
Inferno, 2012, acrylic on canvas, 48 x 24 inches

In Tales, Myths, and Nightmares, artist and scholar Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern 
introduces a cast of characters he says are “irreducible,” like the graphic style 
and primary colors he uses to set his scenes. His paintings illuminate the  
struggle and strength of the Jewish experience.

Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern’s work appears disarmingly 
straightforward at first glance. Drawing on Jewish folk and 
religious scenes as well as seemingly naïve traditions of 
visual art, his works have a reduced formal and conceptual 
range that connects them to outsider art and, of course, 
famed representations in the past by such artists as 
Chagall. Yet, while this transparency is important for the 
communication he wants the art to achieve, the simplicity of 
the work is also deceptive. His palettes are chosen carefully 
and most often in this series with a clear reference to Soviet 
avant-garde art of the post-revolutionary era (red, black, 
white). So too is his emphasis on pure geometries, a formal 
device that recalls El Lissitzky and other politicized artists as 
much as it signifies transparency. These aesthetic choices 

critique the dominant realist traditions that came to the fore 
in the Soviet state under Stalin, aligning Petrovsky-Shtern’s 
work with the artist critics of that state. So too, naturally, 
does his religious and social imagery belie the ideologically 
driven emphasis of the most privileged Soviet art. As such, 
Petrovsky-Shtern invokes a formal and conceptual rejection 
of both the official artistic world from which he came as 
well as its atheistic (and at times antisemitic) positions. 
The dynamic of—and sometimes, conflict between—his 
ethnic identity and political critique are localized in both the 
simplicity and complexity of his artistic choices.

Paul Jaskot is a Professor of Art and Architecture History  
at DePaul University, Chicago.

Recent works by Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern
By Paul B. Jaskot
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e xhibit opening | lecture

Sunday, December 9 at 3 pm 
Reception to follow

Join artist and scholar Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern  
as he introduces this inaugural exhibit of his 
paintings.  

$18 | $10 Spertus members | $8 students 
Buy tickets online at spertus.edu or call 312.322.1773.

meet the artist

Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern will be in-residence  
at Spertus and available in the gallery to answer  
questions and discuss his work:

Tuesday, December 11—10 am to 1 pm 
Thursday, December 13—2 to 6 pm  
Friday, December 14—10 am to noon

Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern  
was born in Kiev, then USSR, to an assimilated 
Jewish family. He has never received formal 
training as an artist, but spent a year studying 
under Ukrainian satirist David Miretsky. Following 
Miretsky’s arrest and then immigration to New 
York, Petrovsky-Shtern turned for inspiration 
to Russian icon-painting, Ukrainian naïve art, 
Japanese xylography, and Flemish genre painting. 
Unlike the outlawed paintings of Marc Chagall, 
these types of work were on display at Soviet 
museums or available in reproduction. 

In 1996, Petrovsky-Shtern came to the U.S. to 
study Jewish history at Brandeis University. 
In 2003, he joined the History Department 
faculty at Northwestern University, where he 
currently serves as the Crown Family Professor 
of Jewish Studies. He is the recipient of the 2008 
Northwestern University Distinguished Teaching 
Award and the 2011 American Association of 
Ukrainian Studies Book Award. He is the author of 
Jews in the Russian Army, 1827-1917: Drafted into 
Modernity; The Anti-Imperial Choice: the Making 
of the Ukrainian Jew; and Lenin’s Jewish Question.

Aided by his wife, Oxana Hanna, who bought  
him canvases and paints, he recently resumed 
his artistic endeavors through the lens of his  
role as a historian of the Jewish people. 

Tales, Myths, and Nightmares
Spertus Institute, Chicago 
Exhibit runs December 9 – 18, 2012

Gallery Hours

Sunday – Wednesday 10 am – 5 pm 
Thursday 10 am – 6 pm 
Friday 10 am – 3 pm 
Saturday closed

Spertus is a partner in 
serving our community, 

supported by the 
Jewish United Fund/
Jewish Federation of  

Metropolitan Chicago.

Spertus Institute offers dynamic learning 
opportunities, rooted in Jewish wisdom and 
culture and open to all. Graduate programs and 
workshops train future leaders and engage 
individuals in exploration of Jewish life. Public 
programs include films, speakers, seminars, and 
concerts — at the Institute's Michigan Avenue 
facility, in the Chicago suburbs, and online.

Rabbi Gold (Hasid), 2009, 

acrylic on canvas,  

16 x 20 inches


