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Quarterly Newsletter No. 9         July, 2009 
 

IN MEMORIAM: IGOR VITALIEVICH SAVITSKY 
August 4, 1915—July 27, 1984 

 
1. As we noted in the last Quarterly Newsletter, 
this year is a special one for the Nukus Museum, 
indeed for all Friends of Nukus Museum.  Twenty-five 
years ago—on July 27, 1984—Igor Savitsky—artist, 
collector, and museum founder—died in a Moscow 
hospital, seven days short of his 69th birthday.  After a 
public funeral ceremony at the Museum of the Orient, 
at which colleagues and friends compared his 
contributions to Russian art 
history and culture to those of 
Tretyakov, Shchukin and 
Morozov, Savitsky was later 
buried in the Russian cemetery 
in Nukus—in the land that, 
since his participation as an 
artist in the Khorezm 
Archaeological & Ethnographic 
Expedition (1950-56), had 
become his second and 
permanent home.  Six weeks 
later—on September 1, 1984—
Marinika Babanazarova, not yet 
30 years old, succeeded Savitsky as the Museum’s 
curator and director.  Now, over 40 years after the 
Museum’s official opening in 1966, Marinika and her 
dedicated staff preserve Savitsky’s unique legacy and 
promote his vision. 
 
2.   To mark these two important and related 
anniversaries, this 9th Quarterly Newsletter features 
special material about Savitsky’s life and work—
specifically a personal history (avtobiografiya) written 
in his own words (thanks to Rada for the translation).  
Likewise, the next 10th Quarterly Newsletter will 
include biographical information about Marinika’s life 
and work—with particular reference to the new 
challenges and opportunities that have emerged since 
Uzbekistan became independent in 1991 and 
especially since Karakalpakstan, including Nukus and 
the Museum, have become more accessible to the 
outside world. 
 

3. Like Savitsky himself, his avtobiografiya is 
distinctive and unconventional.  Whereas, according to 
Soviet custom and style, such documents, which had a 
quasi-official status, were usually confined to key facts 
about an individual’s family background and 
professional life, Savitsky’s avtobiografiya contains few 
dates or personal information and is completely silent 
about his family—concerning which he was known to be 

reticent because of their 
patrician roots.  On the 
other hand, it is a 
fascinating narrative of 
his initial interest  in 
Central Asia—including 
Samarkand’s impact on 
him as a still young 
painter—and, following 
almost six years with the 
Tolstov-led Khorezm 
Expedition, his later total 
immersion in all things  
Karakalpak. Ironically, 

considering that it is its extraordinary collection of 
Russian avant garde art that established the Museum’s  
international reputation—following the break up of the 
Soviet Union—Savitsky’s avtobiografiya makes 
virtually no reference to it.  This apparent paradox may 
be explained partly by his intense passion for 
Karakalpakstan’s culture, history and people—which 
was also the Museum’s initial raison d’être—but also 
partly by the continuing need for ‘political correctness’ 
in cultural matters in the Soviet Union of the mid-1970s 
when this document was written—even in faraway 
Nukus.    
 
4. For the record, this avtobiografiya combines two 
short articles written in 1973 and 1977.  There may have 
been later iterations, so the version replicated here may 
not be complete or final.  It is most likely a purely 
personal essay that Savitsky wrote after he had become a 
well-known public figure. 
 

 



2 
 

Igor Savitsky’s Autobiography 
 

I—Savitsky Igor Vitalievich—was born in 1915 in 
Kiev.  In 1945, I graduated from the State Art Institute named 
after Surikov in Moscow.  From my youth, I longed to visit 
Central Asia, to which I was attracted by the amazing stories of 
friends who had visited Samarkand and the Amu Darya—and 
also by the romance of the East. 
 

In 1942, during the Great Patriotic War (2nd World 
War), I was evacuated together with my Institute to Samarkand, 
a city whose exotic atmosphere was then still largely intact.  I 
was overwhelmed by its architecture, its antiquity, its 
extraordinary sunlight, its incredible colours, and its Sunday 
warmth, which reminded me of a continuous festival.  My two 

years in Samarkand, where I was fortunate to receive lessons from Robert Falk, Konstantin Istomin, and Nikolai 
Ulyanov, were crucial in developing my understanding of art and in learning important principles and views that have 
been the basis of my creative work ever since.  These two years also helped me appreciate the true significance of 
colour.  Colour and light—in which Samarkand and Central Asia are immersed—together comprise the best school 
for any artist trying to master the complete range of colours—in both light and in shadow, where it becomes even 
more intense and profound. 
 

In 1950, I was lucky to visit Central Asia again, this time for about six years and to the lands of ancient 
Khorezm where I participated in the archaeological and ethnographic expedition led by Sergei Tolstov, the famous 
explorer.  This region, most of which is now in present-day Karakalpakstan, is rich in ancient monuments and has a 
remarkable variety of landscapes—with oases and forests bordering the desert, with unusual mountains which, 
although not very high, suddenly create the feeling of a fantastic and, at the same time, very real world, and with 
fishing villages alongside the blue Aral Sea drowned in golden reeds. 

 
             These places are characterized by a subtle individuality—where colour has endlessly diverse permutations 
and harmonies that enrich one’s perceptions and sensitize one’s eyes to their fine and, at the same time, saturated 
range.  They make this region not only exceptionally attractive; they also transform it into a kind of unique school 
where one develops a sensitivity to light and cultivates an extraordinary gift for appreciating colour.  
 

I was also enthralled by the people themselves, their history and their culture.  Besides working among 
Khorezm’s antiquities, where I documented the results of our excavations, and in addition to my passion for drawing 
and painting landscapes—of the desert, oases, and fishermen’s villages—I also became interested in studying the 
applied folk art of the Karakalpak people, which until then had been studied very little.   

 
Suddenly a whole new world opened up—a world of folk genius, of original and brilliant culture.  Until now, 

the Karakalpak people have been able to preserve their own special appreciation of beauty, to combine ancient 
traditions in garments and ornaments with contemporary designs reflecting their national character.  As a result, they 
have managed to create individually simple but at the same time rich, almost royal dresses for young women, for 
brides, and for older women—in which selected colours, embroidery and jewellery are merged into a single, 
unusually comprehensive whole that dominates and, at the same time, is inseparably connected to, the overall concept.  
 

The question then arose—what should be the central focus of my life?  Although at the outset I was able to 
both paint and undertake research, I soon became consumed by this folk art and, later on, by the creation of a 
museum.  In 1960, a Laboratory of Applied Arts was established in the Karakalpakstan branch of the Uzbekistan 
Academy of Arts; and, in 1966, the Karakalpakstan State Museum of Art was opened, both in Nukus.  Thereafter, I 
stopped painting. 

 
             The Laboratory started collecting large numbers of extraordinary examples of Karakalpak applied folk art that 
revealed its enormous vitality as well as its place in the folk art of Central Asia and of other peoples of the Soviet 



 
 

Union.  The idea to establish a museum was born out of this initial collection—in fact, the museum was originally 
conceived as a Museum of Applied Arts.  However, it soon became clear that this would be inadequate and so, 
eventually, the Karakalpakstan State Museum of Arts was established with three main departments: Folk and Applied 
Arts of Karakalpakstan;  Archaeology of Ancient Khorezm; and Fine Art.  The three departments’ collections are so 
unusual and significant that the Museum has already achieved a unique reputation and is now ranked with other 
museums as of “all-Union” (i.e. national) significance.  
 
            At present [1977], the Museum remains a work in progress and faces numerous challenges.  Its facilities are 
inadequate for its magnificent collections and, owing to lack of funds and other resources, there is no prospect of  
creating a scientifically planned, permanent exhibition.  On the other hand, the establishment of the Museum in this 
once backward, little known autonomous republic, lost in the reeds and desert sands, is itself a unique event that 
dramatically illustrates the region’s cultural development.  Karakalpakstan is today experiencing rapid growth, in both 
industry and in agriculture, and this Museum and its collections are attracting art experts, art lovers, and tourists from 
Moscow, Leningrad and other republics and cities. 
 
          In its 11 years of existence, the Museum has collected a large number of items in all departments and it 
continues its annual acquisitions.  It is also developing an interesting team of staff and specialists dedicated to its 
continued development. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     Igor Savitsky—Kalaly-Gyr at Noon. 1953 
             Oil on canvas, carton. 37,7x70 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
              Igor Savitsky—Street in old Khiva 

              Oil on carton. 57x64 
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A.  FoNM Foundation News 
  
5.    Membership and contributions.  Later this 
month, Friends will receive invoices for the new 
FoNM membership year, 2009-2010.  For the record 
and as previously reported, last year’s membership 
dues financed inter alia the restoration of nine 
paintings by Mikhail Nedbalyo,  Nikolai Prokoshev, 
Mikhail Shemyakin, Nadejda Sveshnikova, Pavel 
Surikov and Alexander Volkov and, in addition, the 
procurement of essential chemical agents and other 
specialized materials and tools needed for the 
Museum’s ongoing restoration activities.  These nine 
painting are included in  a new exhibition of about 75 
restored paintings that the Museum plans to stage in 
early August commemorating the 25th anniversary of 
Savitsky’s death.  We intend to match at least this level 
of contribution to the Museum during 2009-10 (i.e. 
$5,000) and, in the circumstances, hope that all Friends 
will renew their memberships accordingly. 
  
6.     FoNM Outreach Activities.  The main 
highlights of FoNM outreach activities—ongoing and 
planned—include the following: 
 
·  2009 Internship Program.   As noted in the last 

Newsletter, two candidates were selected for this 
year’s program.  and confirmed earlier this month: 
(a) Ms. Olivia Tani, an Italian graduate student in 
international studies at Leeds University (England), 
with research interests in Central Asia and arts 
exhibition experience in Pisa, Italy visited Nukus 
from mid-May to mid-June; and (b) Ms. Anne-
Laure Py, a French citizen, resident in New York, 
with qualifications and experience in economics, 
languages, marketing and public relations and, in 
2007, a year-long field-based research project 
involving small-scale silk manufacturing enterprises 
in Uzbekistan has arrived in Nukus end-July for one 
month.  The results of these two internships will be 
reported in the next Newsletter.   
 

·  “The Desert of Forbidden Art”—documentary 
film update.  Film makers Amanda Pope and 
Tchavdar Georgiev have now completed the final 
stages of their documentary.  They have submitted it 
to several leading international film festivals, 
including: London, Amsterdam, Toronto, Sundance, 
Sheffield and Chicago. These festivals are 
extremely competitive and there is clearly no 
guarantee that their film will be selected, but, if 
successful, a screening at any of these festivals 
would substantially widen the audience and 
potential support for the Museum.  Meanwhile, to 

help them mobilize support on behalf of the 
Museum—specifically to obtain entry to other film 
festivals, to secure television broadcasts, and to 
arrange other screening and outreach activities, 
Amanda and Tchavdar would appreciate receiving 
Friends’ suggestions and names of possible contacts 
at: apope@cinema.usc.edu.   

 
·  FoNM Leaflet.  With thanks to Kees Kramer, 

Olivia Tani  and Nargiza Maksudova, the FoNM’s 
information leaflet is now available in three more 
languages—Dutch, Italian,  and, not least important, 
Uzbek—in addition to English, French, German, 
Japanese, Russian, and Spanish.  Thanks to Rada, 
50 hard copies of the German version were delivered 
to the Museum in May and an initial batch of the 
Dutch, Italian and Uzbek versions will be sent to 
Nukus in September, in time for the fall ‘tourist’ 
season.  Meanwhile, Friends interested in obtaining 
copies of any or all of these leaflets (PDF format) for 
dissemination within their communities or networks 
may download them from the website: 
www.savitskycollection.org.    

 
·  Nukus Museum Postcards.  Thanks to two 

anonymous Friends who pre-financed their printing, 
2,000 souvenir postcards were delivered to the 
Museum earlier this month for sale in the Museum 
shop—500 each of: (a) Igor V. Savitsky; (b) the new 
Museum building (2003); and (c) two of the Savitsky 
Collection’s iconic paintings—Vladimir Lysenko’s 
“Bull” and Kliment Redko’s “By the Sea”.  This will 
replenish the Museum’s recently declining stock of 
post and greeting cards.  All proceeds from the sale of 
these postcards will go to the Museum to finance 
ongoing painting restoration. 

 
·  Museum Calendar 2010-2011.  Similarly, the same 

two anonymous Friends have agreed to pre-finance 
the printing of a two-year (2010-2011) Nukus 
Museum/Savitsky Collection wall calendar.  The 
calendar is currently being designed by NHA 
Associates—on the basis of 12 digital photographs of 
paintings selected by Marinika and her staff from the 
Savitsky Collection.  It is planned to have the calendar 
printed and available for sale in the Museum’s shop 
commencing mid-September 2009, with, as in the 
case of the post cards, all  proceeds going to the 
Museum to finance ongoing painting restoration.  
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B.   News from Nukus1. 
 
7. In Memoriam .  On August 4 (not July 27 as 

previously announced), the Museum will 
commemorate the 25th anniversary of Savitsky’s 
death with a special program of activities in Nukus, 
as follows: 

 
·  09:00 a.m.  Visit to Savitsky’s grave 
·  10:30 a.m. Opening of new exhibition  of 

“Restored Treasures” 
·  11:30 a.m.   Recollections of Igor Savitsky by: 

fellow artists, Museum colleagues, and 
Karakalpak community and government 
leaders 

·  12:40 p.m.  “The Museum Remains” —a  20-
minute USSR TV documentary film made in 
1986 

·  01:00 p.m.  Commemorative lunch (up to 150 
guests) 

 
Representatives of the local press, radio, and TV have 
been invited and extensive coverage is expected.  This 
event will be reported in next Newsletter.  Friends 
and/or their guests residing and/or visiting Uzbekistan 
at this time are cordially invited to be present.    

8.  Memoire of Igor  Savitsky.  By end-April, 
Marinika  had completed the manuscript of her 
updated memoire of Igor Savitsky and by end-May 
Rada had translated it into English.  Meanwhile, it was 
distributed to a small group of peer reviewers for 
comments during June.  The final document, which 
will include reproductions of selected documents, 
photographs and Savitsky paintings, is now expected to 
be ready for printing by end-August and for publication 
by September/October.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 This section is based on information provided by Marinika Babanazarova 
and Nukus Museum staff. 
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FoNM Board of Directors: 
David PEARCE, Chairman 
pearced@verizon.net 
Kees KRAMER, Deputy Chairman 
Kees.kramer@ichotelsgroup.com 
Richard DION, Treasurer 
richardrdion@yahoo.com 
Rada LANKINA, Membership 
friendsnukusmuseum@gmail.com 
 

Friends of Nukus Museum Foundation  accounts� at 
ABN-AMRO Bank, Bezuidenhoutseweg 33, The Hague, 
2594 AC Netherlands� are: 58.15.57.352 (€); and 
61.88.91.692 (US$).    Inter-bank routing codes for 
international transfers are: L17ABNA0581557352 and 
NL38ABNA0618891692 


