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The Harald Szeemann papers in the special collections of the Getty Research Institute 

provide an extensive overview of the broad international network of personal and insti-

tutional contacts established by Swiss curator Harald Szeemann (1933–2005) throughout 

his exhibition activity spanning almost half a century (1957–2005). The list of Szeemann’s 

correspondents, mostly held in the project files, indicates only a small percentage of the 

artists and art professionals from Socialist Europe, let alone from the Soviet Union. An 

exception is represented by a modest but noteworthy correspondence with Russian artist 

Lev Nusberg (b. 1937), the initiator, leader, and main promoter of the kinetic-art group 

Dvizhenie (Movement), founded in 1962 at the height of the cultural détente triggered 

by the First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union Nikita Khrushchev 

after Stalin’s death. Dvizhenie was composed of a variable number of artists whose core 

was represented by Mikhail Dorokhov, Francisco Infante, Anatolii Krivchikov, Nusberg, 

Viacheslav Shcherbakov, and Viktor Stepanov. The artist collective was conspicuous for 

its participation of women, including Rimma Zanevskaia and, later, Galina Bitt, Tat’iana 

Bystrova, Galina Goloveiko, and Natal’ia Prokuratova.1

Between April and August 1970, Nusberg sent three letters to Szeemann. From 

December 1973 to January 1976, he sent extensive documentation of the activities of 

Dvizhenie, whose correspondence has been preserved mostly as carbon copies. Nus-

berg’s first letter is a reply to Szeemann’s invitation to a Paris documentary exhibition 

devoted to his previous experience as director of the Kunsthalle Bern, Switzerland, a 

position from which Szeemann had recently resigned.2 Still residing in the Soviet Union, 

Nusberg could not attend the show but nevertheless expressed his interest in Szeemann’s 

endeavor as the curator of groundbreaking exhibitions, such as When Attitudes Become 

Form, held in Bern in the spring of 1969. The resonance of this group show had over-

come political boundaries and reached the Soviet Union, where it received a review in 

the cultural newspaper Literaturnaia Gazeta, which traditionally covered selected art 

events from the West, mostly — as in this case — with a vilifying tone. Szeemann’s request 

for a translation of the article is symptomatic of his desire for a worldwide response to 

the exhibition, as well as of his interest in the remote Soviet art world, where Dvizhenie 

emerged in the sixties as a key player.3

Lev Nusberg to Harald Szeemann, 1970–76: 
Notes on Convergent Ambitions and  
Shared Practices
Matteo Bertelé
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Nusberg’s letters are written in the first person plural, thus speaking on behalf of 

the whole group, while describing ongoing projects, such as “a show with kinetic lights 

for the city (a real and concrete commission!),” and “an artificial cybernetic environ-

ment (conventionally called the anti-world) for macrostructures (macropolis) for the 

years 2010–2020.”4 The latter project must have sounded captivating to Szeemann, who 

invited Nusberg to the forthcoming documenta 5, to be held in 1972 in Kassel, where he 

had been recently appointed secretary general. The group’s visionary blueprints fit into 

one of the main planned sections of the exhibition, devoted, in Szeemann’s words, to “the 

structures and the ways of life of the future perceived by the artists and the scientists.”5 

Accordingly, he forwarded Nusberg’s programmatic letter to the documenta headquar-

ters in Kassel, professing his intention to visit the artist in Moscow.

This promising collaboration occurred in a pivotal year in the life and career of 

both men. After resigning from his position in Bern, Szeemann launched himself as an 

independent curator, a profession he had to invent from scratch. By 1970, Dvizhenie had 

achieved acknowledgment on two levels: in the Soviet Union as a team of exhibition and 

stage designers who obtained important State commissions for public events, such as the 

installation of kinetic machines and street decorations for the mass celebrations of the 

fiftieth anniversary of the October Revolution held in Leningrad in 1967, and in Western 

Europe as the programmatic faction of the unofficial “New art from Moscow,” exhibited 

in several group shows held in private galleries and museums.6 

For the 1972 documenta, Szeemann planned a comparative overview — the first 

of its kind held on the initiative of a Western enterprise — of Socialist realism from the 

Soviet Union and that of China, as a key chapter of his “inquiry into reality” (Befragung 

der Realität, the name of the exhibition), thus taking into account not only the fine arts but 

also advertising, political propaganda, science fiction, and utopian architecture, intended 

as contemporary world images (Bildwelten heute, the subtitle of the show). Szeemann’s 

purpose was to break with the tradition of displaying the latest Western art trends; he 

strove for a thematic exhibition in a broad transnational perspective. This opening of 

Soviet art was initially welcomed by State institutions, such as the Soviet Embassy in 

Bonn and the Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow, which compiled a preliminary list of art-

works to send to Kassel. In this extended context, Dvizhenie’s projects could have played 

a significant role in Szeemann’s intention to embrace utopian architecture.7 At the same 

time, he intended to expand the scope of his inquiry to include the underground Soviet 

art scene, for which purpose he asked Heinrich Böll, Nobel prize recipient the following 

year and “good connoisseur of the Moscow art scene,” for contacts with non-officially 

recognized artists.8

Despite the two-year negotiations between Moscow and Kassel, the Soviet 

Embassy in Bonn ultimately withdrew State participation in March 1972, just three 

months before the opening of documenta.9 The reason for such an abrupt retreat can be 

traced to politically inopportune timing, namely the forthcoming ratification of the Basic 

Treaty with the German Democratic Republic, a delicate stage in the Ostpolitik process of 
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appeasement with the Eastern neighbors of the Federal Republic of Germany.10 Given the 

lack of institutional support from Moscow, it became evident that there were no suitable 

conditions for the group’s contribution. A second impediment — reported by Szeemann 

without mentioning progress in his advocacy for Nusberg’s cause in Kassel — was finan-

cial issues, which drastically affected the scope of his original curatorial undertakings.11 

Nusberg was not new to Kassel, as his name appears among the exhibitors at the 

previous documenta (1968), as well as at the following one, in 1977. In both occasions, his 

name was credited; Dvizhenie’s contribution was relegated to his accompanying biog-

raphy, in accordance with a common practice in the Western media, where most of the 

group’s texts and projects were published under the authorship of its leader.12 In 1968, 

the artist refused to lend his drawings (at the time held in a private collection in Czecho-

slovakia), which, nevertheless, given the short-term cancellation, were reproduced in 

the catalog with no caption.13 It is likely that the artist did not wish to expose himself by 

participating in an international art exhibition that, as the Soviet declination would prove 

in 1972, was regarded with suspicion in Moscow. As a result, Nusberg de facto took part 

in documenta only in 1977, upon his emigration to Western Europe, with three drawings 

displayed in the section “From Construction to Conception.”

Communication between the two correspondents was affected by a language bar-

rier: at the time, Nusberg wrote in Russian, an idiom not accessible to Szeemann, whose 

mother tongue was German, although he was fluent in French, English, and Italian. As a 

consequence, translations were required on both sides: Szeemann read Nusberg’s letters 

in German translation and replied in French, a language that in Moscow, especially in the 

artistic milieu, was more widely spoken. Through this process, relevant words or even 

whole sentences were misunderstood or intentionally omitted by the translators. A sig-

nificant case is represented by the frequent mistranslation of a recurrent keyword in Nus-

berg’s statements: “iskusstvennyi,” erroneously rendered as “artistic” (“künstlerisch”) 

instead of “artificial” (“künstlich”). This misinterpretation is not irrelevant, given that 

the group’s main activity consisted in designing, fabricating, and staging environments 

conceived as public spaces devoid of artistic ambition, as described by Nusberg in his 

syncopated syntax:

[It is about] creating kinetic conditions for a deeper, comprehensive, and 

immediate communication between people, for an expression of revelation, for 

its ideal and moral impact on men (on Humankind), awakening in the people a 

creative attitude toward themselves (first and foremost!), toward the others, 

toward the World; revealing to them a world of fantasy, dreams and faith.14

A working draft by the German translator of Nusberg’s second letter, dated 21 June 

1970, shows rigorous work on the Russian text, where keywords are highlighted and iso-

lated from the densely written and barely legible Cyrillic handwriting, in order to find a 

more accurate and thoughtful translation (fig. 1). Some expressions are treated as realia, 

hence not translated but simply transliterated into Latin alphabet; this practice also 
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Fig. 1. Translator’s working draft of Lev Nusberg’s letter to Harald Szeemann, Moscow, 21 June 

1970. Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute, 2011.M.30, project files, general correspondence, box 273, 

folder 2.
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includes neologisms coined by Nusberg, such as gomeostat, used to refer to “the artificial 

world created by men on Earth in the history of Humankind and civilization,” and which, 

as the translator reported in a postscript, “can’t be translated in German.”15

Despite geopolitical and language barriers, the correspondence reveals a con-

fluence of aspirations within the multifaceted artistic and curatorial practices of both 

Nusberg and Szeemann. A first field of convergence is provided by a shared commitment 

to the legacy of the Russian and early Soviet avant-garde, which in the sixties began to 

circulate, through differentiated channels, on both sides of the Iron Curtain. In Bern in 

1964, Szeemann had dedicated an exhibition to Kasimir Malevich and Wassily Kandinsky, 

both celebrated — together with Marcel Duchamp, the third star of the group show — as 

the “pioneers of contemporary art,” creators of gestures that “have nothing to do with 

‘art’” as they “lay down demarcation points on the fringes where art ends.”16 On another 

side, the dreams and aspirations of Russian modernist culture, its cosmic language and 

utopian message were programmatically embraced and pursued by the Movement group, 

starting with the Manifesto of Russian Kineticists, undersigned in Moscow in 1966:

We are pioneers.

We unite the WORLD to KINETICISM.

TODAY’S man is torn apart, sick. ‘Man, are you not tired of destruction?’

TODAY’s child is already the cosmic generation.

The stars have come nearer. Then let ART draw people together through the 

breath of the stars!17

Dvizhenie’s futurological rhetoric and messianic attitude had been influenced by 

the artistic and theoretical production of El Lissitzky, Malevich, Alexander Rodchenko, 

and Vladimir Tatlin, whose works were kept away from the public eye but were still acces-

sible to a restricted audience in private apartments, such as in the legendary collection 

of George Costakis, which members of the group repeatedly visited. This practice of 

pilgrimage and aggregation within domestic walls and in exclusive, secluded circles has 

been described by art critic Viktor Tupitsyn as the nucleus of a specific Russian “com-

munal (post) modernism.”18

Nusberg regarded his role as a descendant of the Russian avant-garde as an intrin-

sic aspect of his oeuvre. An example is represented by a three-page leporello album 

assembled on elementary suprematist forms, now held in the artist files in the Szee-

mann archive (figs. 2, 3). A cross and a circle, most likely made of wool or polyamide, 

are inscribed in the square format of the album and applied as a tactile collage while 

two triangles are rendered in the central page as a photomontage, featuring the “extra-

terrestrial symbols” painted on a rock in 1973 and partially concealed by a pop-up geo-

metric pattern.19 The back cover reveals the nature of the object as a greeting card, 

addressed to Szeemann in January 1976 for the winter festivities (fig. 4).
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Fig. 2. Lev Nusberg (Russian, b. 1937). Kineticist Leporello Album, front cover, 1976, mixed media on 

paper. Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute, 2011.M.30, artist files, box 1961, folder 17.

Fig. 3. Lev Nusberg (Russian, b. 1937). Kineticist Leporello Album, center pages, 1976, mixed media on 

paper. Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute, 2011.M.30, artist files, box 1961, folder 17.
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A second example of such a domestication of the suprematist imagery, readapted 

to Nusberg’s personal trademark, can be found in a book acquired by art collector Jean 

Brown and now in the library of the Getty Research Institute. It is the artist book Concept 

2 (Serious Jokes), issued by Nusberg and his assistant, Galina Goloveiko, in New York in 

November 1981 (fig. 5). The title recalls the playful performances staged by the Movement 

group, such as the Kinetic Games, held in Crimea in 1972–73. Conceived in the epistolary 

genre, as announced in the subtitle From the Ineditions [sic] Letters of K. S. Malevitsh (1878–

1935) to L. V. Nussberg (1937–1998), the book opens with an ubiquitous photographic por-

trait of Malevich, followed by four typewritten letters addressed to Nusberg postmortem 

or, as he specified, “from the future.” In the first one, dated two weeks after his death 

(27 May 1935), Malevich entrusts Nusberg with the responsibility to revive the cubo-

futurist opera Victory over the Sun (1913), written by Aleksei Kruchenykh, composed by 

Mikhail Matiushin, and designed by Malevich himself, who, as is well known, sketched 

for the first time on that occasion a black square as a stage decoration. In the following 

missives, spanning over a year, Malevich delivers to Nusberg architecture sketches, with 

Fig. 4. Lev Nusberg (Russian, b. 1937). Kineticist Leporello Album, back cover (“Dvizhenie for Harald 

Szeeman [sic], Moscow, 1976”), 1976, mixed media on paper. Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute, 

2011.M.30, artist files, box 1961, folder 17.
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the imperative request to accomplish them in the “real world,” and to follow his instruc-

tions for futurological undertakings that Malevich was not able to achieve in his lifetime. 

In this, he reiterates some of the most cited slogans from his own repertoire, such as “it 

is absolutely necessary to tear apart the encirclement of the horizon.”20 At the beginning 

of each letter, Malevich refers to the last unpublished reply of Nusberg, whose opinions, 

including his complaints about the present-day art world and the rivalry between art-

ists, are reported through Malevich. By means of narrative devices, such as Malevich’s 

postmortem testament and visual references, such as the overlapping of suprematist and 

kinetic imageries, Nusberg is legitimized as the repository of Malevich inheritance and 

the facilitator of his utopic assignments.

This half-serious, half-joking appropriation must be contextualized within the 

framework of the general appraisal of Malevich as the spiritual father of the Soviet neo-

avant-garde. For example, the main tamizdat (self-published underground editions 

printed abroad) journal of Russian unofficial art, A-Ya, printed in Paris from 1979 to 

1986 in a bilingual (Russian/English) edition, reported extensively on Malevich through 

Fig. 5. Lev Nusberg and Galina Goloveiko, Concept 2 (Serious Joke): From the Ineditions [sic] Letters 

of  K. S. Malevitsh (1878–1935) to L. V. Nussberg (1937–1998) (New York, 1981). Los Angeles, Getty 

Research Institute.
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reprints of his texts, exhibition reviews, and the critical reception of his work presented 

in the West, as well as in the section “Legacies,” dedicated to the afterlife of the early 

twentieth-century avant-garde in contemporary art practice.21

Another factor connects the work of the early Soviet avant-garde with Nusberg’s 

undertakings, that is, their conceptual formats: this is true for Tatlin’s unaccomplished 

Monument to the Third International and for the so-called paper architecture from the 

twenties and thirties, as well as for many of the installations envisaged by the Movement 

group, at least those conceived outside State sponsorship. An enduring project in this 

manner was the Artificial Bio-Kinetic Environment (IBKS in Russian), an ongoing project 

endowed with psychological attributes that was finally realized in 1980 by Nusberg as a 

five-meter panorama in a private gallery in West Berlin.22

A further shared interest between Szeemann and Nusberg is their striving for a 

synthesis of the arts — for the total work of art — wherein Russia’s historical contribu-

tion plays a key role. By the end of the seventies, Szeemann began to elaborate the con-

cept for an exhibition of the Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art), realized four years later 

at the Kunsthaus in Zurich.23 His preliminary chronology for the show was articulated 

through several sections and personalities, including a chapter devoted to the work of 

composer Aleksandr Skryabin, a master of synesthesia, followed by “the first stirrings 

of modern art” represented by Kandinsky, and a final section devoted to the “exhibition 

as total medium,” focusing on the display designed by El Lissitzky for the International 

Press Exhibition in Cologne in 1928.24 At the same moment, activities of the Movement 

collective emerged as an assimilation and adaptation of an array of sources, including 

the legacies of two allegedly irreconcilable masters, Malevich and Tatlin.25 Despite these 

noble intentions, the work of Dvizhenie was regarded, especially in the highbrow circles 

of the Soviet intelligentsia of the Khrushchev Thaw period, as “tech fun” endowed with 

questionable artistic values within the framework of the “other art,” still dominated by 

traditional media such as painting and sculpture.26 However, it was precisely this extra-

artistic value of the group’s work that provided the opportunity to display their projects 

beyond traditional art venues such as museums and exhibitions, and instead on the prem-

ises of research institutions such as the Central House of Architects and the Kurchatov 

Institute of Atomic Energy in Moscow, where they created interior spaces and outdoor 

installations. Such exposure was due not to any intentional concept but rather to the 

situation that abstract and geometric forms were only tolerated (and even encouraged) 

by State authorities as functional aspects of applied fields, such as science and technol-

ogy. As a consequence, Dvizhenie’s kinetic projects, even if conceived by its members as 

exclusive installations, fit the State-promoted policy of propagating and popularizing 

national achievements in fields such as the space race, cybernetics, atomic power, and 

modern communications.27

In his first letter to Szeemann, Nusberg extensively reported on an ongoing proj-

ect devoted to the leisure of humankind living in cities of the third millennium:
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There will be no longer separate theatres and museums, cinemas and concert 

halls [. . .] Men will work 3–4 hours and sleep 6–8 hours a day, so that they will 

need to be somehow entertained for the 12–14 hours left, and this, moreover, 

every day!!! Since the “city” will be cut 80–100 meters off the Earth (the lower 

floors), we can build on the ground (and underground) a sort of artificial (but 

absolutely real in its life) world — anti-world.28

These grandiose plans, envisaged by Nusberg as tangible blueprints for cities of the 

future, strongly mesmerized Szeemann, as the curator repeatedly stated in his replies 

to his interlocutor. At the same time, they found a precedent in Szeemann’s curatorial 

practice, such as the exhibition Science Fiction, organized at the Kunsthalle Bern in 1967 

as a compendium of visions of the future, structured through thematic sections showcas-

ing “a vast body of material drawn from the fields of sociology, technology, science, art, 

caricature, journalism, and literature.”29

This interplay between visual arts and sciences — fictional or factual — animated 

the diverse art production of the Movement group, which, at different stages, included 

experts from disciplines such as applied arts, engineering, and telecommunications. 

All these diverse productions were supervised by Nusberg to such an extent that he 

identified himself with the collective at large, and acted not only as its founder, leader, 

and promoter but also as its curator and archivist. After his emigration, he put together 

Fig. 6. Color slide of Dvizhenie’s exhibition design as labyrinth at Elektronika-70, Moscow, 1970, 

sent to Harald Szeemann on an unknown date. Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute, 2011.M.30,  

artist files, box 1973, folder 1b.
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fragments of his “exiled archive,” which he had previously transferred abroad to art pro-

fessionals and institutions.30 

Nusberg’s multiple roles must have seemed familiar to Szeemann, who, in accor-

dance with his new activity as freelance curator, in 1969 elaborated the Agentur für geis-

tige Gastarbeit (Agency for spiritual guest labor), a sort of “conceptual frame” in which 

he positioned himself and his professional skills, including documentation of his work.31 

This convergence of competencies, at the intersection between art and life, creativity and 

management, and authorship and curatorship, was what generated the reciprocal empathy 

between the two correspondents. Szeemann epitomized his Wahlverwandtschaft (elective 

affinity) in a heartfelt statement addressed to Nusberg: “This is basically what we would all 

like, this unity where everything is possible and where our surroundings and our aspirations 

merge, while making possible other solutions. This is perhaps why we are still making ‘art’ 

and ‘exhibitions,’ to bring forms and life together.”32 As a consequence, the shared notion 

of “making exhibitions” as a comprehensive “totalizing” practice is essential, where the 

exhibition was intended not necessarily as an artistic form(at) but as a “total medium.”33 

On the basis of Szeemann’s enthusiastic replies, the collective visions drafted in Nusberg’s 

letters must have captivated the Swiss curator as an incarnation of what he had originally 

branded, in a dedicated section at documenta 5, as an “individual mythology.”

Following Nusberg’s absence at the 1972 documenta, the two correspondents 

remained sporadically in contact. In 1974, the artist sent Szeemann a set of typewrit-

ten material in French with slides and photos of installations, environments, and per-

formances, documenting in an exhaustive form and accessible language a selection 

of Dvizhenie’s projects, similar sets of which can be found in other private and public 

archives across Europe (fig. 6).34

By the mid-seventies, Szeemann announced, in his last reply to Nusberg, a new 

season in the art world: “Here, in Europe, the great movement toward the arts has stopped 

for a while and we are all trying, more or less isolated, to start from scratch on more indi-

vidualistic bases” (fig. 7).35 Accordingly, Szeemann oriented his curatorial practice toward 

biographical and introspective projects; in the same letter, he attached an invitation to the 

exhibition Grandfather: A Pioneer Like Us, which was to open in February 1974 in his old 

apartment in Bern as an homage to his grandfather’s life and business.36 

The papers presented from the Getty Research Institute shed light on Nusberg’s 

attempt to integrate the endeavors of the Movement group into a transnational art com-

munity. At the same time, they testify to Szeemann’s farsightedness and advocacy for art-

ists residing outside the accustomed Eurocentric artistic sphere, despite his proverbial 

preference to interact in person with artist colleagues. The brief but intense correspon-

dence represents a significant transfer of ideas and a common ground for cross-border 

collaboration, corroborating the porosity of the Iron Curtain. Even though no actual 

“cultural encounter” occurred (such as Nusberg or Soviet artists officially participating 

in the 1972 documenta), the two correspondents were able to establish a dialogue based 

on shared interests and ambitions through alternative routes of exchange, independent 
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Fig. 7. Letter from Harald Szeemann to Lev Nusberg, Bern, 24 January 1974. Los Angeles, Getty 

Research Institute, 2011.M.30, artist files, box 1493, folder 12.
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of the dominant channels of the official State-promoted culture.37 The dreamworlds of 

the East and West were not effectively divided but, on the contrary, were permeated by 

intertwinements of personalities and their ideals across the physically divided continent 

of Europe.38

Matteo Bertelé is Marie Skłodowska-Curie Fellow at the University of California, Santa  

Barbara, and Università Ca’ Foscari, Venice.

Notes		  Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the French, German, and Russian are by 

the author. The names of the translators of Nusberg’s and Szeemann’s letters remain unknown, as 

they are not clearly identified in the archival materials. This project has received funding from the 

European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under the Marie Skłodowska-

Curie grant agreement no. 750682. The article reflects only the author’s view and the Research 

Executive Agency of the European Commission is not responsible for any use that may be made of 

the information it contains.
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