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EARS TO HEAR, EYES TO SEE

Iconostasis

Katia Margolis
Text by Robin Saikia

All painting is an accident. 
But it’s also not an accident, 
because one must select 
what part of 
the accident one chooses to 
preserve. 
—Francis Bacon 

Accident and Design

In Eastern Christianity, an iconostasis 
is a wall of icons and religious paint-
ings separating the nave from the 
sanctuary in a church. “Iconostasis” 
can also mean a portable icon stand 
that can be placed anywhere within 
a church. There are strict rubrics gov-
erning the placement of icons within 
the iconostasis, and far from being a 
mere decorative scheme, it is designed 
to give the worshiper a meticulously 
orchestrated glimpse of heaven, a 
mystical window looking in on the 
holy of holies.

What if one were to develop the idea 
of the sacred icon and broaden the 
scope of reference to include secular 
imagery, everyday objects that have 
a life of their own, equal in intensity 
and devotional weight to their sacred 
counterparts?  That was the starting 
point for this recent cycle of work by 

the Russian artist Katia Margolis. The 
challenge, from a curator’s perspec-
tive, lay in finding the perfect setting 
for this innovative cycle, a location 
that would allow both the sacred 
and the secular works to speak to the 
viewer—and to one another—in per-
fect harmony. In this way one might 
afford the viewer a window on anoth-
er world, making the artist’s vision 
clearly legible, reprising the form and 
function of the traditional iconostasis.

Katia Margolis’s Iconostasis project be-
gan, as many projects do, with a hap-
py accident. One day two summers 

Heavenly Boat, 2015. 
Tempera, acrylic, 
wax, collage, mixed 
media on board, 40-
1/2 in. x 40-1/2 in.
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ago, when I was browsing through the 
San Maurizio street market in Venice, 
I came across a box of old printing 
blocks, the kind of thing traditionally 
used by printers to reproduce engrav-
ings in newspapers and magazines. 
They were completely ruined, on the 
face of it of no use to anyone. The 
original images had vanished without 
a trace in most cases. The metal sur-
faces were heavily oxidized, the result 
no doubt of storage in a damp Venice 
magazzino. Nevertheless, the objects 
had, I thought, a certain beauty. The 
wood blocks retained a pleasing, tac-
tile quality, and the oxidized metal 
surfaces, with their rough texture and 
swirling chemical corrosion, seemed 
to me to present the artist with myr-
iad opportunities. I brought a selec-
tion of them to Margolis, who set to 
work immediately on this cycle. After 
a few successful trials, we returned to 
San Maurizio and acquired the whole 
stock. It pays to be a “snapper up of 
unconsidered trifles.”

Top: Nativity, 2016. Tempera, ink, wax, and gold on printing block, 
5-1/2 in. x 4 in.

Bottom: Foolish Virgin, 2016. Tempera, ink, wax, and gold on printing 
block, 7 in. x 7 in.

© 2018 The Wheel. 
May be distributed for 
noncommercial use. 
www.wheeljournal.com



     57The Wheel 15  |  Fall 2018

Madonna with Child, 2014. Tempera, ink, wax, and gold on printing block, 6-1/2 in. x 8 in.
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At the most basic level, the blocks bear 
a strong resemblance to icons—tactile, 
portable, reassuring to hold, compact. 
Margolis tackled the many different 
sizes and surfaces with gusto, using 
a variety of media including tempera, 
oil, wax, and gold paint. The printing-
block-icons were the perfect founda-
tion for the cycle that resulted, a uni-
fied and commemorative meditation 
on love, loss, and eternity. On the one 
hand, Margolis’s sacred imagery sits 
perfectly on the blocks, recalling the 
tradition of icon painting in her na-
tive Russia. On the other, her secular 
images of boats, fruit, clothing, and 
architectural fabric acquire a mystical 
quality that recalls the work of Gior-
gio Morandi and Vladimir Weisberg. 
The palette is dominated throughout 
the cycle by translucent and attenu-
ated blues and greens, unmistakably 
Venetian in tone and spirit. 

The second happy accident came late 
last year when Bikem de Montebello 
showed me her newly-restored gal-
lery at the Palazzo Contarini Polignac. 
The Magazzino Gallery is a perfect-
ly-restored merchant’s warehouse, 
formerly used over the centuries to 
store spices and fabrics. The brick-
work is exquisite, an architectural 
tapestry in its own right. Bikem and I 
discussed the idea of mounting an ex-
hibition that would show both the art 
and the space to the best advantage. 
It soon became clear that Margolis’s 
Iconostasis cycle presented an ideal 
opportunity to achieve this. Of all the 
shows I’ve ever curated, this was the 
easiest hang. The works fell into place 
almost as soon as we had brought 
them into the space. Moreover, when 
we had finished the hang, Magazzi-
no seemed to abandon its mercantile 
history and take on an appropriately 
liturgical feel, which we further en-
hanced by the simple expedient of 
playing choral music by Galuppi and 

Left: Attraverso, 
2014. Tempera, ink, 
wax, and gold on 
printing block, 3-1/2 
in. x 4 in.

Top: Hospital 
Pomegranate, 2016. 
Tempera, ink, wax, 
and gold on printing 
block, 5 in. x 6 in.

Bottom: And the 
Boat Floats, 2014. 
Tempera, ink, wax, 
and gold on printing 
block, 5-1/2 in. x 
10 in.

© 2018 The Wheel. 
May be distributed for 
noncommercial use. 
www.wheeljournal.com



60

Bach. The cycle is complemented by 
a small selection of larger works and 
by a light installation in which im-
ages etched on plexiglass plates are 
projected onto the floor of the gallery. 
There could be no better marriage of 
art with space, and for once one can 
say that the art and the space take the 
greater part of the credit. As a curator, 
one was a mere technician—a wel-
come departure from the deadening 
curator-as-star tendency that tends to 
dominate the contemporary art world 
these days. 

Palazzo Contarini-Polignac

March 2016

Top Left: Annuncia-
tion, 2014. Tempera, 
ink, wax, and gold 
on glass, 8 in. x 14 in.

Top Right: Satur-
day Evening, 2016. 
Tempera, ink, wax, 
and gold on printing 
block, 8 in. x 8 in.

Bottom Right: Sap-
pho: Self-Portrait, 
2014. Tempera, ink, 
wax, and gold on 
printing block, 5 in. 
x 3 in.

Next page: On the 
Threshold of the 
Resurrection, 2014. 
Tempera, ink, wax, 
and gold on printing 
block, 4 in. x 5-1/2 in.
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E Flat Minor, 2015. 
Tempera, oil, wax, 
collage, mixed media 
on board, 40-1/2 in. x 
40-1/2 in.
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E Flat Minor by Katia Margolis

E Flat Minor is a central work in the 
Iconostasis cycle of paintings by the 
Russian artist Katia Margolis. It is in-
spired by a comparatively rarely-used 
key signature that is acknowledged 
by musicians to be strikingly mel-
ancholy and well adapted to expres-
sions of sadness and mortality. E-flat 
minor’s relative major, G-flat major, 
is by contrast happy and uplifting, 
albeit intensely meditative. In E Flat 
Minor, Katia Margolis recreates in vi-
sual terms the profound sensations of 
sorrow and joy inherent in the key, 
though her art primarily explores the 
intensity with which we can observe 
things, whatever emotion they por-
tray or evoke.

The key of E-flat minor has been 
used to great effect by Russian com-
posers, notably Sergei Prokofiev in 
his Sixth Symphony, Dmitri Shosta-
kovich in his final string quartet, Al-
exander Scriabin in his Prelude No. 
14, Opus 11, and Aram Khachatu-
rian in the Toccata in E-Flat Minor. 
Elsewhere, Gustav Mahler’s Eighth 

Symphony opens with an extended 
introductory passage in the key, and 
Ludwig van Beethoven chose it for 
his only oratorio, Christ on the Mount 
of Olives. Notable works written in 
G-flat include Claude Debussy’s 
prelude La Fille aux cheveux de lin and 
the choral finale of Mahler’s Second 
Symphony, an impassioned invita-
tion to prepare for the resurrection.

The central motif of the painting is 
a seabird hovering above a twilit 
surface of water, seen against barely 
discernible buildings and landscape 
in the far distance. The bird can be 
taken as a symbol of liberation and 
resurrection, and there are clear 
echoes of the dove of peace, the em-
blem of the Holy Spirit. The bird is 
fashioned from lint, a material tra-
ditionally used for bandages, and 
embodies a strong sense of healing: 
final freedom from both physical 
and spiritual troubles. Its flight, as 
it soars over the dark waters, is the 
final resolution from the minor into 
the major key.

Katia Margolis is an artist, writer, translator, and teacher. She 
earned a degree in linguistics from the Russian State University for 
the Humanities in Moscow. For over ten years, she has lived and 
worked in Venice. Her paintings and installations have been exhib-
ited regularly in Venice, Moscow, and St. Petersburg, and are held 
in collections throughout Europe, the United States, and Russia. 
Her recent painting cycles feature predominantly Venetian imag-
ery, and investigate the interplay of love, loss, memory, and eter-
nity. She also explores these themes in her first book, published to 
critical acclaim: Следы на Воде (Footprints on Water) ( St. Petersburg: 
Limbakh, 2015).
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