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There’s never been a time when I wasn’t col-
lecting… something. Baseball cards, Star Wars 
figures, Smurfs, Kennedy half-dollar pieces –  
all were the subject of substantial, deeply felt, 
slightly random assemblages begun and ended 
before I was 12. At 13, I got into posters and 
that was that. At 23, newly minted in Los Ange-
les with a job ‘close’ to the movie business, I 
became a weekend dealer of movie posters.

American poster designers such as Saul Bass 
and Jacques Kapralik, Frenchmen Jean-Michel 
Folon and Boris Grinsson, Italians Ercole Brini 
and Ermanno Iaia, among others, framed a new 
way of looking at art and film and the rela-
tionship between the two. But it was a MoMA 
exhibition catalog of the work of brothers 
Vladimir and Georgii Stenberg that introduced 
me to the use of non-objective forms, Con-
structivism, the Russian avant-garde, all serving 
a writer’s script and a director’s vision. For me, 
life expanded.

My personal history with paper, ephemera, 
and memorabilia is also tied up in my con-
nection to the Soviet Union. I was conceived 
in Moscow, but born in Ohio. That duality has 
often become the subject of my work as a visual 
artist – one foot in each of two very different 
worlds, two very different streams of history.

In many ways, the very definition of what a 
poster is and could be was utilized masterfully 
by the Bolsheviks. They recognized the poster 
as both an iconic weapon of power and as a 
traveling propaganda tool.

By repurposing well-known and rare Soviet 
posters, “Solaris” attempts to evoke a very 
specific and simple metaphor: that among the 
many false representations of his failed revolu-
tion, Lenin promised the sun and everything 
under it – and delivered nothing. 

Later, the Communists perfected the art of 
agitating mass culture by means of multiply-
ing their message. All art had to serve the State 
and the ideal of their utopia was symbolized 
by remaking the sun (and its worship) into a 
logo of sorts. By removing almost all figurative 
elements, all traces of text, all which is ‘happy’, 
all that is left are empty, minimal, and absent 
images. These new works evoke a sense of 
ambivalence and incongruity, something unfin-
ished, and something unsaid.

Moreover, 2017 marked the centennial of Rus-
sia’s October Revolution and it just felt ‘timely’ 
to embark on a series that touches on themes 
of violence, migration, displacement, disinforma-
tion – all the while ironically seeming pretty to 
look at and ready-to-hang.

As a collector, I lost count of the tens of 
thousands of posters that were considered as 
possible raw material for the project. Concern-
ing the assemblage presented in these pages, 
I’m especially struck by the objectification and 
commodification of an ideology, which 100 
years removed, now becomes a decorative thing 
to put on one’s wall. There’s a contemporary 
antiquity to it all. At the same time, there’s an 
uneasy recognition of history repeating itself.
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E BEFORE AND AFTER 
An absence in the place of noise informs a need not 
to just erase the past, but to ‘edit’ it, so as express 
broader truths. The false idolatry of the Revolution 
and the regime that followed used specific imagery  
(a shovel, a rifle, grain, and the sun) to distort a uto-
pian vision, all the while masking a dystopian reality. 
However glorified, these posters and the message 
behind them were rooted in blood.

My goal here was clear-cut. I had to collect 
images. Those images needed to be scanned, broken 
down, reworked, then remade. Patterns and themes 
emerged. Often, faces and bodies now removed 
and only seen in silhouette reveal darker forces at 
work – deletion and nonexistence. For “Solaris,” the 
central idea of the sun and its rays shining on nothing 
is the crux of the series.



























MARK KELNER is a visual artist and 
filmmaker based in Washington, DC.  
A graduate of George Mason Uni-
versity, where he studied with the 
esteemed novelist Vasily Aksyonov, his 
debut series, “Moscow Made, American 
Born,” explores Russian-American 
duality by means of contrasting and 
distorting the visual symbols, ciphers, 
and social systems that define both cul-
tures and their respective art histories. 
Of note, his visual works have been 
showcased in various media platforms 
and his short performance film, “So We 
Beat On,” was featured by The Wash-
ington Post. Prior to the art world, he 
worked with filmmaker Steven Spielberg 
coordinating the production of video 
testimonies of Holocaust survivors in 
Eastern Europe and Russia for the USC 
Shoah Foundation Institute. Of late, he 
is in active practice on his long-running 
series, “Signs and Wonders.”
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