often the case in the Kabakovs’ installations, but the action that leads to its construction.
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The Ship of Tolerance produces a moment that initiates interactions and intellectual
experiences that evolve around the given subject of tolerance. In its peacemaking spirit, it
gives the audience enough space to observe the work and to participate in it at the same
time. The Ship of Tolerance, thus, is largely a participatory work of art, as it is based on
the array of social, educational, and performative events that comprise its creation on
many levels.
Although the Kabakovs create a strict plan or scenario for all of the stages of the
project’s construction, they allow their specific demographic, children, to go through a
variety of experiences that range from educational and communicative to relationshipforming. The visual, conceptual and experiential components of The Ship of Tolerance
are distinct from the Kabakovs’ “total installations” as the work of art, in this case, is a
social process and a social dialogue. It is not only an experience for the senses but a
social situation that is open to change. Even though the artists are in control of each of the
project stages, they open up the work to chance by creating environments for social
experiences for the educators and children, who are involved at all stages of the project.
As it is a recurring project that reflects the environment in which it is recreated by
engaging local students, The Ship of Tolerance can be described as “an on-going project
with an unclear beginning and end.” This is one of the ways Claire Bishop defines
participatory art, which “aims to place pressure on conventional modes of artistic
production and consumption under capitalism.”43 The Ship of Tolerance initiates
dialogues that intensify the geopolitical contexts in which the work is presented and
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enhances the meaning behind a simple act of communication and exchange of ideas
between children who come from different cultural contexts but within one global
community. A local experience acquires a larger meaning with the macro view reinforced
by the general theme of tolerance. “The Ship of Tolerance,” says Emilia, “is mostly a
social project, although it is an art project as well, but with our art we have been working
for a long time with utopia, with fantasy, with dreams.”44
Such projects as The Ship of Tolerance present a rare opportunity to view
Emilia’s artistic interests and style somewhat separately from Ilya’s. This way, event or
the social nature of the work, where construction of an installation is part of the art, can
be viewed as a characteristic of her input. Yet, her co-authorship reaches beyond the
technical aspects of artmaking and comprises the complexities of interpersonal
communication with her artistic partner as a daily occurrence, in which both of the artists
join all of their potential, skills and knowledge in an effort to produce a work.

Self-presentation and Dual Identity: Christo and Jeanne-Claude, Coosje van Bruggen
and Claes Oldenburg

Although they have been inseparable in art and life since 1989, the first work on
which the Kabakovs put their joint name was The Palace of Projects, in 1996 (Fig.2).
Emilia recalls the 1990s artistic duos that mimicked and presented a family unit: “There
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were three of us…Coosje [van Bruggen] and Claes [Oldenburg]…the Christos…us.”45 In
fact, it was Coosje van Bruggen (1942-2009) and Claes Oldenburg, born in 1929, who
suggested to the Kabakovs to consider announcing their dual authorship instead of
preserving an image of Ilya Kabakov as a sole individual creator, when in reality, it was
both of them working on each of their projects.46 Emilia recalls:

When we visited Coosje and Oldenburg, she starts screaming at me—that
was ’92—'Why don’t I sign more because we work together?’ And I said,
‘because Ilya is already an artist for 20 years. I’m a musician and being a
pianist, you know, you have to be professionally trained. Because I don’t
have professional training to be an artist, I don’t feel like an artist.’ And
she started really screaming: ‘You destroy everything; you have to sign
your name.’ For four years I didn’t feel comfortable doing this.

Christo, born in 1935, and Jeanne-Claude (1935-2009), like the Kabakovs, were also a
couple in their personal life. This duo produced a large body of temporary works of art
that would typically survive only in videos, photographs and sketches. Their installations,
situated in vast open-air landscapes, required a lot of preparation in which the idea was
only the initial stage of a project’s development. It was the organizational part of the
work, which involved countless negotiations with authorities, that ensured its execution.
While Christo, for over a decade, was the only one credited, the couple worked as a
team.47 During the first few years of their joint practice, they stated that Christo was
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responsible for development and design, as Jean-Claude took care of the administrative
tasks and correspondence that were needed for the arrangement of their projects. It wasn’t
until the early 1990s that the couple “insisted on joint reattribution of all their works from
the late 1960s onward,…even though Christo’s interviews from earlier periods carried
little reference to Jeanne-Claude.”48 In an interview about the Reichstag project, in
Berlin, 1971-95, to Journal of Contemporary art, Christo disclosed in retrospect: “This is
not only my project, it's also Jeanne-Claude's, all I do myself are the drawings,” and
Jeanne-Claude followed with a remark: “The only things I do myself is write the checks,
pay the bills and pay the taxes. Everything else is Christo and Jeanne-Claude, including
the creativity.”49 Here, Jeanne-Claude, analogously to Emilia’s “one half of an artist”
way of thinking, states that her authority only comes when it is joint with Christo. In
another interview, Jeanne-Claude declares that she is the origin and the author in her own
right: “I’m not only an administrator of Christo’s beautiful ideas. For instance, The
Surrounded Islands (Fig. 14) was my idea. Most people don’t know that.”50 As is evident
from these words, Jeanne-Claude and Christo’s path to dual identity, with both of the
artists having an equal amount of creative power and sense of authorship, echoes that of
the Kabakovs.
Christo and Jeanne-Claude, too, had to struggle with the uncertainty of public
opinion in regard to their roles within the duo. Like the Kabakovs, to a certain degree,
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that uncertainty had to do with their self-presentation, which was not always consistent.
In 1989 and early 1990, prior to the duo retroactively claiming work from the 1960s
onward, Christo was known for explicitly claiming authorship of what shortly after tuned
out to be their joint projects. According to Christo and Jeanne-Claude, as it follows from
the private exchange with Charles Green in which the duo was addressing their selfpresentation, this inconsistency was nothing more than an attempt to conform with
individualistic values and the canon of a singular author.51 In his analysis of JeanneClaude and Christo’s collaborative identity, Green observes that the artists could not
“come out” as a collaborative team as they felt “immense but decreasing curatorial and
critical pressure to present conventionally patriarchal authors to the public.”52 With time,
the artists who are now considered an epitome of the historical “transition from
traditional artistic identity to the identification of the collaboration itself as an artwork”
became assertive in their self-presentation.53 From 1990 onward, they expressed their
stance on their joint authorship consistently as well as directed a lot of efforts toward the
deliberate construction of their dual identity by thoroughly documenting their
collaborative practice in action. Christo and Jeanne-Claude engaged in countless
“negotiations with magazines and researchers for exhibition participation, copyright
clearance, or caption checking.”54
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Robert C. Hobbs’ essay from 1984 illustrates just how hostile and cynical the
critical response of the time toward husband-wife artist collaborations could be. He
observes in regard to Coosje van Bruggen and Claes Oldenburg:
Although the Oldenburgs’ collaboration is acknowledged, it is probably
forced because the style belongs to the husband, and the wife, Coosje van
Bruggen, is serving more or less as an in-house curator who helps to select
sites and define projects. The collaboration seems to be productive and
worthwhile but it, like the Kienholz team,55 is still the product of male and
presents an occasion of allowing ‘the little lady’ an opinion. The art is
more a workshop production than a collaboration, the wife more an
assistant or sounding board than an innovator.56
In van Bruggen’s obituary in The New York Times, Carol Kino brings attention to the
issue of attribution: “Although critics often looked askance at van Bruggen’s
participation in what was often perceived as Oldenburg’s work and sometimes even
refused to credit her, the couple maintained that theirs was a true collaboration. They
conceived their ideas jointly, but he did the drawing while she chose the colors and
handled the work’s fabrication and siting.” However, the most important factor in their
collaborative practice is the very fact of their deliberate decision to work as a duo.
Hobbs’ brief assessment of van Bruggen’s contribution does not, and could not possibly,
present adequate evidence for her not working as an artist and her insufficient
contributions (as a curator/arranger/producer) to be considered an author of their joint
artworks. Their artistic decision to work jointly is part of their work and ought to be
considered above such typical, for the time, attempts to marginalize an artist on the basis
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of gender. Van Bruggen’s situation is similar to that of Emilia Kabakov. Van Bruggen
did not have an established artistic practice prior to her work with Oldenburg, who had
developed a reputation as “an innovator of American Pop art.”57 Yet, she “brought a
distinctive combination of practical and conceptual skills” to their joint practice.58 Hobbs’
view of Oldenburg and van Bruggen’s duo reflects the widespread contemporaneous
tendency to devalue women artists, which diverted attention from van Bruggen’s role as a
sculptor and a creator and gave no power to their mutual decision to identify as a duo – a
synthesis of both of their artistic minds and wills. Moreover, there is the tension between
the third hand (the work of art as the product of a collaboration that necessarily makes
them artists, at least in that transaction) and the insistence that both Oldenburg and van
Bruggen be artists as though outside the collaboration.
In addition to the gender issue, to deny someone credibility based on the absence
of professional education or prior practice means to reject a possibility of change in one’s
career or one’s creativity and ability to innovate. Instead, the decision to create a dual
identity, as well as the works that follow, bear witness to the possibility of personal
evolution leading to a brand-new artistic expression. What is more, it is important to take
into consideration the complexity of authorship and the multiplicity of its alternative
models. Collaboration in art as it emerged and developed since the 1970s onward
problematizes many aspects of authorship and brings to light the invisible within the arthistorical apparatus. As an artistic decision, given the context in which art collaboration
functions, it can render itself as an event, a moment and a product of communication
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between the artists and their audience, producing ever expanding meanings and
opportunities.
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Chapter II. The Larger Picture: Collaboration and Authorship

The notion that the best art can only come from a single
artist working alone is something of a myth.
Linda Yablonsky59

Timeline Of Collaboration In Contemporary Art
Although a simplified and rather schematic view of the history of modern and
contemporary art has traditionally assumed the continual progression of small collectives
and groups that passed the torch of innovation in artistic praxis and discourse, authorship
of individual works and distinct ideas has tended to be assigned to singular artists. For
many decades, the culture of celebrity-artist and the myth of the “lone genius”
overpowered the growing reality of teamwork, making group identity secondary to
individual identity. Collaboration as a method and as an accepted form of authorship
became a norm in art starting in the late 1960s-early 1970s, a time that was quite
turbulent for critical discourse in artistic practice. Conceptualism was born of the
deconstruction of art and all of its properties, including artistic identity and authorship.
Collaboration as co-authorship became a means of rebellion against the well-pronounced
individualism of AbEx and the Minimalists. On a larger scale, it came to be an attack on
the clichéd image of an artist as a solitary figure as well as a way to confront hegemonic
models of identity that prioritize “singular” and “male” as a prerequisite for creativity and
power. In art that is categorized as conceptual, along with the dematerialization and
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dismantling of the traditional physical structures of a work, the problematization of
authorship found a peripheral, but conspicuous, presence.
Collaboration as practice, of course, was not unique to this moment, as throughout
history many creative minds have unified their forces and worked side by side. The
Impressionists and Pointillists were among the most prominent artistic groups in
nineteenth century Western Europe. Van Gogh and Gauguin, and Cézanne and Pissarro
worked side by side, exchanging ideas and inspiring each other’s progress. Between the
Renaissance and the modern era, collaboration in painting and sculpture was inhibited by
the view of authorship as belonging to a unique individual. Although artistic workshops
were commonplace throughout Europe (such as at the time of the European Renaissance),
their structure differed from collaboration – they were organized as labor-intensive
enterprises that combined educational and business roles.60 Religious houses of the
Medieval Period were home to many collaborative visual art projects that commemorated
Christian beliefs and values. Their work had educational, practical, and ritualistic
purposes that were inspired by faith. What is more, the members of spiritual communities
often performed such collaborations anonymously.
It was during the Renaissance, with its widespread artistic workshops, that
individual artistic talent came to be elevated and sought out by patrons. Individual artists
could now be celebrated and rewarded with cultural and artistic influence, wealth and
public praise.61 Artistic success was entirely redefined; the status of a successful artist
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was changed from an anonymous contributor to a recognized name. The zeitgeist of the
epoch, its cultural conditioning, was such that material acquisition and economic
competition became a norm in the society and amongst artists, in particular. This image
of a solitary creative genius has been firmly fixed in the public’s subconscious. Centuries
later, many modern artists such as the Impressionists, Pointillists, and Cubists, among
others joined their creative forces in a unified gesture but not in unified works as
individual temperament was of pivotal importance. Collectors and critics as well dictated
the now-prevalent rule that authorship, and thus originality, would be assigned to the
name of a single person.62 The value of a work stood in direct relationship to definitive
attribution and singular authorship.
The early twentieth century saw artists unite in collectives such as Dada (in
Zurich, Berlin, New York, Cologne), the Suprematists and the Constructivists (in Russia),
the Surrealists (in France and Belgium), and CoBrA (in Copenhagen, Brussels and
Amsterdam), signing their drawings and paintings with more than one name. These
collectives would often have a leading figure or an artist whose ideas served as the basis
for their shared production – each of them had a leader that was celebrated individually,
outside of their collaborative practice. Hans Arp and Marcel Duchamp, Max Ernst,
Salvador Dali, Rene Magritte, Kazemir Malevich, Alexander Rodchenko among others
became known for their own unique styles, their individuality. The collectives of that
they once were part were a context in which they practiced. Although they shared ideas
and often collaborated within their respective collectives, these collectives were not
functioning as an author. Each participant would usually have his or her own artistic
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practice. As a rule, they did not sign any of their collaborative artworks as a collective or
a duo, neither did they identify themselves fully as professional teams. The Surrealists
engaged in group experimental practices (The Exquisite Corpse, for example) and in
various publications, and the Dada cabaret or Futurist intervention are also models, yet
these were unstable models of collaborative work, not established and consistent
practices that appeared half a century later.63 Largely due to the fact that the most
prominent works associated with these groups were still made by one author, authorship
in visual art (as opposed to the fields of theater and film, for example) remained almost
exclusively associated with the singular creator. And yet the ground was laid; with their
practices and innovative vision, these groups began to shift the centuries-old myth of the
“solitary genius.”
It was not until the 1960-1970s that collaboration would function as a paradigmchanging phenomenon. Artists started to work exclusively together from the very onset of
their careers [(for example, Gilbert & George (collaborated 1970-present), Bernd and
Hilla Becher (collaborated from 1959-2007), Steina and Woody Vasulka, (collaborated
1969-1974)], making their names part of one singular author or brand. Some of these
artists were in love relationships. Edward Kienholz and Nancy Reddin, Bernd and Hilla
Becher, Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen, Marina Abramovic and Ulay, Gilbert
and George, and Christo and Jeanne-Claude Javacheff are among the artists who became
active in this time period as duos, signing their work and participating in exhibitions
jointly. Although their unions lived through various degrees of ambiguous identity and
collaborative intensity, ranging from co-authorship to author/contributor, they finally
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managed to launch collaboration into the art discourse, putting it up against relentless
individualism.
The practices of these artists, who started their careers as teams, has changed
curators’, critics’, and collectors’ approaches to collaborative art. Artists – whether they
structured their practice based on a family unit, such as the ones listed above, or those
that created their collectives as a brand or a mini-corporation, formed as collectives from
the very beginning. Collectives such as Peter Fischli and David Weiss, Komar and
Melamid, Allora and Calzadilla, Elmgreen and Dragset, Jake and Dinos Chapman, as
well as Tim Noble and Sue Webster all identified themselves as individuals, without
having a separate career of their own. In each case, ownership over the finished work was
evenly distributed between the two halves of the duo; each artist would be given critical
treatment equal in relationship to the other; both were acknowledged as equally important
contributors to the development of visual art as one part of a duo first and as a singular
artist second. Interestingly, each of these collaborative teams had an entirely unique set of
circumstances and an original way of conducting its daily work; there is no identical story
as to how two people take their personal relationship into the realm of work collaboration
or vice versa.64 There are, however, common tendencies and most often seen descriptions
of their interactions and the way both of the team members see their place in their joint
creativity.
What is more, for these groups, the way their “third” identity is perceived by the
audience and critics is very much dependent on the timeline of contemporary art and
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culture. As ideas develop rapidly and, within years, innovative approaches break and
transform older boundaries into possibilities, depending on when and where the creative
couple meets, as well as the stage of each individual’s art practice before shifting into
collaborative work, the couple might find immediate recognition or get caught up in
stereotypical notions of gender, sexuality and creativity.

Collaboration and Authorship
The ambiguity of authorship in the context of artistic collaboration has been
intrinsic to the phenomenon since its inception, and has been studied and written about
extensively in the twentieth century and the 2000s65. By its nature, collaborative projects
raise philosophical and technical questions related to authorship: Who is the author of the
original idea(s)? What contributions were made by each of the partners? How were the
contributions transformed during the conversation? The answers to these questions
resides less in drawing definitive lines between the creative partners and more in the
investigation itself, which may bring to light hidden trajectories of contemporary views
of originality and attribution or uncover outdated assumptions in an understanding of
partnerships. The fact that these questions arise speaks to the persistent moral, cultural,
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ethical and legal need to assign authorship and to lay the responsibility on the creator of
the work. It is partly revealing of a dualistic approach to creativity and its expression, in
which there is a strong belief that clear lines between the conceptual origins of a work
and its physical manifestation – its form – can be drawn. This belief informs assumptions
concerning authorship and attribution, simplifying complex realities where each
collaboration has its own unique story and internal distribution of power. Partly, it is a
drive to assign names as a shortcut, versus in-depth investigation of how collaborations
formed over time, and to give credit and ownership to ensure that the appropriate
compensation would follow (be it monetary or status-related).
Given the historical context, the tendency of art critics and the artistic milieu
(especially the older generation) to question Emilia’s competency in regard to authorship
comes as no surprise.66 It is not only that Emilia is not credited with what she has done as
an artist, but it is the tendency to take away the power that comes with authorship. When
looking at the map of critical thought concerning the subject of authorship, one clearly
identifies two main perceptions of the author. One is the author as a lonely genius with an
unrepeatable talent; the authorship of her artistic output belongs entirely to her.
Originated in the middle of the sixteenth century, when oil painting became available for
the first time, and strengthened in the Romantic era, this conception has met extensive
criticism.67 In one of the most insightful writings on artistic collaboration and talent, art
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historian Robert Hobbs suggests the secondary position ascribed to collaborative artistic
creation stems from the romantic, patriarchal worldview that glorifies individual genius.
He draws fascinating connections between the persistent delusional idealization of a
singular talent and the human desire to gain control over the course of history. Assigning
credit for major culture-changing events, be it an international political conflict or a
perceptive work of art, grants meaning and purpose to human life.68 Hobbs is strongly
dissatisfied with the persistent praise of individual names and of the romantic “solitary
genius,” viewing the aggrandizement of artistic individualism and culture of celebrityartists as symptomatic of the fear of helplessness deeply seated within the human psyche.
For Hobbs, who published his ideas on authorship and collaboration in 1984, the
remnants of the belief in the power of one human to alter history are still hidden in the
nucleus of art criticism, which he claims has become hopelessly outdated. He instead
suggests an alternative perspective on the place of authorship in art that is devoid of
mythologization. In this scenario, artists innovate by altering an existing cultural
“language,” with the work receiving feedback from the viewers and art professionals,
without which the work remains incomplete. Thus, according to Hobbs, “the work of art
is a response to a pre-existent attitude as well as an initiator of new responses.” He
elaborates on this concept:
Artists create art, but culture, which is a dialogue, is created by all. If we
fetishize a work of art into a masterpiece and an artist into a genius, we
break off the dialogue because we remove the art from the level of
discourse and make it absolute…To function, art must participate in a
dialogue.69
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In his model, the role of critics and curators – and an informed, attentive art audience – is
to enliven a work, giving it a context and its evolving place in the discourse.
Hobbs believes that the perception of a work should not depend on its authorship status;
who stands behind a work’s creation, whether an individual mind or a collaborative
effort, bears little significance. In this, he grants as much importance to “corporate
identity” as to singular identity.70 Hobbs champions collaboration as a way to draw
attention away from an ego to a work, which stands outside and somewhat above the
individual.
In the 1970s and 1980s, American sociologist Howard S. Becker, studied art “as a
form of collective action,” providing evidence that the ideology of individualism in
authorship is largely unfounded.71 He proposed a view of any artwork as being a result of
hundreds of people’s efforts – from those, who stand behind the invention of the
materials and who provide technical or conceptual assistance to those, who create a
context for this artwork, whether it is its place within the art market or art history.
According to Becker’s sociological approach to art leads him to revealing multiple layers
of cooperation; this way, each work of art comprises a range of contributors, none of
which is more “natural” than another.72 What is important to note then is that Becker’s
view places an artist and her art in the middle of a complex network of social relationship
that takes form of objects and contexts. In this context, the decisive factor is the
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“common agreement” that grants the artist all the privileges and responsibilities of
authorship.73 It is the moral concept of intentionality and a consensual behavior that is of
particular relevance to the subject of this thesis. Both Hobbs and Becker make clear the
idea that works of art are made and circulate and are discussed, bought, and sold within
networks of institutions and practitioners, in relation to discourses, values, and categories
that pre-exist and receive those cultural products. But it is precisely these systems that
allow artists to act and to be bought and sold as individual agents (if not exactly lonely
genius authors).
Contemporary thinker K.E. Gover validates Becker’s ideas, asserting that solitary
authorship, indeed, is a myth and is impossible neither in theory, nor in practice. Coauthorship, he contends, is relatively easy to discern from mere contribution. He claims
that any authorship is collaborative and social by definition, concluding that the debate
over “the absolute sense of authorship” is largely misled.74 The main issue concerning
authorship, in Gover’s view, is the “performative contradictions surrounding what we say
about it, and how these attitudes manifest themselves in practice.”75 In other words,
Gover is concerned with what theorists such as Becker fail to address – namely, the
distinction between contributor and author. Gover does not agree that “any degree of
contribution or influence serves to undermine any claim of authorship,” and seeks
sufficient conditions for co-authorship.76 He concludes that “the line that delineates
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authorship from mere collaboration is meaningful, but it is also shifting: it carries
according to the nature of the work and the conventions in place for that discursive
sphere.”77 In this regard, Gover reasonably highlights the necessity to look at each case
specifically and to consider all the nuances involved.
In the 1970s and 1980s, however, when Becker was publishing his research on
collaboration from a sociological perspective, the discussion was only at its very
beginning. Traditional notions of attribution and authorship within artistic practice itself
were undergoing intensive reevaluation. For example, in part of her practice in 1980s,
Sherrie Levine reproduced recognizable artwork, questioning the very nature of
authorship. One of her most celebrated series, After Walker Evans (1981), were
photographic reproductions of Walker Evans’ widely known images. Levine did not
plagiarize the images; instead, she referenced the original author in the title. This gesture
excluded the debate over the original skills it took the original author to create the work.
It allowed her to ignite a debate on a complex issue that lies in the realm of authorship
rights and originality. The content of such works become less important than the very fact
of their appropriation – it’s the controversy itself that now is in the spotlight. Later in her
practice, Levine took this method a bit further, by reproducing Duchamp’s readymades.
This way, she made the viewer aware of the mundaneness of the well-studied and wellfamiliar artwork that Duchamp’s creations become. They became a commodity quite in
the same way as the objects represented by the famed Dadaist. Such ideas of recontextualization and re-presentation as that of Levine and the Picture Generation seemed
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to describe the process of creation more accurately than authorship had, with its claim to
ownership of an original idea. According to this new line of thought, entirely original
inventions could not be possible anymore, because even the smallest part of the whole
had partially been done before. What is original, however, are the permutations and
combinations of already existing elements. The author is then the mind behind their
arrangements.
The auteur theory in cinema, on the other hand, comes close to tackling the
distinction between co-authorship and mere contribution. Based on Alexandre Astruc’s
writing of the late 1940s, this theory holds that the director, who is responsible for all the
audio and visual elements of the motion picture, is considered its author, while the writer
of the screenplay is not. In delineating the reasons for a single person to be an author (as
opposed to a group), the theory allows for separation of the “artistic” part of the work and
the “production” part. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, film theorists argued against
these matter-of-fact individualistic claims in favor of collective intentionality, claiming
that single authorship of a project as large and comprehensive as a film is simply not
possible. Instead, such projects are multiply authored. For example, according to film
theorist Berys Gaut, multi-authorship has to do not as much with the technical execution
of a film as with the artistic decisions, which exist in multitudes. Actors and their creative
interpretations are one example. The contribution of “artistic” decisions done with
intention, not “accidentally,” validates an individual as an author or co-author.78 On the
other hand, when it comes to complicated cases of collaboration (which many of them
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are), his theory offers little help in distinguishing a co-author from a contributor. What is
remarkable, however, is that again, as in the theories of Becker and many others, the
moral factor of “intentionality” is given a decisive role. In this sense, its morality comes
from the realm of ethical problem of responsibility, conscious action and intention, that
from philosophical point of view stand behind authorship. It is precisely someone’s
conscious contribution and calculated creative involvement in a project, accompanied by
the consent of all the co-authors, that elevate one’s work from merely contributive to the
level of collaborative.
Another proponent of collective intentionality is Michael E. Bratman, who sees
the following elements as essential to co-authorship (or what he calls Shared Cooperative
Activity): mutual responsiveness, commitment to the joint activity and commitment to
mutual support. A specialist in the philosophy of action, Bratman illustrates the process
of collaborative work as meshing of subplans in which two separate intentions effectively
intertwine to create a network of meaning.79 Viewing collaboration and authorship
through Bratman’s lens of philosophy and moral psychology is revealing in the case of
the Kabakovs. Each of the co-authors has her personal vision of the goal. Even if the goal
is the same, specific internal and external circumstances produce unique, individual paths
or subplans to reaching the set goal. For example, it allows us to take the artists’
differential backgrounds into account. Each party’s biography, creativity and artistic
talent imprinted onto one’s path toward the mutual goal separates the subplan from that
of the other.
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Due to its focus on shared goals, Bratman’s view presents a useful tool in
discerning the intention behind coauthors’ actions, as well as in estimating the degree of
unity and their individual features. The element of mutual responsiveness within a
collaboration points to the necessity of the communication and its fluidity: all the
involved parties must be able to adjust their actions according to any change of internal
or external content of any other party. These changes have to be acknowledged and
communicated. Second, mutual support indicates the necessity to act in each other’s
interests. And third, meshing of subplans is a process in which all the subplans involved
are constantly adjusted to keep the mesh together.
A prominent film theorist, Paisley Livingston, draws on Bratman’s observations
in order to build a universal formula of collaboration based on the importance of shared
intention and the concept of a subplan. Livingston suggests the following breakdown of
the process and elements that go into a collaboration:

(1)
(2)

(3)
(4)

(5)

Joint authorship requires that two or more contributors A1 … A2
intentionally make an utterance or work for which they take shared
responsibility or credit, they do so by acting on the following intentions:
A1 intends to contribute to the making of utterance U as an expression of
A1 ’s attitudes.
A2 intends to realize (1) by acting on, and in accordance with subplans that
mesh with those of the other contributors, including subplans relative to
the manner in which the utterance is to be produced and to the utterance’s
expressive contents.
A1 intends to contribute to the making of utterance U as an expression of
A2 ’s attitudes.
A2 intends to realize (3) by acting on, and in accordance with subplans
that mesh with those of the other contributors, including sub-plans relative
to the manner in which the utterance is to be produced and to the
utterance’s expressive contents (and so on for other contributors).
A1 … A2 mutually believe that they have the attitudes (1)-(4).80
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The formula is easily applicable to an artistic collaborative partnership or a one-time
collaboration. It is important to note that Livingston, who uses dry technical terms to
describe the interactions that take place between two co-authors, relies on the moral
aspect of the interactions (that is to say that not only all parties act in good faith towards
each other’s intention, but also that the very will behind their decisions to become part of
one is a pivotal aspect in itself), that, in summary, produce what we call collaboration.
For Livingston, most of the work of the co-authors takes place in an intangible, invisible
world of cerebral response and perception. Yet, the fact that both authors participate in
the co-authorship with intention is just as important to Livingston as to other theorists
referred to above.

Towards Understanding Co-authorship
In a deep relationship, there is no longer a
boundary between you and the other person.
Thich Nhat Hanh81

In the realms of philosophy and art theory, the notion of collaboration is a
widespread phenomenon complicated by the histories of identity and individualism that
are deeply intertwined into its genealogy. The fields of semiotics, communication theory,
structuralist thought, film theory and behavioral sciences all propose models that are
potentially useful for understanding that which the New Oxford American Dictionary
defines rather simply as “the action of working with someone to produce or create
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something.”82 Because collaboration occurs in many contexts and across disciplines,
perceptive analysis conducted by prominent scholars and theorists of respective fields
offers insights into collaboration as a joint creative practice. The way collaboration forms
and evolves in the “real” world is usually at the center of such studies. Thus, to
understand artistic collaboration as a phenomenon as well as any specific collaboration,
such as the Kabakovs’, it is helpful to consider its meaning outside of visual art.
While the art discourse has only in recent decades found interest in the subject of
collaboration, the behavioral sciences such as economics, sociology and psychology have
studied collaborative interactions for a considerably longer period. In Collaborative
Circles: Friendship Dynamics and Creative Work, sociologist Michael P. Farrell focuses
on several prominent creative teams and their processes, identifying seven consecutive
stages that played out as the teams developed psychological closeness and trust, which
resulted in transformations of the quality and quantity of their creative output. Illustrating
his theory with detailed studies of circles such as the French Impressionists and the early
American feminist organization, the Ultras, he proposes a system of their typical function
and development. According to Farrell, collaborative teams mostly involve peers who
meet through social networks; they usually share a discipline or a field (stage number
one, Formation). As opposed to being formed from a mentor-mentee dynamic, they are
usually based on a sense of equal authority among the members, and tend to have
rebellious motives targeted against the established ideology or certain figures (stage
number two, Rebellion or discovery of common goals and motivations). As circles
acquire more definitive shape, each of their members grows into a particular role; one
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person often marks and pushes the boundaries, another provokes the group’s core beliefs,
while someone else creates social connections and introductions. The group moves from
critique of their opponent(s) towards a common purpose, analogously to Becker’s view of
collective action (stage number three, the Quest stage). With time, members of the circle
break into pairs. Until this stage of breaking into pairs his description is applicable
strictly to the art movements of the historical avant-gardes and to music groups, but it is
his explanation of the stage of dual collaborative practice that re-describes the working
relationships within the couple.
This fourth stage is particularly interesting for the purposes of this thesis as it
highlights the specificity and importance of one-on-one relationships in creative action.
Farrell describes such duos as “fully networked,” or communicating in such a direct and
effective way that their dialogue allows for creative breakthroughs. It also leads to the
most efficient expression of their creative energy, as if it was an essence of the larger
circle’s objectives. This fusion of creativity, Farrell observes, can cause confusion in
regard to ownership and authorship, but the intensity of the dynamic between only two
people allows for the most effective fruition of previously conceived ideas, be it a lecture,
text, or exhibition (stage number five, The Collective Action). During the concluding two
stages, the circle begins to separate, ceases to exist and possibly nostalgically reunites
years later.83
In reference to Ilya and Emilia’s collaboration, it is especially important to note
Farrell’s observation of the interdependence between stages four (“break into pairs”) and
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five (“active creative collaborative work”), in particular, the necessity of pair formation
in order to produce strong and innovative work. Farrell does not claim that working in
couples produces a superior result to working in solitude. Yet, according to him, it
qualifies as the most productive stage when compared to operating in larger groups, such
as when Ilya worked alongside the Moscow Conceptualists, or when compared to
laboring in solitude. One-on-one collaboration leads to the most intense creative reactions
and, therefore, to work that has bigger resonance. Farrell highlights the peculiarity of the
exchange between two individuals and the extent to which it links and unifies their
cognitive processes, termed “instrumental intimacy.”84 Such an intimacy forms over a
period of time and starts as an “ordinary friendship”:
Out of their discussions and collaborations, they eventually arrive at a new
synthesis of theory and methods, or a new style, which they in course
bring back to the others. The dynamics of the dyadic relationship facilitate
the type of intimate interaction that leads to creative synthesis.85
The relationship between the Kabakovs progressed in a similar manner, starting before
their immigration to the US with their mutual curiosity as distant relatives, then as a
friendship during Ilya’s first several years in the United States, progressing into a studentteacher dynamic. “With the installation... I started from the very beginning. I learned, as
his student,” Emilia explains.86 It is worth noting that Farrell mentions that in a group’s
formative stages when future members of a collaboration first establish working
connections, they do so based not on their mentor-mentee relationships, but on a sense of
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equal authority. In case of the Kabakovs’, this description is not applicable as the couple
has formed a relationship not as a result of being part of a larger group (as opposed to all
of Farrell’s examples, all of which were exclusively groups with more than two
members). When the Kabakovs’ relationships deepened and transformed into more
complex connection, their student-teacher relationship manifested in the following
dynamic: when working on such installations as On the Roof (1996, no. 100) (Fig.6),
Emilia and Ilya exchanged ideas but subsequently did not share authorship of the work.
The text that is integral to the work contains replicas and anecdotes from both Emilia and
Ilya’s lives, but Emilia’s role in the making of this complex installation was of a
supportive nature as opposed to that of creative co-authorship.
The first installation they co-authored, The Palace of Projects (1996) (Fig.2),
came soon after. A large spiraling pavilion constructed of a wooden carcass and thin
white fabric housed 65 projects, which comprised models, sculptures, slide projections,
and ready-mades. The enormous, spectacular sculptural object glowing in the dark of the
New York Armory debuted Emilia’s vision and approach to installation: “If anything,
Ilya has a tendency to do things less theatrically, and I have a tendency to be more
theatrical. For me, if there is a bit of exaggeration, you are drawn in immediately.”87 In
The Palace of Projects, Emilia was able to not only contribute to its creation by
organizing and adding purely formal details as she did in the works prior to this one but
also to bring her own vision into its conceptual composition.
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Farrell proceeds to delineate the following development of the dual interaction,
which, at first, manifests as supportive behavior based on exchanging resources and
emotional support.
As the relationship continues, the value of the exchange may escalate, so
that the process of exchange begins to resemble a courtship. With each
rewarding cycle of exchange, the commitment to one another deepens…
the exchanges within the dyad become more intimate.88
Farrell describes further stages of the process of unification that takes places within a
budding creative duo: after careful consideration and as the trust between them deepens,
they start more risky behavior, offering their skills or techniques and disclosing
unfinished ideas. Within the Kabakovs’ relationship, this stage manifested as their
decision, in 1996, to present themselves as a creative collaboration. In his description of
the depth of such a relationship, Farrell refers to an important observation in the field of
psychology, George Herbert Mead’s theory of socialization. In this theory, Mead
describes the self as a result of an open-ended dialogue with a partner or significant other
that involves mirroring and assuming the partner’s view. When conducted in an ongoing
manner, the external dialogue turns into an internal dialogue. Once settled within the self,
the dialogue begins to shape the person’s psyche and actions. Such a chameleon-like
behavior in relationship to the significant other comes from infancy and the full
dependency on the caregiver. In the beginning of a human’s life, this unconditional and
instinctual trust is the key to his/her survival.89
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Similarly to Mead, sociologist Charles Horton Cooley asserts that throughout our
lives, we form our self-image through interactions with other people, especially with
significant others. In his theory, one specific relationship is the most influential to our
self-image. He calls such a person “significant other,” typically a parent, a partner or a
friend. Their power of influence is in the way they serve as mirrors that reflect images of
ourselves; these images constitute our self-image and, as a result, form our personality
and manipulate our behavior so it corresponds to these images.90 This “mirroring” stage
is especially relevant to Ilya and Emilia’s creative process, as is evident from Ilya’s
numerous claims of his conscious realization of his dependence on the gaze of “the
other,” and the importance of Emilia’s physical presence as he paints. When he works on
the paintings, “the significant other” is Emilia. It is important to note that this dynamic is
different from the traditional (male) artist’s muse, which is part of the romantic idea of
the world where there is a male protagonist who is always in a position of power towards
nature, society, and women. The idea of the human muse is a fantasy and by definition is
disempowering. In this case, Emilia is not a recurring subject such as Marie-Therese
Walter was for Picasso, for example. Instead, she is a creative mind with the power of
making artistic decisions. Emilia’s persona or image could be inspiring for Ilya; so is
Ilya’s persona to Emilia. Regardless of their mutual inspiration, the creative process that
results in their collaborative artwork is guided and directed by both of their minds,
inseparable from each other.
Farrell’s theory that is grounded in Kohut’s, Mead’s and Cooley’s ideas forms an
indispensable premise for understanding collaboration as it unfolds between two
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individuals, particularly those for whom collaboration takes a structure that is based on
the family unit, and is characterized by a similar level of intimacy. In the case of the
Kabakovs, these ideas provide a method for approaching the early years of their duo as
well as an understanding of their current artistic practices, in which the collaboration is
active in all stages of a work’s development. This holds even when considering painting,
the most challenging medium of the Kabakovs’ to view as collaborative. Due to the level
of painterly skill Ilya exercises, and the fact that he is the only half of the duo who paints,
Emilia’s involvement in this aspect of their art can be seen as passive. However, the
theory of a self as is part of the socio-psychological discourse on human socialization as
well as Farrell’s analysis of a dual partnership leading to enhanced creativity allows for a
different perspective on these dynamics. Ilya describes Emilia’s role in his creative
process as that of a mirror, a mind through which he is able to acquire an ability to see the
work through a “neutral” lens. This shift in perception allows him to produce necessary
changes and bring the work to the point where it functions in what both artists deem as
the most effective way. As this shift is a psychological phenomenon deep in the psyches
of two people who experience a great degree of closeness and intercommunication, it is
impossible to delineate at which stage of the artistic process it becomes activated and
when it is dormant. As these theories indicate, such a shift is engrained in the human
mind, and results in a continuous change of perception. Therefore, it is active in each of
the stages of a work’s development – from the very formation of an idea to the very last
strokes of paint. The Kabakovs are aware of this internal, immaterial way that their
collaboration works. When Emilia describes their work process, she point out the ease
with which they exchange opinions: “We don’t have to fight… There is respect. It’s a
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matter of trust.” She explains, “It’s based on the fact that each one trusts the other, that he
knows what he’s doing.”91
The artists’ accounts of the painting process illustrate the psychological and
creative closeness the duo experiences, despite the ambiguity or contradictions in the
artists’ statements. In interviews and appearances of the past five years, Emilia repeatedly
states her approach to their collaborative work – for her, the process of painting is
“outside of her expertise” and she trusts Ilya with its execution entirely.92 Without
interrupting his ideas beginning with the concept and to their final formal rendering, she
believes that Ilya’s skills as a painter as well as his vision as an artist only benefit from
her “passive” involvement. When it comes to the paintings, Emilia’s role, she believes, is
limited to that of a supportive contributor as their close connection and constant
discussions with Ilya are inseparable from his thinking process of the past three decades.
Ilya’s view of this dynamics is similar: “For me, the other, the viewpoint of the other, is
the most important thing in the world.”93 During the process of painting, “the other” is
Emilia. “Sometimes when he paints, he asks me to stay and its not because he really
wants my opinion about whether something is wrong. It’s because at this moment I
represent the viewer. And through my eyes he’s able to see what’s wrong with the
painting and correct it.”94 This dynamic can be categorized as a normal stage in the
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development of an effective creative collaboration as demonstrated by Farrell. According
to these theories, Emilia’s role in the painterly aspect of their practice is more than
merely a contribution, as it is often presented in their interviews and critical articles and
documentaries. Instead, it is a full collaborative effort that is based on a deep personal
connection the result of which is their fully shared, inseparable artistic identity, the whole
that is greater than the sum of its parts.

Serendipitous Connection Over and Over Again: Shared Praxis

In the description of the collaborative dynamics behind Jeanne-Claude and
Christo, Green suggests an analysis of the couple’s collaboration that is, figuratively, a
corporate mechanism: Christo was hired as a designer and a skillful worker specializing
in drafting and drawing, and Jeanne-Claude was employed as its “president and
treasurer.”95 According to Green: “Their constructed corporate identity mimicked the
inverted relationship between financial cultural capital: great emotional, psychic, and
financial investments resulted in the loss of financial capital but the creation of
considerable cultural capital,” infers Green. This approach can certainly be applied to the
way the Kabakovs function. Emilia and Ilya could be viewed as creative workers
employed by their own company “the Kabakovs,” as they exchange their skills in a
structured manner to produce a product of cultural value.
In fact, considerable research on the subject of collaboration in science, especially
in scientific labs, and business has been carried out with the practical purpose of
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discovering a method to enhance the efficiency of joined forces. Collaboration is seen as
a clever, powerful way of conducting business. For example, business and leadership
experts Warren G. Bennis and Patricia Ward Biederman explore “creative problem
solving” conducted by groups of leaders across a wide range of fields, from technology
and politics to art and film. Hiring people with great ability and a talent for teamwork is
among the key elements for creating a superb team performance.96
Attacking the myth of individual achievement, the authors argue that
collaboration is a new form of creative genius, as skills to perform successful teamwork
are more relevant than ever before. “A shrinking world in which technological and
political complexity increase at an accelerating rate offers fewer and fewer arenas in
which individual action suffice,” assert Bennis and Biederman, whose stance on the
efficiency and capabilities of motivational collaboration in entrepreneurship and
corporate settings has been widely accepted in the realm of political and managerial
leadership. 97 First, all these commentators make clear that each of the collaborators play
different roles. With the Kabakovs, there is only one name they use or share – that of an
artist, and, in this context, it is still the only one that matters. Second, it is debatable
whether or not art should be subject to the same values as business.
In the 1950s, Meyer Schapiro wrote that painting and sculpture were the last
things in modern industrial culture that were still made individually as a mark of
individuality that gave art a resistant quality in the face of industrialization and
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massification.98 It 2019, it is increasingly difficult to make a case for art being completely
divorced from business or industrialization. It is not only contemporary technology and
values (culture of instant fame, praise of celebrity and monetary success) that allow us to
analyze art distribution and even art making in the same terms as business but the very
core of art production – where the underlying principles are exchange or trade (even if it
is an exchange of skills, resources or knowledge).
As in every type of exchange, in an organized trade of expertise that is considered
collaboration from an economic perspective, there is a motivation and a cost for each
party involved. In material or monetary exchange, these categories are straightforward
and are calculable in terms of time and money, the main motivators for a business
collaboration. Michael A. Nielsen, a contemporary quantum physicist and science writer
specializing in collective intelligence, describes the difference between creative and
corporate or business collaboration by the example of co-authors of scientific writings.
“The reputational credit derived from publications,” according to Nielsen, is the main
reward for all of the parties in a creative collaboration. In other words, the status of an
author with its privileges – along with the benefits of strengthening their research –
motivate scientists to collaborate. 99 When applied to the case of the Kabakovs, Nielsen’s
model reveals that while their duo incorporates characteristics of a business partnership in
which a simple exchange of skills takes place, the artists’ decision to work as a team, dual
identity and consistency in signing their work with both of their names allow us to view
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their enterprise as a creative (as opposed to a business) collaboration. As it follows from
their self-presentation, both partners aim to share the reputation, privileges and
responsibilities that come with the status of an author.
When it comes to skills, the artists’ position on the subject is clear. Both Ilya and
Emilia claim that her role in the creation of their installations is that of an original thinker
and a co-author. Yet, similarly to the dynamics within the collective of Jeanne-Claude
and Christo, Emilia does not paint or draw in principle, and Ilya does not manage the
logistics of their projects. Given the complexities of interpersonal relationships and an
intrinsic quality of a human brain to build self-image on the feedback of the significant
other, as observed by developmental psychologists discussed in the previous section, I
argue that Emilia serves as a co-author of the paintings indirectly or by means of
Nielsen’s idea of shared praxis. According to Nielsen, the success of any (scientific)
collaboration is predicated on the existence of a common body of knowledge and skills
that are shared by all the participants, a state that Nielsen calls a shared praxis.100 He
asserts that no collaboration is possible without this measurable common ground. If
conflicts of basic values arise, and there is no general agreement on the key goals and
meanings of the performed practice, there is no shared praxis, and thus no collaboration.
In an ideal scenario, shared praxis acquires its form and the process of work starts to
flow. Each co-author’s ideas inspire new hypotheses made possible by the collaboration.
Nielsen refers to this exchange as a “conversational critical mass, where the collaboration
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becomes self-stimulating, and we get the mutual benefit of serendipitous connection over
and over again.”101
Nielsen’s concept of shared praxis distinguishes collaboration from industrial or
business exchange, where parties exchange strictly specialized services or products. It
demonstrates that cooperation in exchange does not necessarily lead to collaboration,
which he understandably deems as a more complex phenomenon than a simple business
exchange. In a collaboration, as opposed to an exchange of goods and services, there is
no strict limitation to each party’s input, yet there is a mutual control over the content of
this input. This is clearly the case with the Kabakovs. When it comes to their painting,
Ilya is in control of the process, yet to a certain extent only, as his never-ending dialogue
with Emilia functions as a default editor of the process. In respect to the rest of their
practice, it is unclear which ideas originate in whose mind. It would be more accurate to
say that they, in fact, originate in the third mind of sorts, where they share experience,
knowledge and creativity to the point that the boundaries between them are disappear.
There is no need or possibility to subdivide their roles and functions within their creative
work process, as many skeptical art critics and journalists – predominantly in Russia –
have attempted.102 Such a shared vision requires a certain level of expertise from both
parties involved.
Nielsen’s concept of shared praxis allows for a distinction between a practical
transaction and a creative collaboration in joint artistic practice as well as in scientific
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research. From the perspective of economics, Nielsen argues, the wider the spectrum of
expertise covered by all contributing parties, the more effective the result of the
cooperation. However, he claims, in the art field the reverse is true: the expertise has to
be specific and focused, but not broad. To achieve an outstanding result, matching the
parties’ field and skill level leads to a reliable shared praxis and ensures a successful
creative collaboration. In addition to shared praxis, Nielsen contends, agreement upon the
subject of work and a strategy for its exploration are important factors, and the coauthors’ efforts must be aligned in both the method and the goal.103 Translating these
ideas into the discussion of artistic production foregrounds the fact that the very process
of creating a work of art as well as its result – the work itself – contain many indefinite
attributes that complicate application of rigid models.
The Kabakovs’ work certainly comes out of their shared praxis, as they hold
general agreement on the key goals and meanings of their artistic practice. Both are
concerned with the global themes and existential issues of humanity and strive to express
them through the medium of installation. As evident from their interviews, writings, and
even the titles of their works and exhibitions such as “Not Everyone Will be Taken into
the Future,” they are both aware of their place in the history of art. In a 2015 interview,
Ilya communicates this awareness: “It’s a Russian tradition to picture your paintings not
on the wall above the couch but in a temple. And I also have this crazy idea, only I don’t
want to see my art in the temple; I’d like to see my work within the History of Art.”104
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Their mutual goal, to paraphrase Ilya’s words from this interview, is as much to share
their reflection on their epoch with the viewer of today as it is to share with the viewer of
the future, and in the most effective manner plausible. They often speak about the
“validation of eternity” and the way “the museum is like a treasury, a protective castle,”
that contains and guarantees permanence for their works. 105

The Teacher and the Student: the Kabakovs’ Collaborative Work
The Kabakovs’ total installation The Teacher and the Student: Charles Rosenthal
and Ilya Kabakov (fig.15-18) presented at the Museum of Contemporary Art in
Cleveland in 2004, epitomizes the artists’ interest in history and their place in it,
demonstrating their shared praxis. What is more, it evidences the Kabakovs’ ability to
shift focus from macro to micro view as well as the ability to problematize the
distribution of power roles within the art-historical apparatus that has a traditional
approach to exhibition making. It demonstrates their acute awareness of the fictional
nature of the tradition, and, by extent, offers a perspective on their own collaborative
practice as an alternative artistic identity. The large-scale endeavor turned the venue’s
entire 10,000 square foot loft-like exhibition space into traditional historical galleries
with divided rooms, muted wall color, and soft “contemplative” lighting. This reinvented
space, a simulation of a museum in its conventional reading, presented dozens of works
by three fictional characters: Charles Rosenthal, Ilya Kabakov (a namesake of the real
Ilya Kabakov), and Igor Spivak. In the proposal for the show, the artists planned for 280
items, including approximately 150 paintings, less than one hundred drawings and
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collages and several ready-mades.106 Viewed together, the works by these three artists
constitute an alternative historical survey of twentieth century Russian art. The
installation assumed a shape of a complex narrative, combining biographical and
historical dimensions. The biographical information that the Kabakovs provided in the
form of several essays, commentaries on the exhibited work, and “archival”
photographs, revealed enough details to construct a believable image for each of the
characters in the mind of the viewer. This selection of Ilya’s remarks on the intentionality
behind this construction illustrates the artists’ concern with micro and macro narratives,
and by extent, their continuous awareness with their own place in history these narratives
tell:
There is a certain atmosphere we associate with retrospectives of giants of
modernism like Mondrian… the works all displayed in order. At these
exhibitions there are two main things on show: there is the life and works
of the artist, and there is the history of the West itself… So with this
retrospective of a fictional character, along with the question of who
actually painted the pictures comes the question of just who is doing the
commentary.107
For this project, the artists use such established tropes in Western art history as typical
presentation of biography and artistic development of the protagonist, the artist, as well
as stylistic and conceptual genealogy to raise questions about authorship and power. In
The Teacher and the Student, they appropriate the form of a museum retrospective to
problematize the role of an institution as a storyteller and to examine the disposition of
power in the making of art history. The museum becomes a platform from which the
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narrative is reenacted. It reveals the aspect of the relationship between the artist and the
curator, where there is tension and resistance, and in doing so points to the culturally
conditioned impossibility of discerning the form from the content.108 The artists attribute
each work in the installation to one of the three characters while crediting themselves as
curators of the retrospective. The Kabakovs take upon themselves a role of curators – that
is the authors of a narrative that they compose of biographies and artwork of fictional
artists, in other words, they are also the authors behind the paintings themselves. By
means of this radical gesture, the Kabakovs are able to comment on a simple mechanism
of any narrative: the narrator plays the role of an author as she tells the story through
manipulation of the context, while the protagonist of the story remains but a subject of
the narrator’s manipulations, fully dependent on the context of the plot. In other words,
the protagonist – whether fictional or historical – is a product of invention.
Analogously, a narrative presented at a museum or by any other authoritative
voice is but a construction. The role of the author is set against the role of the narrator –
the artist, whose story is being told, becomes an complex object in the hands of the
narrator. And, if the former has long been claimed dead, the latter is manifest in the role
of the curator. No matter the artists’ intentions, the narrative would be told or not told, or
possibly told with some of information exaggerated or edited out so it fits the goals of the
narrative. It is, of course, possible that the narrator stance is impartial, yet the format the
narrator follows, the space they present the work, the medium itself dictates many
constrictions and omissions for the artist, the Kabakovs assert. As for the role of the
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artist, it is not the artist who is exhibiting his work but the exhibition that produces the
artist. Taking into consideration the Kabakovs’ awareness of the expectations and
distribution of roles in the art world, it is challenging not to read Green’s observation
about Christo and Jeanne-Claude as relating to the Russian emigre artists: “[For them,]
collaborative authorship was more than personal idiosyncrasy… It was one solution to a
disbelief in traditional ideas of that art might be.” Indeed, The Teacher and the Student,
presents an alternative history of art, an alternative look at the hegemonies and social
order by means of exposing their very existence through recreating them.
In The Teacher and the Student, the first part of the installation, the most
prominent of the three, is dedicated to the life and work of C. Rosenthal (1898-1933), a
“newly discovered painter” who lived in Russia at the time of the proletarian revolution
and several years after its climax immigrated to Paris (Fig.19). His story is conceived by
the Kabakovs as a prototype for many similar stories: “in essence [it] is typical for the
majority of artists living at the beginning of the century.”109 Rosenthal’s work is
representative of the general concerns of early modernism: enthusiasm about the future
and a conflicted relationship with the past, where rupture and guilt collide. The modernist
dream of a total break with tradition and nostalgia was part of its devotion to rationalism
(Fig.20). “The problem of Rosenthal,” says Ilya Kabakov, “consists of the feeling of
incapable guilt and criminality that was always present in Russian modernism in relation
to the realism of the art of the 19th century.” For the artists, modernism functions
analogously to Freud’s Oedipus complex: on the one hand, its breaks with the art of the
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nineteenth century as a creative act, on the other – this act is filled with revolutionary
energy generating violence and repression.110
In this work, the Kabakovs illustrate continuity in art history as a linear
progression with three points – Rosenthal, Kabakov, Spivak – from one author to the
next. The sequence of the ideas and styles illustrated by the works in the installation is
altered by anachronistic elements. For example, Suprematism clashes with Soviet realism
in Charles Rosenthal: In The Relative’s House, 1930-1998, (Fig.21). The unifying fourth
point in the linear progression from one generation of artists to the next, the Kabakovs
themselves, have a link to each of the artists shown as they are the authors and the
presented artists are their fictional characters. Thus, the Kabakovs disrupt the linearity by
virtue of their very existence – they are real and they are what connects these three
characters. The artist, in fact, is not only present, it is double present as it is a multiple
identity – the duo itself.
In recreating the complex structures of museum narratives, curatorial methods of
organizations, the Kabakovs redirect the attention of the viewer from their own personas
to the installation – the viewer find herself captured by the illusion the artists create.
Interestingly, for the Kabakovs, the method for directing the viewer’s attention is akin to
cinematic techniques of constructing a believable story, with all of its visual components
including props and the use of camera, such as the close-up and the extreme long shot.
The artists move the body of the viewer by inviting them into the installation. They
predict and calculate the way the viewer would respond and where their gaze will fall.
“Any of [the installation’s] structures is oriented only toward the impression it should
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make on the viewer,” postulates Ilya Kabakov, “the artist should foresee the route of the
viewer’s movement inside the installation, and as far as possible all his possible ‘points
of view,’ including his ‘circular’ survey of the installation from any point of
inspection.”111
The past, present and future of the history of art are organized in such a way that
the viewer finds herself equally distanced from all times and concepts. Contrary to
modernism’s fixation on one dominant narrative and confidence in the existence of an
objective worldview, its history is full of “alternative, alterior, heterogeneous, hybrid and
polycentric modernities.”112 In the installation, the imposed sense of hierarchy is only an
ironic gesture that allows the Kabakovs to manifest a spider web-like quality of the art
discourse devoid of clearly designated beginning and end. The relationship between its
parts is always in a state of dynamic reformation and regrouping. In Charles Rosenthal:
Twelve Commentaries on Suprematism #6: At the new shop, 1926 (fig.22), the present
loses its priority over the past and the future, leaving us at an equal distance from all
times. Such a distance infiltrates our perception of the entire narrative.113 Rosenthal
“combined in one painting those ideas and moods present in avant-garde, while not
renouncing those traditions in which he was raised.”114 Rosenthal’s biggest inspirations
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were Gustave Courbet and Theodore Géricault, two giants of nineteenth century French
painting in the traditions of Realism and Romanticism, respectively. Rosenthal attempts
to come to terms with his attraction to figuration, reinterpreting it by means of avantgarde formal devices. The visual vocabulary of his work reconciles the traditions of
figurative painting and the innovation of his moment, the late 1910-early 1920s, a style
that is exemplified by Kazimir Malevich, Suprematist Composition: Airplane Flying,
1915 (Fig.23). Malevich’s influence on the fictional protégé (Rosenthal) he never met is
realized in a similarly accepting of the lineage and cultural inheritance way – the
exhibition tells a story of continuity and genealogy of styles using a matter-of-fact,
instructive voice. The interconnection of tradition and the present practice is displayed in
the student’s (the subsequent younger painter) relationship to the teacher, another kind of
collaborative practice that exists in parallel with the Kabakovs’ own work. The fictional
Rosenthal was inspired by an actual historical figure, Malevich; then Rosenthal becomes
a teacher and an inspiration to Spivak, then Spivak makes a transition from a student to a
teacher to another fictional character Kabakov. The Kabakovs see this lineage as a
“conflict between the new currents and their love for the past that was already impossible
to recreate.”
By virtue of these painted gaps in the reality of the Soviet regime, of French
realism, and of painterly tradition, the Kabakovs take a stab at modernism with its
promotion of one dominant narrative that is perceived to be objective. Given that
modernism was “a condition of tension, instability and, ultimately, irresolution,” the
artists deal with it through theoretical and aesthetic terms, attempting to demonstrate the
conflicts inherent in its structure.
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Shared Identity as a Decision

Collaboration offers myriad advantages in many spheres of culture and society. It
is often used as a strategy to foster innovation, to increase organizational productivity,
and to improve quality. As detailed here, many authors and theorists have expressed their
observations on collaboration and have drawn propositions on the mechanisms behind
two or more minds that create together. While there are few common threads between
these propositions and definitions, three categories tend to emerge, all three of which
hold true for the Kabakovs. In order for collaborative work to take place, there must be:
1) some degree of interaction between the involved parties; 2) collaborators must have
joint ownership over the result of their work; 3) they must participate in the social
contract intentionally and consciously. The same is true for collaboration in art—in order
to produce a work of art together, either once or as a recurring practice, the collaborators
must share the expertise as well as core beliefs concerning art making and the goals of the
process. Of course, the elements comprising an artistic shared praxis are far less
definitive, and thus far more elusive, than within scientific research.115 What is certain is
that in all of these accounts, the collaborators’ decisions to share authorship and practice
prevail over technical questions of labor distribution, largely eliminating the need for a
comparison of the partners’ individual talents and contributions to act as a basis for
determining authorship.
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Becker’s emphasis on the factor of “common agreement,” with its intentionality
and consensual behavior as a base, allows the artists to enjoy the privileges and bear the
responsibilities of authorship.116 The third hand is a term used for an alternate model of
collective authorship in The Third Hand: Collaboration in Art From Conceptualism to
Postmodernism (2001) by Charles Green, a professor of contemporary art and a
collaborative artist.117 Green looks at collaborative practices as a metatag, not as much a
type of artistic production but a kind of direction that opened to art since the 1960s. He
considers three distinct types of collaboration: those stemming from the Art and
Language movement of the late 1960s; those arising from personal partnership and
marriage; and those that assume a single identity, a “brand name” of sorts that includes
both parties. Green suggests that these methods, that appeared in the late 1960 and early
1970s and came to fruition throughout the following decades, created a new way of
seeing authorship and artistic identity that continues to inform contemporary art today.
All of them have a common “goal” to convince the audience in the possibility of
alternative identities. In the case of the Art and Language and its members that included
Joseph Kosuth, Ian Burn and Mel Ramsden, “an involvement in artistic collaboration was
integral to their work.” In their practice, these artists removed the self as far as they
could, distancing themselves by means of removing the artist’s mark from their work.
They rejected poetry and painting with their emphasis on individuality and subjectivity,
relying on ready-made objects and texts. For Kosuth, the use of others to produce works
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became integral to his work.118 For Burn and Ramsden, collective authorship was a way
to shift the perception of a work, complicating the idea of the self. By the mid-1970s,
new kind of appeared – collaborations based on personal romantic relationships. Green
points out the Boyle Family, Anne and Patrick Poirier and Helen and Newton Mayer
Harrison, who worked with the concepts of memory and archive, mimicing archeological
and anthropological teams, reconstructing a fictional figure of an artist. The third type of
collaboration is a kind that functions as a corporation of sorts with its distinct brand
name, such as Christo and Jeanne-Claude, Gilbert & George, or Marina Abramovic and
Ulay.
This third type of collaboration develops what can be called the phantom third
hand, a notion that echoes Nielsen’s idea of shared praxis. According to Green, duos and
teams, knowingly or unknowingly, develop what can be viewed as an identity that is
separate from that of each of the individual participants. This tertiary identity becomes a
source of joint creation, a will and power in its own right, it is not, however, a presence or
a kind of truth that lies at the core of the artwork. Instead, it is a functional entity, a tool
for producing the work in that form that it can only exist when created by means of two
creative minds joining their forces.119
Emilia’s recent interpretation of her role in the duo “the Kabakovs” is best
captured in her following words:
To say that “I became an artist” would not be correct. I don’t consider
myself an independent artist. Ilya and I always work together. I never do
118
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anything by myself. It’s very difficult to explain and this is why I usually
refrain from such explanations. People who observe us working together
say that, to an outsider, it looks as if we work as one person.120
Emilia insists that her role is to facilitate the appearance of the third entity, their couple
identity that would not have existed without her (or without him for that matter).
Similarly to Green’s “third hand” entity that becomes so potent and, to a certain extent,
even independent of the parties that constitute this very entity, that it becomes the force
behind creativity and artistic works. It, the “third hand,” is the true author of the
Kabakovs’ artwork. As Emilia points out, the phenomenon is not easy to explain or
comprehend without prior familiarity with the subject of collaborative oneness. Green
provides an outlook on this peculiar, yet not without a precedent, occurrence. He
showcases such couples as Gilbert and George, Marina Abramovic and Ulay among
others to demonstrate the phenomenon as it manifests in different variations. He
compares his idea of the “third hand” or “phantom identity” to what the artistic duo
Abramovic and Ulay called their “third force,” or “Rest Energy,” that allowed them to
transform into a “hermaphroditic” entity. He points out that they were aware that this was
the driving force behind their collaborative practice as it functioned, to a large extent,
independently of each individual will.121 They repeatedly stated that this energy field was
driven by attraction as much as by the strength of their disagreements and allowed them
to produce dozens of performances that referred to the cliché of two lovers, in which they
would engage in prolonged and exaggerated actions such as looking into each other’s
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eyes, kissing or continuous slapping. Analogously to Emilia’s description of her practice
with Ilya, the performance then was created by both of them together but neither of them
in particular.
In their investigation of romantic partnerships in art, Intimate Creativity, Partners
In Love And Art (2002), psychologists Irving Sarnoff and Suzanne Sarnoff speak of a
phenomenon similar to Green’s third hand that they call “total togetherness.” The
Sarnoffs bring forward an extensive overview of artistic couples throughout history,
stressing the importance of the psychological freedom such relationships offer to each of
the collaborating minds. Their study comprises multiple original accounts on the subject
that are helpful in deducing general attitudes within creative couples’ work processes.
Total togetherness benefitted each of the duos they interviewed, which included Gilbert
and George and Jeanne-Claude and Christo. “Regardless of their age or when they started
to collaborate, all of them make the same assessment – attributing their artistic
achievements to the benefits of working together.”122 The Sarnoffs’ account offers a
positive view of such collaborations, crediting the special connection that exists between
the partners. Romanticizing collaborative teams whose members are also partners in their
personal lives, the Sarnoffs suggest that the special connection formed between lovers
can translate into a powerful creative exchange, producing a fruitful workflow. Similarly
to Green, the Sarnoffs conclude that duos function as a single collaborative voice or
identity, resulting in equal authorship of both artists involved.
Both of these accounts essentially speak of the same phenomenon in the context
of couples’ collaboration: even if it is uncertain whether the whole is larger than the sum
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of its parts, the pair can at least double its effectiveness versus working individually. The
concept of the third identity positions Emilia and Ilya as an irrevocable pair, inseparable
in their duality. It is the pair’s “phantom” collaborative self that is the artist, the author
and the creative force behind their work starting in the mid-1990s. Moreover, an attempt
to distinguish their roles in the art making process does not lead to a better understanding
of their oeuvre and its meaning. It is the intimate bond that sustains them, this special
energy force, that allows the artists to produce artwork with a unique point of view of
human experience conditioned by cultural and political realities and the sense of
displacement in time and space.
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Conclusion

Within the post-structuralist intellectual movement of the 1970s, which, broadly
speaking, interrogated the notions of truth, reality, and meaning, art theorists also took to
unraveling the idea of authorship. Anti-individualistic extremes, in which various degrees
of participation in the creative process were within one rhetorical context with
collaboration, often prevailed. One of the strands of the post-structuralist wave is the
Barthesian/Foucauldian critique of authorship as a limit to interpretation and the function
of language as well as their critique of the legal system that is built up around the idea of
the author-god as copyright. Another direction of contemporaneous thought includes the
work of scholars focused on the sociology of culture, such as Howard S. Becker, who
sought to understand how many hands are involved in the production, display and
dissemination of art works, as well as the network any object depends on: “all artistic
work, like all human activity, involves the joint activity of a number, often a large
number of people.”123
In proposing a more broadly inclusive view of authorship, writers such as Robert
Hobbs (1984), for example, ascribe the influence of preexistent phenomena—i.e. nature,
objects, previously stated ideas, cultural institutions, and artists of the past—on artistic
production as being a form of collaboration.124 The possibility of such a broad array of
non-human partners can easily lead to confusion in the realm of attribution and co-
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authorship (e.g. technical contributions, appropriated ideas and objects; all could be
considered coauthors). Yet, the fact that contributors on all levels from technical to
cultural can function as collaborators must be viewed as an established part of the way
human culture and achievement function. Any attempt to go into the philosophical debate
over this issue is bound to create unresolvable logical and linguistic dead ends. Perhaps
for this reason, many subsequent writings on the subject of collaboration and its many
meanings often engendered more obscurity than clarity. The philosophical currents of
post-structuralism and information theories, coupled with technological advancements in
the realms of media and communication, have led to critical consideration of intangible
elements that are beyond the self-contained “art-object,” including the relationship
between audience and art/artist, and of the underlying process of art making. However,
the idea of community, for example, as a work’s co-author is a consideration relevant to
comprehensive analysis of an artist’s work in general. Even though the Kabakovs’ works
require community – on the production side as well as on the side of reception – just as
much as any artist’s work does, this community-based aspect of authorship is not useful
to a particular and specific understanding of their work. This analysis is focused on the
collaboration that forms between two people and is specifically targeting Emilia’s
contributions and sense of authorship, not those of a larger body of people.
On the other hand, such extremely broad and inclusive definitions of authorship
that appeared in art historical scholarship in the 1970s as a counterpoint to the traditional
individualism did not add clarity to the methods of analyzing a collaborative practice
such as that of the Kabakovs’. These definitions hold that everyone involved in the
execution of an artwork, for example technical assistants, is entitled to co-authorship.
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Such an extreme, inclusive approach has been failing in practical application, as it
archaically neglects the conceptual aspects of artistic practice – for which ideas, artistic
choices and creativity itself are key – and champions a material practice, in which art is
reduced to craft. In other words, when assessing the Kabakovs’ roles, by claiming that
only one of the partners is qualified to be an artist (in this case, Ilya), one concedes to the
belief that the artist is necessarily the one who engages in material practice. This view
fails to take into account the diversity and complexity of the contemporary cultural
moment and its wide range of artistic practices.
After more than two decades relegated to the realm of occasional critical writings,
in the early 2000s, collaboration emerged at the forefront of art historical discourse,
becoming a regular subject of educational programs, exhibitions, and publications.
Magazines began dedicating entire issues to the subject of collaboration. Masters and
PhD students of art history and related disciplines produced further scholarship on the
subject, and universities and museums offered classes and workshops centered on this
phenomenon. Currently, in 2019, artistic collaboration is a regular subject of exhibitions
in commercial galleries and public and private institutions alike, and is a persistent
presence in the ethos of contemporary art making.125 Nevertheless, worship of the
individual remains central to the art sphere, as demonstrated by an art market buttressed
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by the ideals of individual genius, self-expression, and signature style, thus impeding the
acceptance of collaboratively produced art at the same tier as “single-artist” works.
Consequently, there has been little attention paid to parsing out the definition of
collaboration, much less the peculiarities and idiosyncrasies of different collaborative
teams. The case of Ilya and Emilia Kabakov consistently demonstrates that, in the
absence of a plausible method for approaching collective art making, faulty assumptions
and misleading judgments are inevitable. Charles Green’s aforementioned concept of
“phantom third hand,” which positions the Kabakovs as a single entity with inseparable
artistic contributions, is one of the most potent approaches. For duos, the complexity of
interhuman interaction is so high that it is not possible to assess the degree to which one
partner carries more responsibility for a work’s production than the other without looking
into the partners’ own interpretations of this dynamic. If both of the partners have agreed
that they share authorship equally, there is no plausible method to be able to deny their
claims. The question of interpersonal agreements and responsibilities brings authorship
into the realm of morality and, inevitably, into the domain of law. In a case like the
Kabakovs’, both artists agree that they are co-authors who share a fully collaborative
practice; their claim alone should preclude art critics from drawing prejudiced
conclusions about the possible asymmetry of their creative input into their work.
In this study, my interpretation primarily focuses on a collaboration that describes
the model followed by the Kabakovs’ – the one that has personal lifetime commitment as
a key condition. A kind of meta-co-working in which the duo is the sole authorial figure,
or, what Charles Green calls “the third hand,” through which the artists recreate
themselves, has an important role in understanding the phenomenon of collaborative
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practice such as the Kabakovs. My research also investigates the invisible and
underemphasized role of Emilia Kabakov, her specificity and importance within the
artistic duo “Ilya and Emilia Kabakov,” whose joint practice spans over the past three
decades.
In addition to highlighting to Emilia’s persona and identity as an artist which,
even in 2019, often remain invisible in art criticism, one of the peripheral aims of this
research is to bring attention to the absence of available objective criteria that would be
needed to label an artist. This is especially true in the context of a collaborative practice
that is complicated by the heterosexual romantic relationship as it evokes typical and
well-studied traditional gender ideologies with male dominance at its center. In part, the
aim of this study, is to demonstrate that comparing the skills and contributions of the two
members of the duo is a harmful tendency in regards to understanding their practice and
work. Fortunately, in the past several decades, the modes of thinking where such futile
comparisons are at the center have been gradually subsiding, giving way to more diverse
practices, broader and more inclusive definitions of such concepts as collaborative
authorship. And yet, given the realities of the value of singular authorship and the
persistent cult of individual names, the need for such labels persists, as it allows for the
work to be easily accessible, identifiable and collectible.
What kind of mind qualifies for the title of artist or author of a work? The notions
of originality and creation are dubious and culturally located, just as is the definition of a
work of art itself. It is generally agreed that art can be anything, given the circumstances.
Then, the question of the author is the question of the context – terminology and
language. It is also a question of the context in which any given creative mind functions.
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As argued by institutional theory, both the work and its author are nominated as art and
the artist within the artworld first, and the rest of the world second. In his essay “The
Artworld,” Arthur Danto describes the underlying context that surrounds any work – the
milieu of art professionals and institutions that distinguish between art and non-art.126 To
receive this first instance of validation – from art scholars, curators, and producers of art
content – is to perform an act akin to a publicity campaign in show business. According
to this view, the success of the artist then sits in her ability to respond to the
contemporary cultural moment, not as much in her work, but in her public image.
Artists who wish to continue breaking the stereotypes, hierarchies and values of
the bygone era of the “solitary genius” do so not only in their art production but also in
their identity. A dual or collective identity constitutes a message and a point of entrance
of an extremely high value, as it can lead to countless paths and further discoveries. A
work of art produced through collaboration alters the viewer’s thought process and
redirects it in such a way that new additional depths and layers of meaning become
available.127 In parsing out the dialogue embedded in a product of collaboration, the
viewer is forced out of passive spectatorship and into an empowered, proactive
interaction, upgraded to that of participation.
Today, an exponentially growing number of pair-based collectives, notably:
Allora & Calzadilla, Biggs & Collings, Broomberg & Chanarin, Elmgreen & Dragset,
Eva & Franco Mattes, Iain Forsyth and Jane Pollard, Jane and Louise Wilson, John Wood
and Paul Harrison, Lizzie Fitch/Ryan Trecartin, and Pauline Boudry/Renate Lorenz, to
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name a few, can claim co-authorship with much less hesitation and troubling reactions
from the artworld than artistic couples who came before.
It is more important now to recognize that the Kabakovs were among the first few
duos to change the perception of artistic collaboration, of artistic authorship and of
collaborative process. As Jacques Rancière observed, “The idea of modernity would like
there to be only one meaning and direction in history, whereas the temporality specific to
the aesthetic regime of the arts is a co-presence of heterogeneous temporalities.”128 The
Kabakovs, in their work as much as in their very identity as multiple coexisting
temporalities, seem to impersonate the French philosopher’s view of modernity. Their
collaboration and their coming to terms with its authenticity over time is a reflection of
the departure from the old-time mode of thinking with its limiting approach to authorship,
hierarchy, and the importance of labor and skill in determining artistic value, among
other issues. The Kabakovs lived and practiced this transition through the challenges
constituted by the media and critics that had a different interpretation of their
collaborative practice than they did; what is more, as it is evident from the shifts in their
self-presentation, they internalized this external to them transition from linear thinking to
more complex rhizomatic patterns as within the duo itself there were conflicting accounts
that changed over time.
In the beginning of their collaborative journey, the Kabakovs struggled with the
uncertainty of the critical reception and seem to have internalized many of the societal
issues inherent with attribution when it comes to married couples. Factors such as Ilya’s
established artistic career prior to their union, the absence of Emilia’s professional
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training, and her lack of a visual art career prior to their union played an important role in
the Kabakovs’ path to being accepted as full co-authors of their work. Following from
their numerous interviews and the strategies of self-presentation within that unfolded in
the past two decades, the Kabakovs, especially Emilia, have often doubted the very
credibility of their authorship as being shared equally among the two of them. Until the
2010s, The Kabakovs had been giving vague responses concerning their artistic process,
often hesitating to simply claim that both individuals are artists. However, the situation
has been changing, as Emilia gains confidence in her creative talent and ability to
originate ideas, which have formed the basis of such works as The Ship of Tolerance
(2005-present).
I contend that we view and value Emilia Kabakov without artificially elevating
her importance, but by recognizing her as an artist. Acknowledging her authorial status,
consequently, will lead to similar considerations for artists within duos who have had
similarly asymmetrical careers. My hope in this research is to bring attention to the
peculiar trope assumed by many of the Kabakovs’ scholars, in which Emilia’s role and
vision are underestimated and misunderstood. In looking into the possible reasons behind
this recurrent theme, I aim to not only give Emilia her place in the development of Ilya’s
art, but to place an emphasis on their shared decision to work in a duo and as co-authors
of all of their projects from the mid-1990s onward. Further, given the role of narrative in
the construction of identity, I show that since the time of the first collaborative couples
such as Jean-Claude and Christo and Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen, whose
practice and identity took the form that is more habitual to us today, self-presentation
became one of the defining factors in critical and public reception of an identity. If done
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in a vague and irresolute way, self-presentation can harm the image and reseption of
identity and revive some of the fading hegemonic structures such as the dominance of a
sole authorial figure, male privilege, and the value of skill and training in art. These
structures that are deeply rooted in history, in turn, feed the interpretation of a
collaborative identity, deconstructing it and damaging its wholeness, and, by extent,
leading to misinterpretation of the collective’s artwork.
However, the shift of perspective and expectations of both critics and public has
already occurred and is evident in the very context in which reception and presentation of
works takes place – with the Kabakovs, their recent museum presence and critics' take on
them as an artistic union is the evidence of this change. I see these specific developments
regarding authorship and collaboration in visual art as symptoms of the slow but
inevitable changes that have been occurring in the art-world as the distance between the
Modern and Contemporary moments becomes larger.
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Illustrations

Figure 1. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, The Children’s Hospital, 1997. Metal beds, chairs,
tables, small puppet theaters with moving figures and several narratives on loop. View of
installation (‘An Earthquake in the Seraglio’), Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin,
1998, Photo by Dirk Pauwels
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Figure 2. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, The Palace of Projects, 1998. View of installation,
Armory Building, New York, 2000, Photo by Gil Amiaga
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Figure 3. Ilya Kabakov, The Man Who Flew into Space from His Apartment,
1985, wood, metal springs, bed, chair, paper, paint, drywall. Collection Musée
National d’Art Moderne- Centre de création industrielle, Centre Georges
Pompidou, Paris

97

Figure 4. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Sketch for The Last Step, 1998, photocopy, 29,7 x 42
cm, signed and dated bottom right. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov’s Achieves

Figure 5. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, The Last Step, 1997. Installation view, Hochschule
Bremerhaven, Bremerhaven, 1998, Photo by Dirk Pauwels
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Figure 6. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, On the Roof (1996), Installation view (detail), Palais
des Beaux-Arts de Bruxelles, Brussels, 1996, Photo by Dirk Pauwels
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Figure 7. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, The Ship of Tolerance, Installation view, Havana,
Cuba, 2010
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Figure 8. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Sketch “The Ship / side view” with description of the
properties of the ship, not dated
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Figure 9. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, The Ship of Tolerance, Installation view, Oasis of
Siwa, Egypt, 2005

Figure 10. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Final stages of installation, The Ship of Tolerance,
Accademia di Belle Arti, Roma, 2017
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Figure 11. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, The Ship of Tolerance, one of the stages of the
project: children preparing to paint, Miami, FL, USA, 2012
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Figure 12. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, The Ship of Tolerance, installation view from inside,
Capalbio, 2017
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Figure 13. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, The Pirate’s Ship ‘Devil’s Rage’, 2012. Installation
view, Artlantic Park, Atlantic City, USA.
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Figure 14. Ilya Kabakov, The Boat of My Life, 1993. installation view, Festspielhaus
Hellerau, Dresden, 1995, Photo by Emilia Kabakov. Collection of National Museum of
Contemporary Art, Athens, Greece
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Figure 15. Christo and Jeanne-Claude, Surrounded Islands, Biscayne Bay, Greater
Miami, Florida, 1980-83. Photo: Wolfgang Volz
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Figure 16. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Life and Creativity of Charles Rosenthal,
Installation view, The Garage Center for Contemporary Culture, Moscow, 2008
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Figure 17. Ilya Kabakov, Concept Drawing (room no. 3), 1998, for the exhibition “Life
and Creativity of Charles Rosenthal” at Contemporary Art Center, Art Tower Mito 1999.

Figure 18. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Life and Creativity of Charles Rosenthal,
installation view, Cleveland Museum of Art, 2004
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Figure 19. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Charles Rosenthal: The Empty Painting, 1918-1998,
oil on canvas Size h: 170 x w: 231 cm / h: 66.93 x w: 90.94 in. signed and dated on
reverse (photo courtesy of: www.artnet.com)

110

Figure 20. Kazimir Malevich, White on White, 1918, oil on canvas, 79.4 x 79.4 cm,
Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Figure 21. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Charles Rosenthal: In The Relative’s House, 19301998, object (wood), oil on canvas Size h: 154 x w: 245 x d: 4 cm / h: 60.63 x w: 96.46 x
d: 1.57 in. (photo courtesy of: www.artnet.com)

112

Figure 22. Ilya and Emilia Kabakov, Charles Rosenthal: Twelve Commentaries on
Suprematism #6: At the new shop, 1926, 1998, oil on canvas, Size h: 130 x w: 201.5 cm /
h: 51.18 x w: 79.33 in (photo courtesy of: www.artnet.com)
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Figure 23. Kazimir Malevich, Suprematist Composition: Airplane Flying, 1915, oil on
canvas, 58.1 x 48.3 cm, Museum of Modern Art, New York
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