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Post-war Russian art is overshadowed not by an artist, but
by a power-couple, Ilya and Emilia Kabakov. With their
extraordinary cultural legacy, are they really the nation’s
greatest partners in life and art?

TEXT: JO VICKERY

Like an art collection, a power couple is greater than the sum of its parts - or partners in
this case. Although the term itself dates from the mid 1980s, over the past decade, with
the public’s growing interest in female artists, the identity of artistic genius, once limited
to a white male, has come also to embrace not just one solitary figure, male or female,
but two creative soulmates. Artists for whom life and art are joined. Their relationship
creates sparks and, in some cases, builds the foundation of whole art movements. The
creative electricity between Natalia Goncharova (1881-1962) and Mikhail Larionov
(1881-1964) sparked off rayonism, possibly the only 20th century ‘ism’ to be created
entirely by a cohabiting couple.

Although the term ‘power couple’ is more a product of our time of influencers, brands,
and labels and the Kabakovs are its posterchildren, it was modernism and the Russian
avant-garde, which saw a striking and unprecedented number of artistic couples, where
both artists created their own legacy, distinguished from their significant other and yet
inextricably entwined.



To define what a power couple is in the most liberal sense of the word can include same
or opposite sex partnerships, in marriage or outside and they do not need to last a
lifetime. According to pricing on the international market, one of the greatest artist
power couples of all time was Robert Rauschenberg (1925-2008) and Jasper Johns (b.
1930), who were together for only six years, a period during which they produced their
best work in which their relationship was a crucible to their artistic development. This is
key to being a power couple: interdependence where both individuals support each
other as equals, account for their differences in personality, complement each other’s
strengths and weaknesses. As artist Sonya Stereostyrski, one half of the PPSS duo who
are partners in both art and life, says of their independent work, “we do not influence,
rather inspire and support one another.”

Artist hierarchies based on market value are commonplace in discussions around which
artists may be the greatest, even if we know market value and art historical value are not
one and the same. We love to know that Mark Rothko is currently the most expensive
Russian contemporary artist (Rothko was born in Latvia when it was part of the Russian
Empire). Can we ask this about artistic couples?

Here, at the outset, there is a problem. Where Ilya Kabakov's market value brings him to
the top of the leader board as Russia’s most expensive contemporary and living artist,
Emilia Kabakova does not have an independent body of work with which to judge her
own legacy. Further, many of the preoccupations in Ilya’s early work also continue to
thread throughout the work they have been producing together since the late 1990s,
when they became a couple. Yet, surely, there is no question that Emilia’s legendary
strength of will and personality, her iron clad determination to break down any barriers,
her dedication and passion is something which has undeniably resulted in a body of
work that otherwise would simply not have existed. The world would be less bright and
missing a cultural link without these now famous collaborators.






