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ROERICH, NICHOLAS (1874-1947)

ST MERCURIUS OF SMOLENSK, signed with a monogram and dated 1919.

Oil on canvas, 91.5 by 91.5 cm.

Provenance: Collection of B.H. Kean, New York.

Icons, Russian Pictures and Works of Art, Sotheby’s London, 15 December 1993,

lot 29, illustrated.
Acquired at the above sale by the present owner.
Private collection, USA.

Literature: Nicholas Roerich, vol. 1, Samara, Agni Publishing House; Moscow,

Fine Arts Academy Gallery; Ziirich, Kunstberatung, 2008, p. 230, pl. 265,
illustrated; p. 661, No. 265, listed with incorrect date 1918.

£350,000-500,000

«MepKypuit CMoNEHCKMI» OTHOCKTCA K 06WMPHOMY LuKny paboT Hukonas
Pepuixa, NOCBALLEHHOMY PYCCKUM CBATBIM. LIMKA 3TOT 3aHMMAET B €ro TBOp-
yecTBe 0c060€ MecTo.

lepBas mMMpoBas BoiiHa, 0XBaTVBLUAA BClo EBpoNY, nepexmBanachk XyAoKHU-
KOM KaK robanbHas UMBUAM3aLNOHHAs KaTacTpoda. Pywmuancs umnepuu,
CTUPanNCh C NNLA 3eMAU TOPOAa, a LIeHHeNILMe NaMATHUKI eBPONeicKon
MCTOPUU, XPaHALLME NAaMATb NOKONEHUI, NpeBpaLyannch B npax. B ato cmyr-
Hoe Bpems Pepux o6palyaeTcs K UCTOPUM TaTapCKOrO HaLLeCTBUA, KOTOpoe
B CBOEII 6ecrnoLLagHoil pa3pyLnTeNbHOCTU accoLMMPOBANnoch Y Hero ¢ eBpo-
nencKUMM coBbITUAMMN. XYAOKHUK CO3AaET LMK paboT, NOCBALLEHHbIX CBSA-
TbIM BOMHAM U 3aCTyMHMUKaM, KOTOpbIe 3aluiian Pycb 1 XpUCTUAHCKUIA MUp
B Ty NOPY, KOrAa HaAeXabl Ha cnaceHue, Kasanocs, yxe He 6bi1o. OT TpeBo-
M 1 oTyasnHbA «fpaga obpedeHHoro» (1914) u «3apesa» (1914) Pepux npu-
XOAUT K HAZeKAE M OXUAAHWI0 61aroi BeCTM 0 CnaceHnn B Takux pabotax,
KaK «lpokonui NpaBeAHbIN OTBOAWT Ty4y KameHHyto ot YcTiora Benukoro»
(1914), «Csatoit Hukonai Moxaiickuit» (1916), «Csatont Meprypuii
CmoneHckuit» (1918), «Ceatblie Bopuc n Meb» (1919).

KaptuHa «CBsitoin MepKypunii CMONEHCKMiA» U3BECTHA B [iBYX BapuaHTax.
MepBblit, HanUcaHHbI B 1918 rogy 13 cobpanus Amutpus PybuHwTeiiHa,
Obin ony6nMKOBaH B MOHOrpaduu, NocBALLeHHO TBOpYecTBy Pepuxa

B 1931 roay (A. Yaremenko, Nicholai Konstantinovich Roerich, his Life and
creations during the past forty years 1889-1929, New York, Central book
trading company, 1931, c. 13, uan. 60; c. 35, ynomsHyTa B TeKcre). Ha Heit
BCTYNaloLLEro B ropog reposi BCTPeYaeT aHreNbCKUil Xop, N306paxeHHbIN xy-
LOXHUKOM B NPaBOii BepXHel 4acTy KoMno3nyumu. HeobxoanMmo OTMETUTS,
yto € 1918 no 1920 rop Pepux npoBen Tpu KpynHble NepCcoHabHble BbICTaB-
Kkn B CTOKronbme, XenbCUHKN 1 JIOHAOHE, C KOTOPbIX BbIN0 NPOAAHO B My3€ii-
Hble 1 YacTHble cobpaHua 6oNbLUOe KONMYECTBO MoNoTeH. Mo-BUANMOMY,

B CBA3W C aKTUBHOW BbICTAaBOYHOW AEATENBHOCTBIO Y XYAOXKHMKA BO3HUKAA
HeoOX0AMMOCTb BOCCO3/aTb Hanbonee 3HaKkoBble nonoTHa. B 1919 roay
Pepux co3pan HoBbli BapuaHT «CeaTtoro Mepkypus CMONEHCKOro», KoTo-
pbIiA, KaK 3T0 YacTo 6bIBaNO C NOBTOPEHWUAMM, OH HE CTan BHOCUTb B CMIUCOK
CBOMX OPUTMHANBHbIX NPON3BEAEHU.

MepBoHaYanbHO XyAOKHWK Npeanonaran 6yKBanbHO NOBTOPUTL KOMMO3W-
umio 1918 roga. Cbemka B MHpaKpaCHOM AnanasoHe U3/y4YeHns no3so-
NAeT YBUAETb NOATOTOBUTENbHbI PUCYHOK, Ha KOTOPOM OTYETMBO BUAHbI
thurypbl aHrenoB cnpaBa BBEPXY U Tepem C YaCOBHell CeBa OT BOPOT.
OpHaKo B npouecce paboTbl XyA0KHUK pelwmnn noitn ganse. OH youpaet
ye HaMeueHHbIii Xop ¢ 061aKamu 1 nomelLaet Ha dacas BopoT hpecky

C U306paxeHnem AByXx aHrenoB, TpybALMX cnaBy repoto. Takum o6pasom,
npuUcyTCTBIE HeGECHOMO BOMHCTBA CTAHOBUTCA HE SIBHBIM, @ 3aMETHBIM NLLb
UCKyLEeHHOMY 3puTento. Takas nepectaHoBKa notpebosana nepepaboTku
BCEI KOMMO3ULMU; M3061NYIOWAA MENKUMU AeTaNsM1 apXUTEKTYpa NeBoil
4acTu 3ameHeHa Ha 6onee NaKOHMYHOE M306paXKeHNe KPenocTHON GaLHu.
B uenom, ecnn BapuaHT 1918 rofa HacbllleH pafocTHoi atmocthepoin —

N. Roerich, St. Mercurius of Smolensk, 1918 N. Roerich, Study for St. Mercurius of Smolensk,
1918, The State Museum of Oriental Art, Moscow

Photograph of the work in infrared light
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necTpblil ropog, neHa KnyGaWwmxcs 061aKos, aHrebl B 1a3ypHbIX OAeHAax,
— 70 BapuaHT 1919 roga petieH aBTopom B Honee CypoBoi U CAEPKAHHON
maHepe, Kotopas, no ero MHeHuio, 6o/ee COOTBETCTBOBANA XapaKTepy Myde-
HuyectBa MepKypus, 3annaTuBLLEro CBOEN XM3HbIO 3a CnaceHue ropoja.

He Tonbko hopmanbHble N3MEHEHNs KOMMNO3ULMK, HO, B NEPBYI0 0Yepesb,
yPOBEHb aBTOPCKOrO NepeoCcMbICNEHNS IMOLMOHANBHOMO HaNOHEHUS

St Mercurius of Smolensk by Nicholas Roerich belongs to his large series
of works dedicated to Russian saints. This series is a particularly important
part of the artist’s oeuvre.

Roerich considered the First World War, which had engulfed Europe, as

a global catastrophe. Empires fell, whole cities were laid waste and some
of the most valued monuments of European history, repositories of the
memory of many generations, were reduced to ashes. In that turbulent
time, the artist turned to the history of the Tartar-Mongol invasions, the
ruthless destructiveness of which reminded him of the contemporary
events in Europe. Roerich created a series of works devoted to holy war-
riors and intercessors who defended Russia and the Christian faith at

a time when all hope of rescue seemed vain. So from the fear and despair
of The Doomed City (1914) and Glow (1914) Roerich moves on to hope
and the expectation of salvation, as expressed in Prokopy the Righteous
Diverts the Cloud of Stones from Veliky Ustyug (1914), Saint Nikolai of
Mozhaisk (1916), Saint Mercurius of Smolensk (1918) and The Saints
Boris and Gleb (1919).

Two versions of St Mercurius of Smolensk are known. The first, painted

in 1918, from the collection of Dmitry Rubinstein, was reproduced in 1931
in a monograph devoted to the works of Roerich (A. Yaremenko, Nicholai
Konstantinovich Roerich, His Life and Creations During the Past Forty Years,
1889-1929, New York, Central Book Trading Company, 1931, p. 13, pl. 60;
p. 35, mentioned in the text). In this version, the protagonist is met as he
enters the city by an angelic choir, which the artist places in the upper right
section of the composition. It should be noted that Roerich had three major
solo exhibitions in 1918-1920 in Stockholm, Helsinki and London.

Many works from these exhibitions were sold to museums and private

The present lot as illustrated in the 2008 monograph on the artist
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KapTMHbI NO3BONAIOT PAaCCMATPMBATh €€ UMEHHO KaK aBTOPCKUIA BapuaHT, OT-
KpbIBAlOLLMIA HAM HOBbIE FpaHK 3HAKOMOTO CloxeTa. [laHHoe npon3BeaeHue
ABNAeTCA 6necTalMM 06pasLLoM OAHOr0 U3 Hanbonee BaHbIX LUKIOB B
TBOpYecTBe Hukonas Pepuxa «Pycckue cBATbIE», KOTOPbIA HA CErOAHALIHNIA
A€Hb MOYTM NONHOCTbI0 HAXOANUTCA B My3€iHbIX COOpaHMsX.

Mol 61az00apum 3kcnepma Osibey [Mebosy, ucmopuka uckyccmsa,
3a npedocmasneHue donosHumMenbHoU UHgopmayuu 018 kamanoea.

collections; and it is possible that this prompted him to replicate his most
important paintings. In 1919 Roerich created a new version of St Mercurius
of Smolensk, which — as was often the case with his replications — he did
not enter into the list of original works.

Initially, the new version was conceived as an exact replica of the 1918
composition. Infrared photography reveals the preparatory drawing, in
which the figures of angels at the top right and a palace with a chapel to
the left of the gates are clearly visible. But as the work progressed, Roerich
decided to do something different. He removed the sketched choir and
clouds and painted a mural on the facade of the gates, which depicted two
angels sounding trumpets in honour of the hero. Thus, the heavenly host
was made less obvious, intended to be noticed only by a more perceptive
viewer. This rearrangement led to a reworking of the whole composition.
The architecture on the left side of the original picture, which teemed with
detail, is replaced by a more laconic image of a fortress tower. Overall,
while the atmosphere on the 1918 version was jubilant (the colourful city,
billowing, foam-like clouds, and angels in azure raiment), the version of
1919 is executed in a more austere and restrained manner, which Roerich
deemed more appropriate to the nature of the martyrdom of Mercurius,
who paid with his life for the rescue of Smolensk.

However, structural changes to the composition and, more importantly, the
degree to which Roerich reinterpreted the emotional content of the painting,
allow to view the offered work is an authentic version that reveals new facets
of the existing subject. St Mercurius of Smolensk is an outstanding work from
Nikolai Roerich’s Sancta series, one of the most important components of his
oeuvre, which is now almost entirely held in museum collections.

We are grateful to the expert Olga Glebova,
an art historian, for providing additional catalogue information.

N. Roerich, And We Open the Gates, from the series “Sancta”,
1922, The Nicholas Roerich Museum, Moscow






