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Ilya Repin – Ivan the Terrible and his son on November 16th, 1581.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  V. Kalashnikov ‘TO STOP BLOODSHED? – History of a Masterpiece’ The Tretyakov Gallery Magazine, 13th June 2022. Available at: https://www.tretyakovgallerymagazine.com/articles/1-2004-02/stop-bloodshed (Accessed 1st December 2023).] 
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Content
Depicted in this painting is the chaotic aftermath of the murder of Tsarevitch Ivan by his father, Ivan the Terrible, in the 16th century.[footnoteRef:2] The folds in the carpet, overturned furniture and the Tsars discarded hat suggest a struggle between the father and son that was abruptly ended by Tsarevitch receiving a head injury from the walking stick discarded on the floor. Historians debate whether Tsarevitch was bludgeoned with the handle or stabbed with the pointed tip. Sources from the era are limited in detail, they note the prince’s death but not the specific cause. In a letter from the Tsar himself in 1581 he writes that his son is “severely ill”.[footnoteRef:3] The injury is clearly traumatic from the amount of blood present on the floor where he landed and both men, in addition to Tsarevitch’s eventual death. Ivan the Terrible is depicted in an expression of crazed sorrow at his actions, his hair is wild and erect, his face smeared with blood, his eyes are the lightest element of the painting and yet they depict the darkest emotional torment of fury, realization and guilt. The wild grief in his eyes is further highlighted by the bulging veins in his head and hands, a physical representation of a strained body, grasping his son’s body to his in attempts to stop the wound bleeding. Tsarevitch has a countenance in stark contrast to his fathers, it’s almost peaceful, a tear has escaped his eye, he is not fighting his father’s embrace but offering a reassuring hand, almost in forgiveness of the injury done to him.  [2:  R. Payne and N. Romanoff, Ivan the Terrible (New York, Cooper Square Press, 2002) p. 391–392.]  [3:  B. Bobrick, Fearful Majesty: The Life and Reign of Ivan the Terrible (Vermont: Russian Information Services Inc, 1987) p. 403–4.
] 

While the background is muted to focus lighting and attention on the men depicted, there are outlines of what appear to be lavish furniture, portraits, wallpaper, even the large, patterned rug the subjects are on indicate the wealth and status of this royal family. A further sign of their riches is their clothing, both men can be seen wearing Russian Kaftans, this item became popular in the 14th century when Russia’s trade with Europe expanded and materials such as wool, silk and velvet were frequently exported. These Kaftans were typically bright in colour, patterned, and decorated with lace or artificial stones as displayed by Tsarevitch; his boots also conform to the style adopted by the elite, they are knee high, suede boots in a vibrant blue, the old Russian embroidery in gold is a specific characteristic of 16th century fashion.[footnoteRef:4] The chair on its side in the background is symbolic of the end of the Rurik line sitting on the throne, Tsarevitch was the only heir as his younger brother, Fyodor was thought to be mentally unfit to rule.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  C. Richardson, Clothing Culture, 1350-1650 (London: Routledge, 2016) p. 80–88.]  [5:  M. C. Levitt, and T. Novikov, Times of Trouble: Violence in Russian Literature and Culture (Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin Press, 2007) p. 113.] 

The painting falls in the genre of Realism as it depicts a historical event based on the eyewitness account of Boris Godunov.[footnoteRef:6] However, there are undertones of Romanticism present, the portrayal of raw emotion in Ivan’s expression and the national history of the Russian monarchy.[footnoteRef:7] This duality in theme signifies the development of artistic movements in the 19th century. Repin modelled the Tsarevitch after his friend and Russian writer Vsevolod Garshin, allowing a personal influence in his work rather than an accurate historical representation of the figure, again featuring themes of Romanticism.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  I. Chilvers et al. Art That Changed the World (New York: Dk Publishing, 2013) p. 234–246.]  [7:  I. Chilvers et al. Art That Changed the World, p. 266-276.]  [8:  M. Brunson, Russian Realisms (Untied States: Cornell University Press, 2016) p. 156–7.] 


Context
The painting portrays the death of the prince, while also providing insight into the first Tsar’s mental state. Ivan the Terrible transformed Russia and its political system through his intelligence and dedication, however, he was predisposed to fits of severe rage and mental instability that reportedly increased with age, traits that are the focus of the painting. The paintings event was sparked by an argument between father and son, the subject of which is debated by historians.[footnoteRef:9] Some believe the conflict was fuelled by a confrontation over the Tsarevitch’s third wife Yelena being beaten by Ivan for dressing inappropriately, which resulted in a miscarriage.[footnoteRef:10] An alternative interpretation is that Tsarevitch criticized his father’s failings during the Livonian Wars, attacking his strategy prompted the outburst.[footnoteRef:11] Both accounts indicate the Tsar was quick to temper and expressions of violence; the critique of battle strategy that resulted in defeat is not indictive of the intelligence Ivan was said to have. Modern historians deduced that he was likely suffering from bipolar, it would explain the errors in judgement and fits of rage the painting portrays.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Bobrick, Fearful Majesty, p. 403-404.]  [10:  Payne and Romanoff, Ivan the Terrible, p. 391-2.]  [11:  Bobrick, Fearful Majesty, p. 403-404.]  [12:  Brunson, Russian Realism, p. 150.] 

The painting was debuted in 1885 as a comment on the political and social upheaval of the19th century through a parallel in the past. The artist stated “A trail of blood ran through that year…my emotions were overburdened with the horrors of contemporary life.”[footnoteRef:13] Repin was inspired by the execution of members of the People’s Will Revolutionary Group in 1881, who were responsible for the death of Tsar Alexander II. Repin’s interpretation of the Tsar killing another royal is symbolic of the blame he placed for Tsar Alexander II’s assassination on the rulers themselves for excessive state violence that caused the revolutionary movement. It was Repin’s opinion that the revolutionaries should have recognised the horror they had performed in murder, much like Ivan in the painting, and the rulers should have taken on the role of Tsarevitch, forgiving, repentant for the feelings of oppression by its subjects.[footnoteRef:14]   [13:  G. Sternin, and J. Kirillina, Ilya Repin (United Kingdom: Parkstone International, 2012) p. 108.]  [14:  Levitt and Novikov, Times of Trouble, p.117.] 


Medium and Materials
Several sketches were drawn by the artist before the creation of this painting. An initial draft was produced on paper with graphite pencil, a second draft was painted in oil on canvas in far less refined strokes and detail as the piece discussed above.[footnoteRef:15] The painting revealed to the public was created using oil paint, in the 19th century this would have been made by a combination of the ingredients pigment, seed oil and turpentine. The pigment would be grinded for the colour component and then mixed with linseed, walnut or poppy seed oil, finally, turpentine would be included as a drying agent.[footnoteRef:16] The piece was produced on a line canvas base measuring 2 m x 2.54 m, most likely manufactured by machine as a result of the increase in industrialisation at the time. Linen canvas’ were popular with European artists in the 19th century, although more expensive, the fabric was strong and more compatible with the consistency of oil paint.[footnoteRef:17] Repin’s paint brushes would have bristles made from animal hair, a variety of hairs could be used depending on the coarseness and rigidness required by the artist. A variety of animals hair could be used: hog, horse, squirrel, badger, oxen and goat; these hairs would have been bound to a wooden handle by string or twine.[footnoteRef:18]  [15:  Sternin and Kirillina, Ilya Repin, p. 108.]  [16:  L. E. Fisher, The Art Experience: Oil Painting, 15th-19th Centuries. (New York: F. Watts, 1973) p. 15.]  [17:  A. Wallert et al. Historical Painting Techniques, Materials, and Studio Practice (United States: Getty Conservation Institute, 1996) p. 21.]  [18:  A. Wallert et al. Historical Painting Techniques, p. 27.] 


Producer
Ilya Yefimovich Repin was a Ukrainian born, Russian painter. He became popular in the 19th century when his showcased work caught the attention of The Grand Duke Alexander Alexandrovich, Repin was granted a commission for a comprehensive painting, The Barge Haulers of the Volga, in 1873 which launched his career. His most famous works include the previously mentioned paintings and the Religious Procession in Kursk Province in 1883 and Reply of the Zaporozhian Cossacks in 1891. Repin was reportedly liberal in his political ideology, often portraying the social and philosophical conflicts of his time.[footnoteRef:19] Ivan the Terrible and his son was considered one piece of many to have revolutionary themes where the notable aesthetic feature is red, the colour adopted by revolutionaries around the globe in opposition to the monarchy; in this piece its blood, in others, items of clothing or flowers.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Sternin and Kirillina, Ilya Repin, p. 107.
]  [20:  Brunson, Russian Realism, p. 148.] 


Audience and Setting
The painting was first shown in the13th Wanderers exhibition at the St Petersburg Academy of Art in 1885. This event showcased the work of The Wanderers, a group of Russian realist painters and sculptors who formed in protest of academic restrictions placed on their work, they became known as the Society for Traveling Art Exhibitions in 1870.[footnoteRef:21] Although it was common for 19th century European exhibitions to feature artworks with violent or gory subjects, the upper-class and elite audience in attendance were horrified by Repin’s work, some even fainted at the amount of blood depicted. The public reaction was so severe that The Imperial Academy of Arts hired Professor Landtsert of Anatomy to review the piece and lecture on the impossibility of the volume of blood from such a wound.[footnoteRef:22] Further audience outrage was headed by the Director General of the Holy Synod, Konstantin Pobedonostsev, he viewed the painting in repulsion and reported as much to Tsar Alexander III. Russian Nationalists were heavily opposed to the painting as they believed it to be part of a smear campaign against the Russian Monarchy and its history, their belief was that the scene portrayed was historically inaccurate. Despite the intense public reaction, the piece was purchased by Pavel Tretykov for his gallery. Tsar Alexander III responded to the emotional outcry by placing the first ever censorship ban on the piece in April 1885. The ban restricted Tretykov from showing the piece in public and the publication of any positive reviews. The censorship was lifted in July 1885 after intervention by Russian painter Alexey Bogolyubov.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Brunson, Russian Realism, p. 146.]  [22:  Levitt and Novikov, Times of Trouble, p.113-118.
]  [23:  Sternin and Kirillina, Ilya Repin, p. 183.
] 

The piece has remained at the State Tretyakov Gallery with its audience expanding to the general public, however, reactions remain extreme; the painting has been the subject of physical attack twice. In 1913, Abram Balashev took a knife to the painting, inflicting three slashes across the faces of both men while shouting “enough blood!”. The painting was able to be restored with the help of Repin but the public reaction was still in opposition to the piece, sources reported that the painting drove Balashev to madness with its depictions of gore and torment. The second attack took place in 2018, a drunken man “became overwhelmed by something” and used a metal pole to strike the glass encasing the art. The shattered glass and blows damaged the body of Tsarevitch in three places and broke the frame; the painting was taken for restoration and was only recently returned to the gallery in 2022.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Levitt and Novikov, Times of Trouble, p.112-114.
] 


Significance
Its significance in the modern day is its ability to continue to evoke strong emotive reactions by its audience and its contribution to the material culture of Russia and multiple historiographies surrounding the subject and contextualisation of the era it was created in. Repin’s work depicts an event that has very little source material to refer to and continues to be a subject of debate amongst Historians. An additional historical debate centres around the characteristics of Ivan and whether he was deserving of the name ‘Terrible’. The history of Russian fashion is added to in the detailed depiction of fabric texture, the design and embroidery present in the clothing. The piece made a statement on the social and political unrest of the 19th Century between the Russian Monarchy and the Revolutionaries by referencing an event that reflected the crown as responsible for the murder of a member of the monarchy. The painting is a result of the Romanticism and Realism era in addition to the collection of work from Repin. 
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