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Abstract

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Russian fine arts were profoundly shaped
by the intellectual currents of revolutionary democracy, and it was against this
backdrop that the Peredvizhniki—the Society for Travelling Art Exhibitions—
emerged at the turn of the twentieth century, becoming the most significant pro-
gressive artistic association of its era and the quintessential representative of critical
realism in Russian painting. The society’s founding was by no means an accident:
ideologically, it drew heavily from the aesthetic thought of Belinsky and Cher-
nyshevsky. Chernyshevsky, for instance, famously declared that “whatever we see
in life is beautiful when it corresponds to our understanding of how life should be;
whatever manifests life or reminds us of it is beautiful,” a principle that the painters
embraced from a democratic standpoint, adhering to the tenets of critical realism,
reflecting the social realities and the reform movements spurred by the vestiges of
serfdom, while foregrounding the national character, intellectual substance, educa-
tional value, and artistic integrity of their works. This paper investigates the artistic
narrative of realism within the movement, and seeks to explain—through social,
historical, and cultural lenses—why it came to occupy such an enduring position in
the history of Russian art. In sum, the Peredvizhniki represented not merely a spon-
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taneous creative endeavour on the part of a collective of artists, but a profound ar-
tistic testimony to the age in which they lived.
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Introduction

As the preeminent movement of critical realism in Russian art, the Peredvizhniki directed their gaze across every
stratum of society, producing a succession of thematically diverse works that addressed the full breadth of human
experience. Among its most celebrated figures were Repin, Surikov, and Yaroshenko. This paper examines three
intersecting dimensions of the movement: the historical and social context in which it operated; an analysis of the
feminine image as rendered in its major works; and a comparative study of the realism practised by the Peredvizhniki
alongside that of other contemporary artistic movements.

1. The Voice of an Age

In the nineteenth century, Russia stood at a pivotal crossroads in its historical development, having endured in rapid
succession the Patriotic War, the Decembrist Uprising, and the abolition of serfdom—an era of upheaval that saw
democratic ideals gradually take root in the popular consciousness. The oppressive machinery of tsarist autocracy
provoked mounting public discontent, and the democratic revolutionary movement gained irresistible momentum
with each passing decade. In the realm of painting, nineteenth-century Russian art laid bare the face of its age with
unflinching honesty, conveying in full measure both the complex social landscape of Russia and the profound sorrow

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.09.019 1156 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science


https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/jhass/

Shiyun Wang

dwelling in the hearts of its people, thereby giving vivid expression to the national character of Russian painting. The
sum total of a people’s practical engagement with reality at any given historical moment encompasses all the social
relations of that society, and it is within this lived social practice—in the way objects and phenomena reflect one’s
relationship to the world—that aesthetic value is born (Zhang, 2021, pp. 94-95).

2. The Construction of the Feminine Image in Works of Realism

Nineteenth-century tsarist Russia was a society in the throes of transformation. In order to expose and satirise the
injustices embedded in social life, painters wielded their brushes as instruments of encouragement, urging the people
to fight for their own right to exist with dignity.

The Major’s Marriage Proposal (Fig. 1) is among Fedotov’s most celebrated works, and like much of his output,
it employs a theatrical mode of address to mount a critique of contemporary reality. At the centre of the composition
stands the other principal figure in the drama—the bride—whose appearance radiates opulence and luxury: a pale
pink, off-the-shoulder gown, ornate jewellery adorning both wrists, and a heavy diamond necklace encircling her
throat, the ensemble conveying an air of imperious grandeur. She strikes an affected pose, seemingly straining to
perform a convincing display of maiden shyness. To the left of the canvas, three servants cluster together, whispering
amongst themselves and casting furtive glances, apparently speculating about the major, who has the look of a man
freshly minted in his rank. Fedotov appears to have deliberately rendered the servants’ attire with pointed simplicity,
so as to create a stark visual contrast with the lavishly dressed women of the merchant household, thereby sharpening
the class distinctions that lie at the heart of the work.

Figure 1. Pavel Andreevich Fedotov, The Major’s Marriage Proposal, 1848, Oil on Canvas, State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.

What this image makes unmistakably clear is that, in the Russia of that period, marriage had long been stripped of
its proper human value and reduced to a transaction in hard currency, its intrinsic worth displaced by material calcu-
lation and degraded into a bargaining chip in the negotiations between the powerful—a realm from which women
were excluded as agents of their own choosing.

Pukirev’s celebrated An Unequal Marriage (Fig. 2) employs close-up framing to give vivid, realist expression to a
woman’s helplessness in the face of her own circumstances, offering a biting satire on the grotesque institution of
mismatched marriage. With characteristic ingenuity, the painter inserts himself into the composition as one of its
participants: at the far right of the canvas, arms folded across his chest, his gaze fixed and searching, he scrutinises a
union that has been stripped of all humanity. By casting himself as a witness to the wedding ceremony, Pukirev
appears to invoke the solidarity of all those who, like himself, stand in the real world looking on with contempt at
conduct that violates the most basic standards of ethical decency—this sorrow is the sorrow of every woman con-
demned to live in such an age. Naturally, the movement also produced works that celebrate the feminine image in an
altogether different register; foremost among these is Kramskoy’s Portrait of an Unknown Woman (Fig. 3), in which
a young woman dressed in the fashions of high society sits with proud composure in a splendid open carriage, her
gaze meeting the viewer’s with cool detachment, her every gesture and bearing giving expression to a singular indi-
viduality, while her resolute eyes convey her own considered perspective on the world. In nineteenth-century Russia,
such a disposition sat at awkward odds with the social environment—and for a woman, the very aspiration to live a
life of her own making carried within it the seeds of an invisible, inescapable tragedy.
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Figure 2. Vasily Vladimirovich Pukirev, The Unequal Marriage, 1862, Oil on Canvas, 173 x 136.5 cm, State Tretyakov Gallery,
Moscow.

Figure 3. Ivan Nikolaevich Kramskoy, Portrait of an Unknown Woman, 1883, Oil on Canvas, 75.5 x 99 cm, State Tretyakov
Gallery, Moscow.

3. A Comparison with Other Realist Movements

The term “realism,” as a mode through which artists render the truth of their inner experience, did not confine itself
to the Peredvizhniki alone; it found its own corresponding forms of expression in other nations as well, and a com-
parison with the Russian movement reveals both significant points of convergence and notable differences.

The French Barbizon School, for instance, shared with the Peredvizhniki a commitment to depicting real life and
the natural world, yet the two diverged in characteristic focus: the Barbizon painters were drawn to rural scenery and
the natural landscape, their honest brushwork celebrating the unadorned quality of country life, while the Peredvizh-
niki directed their attention to the lives of all social classes within Russian society—works such as Repin’s Barge
Haulers on the Volga bring the labour of the underclasses into vivid relief—reflecting in both cases a deep investment
in subjects drawn from lived reality and exemplifying the critical-realist approach. In terms of their pictorial philos-
ophy, moreover, both schools pursued truthful representation without idealisation or distortion. The Barbizon painters
immersed themselves in direct study from nature—Rousseau’s meticulous rendering of the interplay of light and
shadow in the forest is a case in point—in pursuit of the authentic texture of the natural world, while the Peredvizhniki
plunged equally deep into society itself, depicting social phenomena with scrupulous accuracy and striving for a
sense of credibility and felt truth.

It must be acknowledged, however, that the Russian Peredvizhniki possessed a far more intensely social character,
marked by a powerful critical consciousness and a strong sense of national identity; their works consistently engaged
with social injustice and related concerns, seeking to awaken the popular conscience and articulating a clear demand
for social reform. Mark Twain once commented on Russian revolutionaries: “For many years, men have endured
suffering and even sacrificed themselves, wholly for the happiness of others. This spirit of self-abnegating sacrifice
is to be found in no other country except Russia (Xi, 2004, p. 92).” Kramskoy was an artist concerned with society
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and the fate of ordinary people, and was often troubled by social inequality (Lu, 2011, p. 17). For example, so opposed
the conservatism of the academic establishment that he withdrew from the Academy of Fine Arts along with fourteen
other students, and after leaving established the Artel of Artists in St. Petersburg, advocating for progressive realist
methods and fighting to imbue painting with the combative spirit of reality. The members regularly read Chernyshev-
sky’s What Is to Be Done? and The Aesthetic Relation of Art to Reality, and the Artel initially organised itself along
the communal principles described in Chernyshevsky’s novel What Is to Be Done? with the painters living and work-
ing together, sustaining themselves by accepting commissions, studying collectively... (Chen, 2005, p. 170) and dis-
cussing among themselves every manner of creative question. Kramskoy nurtured a generation of significant artists
during this period, among them Repin. His own works include A May Night and Inconsolable Grief. Another figure
of the movement, Surikov, produced The Morning of the Streltsy Execution, a work that penetrates with equal force
into the contradictions and conflicts running through Russian history. The painting depicts the scene in which Peter
the Great prepares to execute the rebel Streltsy who had opposed his secular reforms—the anguished, devastating
moment of farewell between the condemned and their loved ones (Wang, 2014, p. 6). Executed entirely in oil on
canvas, the work presents the scene at the place of execution in Moscow’s Red Square, with the walls of the Kremlin
and the onion domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral forming the backdrop. To the left, a mass of shackled Streltsy press
together; at the centre, an executioner forces a military officer toward the gallows; and to the right, Peter the Great,
stern-faced and erect in the saddle, is surrounded by his supporters, led by Menshikov. Two groups holding irrecon-
cilable convictions confront one another across the canvas, generating a tension that, though invisible, can be felt
with overwhelming force (Nesterov, n.d.). In every sense, the work offers a truthful depiction of the execution carried
out in the Kremlin square, and throughout the creative process the painter adhered faithfully to the realist method of
working from life, concentrating his energies on expressing the power of character and conveying the solemnity of
the final moment rather than dwelling on the mechanics of punishment itself. Drawing on the historical events of the
Streltsy revolt against Peter’s secular reforms in 1698, the work gives full and resounding expression to the indomi-
table will of the Russian people and their spirit of courageous resistance. The Barbizon School, by contrast, directed
its energies primarily toward a celebration of nature and a longing for the tranquil life, and its capacity for social
critique was correspondingly limited—its principal ambition being to offer the viewer a refuge for the spirit in the
contemplation of the natural world. In terms of pictorial method as well, the Peredvizhniki paid considerably greater
attention to the fine details of human physiognomy and psychological expression in their figure painting, as a means
of illuminating the inner life of their subjects and their social situation, while the Barbizon School, in its landscape
practice, devoted itself far more intensively to the modulation of light, shadow, and colour in the service of a serene
and beautiful natural atmosphere, with its approach to colour tending toward a greater emphasis on the harmonious
blending and integration of naturalistic tones.

Figure 4. Vasily Ivanovich Surikov, The Morning of the Streltsy Execution, 1881, Oil on Canvas, 218 x 379 cm, State Tretya-
kov Gallery, Moscow.

The foregoing has concerned itself with French realism. Germany, as a European country where artistic develop-
ment proceeded with particular vitality, also produced its own tradition of realist painting, and it shared with the
Peredvizhniki a commitment to reflecting the problems of social reality. Should artists strengthen their own interpre-
tive stance, or devote themselves to discovering the inherent spirit or language of nature (Liu, 2023, p. 17)? The
German Expressionist movement, for instance, confronted in certain works the suffering inflicted upon human beings
by war and other forms of violence—Munch’s The Scream (Fig. 5) being a prime example, its composition combining
intense chromatic contrasts of red, yellow, blue, and green with boldly distorted lines that vary in weight, rhythm,
length, and breadth to create an overwhelming emotional impact. While the Peredvizhniki also incorporated subjec-
tive feeling into their work, their pictorial method remained comparatively more rooted in naturalistic representation,
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placing greater emphasis on the communication of emotion and thought through authentic settings and figures, and
employing colour in a manner that remained closer to observed reality.

Figure 5. Edvard Munch, The Scream, 1893, Tempera and Wax Crayon on Cardboard, 91 x 73.5 ¢cm, National Museum, Oslo,
Norway.

In sum, the Peredvizhniki, as a nationally inflected collective artistic practice of late nineteenth- and early twenti-
eth-century Russia, achieved a profound synthesis of realism with the distinctive characteristics of Russian national
culture, setting itself apart from the realist traditions of other nations and securing for itself an enduring place upon
the stage of Russian art history.

4. Conclusion

Through the three sections above, this paper has traced in outline the artistic expression of realism within the
Peredvizhniki, and in doing so has suggested that the vitality of the movement was, at its deepest source, a gift from
the age itself—though no less indebted to the painstaking attentiveness with which its artists observed and recorded
the texture of lived experience. The Peredvizhniki advanced the cause of realist art through the direct agency of their
works, an influence that radiated beyond Russia’s borders to touch the broader world; operating under tsarist autoc-
racy, they disseminated, through the force of their art alone, the progressive ideals of democracy, freedom, and equal-
ity, delivering a powerful blow to feudal despotism and the entrenched conventions of the old order, awakening the
social consciousness and national spirit of the people, and providing spiritual sustenance for Russia’s movements of
social reform and intellectual emancipation. Meanwhile, for the Romantics, “imagination” was regarded as an innate
gift, and it was precisely this gift that endowed them with the potential to become artists (Brown, 2019, p. 28). One
might say, in the fullest sense, that they made art in the direction of the people’s deepest aspirations.
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