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      Self-portrait.




      Oil on canvas, 58 x 39 cm. Reproduced by Novosti. A rare foray into pictorial introspection by the master of landscape painting.


    




    
Origins and childhood (1860-1873)




    Isaak Levitan was one of the greatest landscape painters of the 19th century, not only in Russian art but also in European art. He created works of timeless value, capable of absorbing the misfortunes, joys, and social realities of his time and transforming them into lyrical and deeply human images. At the end of the century, landscape painting occupied a central place in Russian art, and this predominance marked Levitan’s training. His work, universal and enduring, remains the most accomplished expression of Russian landscape painting.




    Documents relating to his life are rare: his letters and papers were destroyed by his brother Adolf shortly before the artist’s death, in accordance with his wishes. However, the broad outlines of his biography are known and reveal a destiny typical of artists from the raznochintsy, the lower middle class, who financed their studies with “copper coins” and owed their rise to talent alone, at the cost of countless privations and hard work.




    Isaak Ilyich Levitan was born on August 30 (August 18 according to the old calendar) 1860 in the small town of Kybartai, now located in the Lithuanian district of Vilkaviškis. His father, a well-educated man for his time, had graduated from the rabbinical seminary, but had also taught himself secular subjects, mastering German and French in particular. This versatility enabled him to earn a living in Kovno (now Kaunas), where he gave private lessons before becoming an interpreter for a French company involved in the construction of a railway bridge.




    In the early 1870s, eager to offer his family better prospects, Ilya Levitan moved to Moscow. The large family—Isaak had an older brother, Adolf, and two sisters—lived from hand to mouth. For the young Levitan, life became almost unbearable when his mother died in 1875, followed shortly thereafter by his father. The Moscow School of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture, where he had been admitted in 1873, granted him a fee waiver “due to his extreme poverty” and in recognition of his “exceptional talent.” With no real home, he slept in turn at the homes of relatives and friends or, on some nights, in empty classrooms. Sometimes the night watchman would allow him to stay in his small cabin; another, who sold breakfasts on the black market, would give him a few provisions “for five kopecks.”




    His brilliant results during the 1874-1875 school year prompted the school board to offer him “a box of paints and brushes.” It was then that he turned resolutely to landscape painting. In the fall of 1876, he entered Aleksei Savrasov’s studio. In March 1877, two of his paintings—Evening and Sunny Day —were exhibited in the student section of the 5th Moscow exhibition of the Society of Travelers (Peredvijniki), the most influential association of realist artists in Russia. Shortly thereafter, Autumn Day. Sokolniki Park, presented at the School’s 2nd student exhibition, was purchased by Pavel Tretyakov, founder of the eponymous gallery. For the young artist, this was a sign of emerging recognition and a promising future.




    
Arrival in Moscow and the years of hardship (1873-1877)




    The years Levitan spent at the Moscow School of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture coincided with a particularly brilliant period for the institution. Until the end of his studies, the school, then known as the Moscow Academy, acted as a counterweight to the Imperial Academy of Arts in St. Petersburg, thanks to its freer and more progressive spirit. It was in this environment that the young artist’s sensibility was formed.




    The most innovative studio was that of Alexei Savrasov, an ardent advocate of working outdoors and studying nature directly. Savrasov knew how to convey a genuine passion to his students: collective enthusiasm arose at the slightest sign of spring, and the whole studio would immediately leave the city to admire the first signs of rebirth amid the melting snow. Savrasov would rush to tell his students when an oak tree was in bloom, presenting the event as a revelation not to be missed. The excitement in the workshop sometimes kept the students awake at night, and the whole school looked on this privileged group with admiration.




    In addition to direct observation, Savrasov encouraged his students to study the French landscape painters of the Barbizon school, whose works had long been appreciated in Russia. Levitan regularly copied French paintings from the Tretyakov collection and was particularly sensitive to Corot’s delicate and poetic painting.




    The taste for nature and the need to study it with precision were further reinforced in the fall of 1882, when Vasily Polenov joined the school. Initially responsible for teaching still life, he quickly took over the landscape studio. A great master of plein air painting, he had a profound influence on Levitan and his comrades, imparting to them a new approach to light, atmosphere, and space. Polenov’s Palestinian studies, true works of art in their own right created directly from the motif, made a deep impression on Levitan. Presented at the traveling exhibition of 1885, they played an essential role in the emergence of a new landscape sensibility in the late 1880s.




    Unfortunately, Levitan did not benefit from the master’s presence for long: in the fall of 1883, Polenov left for abroad to make sketches for his painting Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery. By this time, Levitan had passed his “science” exams for the fifth term and won two small silver medals. Considering himself to have completed the course, he stopped attending classes. When Polenov returned to Moscow, their relationship resumed, but now on an equal footing.




    Meanwhile, the school board had rejected Levitan’s application for the Grand Silver Medal competition and the title of “commissioned artist.” He therefore left the school with a simple diploma as a drawing teacher. For a long time, he did not set foot in the school again; he only returned much later, when he had become one of the most respected painters in the country, to head the landscape studio.
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      Autumn Day in Sokolniki, 1879.




      Oil on canvas, 63.5 x 50 cm. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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      Sunny Day, 1898.




      Oil on canvas, 73 x 108 cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Kazan.
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      Vasily Polenov, Christ and the Adulteress, 1888.




      Oil on canvas, 325 x 622 cm. Russian Museum, Saint Petersburg.


    




    
Under Savrasov’s wing - the birth of a landscape painter (1876-1880)




    Levitan’s creative activity began in a context of remarkable artistic effervescence. His formative years, in the early 1880s, saw the birth of major works such as Kramskoy’s Inconsolable Grief (1884), Repin’s Religious Procession in the Kursk Region (1880-1883), and Surikov’s Boyarina Morozova (1881-1887). In this vigorous climate, Levitan evolved among the young Itinerants (Peredvijniki), becoming one of their most significant representatives.




    He was a contemporary of Mikhail Nesterov, Konstantin and Sergei Korovin, Alexei Stepanov, Vasily Baksheev, and Abram Arkhipov. He studied with some of them at the Moscow School of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture, and befriended others, notably Ilya Ostroukhov and Valentin Serov. Like Nesterov and Serov, Levitan was already beginning to move beyond the traditional realism in which he had been trained, without breaking with the itinerant movement, even when he later exhibited with the Mir Iskusstva (World of Art) group.




    The latter, founded in the late 1890s, championed individualism and “art for art’s sake,” although its members often revealed realistic tendencies. However, the new emerging sensibility to which Levitan belonged should not be confused with that of The World of Art, even though the young society tried to draw into its orbit everything that seemed new and promising.




    The common aspirations of Nesterov and Levitan were only fully realized later, with the creation of the Union of Russian Artists in 1903, which sought to reconcile itinerant traditions with an interest in Impressionism. Nesterov did not join, and there is no indication that Levitan did. Overall, it would be reductive to consider the evolution of Russian art at the turn of the century as a simple transition from one school to another. The years 1860-1880 formed a coherent progressive movement, opposed to academicism, and the Itinerants were for a long time the only important artistic association in tune with the spirit of their time.




    Alongside The World of Art and the Union of Russian Artists, other, less studied movements emerged at the end of the century. These included Nesterov, some of whose students formed the core of the “young Itinerants,” Mikhail Vrubel, trained at the Academy of Arts, and Arkady Rylov. None of these masters fully identified with the Itinerants or the new societies.




    Levitan, for his part, should be considered a transitional artist, not because he belonged to a group, but because of the very nature of his work. His paintings from the 1895 period, such as The Month of March, represent the culmination of Savrasov’s legacy while heralding a new sensibility. Had he remained at this stage, he would have remained a painter of the late 19th century. But his later works, especially The Lake. Russia, looks resolutely to the future and foreshadows the landscape of the 20th century.
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      Ivan Kramskoy, Inconsolable Grief, 1884.




      Oil on canvas, 141 x 228 mm. Tretyakov Gallery.
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      Ilya Repin, Religious Procession in the Kursk Province, 1880-1883.




      Oil on canvas, 175 x 280 cm. State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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      Vasily Surikov, Boyarina Morozova, 1887.




      Oil on canvas, 304 x 587.5 cm. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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      March, 1895.




      Oil on canvas, 60 x 75 cm. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.


    




    
Polenov’s legacy: a new understanding of “plein air” painting (1880-1885)




    While Levitan was deeply influenced by Savrasov, the influence of Vasili Polenov also played a decisive role in the evolution of his art. Polenov, an accomplished landscape painter and one of the masters of “plein air” painting in the second half of the 19th century, brought a new, luminous, and open vision of nature to the School of Painting. When he arrived in the fall of 1882, he first taught still life before heading the landscape studio, where he encouraged freer, more spontaneous observation, more sensitive to the vibration of light.




    Levitan particularly admired the Palestinian studies that Polenov brought back from his travels. These sketches, made directly from life, possessed an intensity of light and a freshness of impressions that were unprecedented in the Russian tradition. They were the first examples in the country’s art history of outdoor sketches achieving the status of independent works with fully recognized aesthetic value. At the traveling exhibition of 1885, these studies caused a sensation and helped steer landscape painting toward a new sensibility, more impressionistic in spirit, if not in method.




    Levitan, still young, found in this teaching confirmation of his own instinct: the one that drew him toward a style of painting in which the outdoors, light, air, and weather variations played an essential role. Through Polenov, he discovered a conception of landscapes that was no longer merely descriptive, but deeply imbued with atmospheric sensations.




    However, this period of learning was brief. In the fall of 1883, Polenov left for abroad to gather sketches for his large painting Christ and the Adulteress. His departure temporarily broke the momentum that his presence had instilled in the young Levitan. In the meantime, Levitan had completed his “science” exams for the fifth term, won two silver medals, and considered that he had accomplished the bulk of the curriculum. He therefore stopped attending classes regularly.




    When Polenov returned, a new dynamic developed between them. Levitan, now more assertive, no longer presented himself as a student but as a young artist who was already recognized. However, despite the progress he had made, the school board rejected his application for the Grand Silver Medal and the title of “commissioned artist.” This decision deprived him of an important academic distinction. He left the institution with a simple diploma allowing him to teach drawing—a bitter departure that severed his official ties with the school for a long time.




    He only returned at the height of his career, when his fame earned him the position of head of the landscape studio, thus reconnecting with the institution in a role as a master who was now indispensable.
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      Lake (Lake Russia), 1899-1900.




      Oil on canvas, 149 x 208 cm. Russian Museum, Saint Petersburg.
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      Vasily Polenov, Bethlehem, 1882.




      Oil on canvas, 12.5 x 36 cm. Radishchev Art Museum, Saratov.
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      Vasily Polenov, Lake Gennesaret, 1889.




      Oil on canvas, 52 x 87 cm. Russian Museum, Saint Petersburg.


    




    
The Wanderers and the young generation of realism (1880s)




    At the heart of the artistic boom of the 1880s, Levitan fully established himself as a member of the young generation of the Wanderers. He joined the movement at a time when it was reaching maturity, in a climate where Russian realism powerfully expressed the country’s social and existential concerns. The artists around him—Nesterov, Arkhipov, Stepanov, the Korovin brothers, Baksheïev—shared the same desire for renewal, seeking a path that went beyond simple narrative realism while remaining deeply rooted in Russian life.




    Levitan belonged to this group through his friendships as much as through his artistic affinities. Some were his fellow students at the Moscow School of Painting; others, such as Ostroukhov and Serov, became close friends. Together, they formed a constellation of artists sensitive to the poetry of the landscape, but also open to new explorations in light, color, and composition. Their painting, without breaking with the spirit of the Wanderers, showed a silent, y evolution toward more sensitive, more atmospheric forms, where emotion became a structuring element of the painting.
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