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The  Shadow  World
The Photography of Boris Savelev
When a new generation of photographers from the Soviet Union became known in the West during the gradual thaw of the 1980s, it was interesting to notice how many of them had originally been educated for some other career, especially one in a technical field such as engineering or hard sciences like physics and chemistry.  In the 1988 French survey Un Regard sur la Photographie Sovietique Contemporaine, for instance, this was true of nineteen out of the thirty-nine photographers included—four of them holding advanced degrees in the highly specialized profession of aeronautics.  Why was this so, one wondered.  So far as I knew, it was a pattern to be found nowhere else in the history of photography.  Now, twenty years later, much more is known about a number of these figures.  Yet mysteries remain.  Photographers from Russia, Lithuania or the Ukraine, no matter how much time they’ve spent in Europe or America, hardly seem more assimilated today than they did then.  The associations, the sensibility, the very nature of the best photographers from the former Soviet Union continue to seem foreign in some profound way.  The need remains to find patterns in their work that will somehow help you to puzzle it out.

Boris Savelev was one of the photographers in the 1988 French survey whose background was in aeronautics, having earned a degree from Moscow’s Aviation Institute in 1972 and pursued a career as an engineer in that field for a decade thereafter.  But within two years of his graduation, he had also begun working free-lance in photography, which he had been interested in since he was a teenager and to which he switched permanently in 1983.  Now he has an international reputation as a photographer because he has been showing and publishing pictures made over the last twenty years not only in Russia or the Ukraine, but in intensive projects he has undertaken in London, Rome, Madrid and, most recently, Reggio Emilia.  Yet, despite all this cosmopolitan activity, the photographic vision has remained extraordinarily consistent and true to its origins.  

This is not to say that Savelev was cut off from all western precedents or oblivious to their importance.  By his own admission, Lee Friedlander and Walker Evans, among others, had a great impact on him.  You can see this in his work in certain photographs that look as if intended to be a direct acknowledgement of the influence of these American masters, an homage to a specific image by Evans or Friedlander.  “Hand, Reggio,” 2004, is an evocation of a famous Evans photograph in which men eating lunch in a diner sit at a narrow counter behind a plate-glass window, as someone reading a newspaper does in Savelev’s image.  Or consider, “Bankomat, Madrid,” 2001, a scene complexly framed through the window of a van such that a part of the street out of range of Savelev’s camera is reflected back into it by the vehicle’s side mirror.  This image is a nod to the many that Friedlander did in the late 1960s when he was driving across America shooting out the window of his pick-up truck, getting his own reflection in the side mirror into the picture.  

There is a direct line from Evans to Friedlander, of course, and it wouldn’t be unreasonable just to extend that line to Savelev.  His sense of composition seems particularly informed by Friedlander’s work, in which layers of glass, reflections, cyclone fencing or other alternations of transparency and obstruction all get superimposed on top of each other, as they do in Savelev’s “Bankomat, Madrid.”  As is demonstrated by “Wall, Madrid,” 2001, where four windows receding along a wall are framed perfectly by a patch of sunlight, sometimes the layers in Savelev’s work can coincide neatly.  But more often not.  Yet another Madrid picture, “Café, Madrid,” 2001, recalls us to Friedlander’s abiding presence in Savelev’s work when a wall jutting into the foreground partially blocks our view just as a pole across the narrow street obscures the lone human figure who has stepped behind it.  A wall sticks up in the foreground in just that Friedlanderesque way in Savelev photographs from London and Reggio Emilia as well.

Still, something about Savelev’s work always remains obstinately, uniquely, his own.  It’s a matter of temperament.  In their deadpan way, Friedlander’s photographs are playful.  He’s interested in composition for its own sake, as a kind of a game.  Savelev isn’t.  There always seems to be an emotional impetus driving his imagery.  In “Paint, Madrid,” 2001, a receding figure is trapped in a rectangle of glass much as he might have been by Friedlander.  But the mood of the picture is different, darker somehow, despite the bright, sunny day.  A splatter of red paint preserved under some sort of affiche once pasted on the wall adjacent to the window, but since removed, is now revealed within the empty rectangle that the advertisement or notice (whatever it may have been) has left behind.  The violence of the paint’s shape makes it seem that the man on the street similarly trapped in the reflection is also the victim of a mishap or an assault.  The man’s leg, oddly refracted by the glass, looks broken.

The element predominant in Savelev’s compositions (but mostly absent from Friedlander’s) is the shadows.  The even row of window frames caught in sunlight in “Metal Windows, London,” 1995, might make this picture a companion piece for “Wall, Madrid,” except that the shadows of a passing figure and a jagged roof line across the street create a less succinct composition here.  The point of one shadow penetrates like a dagger thrust the iridescence that the light creates on the metal security covers over the windows.  Shadows encroach further still on other Savelev photographs.  “Leaflet, Moscow,” 1988, “Antic, London,” 1997, and “LB, Reggio,” 2004, show how irresistibly the photographer has been drawn into the shadowy corners of the different cities where he has shot over the years. 

The space in Savelev’s photographs is almost always oppressive.  Archways, covered arcades, sheltered passageways, walkways under bridges—all cast a gloom like a marine layer made of concrete.  As an aeronautical engineer, maybe, Savelev had to design planes so that they could negotiate what pilots call “a low ceiling,” which always makes flying hazardous.  Savelev has designed his photography the same way.  The old man in “LB, Reggio” is bent under the weight of the arch he has just passed through.  A brown figure in a brown space at the last light of day, his body lists to one side, conforming to the curve of the arch as if to an order issued by an implacable air controller in a remote conning tower. 

Also distinctive in this photograph, as in many others by Savelev, is the way that the human figure is cast into the shadows and diminished by them.  “LB, Reggio” is in one regard the same photograph as “BT, London,” 1995.  In the latter, a pirouetting figure etched in white on a phone booth in the foreground—a graphic that serves as the logo for British Telephone, it seems—creates a strong contrast to the stolid, stationery, standing silhouette of a woman plunged into shadow across the street.  The technologies and manufactures that fill up the environment generally  seem to press forward leaping, dancing, glowing, hogging the picture; human beings hang back intimidated, oppressed, dispirited.  Against the backdrop of a railroad station in “Carriage, London,” 1995, a line of people pass down a platform in the middle distance behind a molded, stamped metal bench shining in the foreground.  Like the perfect rows of perforations in the bench, the station and a waiting train beyond the passersby represent the systems on which an advanced technological society operates.  

Caught between background and foreground like something in the jaws of a vice, the human forms are being squeezed out of shape as they make their shadowy, random, motion-blurred way along the platform.  Savelev’s photographs often convey this sense of a mismatch between people and their environment.  If human beings and modern times are competing for Savelev’s attention, the latter is clearly winning.  The setting for life, rather than the life itself, is the primary focus of his photography.  The people are a vestige, the one contrasting element, the little detail that’s out of place in the background—what Roland Barthes called the “punctum”, that one thing in the photograph that snaps us to attention, that wounds us, by its errant insignificance.  The amount of head space that the red bench occupied for Savelev when he made “Carriage, London” is indicated by that fact that two years later he made the same bench, gloriously backlit, with no people to detract from its importance, the subject of a second photograph entitled “Bench, London.”

The Savelev picture in which all these others seem to achieve their uneasy finality is one that has no shadows in it, or rather, has at last been engulfed entirely in shadow—“Trace, Moscow,” 2003.  In the frozen tundra of the city that Moscow becomes in winter, the only thing moving is black sludge oozing from a pipe in the embankment of the Moscow River, turning the ice and snow around it into gray mush.  This is a vision of a Nuclear Winter in which almost all life has ground to a halt, frozen solid.  Everything in the picture, even though it was shot on color negative film, is in the gray zone between the white of the snow and the black of the sludge, which is also the only thing not running in straight lines of concrete or metal like prison bars.  The deep shadows that invade Savelev’s photography are cast by the low, angling sunlight of the end of the day in which he prefers to shoot.  The feeling this imparts to his work is that we are seeing the last gleaming not just of the twilight, but of civilization itself.  When you look at this picture, you are tempted to feel that, no matter where else he goes, his vision remains unchangeably, inescapably Russian.  He is our Dostoyevsky with a camera.  

The only trouble with the impulse to see him this way is that Dostoyevsky was from St. Petersburg, with its long history of unimaginable suffering and its briefly white nights in summer that never manage to balance the unendingly black ones of an interminable winter.  Savelev is from the other end of the country, the city of Tchernovsti in the southwestern corner of the Ukraine, only thirty kilometers or so from the Romanian border.  Indeed, as if to remove himself even further from the stifling associations of the Soviet era, he refers to his home town by its Austrian name of Chernowitz.  When you look at his photographs of the place, you can see the difference, too.  Savelev left there to go to Moscow in 1966, but he has returned often, as photographs in the exhibition dating from 1988 to 2004 attest —it’s a longer span of time than for anywhere else save Moscow itself.  

Especially telling, I feel, are a group of pictures for which his short-hand titles are “Memory 1,” “Memory 2,” and “Memory 3” (made between 1989 and  2004).  In the two prints in the series that have people in them, the first places the subject at the usual distance in his photography, yet is unquestionably sweeter than his pictures with a diminished human presence typically seem; the second picture is more aggressive, with the subject uncharacteristically close to us, in our face, as it were, as his own face is scored by shadows falling through an expressionistic screen of slats that enter the frame at a diagonal.  The sentimentality and nostalgia that seep into the first picture, along with the urgent human contact that forces itself upon us from the second, make us realize that the sometimes dour pessimism in Savelev’s pictures elsewhere has grown out of a vital humanism that also informs his work no matter where he goes.  Like the real Dostoyevsky (not some cliché caricature of him), if Savelev makes work that at times seems ominously dark, it is only because his concern for the human spirit runs deep.

Why did he quit a career as an aeronautical engineer to become a photographer?  He says that for him the reason—which may hold true for many others as well—was that it was “incredibly boring for young, free people to work in Soviet Institutes where each new day is the same as the last.”  Photography was challenging and thrilling, perhaps all the more so because it was a risky career to pursue.  And, yes, there were some provocative photographers from outside the whole Soviet system to inspire you.  Maybe an American who could more tellingly be compared to Savelev than Lee Friedlander, however, is the composer Phillip Glass.  Savelev keeps making the same photograph over and over and over again just as Glass’s scores keep repeating the same chords.  As in a composition by Glass, so too in those that Savelev has photographed, the repetition eventually begins to build an irresistible resonance that no one picture could produce, no matter how singular its visual drama might be.  What had threatened to become monotonous instead takes on, through its insistence, a measure of solemnity and of great power.  That’s the mysterious potential that Savelev’s photography had already twenty years ago, when I first saw it.
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