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"Vremya 'Ch'" with Olga Kuchkina, 15 March 1997 — a conversation with Rudolf Khachatryan; hosted by Olga Kuchkina.
Olga Kuchkina. [00:00] Rudik, wouldn't you like a glass of wine?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [00:15] I usually drink something stronger — I brought some cognac, perhaps.
Olga Kuchkina. [00:21] We'll have the cognac afterwards.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [00:23] A many-faced master, woven from intense, unceasing labour and moments of illumination.
[00:42] A craftsman set upon creating a world of his own.
[00:47] The artist-philosopher Rudolf Khachatryan.
Olga Kuchkina. [00:50] Two.
[00:54] Two, as a human category.
[01:01] Duality, as a psychological category.
[01:08] Doubling — this might even be a philosophical category.
[01:13] Two-in-one unity — an even higher one.
[01:17] This is all your theme, your problem, and this is your painting. Why?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [01:23] First of all, the main thing that has pursued me all my life in art is to create time.
[01:37] There are a great many dimensions still unknown to us.
[01:40] But the fourth dimension — that much we know for certain. Time exists, but it needs movement. Isn't that right?
[01:48] And within childhood, in which we are born and live...
Olga Kuchkina. [01:59] Which never leaves us. That is, that child within always remains present.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [02:04] Before that — there was my exhibition called "Metamorphoses."
Olga Kuchkina. [02:09] Metamorphoses.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [02:10] We live within metamorphoses. Isn't that so? From childhood to our present age.
[02:15] How we change. But that childhood doesn't die — it develops.
[02:21] Every day, immense memories move within you and hold their place.
[02:26] And in fact, a person doesn't really change. He simply takes in an enormous amount of information.
[02:32] Logic doesn't develop. Information and logic are different things.
[02:37] A logical person.
[02:40] In the beginning was the Word. That is the logos.
[02:43] And it's precisely this deep knowledge, this divine knowledge — it is either given to a person, or it isn't.
Olga Kuchkina. [02:51] Was such knowledge given to you?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [02:53] I think so, yes.
Olga Kuchkina. [02:55] Tell me, please — do you have any formal education?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [02:59] No.
Olga Kuchkina. [03:00] No?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [03:01] No, almost none.
Olga Kuchkina. [03:02] But you started drawing as a child.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [03:05] Very early.
Olga Kuchkina. [03:06] And what happened to you later that made you start drawing in a completely different way?
[03:13] As a teenager you began to draw so well that your teacher exclaimed, "Leonardo lives!"
Rudolf Khachatryan. [03:23] The spirit of Leonardo lives.
[03:24] That was when I was fifteen.
[03:27] But the drawings I made then — I myself am proudest of those, even today.
[03:34] Just think how, at that age, I managed to draw like that.
[03:40] You understand, in Armenia we lived in a very small room.
[03:45] You could really call it a little box of a room.
[03:47] Parents, brother, and me — four of us.
[03:52] And there was a little window that was always shut by evening, when...
[03:57] when...
[03:57] so nothing could be seen from the yard.
[03:59] It was a ground floor, like an ordinary Caucasian house.
[04:02] I remember I was exactly thirteen.
[04:06] I woke up.
[04:07] Suddenly.
[04:09] Well, a metre away — right above me, I see the head of God.
[04:17] In an unbelievable light.
[04:19] I call it God because I had no other word for it.
[04:23] That gaze, that age.
[04:26] That light.
[04:27] Down to the microscopic — everything was visible, down to the smallest detail.
[04:30] I was in such incredible...
[04:37] Astonishment, fear, I can't understand what was happening to me, I hid under the blanket.
[04:43] I hid and felt [myself]. Without opening my eyes — I could feel everything.
[04:49] And quietly I opened [my eyes]. And there — the same thing was looking at me.
[04:53] That was the first time I felt the sound of my own heart.
[04:58] Like a hammer, exactly. Bang, bang, striking.
[05:03] You understand — a boy, fear, shock. I hid again, quietly, under the blanket.
[05:08] And I felt something good and something troubling at once.
[05:12] You understand, all of it is inexplicable.
[05:15] When I opened [my eyes] a third time — I screamed in terror.
[05:19] When I screamed, our people came running — my mother, my parents: "What happened?" And it all vanished.
[05:25] It was astonishingly real, and it was three-dimensional.
[05:28] It was a head — it wasn't some flat image.
[05:31] It still sits inside me to this day, I still see it, even now.
[05:37] And mother asked, what were you screaming about?
[05:39] Mother — well, then I said, "Nothing, nothing" — what could I explain, right.
[05:43] And I couldn't sleep.
[05:45] Well, they thought I'd had some kind of dream.
[05:47] But in the morning, when we got up, I told my mother: "Mama, I saw God today."
[05:54] That's why I was screaming.
Olga Kuchkina. [05:55] And here you're telling me that you saw light, and every tiniest detail in it.
[06:01] When you say that, I remember your portraits.
[06:05] Because when you — twenty or ten years ago, I don't remember exactly — painted a self-portrait, and a portrait of Natasha, your wife, and of Raikin.
[06:16] And I can picture exactly these details, these fine little hairs.
[06:24] Did you paint all of that?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [06:25] Well, of course — I was given... light. What's colour compared to that?
[06:30] My art began, and its main task was light.
[06:36] That's why for a long time I didn't even work in painting.
[06:41] And even painting itself is, after all, more monochrome.
[06:43] It's a little wrong to put it this way, you know... Martiros Saryan —
[06:46] I always said he was a great artist, a major and very fine painter.
[06:50] But in those years it was such that one artist could be raised up, and all the rest — not.
[06:55] And Saryan became the Armenian school.
[06:57] Why should one artist become an entire school — the Armenian school?
[07:01] That doesn't happen.
Olga Kuchkina. [07:02] But then there was your teacher, Yervand Kochar.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [07:04] A completely different kind of artist.
[07:06] He was a man of enormous logic, philosophy, and inventiveness.
Olga Kuchkina. [07:11] He lived in Paris, didn't he, then came back here, and was repressed.
[07:16] And you met him only after his imprisonment?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [07:19] Yes, of course.
Olga Kuchkina. [07:20] And how did that happen?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [07:21] Well, where his studio was, there was a little garden.
[07:28] Old men used to sit there, and I was making sketches, quick drawings.
[07:33] And suddenly I see — behind me a man is standing and watching closely, and I, well, you know, I didn't always...
[07:39] I didn't like [people] paying attention to me. He touched my shoulder. He says: "Who are you? Where do you study?" I say — I'd just recently been expelled from the art school.
[07:58] He looked so surprised... I'd enrolled in the first year, and two months later they threw me out. He says: "You see that door there — that's my studio. I'm Kochar."
Olga Kuchkina. [08:11] He was fifty-two, and you were fifteen.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [08:15] I looked at him — such an astonishing, expressive face. Maestro was written all over him at once. The pipe, his build.
[08:27] Long hair, not tall, but blue eyes.
Olga Kuchkina. [08:33] Expressive.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [08:34] Very, very.
[08:34] He, you know, felt at once that this meeting was very important for us both.
[08:39] I said: bring me all your drawings this evening, whatever you're working on, show me.
[08:43] He happily brought all my works.
[08:48] And there he saw those drawings, the drapery studies.
Olga Kuchkina. [08:50] And that's when he hooked you, was it?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [08:51] Yes, that's exactly when.
[08:52] And that evening I told him about my vision, what I had seen.
Olga Kuchkina. [08:57] And what did he say?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [08:58] He said: yes, that's why you draw the way you do.
[09:01] That he had come, and placed his finger upon you.
[09:05] Now you will do everything.
[09:08] But it's been given to you.
Olga Kuchkina. [09:10] But you were altogether such an unusual child, weren't you?
[09:13] At eleven you fell in love with a grown woman.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [09:16] Yes.
Olga Kuchkina. [09:17] Was that really how it happened with you?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [09:18] Of course. I fell in love very early on, in general.
[09:24] I fell in love back in kindergarten.
Olga Kuchkina. [09:25] The first time.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [09:26] I was five or six.
[09:28] I was in love with my teacher — the kindergarten mistress, yes.
[09:33] A girl of sixteen or seventeen.
[09:35] Stunning beauty.
[09:37] I loved her passionately, passionately.
[09:39] I didn't love her as a child would.
[09:41] As a man. I felt it as a man does.
[09:43] She walked about freely in front of us, and in summer — bare-breasted.
[09:48] I went out of my mind.
[09:50] I couldn't take my eyes off her.
[09:51] I don't know what... what kind of a boy does that.
[09:53] Son of a gun, the whole thing...
Olga Kuchkina. [09:56] Well, you must have been a very impressionable person, then?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [10:02] I don't know.
Olga Kuchkina. [10:03] You once told me that your mother didn't give you something.
[10:06] That is, your mother gave your older brother chocolate, but didn't give you any.
[10:10] And you kept that for your whole life — even while loving your mother, you still kept that feeling of a certain hurt.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [10:19] In fact, I only spoke about it very late.
[10:23] Really, only when I was about forty or forty-five.
Olga Kuchkina. [10:26] So we began with doubling and duality in general — with "two."
[10:32] Because it began for you precisely with mother and child.
[10:35] That's it — two in one.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [10:37] In general, if I let myself imagine it — as a child I used to see my second Rudolf.
[10:43] ...that this second Rudolf lived a separate, underground life, with a girl he loved.
[10:48] I created the image of my double — the one who lives in another world.
[10:56] And this double of mine... so a great many things get mixed together here, and it needs untangling.
[11:04] Undoubtedly, the child is one side of you that stays with you your whole life.
[11:10] And the further you grow into adulthood, the more sharply it shows itself.
[11:14] That's why I usually paint motherhood separately — as the Madonna — as a separate subject.
[11:24] It's a large theme. And suddenly, in me, it merges, becomes a single flesh.
[11:31] But philosophically, that's actually how it is too.
[11:34] It is part child, part mother.
[11:37] But that's — plastically speaking. In art, that's possible.
[11:40] Because I was searching for the formula of man. The formula of man in the philosophical sense.
Olga Kuchkina. [11:44] But the formula of man isn't only what Rudolf Khachatryan sought and found in his art.
[11:54] The formula of man is Rudolf Khachatryan himself.
[11:58] And also his wife Natasha, who is also an artist.
[12:52] You were even a salon painter, at one point.
[12:55] In any case, you were a very wealthy artist.
[12:57] You had a great many commissions.
[12:59] You reached what one might call perfection in your art.
[13:04] And then suddenly you abandoned all of it.
[13:06] Perhaps, on the whole, you didn't end up destitute, but in any case the change was quite abrupt.
[13:13] You dropped it and moved into an entirely different artistic, painterly world.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [13:18] No, I don't quite agree.
[13:20] Let me explain.
[13:21] In general, I think there are artists who
[13:25] live several lives.
[13:26] It seems to me that Picasso was born many, many times over.
[13:29] That's why he's so varied.
[13:32] That's why each of Picasso's periods is a separate creative process, a separate universe of its own.
[13:39] A worldview.
[13:41] He wasn't so simple...
[13:44] If he had given away just one of his periods to another artist,
[13:48] that artist would have been considered a great artist for the rest of his life,
[13:51] just for having created that.
[13:52] But Picasso moved on from it.
Olga Kuchkina. [13:53] Forgive me, I'll interrupt you.
[13:54] Didn't your own teacher say to you — at what age was it, eighteen? —
[13:58] "Die, die, you've already done everything you needed to do."
Rudolf Khachatryan. [14:01] Yes, at that age — eighteen — I had a whole cycle of work,
[14:04] and if I had stayed within Armenian fine art —
[14:08] I can say boldly that I was a very good graphic artist at the time —
[14:11] if I had died at exactly that age...
[14:14] But that was only one period.
[14:16] I changed every ten years.
[14:18] Every ten years.
[14:21] And my modernism — that was the sixties — wasn't really something new.
[14:24] It's just that in Moscow they didn't know about it.
[14:27] In those years I was living in Yerevan,
[14:30] and in the seventies I came to Moscow.
[14:33] Well, there was a whole episode where they nearly expelled me from the Union of Artists
[14:37] as a formalist.
Olga Kuchkina. [14:38] Even though, like me, you don't care for formalism.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [14:41] I never considered myself a formalist.
Olga Kuchkina. [14:43] You don't consider yourself one.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [14:44] My art — what's it called — mythology...
[14:50] let's call it that — and then the last [stage] — the multidimensional object —
[14:54] that is high realism.
[14:56] Because realism is what we see,
[14:59] or what we know.
[15:00] But an artist — an artist as a philosopher — sees far more than that. He doesn't only see —
[15:06] only this present instant — he thinks.
[15:08] He knows what was yesterday, the day before yesterday,
[15:11] he was there, he's here today, and tomorrow he will be too.
[15:14] That's why, for me, a real artist has to embody the whole of humanity.
[15:19] That's why I once said:
[15:21] "I am the Chinese man, I am the Black man."
[15:25] "I am the Frenchman." None of these cultures are foreign to me.
Olga Kuchkina. [15:28] You are Adam, containing the whole of humanity within yourself.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [15:32] It's the humanity that he created.
[15:35] So — person to person — that's very close indeed.
[15:40] They're all different. You just have to know how to accept all of it, to value it, to let it into yourself.
[15:47] Your soul has to be broad enough that you
[15:51] can embrace everyone within it. Isn't that right?
[15:54] Yes.
Olga Kuchkina. [15:55] Rudolf, you read one particular book every day, don't you?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [15:58] Yes, the Bible.
Olga Kuchkina. [15:59] You found an astonishing formula there,
Rudolf Khachatryan. [16:04] there — you're talking about the formula of man.
Olga Kuchkina. [16:06] I, by the way, tried to find it too, but couldn't,
[16:09] because it's from the rare Gospel of Philip and the Gospel of Thomas.
[16:14] Yes, it's essentially never published.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [16:17] It was printed recently in a small run — and it vanished at once.
Olga Kuchkina. [16:20] And there's this astonishing thing in it — two things.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [16:23] Yes.
Olga Kuchkina. [16:24] When Eve...
Rudolf Khachatryan. [16:26] If Eve was within Adam...
Olga Kuchkina. [16:29] Then there was no death.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [16:30] Yes — when Eve was within Adam, there was no death.
Olga Kuchkina. [16:33] After she left [him], death appeared.
[16:36] If she returns, he will accept her.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [16:38] And Adam — perhaps he won't accept her anymore,
[16:42] but if he does — there will be no death again.
Olga Kuchkina. [16:44] That's the first — and here's the second thing.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [16:46] The second is the most important thing that today's art speaks of.
[16:52] When...
[16:53] When you make two into one.
[16:56] In fact, Eve and Adam were two who were one, isn't that right?
[17:01] And here I do it a little differently.
[17:04] When you make two into one, when the upper side...
Olga Kuchkina. [17:07] becomes the lower side,
Rudolf Khachatryan. [17:10] the inner side — like the outer side. Like a hand instead of a hand — meaning, it's not about copying the hand, but a sign.
[17:20] Hands, feet instead of an eye, an image instead of an image. Then you shall enter the kingdom — this is...
Olga Kuchkina. [17:24] Tell me — did you first read this formula, and did it then become [clear] to you?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [17:30] I arrived at this while I was reading — I was in raptures, I was astonished.
Olga Kuchkina. [17:37] You had already done it, and only afterwards received it as a ready-made formula?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [17:42] I arrived at it, yes, I arrived at it. There are things you read and pay no attention to,
[17:47] you notice them only once they're already yours, once they already exist within you — that's when you pay attention.
[17:56] Many things people read and pass right by — they're not theirs yet, those thoughts, those ideas aren't theirs.
[18:07] When it's grasped at once —
Olga Kuchkina. [18:10] — art historians, both Dmitry Sarabianov and your friend, the philosopher Levon Abrahamian —
[18:15] they sense it and point out that a wild energy, an immense energy, radiates from your work, that is
[18:28] that these are not abstract, speculative things, but things absolutely lived through — things into which you poured all of yourself, your heart, your soul.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [18:36] There, art exists without reason... you don't create through reason — of course reason is present, but it's the process itself that acts. Sarabianov
[18:49] calls art energetic — for instance, there's the speed of the giving-over.
Olga Kuchkina. [18:52] Of course. And do you work quickly?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [18:59] There are paintings — huge paintings — that I made in half an hour. For instance, this one, the portrait of Arkady Raikin,
[19:06] which I made in half an hour.
Olga Kuchkina. [19:07] And the one of Natasha?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [19:10] That varies. The task matters. On a bet, once, I did a portrait in a minute and a half. And I won.
[19:16] That portrait could be exhibited. A genuinely serious portrait.
[19:22] But that's not [the point]. It's not a trick. It's about doing it as fast as possible.
[19:28] Every stroke, every touch of the brush has to land exactly in its place at once.
[19:33] That takes a very intense release of energy.
[19:38] And then there's a task that moves slowly.
[19:42] For instance, I make an enormous linear painting — where a single contour line runs through it.
Olga Kuchkina. [19:56] Tell me — you've had two heart attacks.
[19:59] Were you breaking some rule of life?
[20:02] In some way...
[20:03] Or is it that this intense, headlong giving of yourself is so strong that afterwards something stops you and says: "Now wait a moment, come to your senses"?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [20:12] I do, after all, believe very strongly in fate.
[20:15] Every person has their own fate.
[20:18] I think a person cannot change their own fate.
Olga Kuchkina. [20:21] So does that mean you're not afraid of anything?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [20:22] Take me, for example — why did I come to Moscow?
[20:24] Do you think that back in Armenia I dreamed of living in Moscow? No.
[20:28] It simply happened that way. I met Natasha.
[20:31] That complicated things further.
[20:32] My life became much more complicated. But I came.
[20:35] Thank God, I'm glad I did. I made art there, in Moscow, in that time.
[20:38] Then I needed to go to London — Moscow had worn me out.
[20:41] All of this belongs to a period of changes.
[20:43] I lived in London for five years.
Olga Kuchkina. [20:45] And now this new thing, the latest one — the thing you consider your main discovery — these multidimensional objects.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [20:51] If I hadn't arrived at this, I would consider myself incomplete.
[20:56] I've solved a very important task here.
[21:01] Because all of my art, even though it falls into very different periods,
[21:08] each with its own development, is nonetheless all connected.
[21:12] And these periods themselves led to this discovery.
[21:15] There came a moment when a painting needed to be taken out of the flat plane and set into space.
[21:23] But what did I actually combine here?
[21:24] In its volume, it's essentially like an architectural structure.
[21:30] But it's sculptural.
[21:32] At the same time, you can paint it, and draw [on it].
[21:35] Everything in it is joined together.
[21:37] And the main thing is that it rotates around its own axis.
[21:43] But it can rotate around any axis at all.
[21:45] It isn't a sphere, but it's spherical in principle.
[21:48] It's not that it has different sides.
[21:51] There are no different sides in it.
[21:52] Everything there is connected together, all at once.
Olga Kuchkina. [21:55] So this is no longer "two," then?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [21:57] If it [descends] downward — that's a figurative image...
Olga Kuchkina. [22:42] Well, how is this born in you? How do you experience it yourself?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [22:44] I believe that without God there is nothing.
[22:50] That's a hundred percent my own conviction. I'm a very religious man, a man of deep faith — all the more so because I have seen.
[22:56] And it's not only that one thing [I saw] — I've seen other things as well. And the feelings are very real.
Olga Kuchkina. [23:01] After the heart attack, I believe, you discovered that a day holds an enormous number of seconds.
[23:09] Yes. That is, you no longer measure by hours, but by seconds. And every second is extraordinarily full.
[23:14] And that has stayed with you.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [23:15] For me it was like this — I wanted to understand what a second really is.
[23:20] What a tremendous thing a second is. One second is like a jewel of life.
[23:25] What can be created within that one second? In fact — an enormous amount.
[23:29] Right now — no, I'm not working at that pace.
[23:32] You know, an artist doesn't always live at one and the same creative tempo throughout his life.
[23:39] There are periods of very intense giving.
[23:43] There are pauses.
[23:45] A pause.
Olga Kuchkina. [23:46] A gathering, an accumulation.
Rudolf Khachatryan. [23:47] Yes, accumulation. And then it gives back again, anew.
[23:49] Right now I'm in a period of accumulation — I'm putting things in.
[23:52] But I feel that there's still a great deal of interesting work I can do.
[23:56] You know how? By improvising.
[23:59] Because improvisation is the very same thing [that] develops art.
[24:02] I'm still a student, even now.
[24:04] I'm still learning from the world.
[24:07] My true teacher is God,
[24:11] who created this whole world.
[24:14] And I learn from the world
[24:15] and I go on learning. One single person —
[24:18] no single person can be my teacher.
[24:21] I have great respect for many artists, I love them very much, all sorts of different ones, that's why I say: both the French, and the Black man — that's why I say "I am Black too" — and Japanese artists, all of them astonishing, I learn from all of them, that's culture.
[24:39] All of this a person has to absorb, but in the larger sense, of course, our teacher is God.
Olga Kuchkina. [24:46] And what will you say to God when you stand before Him?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [24:50] Thank You — that He — this small light that appeared... I took this small light from Him. That's why I have one poem, I wrote one poem. I'll say it first in Armenian.
[25:22] When I was small, God came to me in His own image and with His own light.
[25:28] He gave to me from His light and departed,
[25:31] so that I might give that light to my art. And to depart as well.
Olga Kuchkina. [25:36] Is that your only poem?
Rudolf Khachatryan. [25:38] Yes, it's one of the poems I've written. So my answer is: thank you for this light.
Olga Kuchkina. [25:44] The exhibition at the Old Tretyakov Gallery, marking the sixtieth birthday of the artist Rudolf Khachatryan, is a celebration for him — and for us.
[26:06] [The song "Son of God" plays over the closing credits.]
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