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Vera Sell-Ryazanoff – the spiritual and physical journey of the artist  

 

Sell-Ryazanoff, Art-Center Berlin, 2007, Echo of the Absolute 

“Life – death, it’s like a game of cards.  ‘After us, there will be no us’ so 
my friend Alesha Dmitrievich would say.  You have immersed yourself 
fully in this life, now you have to enjoy it.” Vera Sell-Ryazanoff i 

Vera Sell-Ryazanoff is a complex and somewhat enigmatic person and 
artist.  On the surface there appear to be fundamental and even 
irreconcilable contradictions.  She has an obsession with spiritual values 
and arcane systems of knowledge, while at the same time there is a 
pervasive sensuousness which informs much of her art practice.  In her 
art and thinking there is a strongly expressed sense of Russian cultural 
identity, a tradition which she knows well and in which lie all of her 
roots.  Simultaneously there is a longing for a cosmic universality, an art 
which is designed for the benefit and salvation of all of humankind and 
through circumstance she has spent most of her life living and making art 
outside of Russia.  In her paintings and graphics quite often there is a 
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minimal colour palette, such as the white on white series and the black 
sand and blue paintings, yet there is also a receptivity to a chromatic 
brilliance.  She is an artist who on occasion is in love with colour.  While 
she is a dedicated painter, she is also gifted with the sensibility of a 
sculptor.  She is an artist for whom the sense of touch and the haptic 
realisation of form are as important as the purely visual appearance.  
These apparent contradictions frequently find a certain reconciliation in 
her art, but the seams and tensions from them remain and find expression 
as a form of spiritually charged energy which pervades her art.   

Her biography has also been a kaleidoscope of different events, countries 
and people, richly embroidered with a personal mythology, in part 
invented as a defence against prying eyes, in part as a shield to protect 
deep wounds and personal vulnerabilities.   

The makings of an artist 

Vera Valerevna Ryazanoff was born in Moscow into a family coming 
from a heritage of ‘old believers/ingleeds’,ii steeped in Russian 
spirituality, folklore and literary and cultural traditions.  In childhood she 
was recognised as a prodigy and was fast tracked in her art training, first 
being sent to a preparatory school for artistically gifted children and then 
progressing to the Sourikov Academy of Fine Arts in Moscow.  Her 
father, Valeriy Alekseevich Ryazanov, had been a pupil of Nikolay 
Petrovich Krymov, a realist and symbolist painter working in the tradition 
of the Peredvizhniki, and the house was always full of artists, musicians, 
theatre people and members of the literary intelligentsia.  Her mother, 
Tamara, née Mourawskaya, was a philologist with a passion for language 
and literature.  By the age of twelve Vera Ryazanoff entered the 
preparatory school of the Academy of Art, where Vitaliy Komar, the 
future Russian dissident artist associated with ‘soz–art’ who settled in 
New York in 1978, was her teacher.  By the age of fourteen, she had 
discovered the world of Russian non-conformist art and had visited the 
studios of many of the major ‘underground artists’ and had gained access 
to the collector George Costakis with his famous art collection of Russian 
avant-garde art and icons.  She had developed a passion for sculpture, 
particularly carving in wood, and was taught by the famous sculptor 
Sergei Konenkov and subsequently by Ekaterina Balashova.  By the age 
of sixteen she had been allotted a basement studio in which she could 
work on her sculptures in exchange for caring for children with 
behavioural problems, but three years later both the studio and her work 
had been confiscated.iii  It was a traumatic experience for the adolescent 
artist and dissuaded her from ever fully returning to sculpture.   
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While she studied at the Sourikov Academy of Fine Arts, she also worked 
numerous part-time jobs, including at the post office.  She also executed 
illustrations for magazines and for poets Viktor Bokov and Yevgeniy 
Evtushenko, worked on designs for the opera and theatre and she also 
performed professionally in pantomime at the Pantomime-Theatre 
Gedrias Gitis.  As with a number of her contemporaries, her illustrations 
in books and journals (Znanie-Sila with Juri Sobolev) and stage set and 
costume designs for the Moscow Chamber Opera and the Theatre of the 
Academy of Actors paid the bills.  Her private work belonged more to the 
‘unofficial’ realm, which neither adhered to the dictates of Socialist 
Realism which reflected the state orthodoxy prevalent at the Academy, 
nor reflected the requirements of her more commercial work.  This body 
of private work had quite an introspective character and often consisted 
of self-referential images, sometimes engaging with a symbolist aesthetic 
and quite often possessing remarkable spiritual values.   

In 1974 Vitaliy Komar invited her, at the last moment, to participate in 
what was to become the notorious ‘bulldozer exhibition’, held on 15 
September of that year at the Belyayevo urban forest in Moscow.  Here 
an authorised non-conformist art exhibition was crushed by police and 
plainclothes security officials, using bulldozers, water canon and dump 
trucks.  Vera Ryazanoff and several others were arrested and detained 
and subsequently her continuing art studies in the Soviet Union became 
somewhat problematic.  However the dozen years which she spent 
training as an artist in Moscow were intense, enormously rewarding and 
lay the foundations for her subsequent work as an artist.  She experienced 
exacting academic tuition across many mediums, she was exposed to the 
liberating thinking of the new wave of the Russian avant-garde artists as 
well as an awareness of the original Russian revolutionary avant-garde.  
She also met and was befriended by some of the great artists and thinkers 
(as Merab Mamardachvili) of Russia of her day. 

At about the same time as her world in the Soviet Union was 
disintegrating and she was being drawn into the vortex of Soviet cultural 
politics with its tentacles in the security services, she met a senior 
German diplomat, Christian Helmut Sell, counsellor for culture at the 
German embassy in Moscow.  He asked her to marry him and following 
considerable difficulties which were only resolved at the highest levels of 
government and the diplomatic service, at the age of twenty-three, 
accompanied by her new husband, she left Russia permanently for the 
West on 29th May 1975.iv   

During these early formative years in Russia a number of recurring 
themes were to emerge which subsequently reasserted themselves for 
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much of her life.  It became clear to her that she was a rare, remarkably 
gifted and creative person, whose abilities were not focussed in any 
singular area, but which ultimately found expression in a visual form, 
whether it be as tiny wooden figurines which she carved from the age of 
five, her work as a mime, as well as an illustrator and as a painter.  She 
was also a person who belonged to a spiritual realm, but who had 
constantly found herself surrounded by materialism and the world of the 
flesh.  In Russia she experienced the final years of Khrushchev's ‘thaw’ 
and the failed attempts at consumerism and then the repression of the 
Brezhnev era.  Throughout she saw herself as a conduit to the spiritual 
realm where through her, both as a person and through her art, she could 
dissolve the fog of materialism.  Also during these early years came the 
realisation that around her life whirled mysterious forces over which she 
had little control, but which directly affected her destiny.  She also 
became aware that she was in someway ‘protected’ from the uncertainties 
of fate and that at the last moment something quite unexpected would 
happen that would rescue the situation which appeared hopeless a few 
moments earlier.  

Possibly the most remarkable body of Vera Ryazanoff’s work to survive 
from her Russian period is a series of self-portraits which she executed in 
her late teens and early twenties.  In one, an oil easel painting of modest 
dimensions, the nineteen year old slightly built sitter is posed in three-
quarter view and engages the beholder directly with her gaze, while her 
right hand rests somewhat precariously below her left shoulder.  There is 
a certain awkwardness in the pose of the body which is matched by the 
ambiguity in the gaze, where confidence and vulnerability meet and pride 
is tempered with fear.  It is not a portrait which flatters the sitter, but it is 
one which speaks of the self-conscious pride in the technical 
sophistication of the painting.  The hand, exaggerated in size and 
prominence with its elongated artistic fingers, appears presented as an 
attribute of her trade - the hand of the artist - and may also refer to her 
nickname ‘Botticelli’, that she had at art school, and to his beautifully 
graceful and elongated figures.   
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Vera Sell-Ryazanoff, Self-portrait, 1970 
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In a small self-portrait of two years earlier, 1967/8, she expresses a strong 
sense of farewell to childhood as she appears in a bust format with her 
head framed by a hat.  The emphasis has been placed on the introspective 
gaze of the sixteen year old sitter, who appears slightly haunted and filled 
with internal torment.  Technically and spiritually it is a remarkably 
sophisticated painting imbedded within the Russian tradition of 
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portraiture associated with Mikhail Vrubel and Valentin Serov and 
subsequently explored by the Russian modernists and expressionists.  It is 
also very memorable as an artwork, a significance which transcends the 
temporal circumstances of its creation. 

   
 

Years later Vera Ryazanova painted a watercolour self-portrait, dated 
1975, where there is a substantial change in mood, technique and in the 
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spiritual presence of the work.  There is also a change in the artist’s 
name, it is signed ‘Vera Sell-Ryazanoff’ and apparently was painted 
shortly after she left Moscow and moved to West Germany.  There are 
two interesting aspects to the iconography of this watercolour drawing, 
the first is that the sitter holds a pomegranate, which in the Christian 
iconography is a fruit steeped in symbolism, the Christ Child is often 
shown holding the fruit designating the blood and the passion of divine 
suffering, while the seeds are sometimes used in a memorial dish 
commemorating something or someone that has passed over into the 
other realm.  The other peculiarity is the presence of the wedding ring on 
the fourth finger of the left hand.  However the most striking feature is 
the extreme Botticellian elongation in the sitter’s neck, while the eyes, 
which had appeared as the luminous windows into the soul in the earlier 
self-portraits, now appear largely as a black void.  It is an unsettling 
portrait of vulnerability, one of an uprooted individual aware of the path 
of suffering and sacrifice that lies before her.  Everything which happens 
in the life of this artist apparently happens for a purpose, but at this 
moment in time it was perhaps a little unclear to her what exactly was the 
nature of this purpose.   

Wanderjahr  

Traditionally when an artist or a craftsperson completed their training 
they would set off for their journeyman years, or Wanderjahr (also called 
auf der Walz sein), to complete their apprenticeship.  Vera Ryazanoff’s 
Wanderjahr was both unusual and of longer duration than for most artists.  
On marrying a diplomat, she followed a diplomat’s privileged, but largely 
itinerant lifestyle, living in the Federal Republic of Germany, France, 
Canada and Portugal, before settling for some time in Australia.  When 
she left Russia she was largely monolingual, but by the end of her 
Wanderjahr she had become fluent in German, English and French and 
proficient in a number of other European languages.  However unlike 
some diplomat’s wives who become lost in the social milieu which 
surrounds their partner’s occupation, Vera Ryazanoff remained married 
to her art. It remained the one constant in her being, giving her both a 
sense of identity and providing her with spiritual nourishment.  After 
living for periods of time in Bonn and Paris, and travelling widely in the 
interim, including to the United States of America, her husband in 1977 
was posted to Edmonton, the capital of the Canadian province of Alberta, 
where they stayed for several years allowing her to concentrate on her art 
in a more systematic manner.  Her itinerant lifestyle, where frequently 
she was forced to work in a makeshift studio concentrating her art 
making into limited snatches of time, gave a new primacy to drawing in 
her oeuvre.  She had cultivated night owl characteristics for her art 
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practice, where much of the day was swallowed up with her social 
responsibilities, while the evenings and the night she devoted to her art.  
Although she had always been a talented and obsessive draughtsman, in 
Canada she constantly worked on spontaneous life sketches, where with 
an exceptional lucidity of means she would capture the quintessential 
characteristics of a model’s pose as well as denote something of her state 
of mind.  These became snapshots of the human character and formed 
important building blocks for her future art. 

 
 

Although she had exhibited her art in Moscow to the extent available to 
an art student, in Canada, within months of her arrival, she held solo- 
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exhibitions and started to attract a modest degree of critical acclaim.  
Already in Germany at the occasion of her solo-exhibition in Bonn, 
Professor Reinhardt Guldager from the Technischen Universität 
Braunschweig, in his catalogue essay noted that the “artistic work of Vera 
Ryazanova Sell seems to be a constant quest of her own identity” and 
commented on her “solid training and creative uneasiness”.v  Other critics 
noted her elegance, the sophistication in technique and constantly 
referred to her ‘otherness’ and on her not belonging to the artistic 
traditions of Canada or Western Europe.  In part this can be ascribed to 
her strong Russian identity, but it was also a comment on not quite fitting 
in with the contemporary trends in art, neither with Soviet Socialist 
realism, nor with the tendencies towards conceptual art, minimalism or 
neoexpressionist figuration which was then sweeping northern Europe.  
Her art simply did not belong.  In Russia, the writers with whom she 
found greatest affinity were not the contemporaries popular with her 
peers nor even the nineteenth century classics, but the writers and poets 
from the Silver Age of Russian literature, especially Velimir Khlebnikov, 
Osip Mandelstam and Nikolay Gumilev.  Even back at home in Moscow 
she was seeking spiritual truths in sources which were not at the time 
popular or well known outside a narrow circle within the intelligentsia.  
In the West she appeared increasingly as a rare orchid from an exotic 
clime, admired through the force of her technical brilliance and visionary 
powers, but poorly understood by those who surrounded her and who saw 
her art.   

The Antipodean adventure 

When in 1983 her husband was posted to the capital of Australia, 
Canberra, with a population of just under quarter of a million, she had 
been to some extent prepared, as she had already lived in the English-
speaking city of Edmonton, which like Canberra was only slightly larger 
than a big country town.  What was most significant about her stay in 
Australia was that she had largely left behind her years of training and her 
long apprenticeship and now aged in her mid-thirties embarked on a 
mature phase in her art making.  Perhaps the most important realisation 
was that as an artist she was both a creator and a medium and although 
she had become a consummate technician, in her art she became a vehicle 
through which a greater force could operate.  Wassily Kandinsky in his 
seminal essay Concerning the spiritual in art [Über das Geistige in der 
Kunst] (1911) articulated a theory of art which rings true to Vera 
Ryazanova’s art practice.  He wrote “The artist is no Sunday’s Child of 
life: he has no right to a life without responsibility.  He has a difficult task 
to fulfil, which often becomes a cross to bear.  He must know that 
everyone of his actions and thoughts and feelings constitutes the subtle, 



 12 

intangible, and yet firm material out of which his works are created, and 
that hence he cannot be free in life – only in art.  From which it is self-
evident that the artist, as opposed to the non-artist, has a threefold 
responsibility: (1) he must render up again that talent which has bestowed 
upon him; (2) his actions and thoughts and feelings, like those of every 
human being, constitute the spiritual atmosphere, in such a way that they 
purify or infect the spiritual air; and (3) these actions and thoughts and 
feelings are the material for his creations, which likewise play a part in 
constituting the spiritual atmosphere.  He is ‘king’, as Sar Peladan calls 
him, not only in the sense that he has great power, but also in that he has 
great responsibilities.  If the artist is priest of the ‘beautiful’, then this 
beauty is also to be found in every case to be present.  This ‘beauty’ can 
only be measured with the yardstick of inner greatness and necessity, 
which until now has throughout and in every case afforded us faithful 
service.  Whatever arises from internal, spiritual necessity is beautiful.  
The beautiful is that which is inwardly beautiful.”vi  In Australia Vera 
Ryazanoff increasingly found solitude and isolation and her art attained a 
purity through arising out of an inner spiritual necessity.   

If her work could be described as being made by a ‘priest of the 
beautiful’, it was a unique and peculiar form of beauty which depended 
on the idea of internal radiance, a form of luminosity which glowed from 
within.  Light, which permeates all matter, is allowed to irradiate her 
forms, sometimes dissolving the flesh to leave only patterns and contours.  
Although the figure retains the centrality in her work, it is no longer a 
purely physical entity, but increasingly a metaphysical creation.  Titles in 
her paintings quite often take the form of allusions to music, including –
Crescendo, Sonata, Fuga, Aria, Accelerando, Vibrato, Accordo and 
Finale, and while in many aspects these paintings may be described as 
figurative, they are in no way illustrative or literary and can no longer be 
satisfactorily deciphered in words.  She once observed “My titles are 
musical  - as music is life.”vii  The imagery alludes to angelic beings, to 
Dante’s shades in hell and to beings held in suspension between worlds 
and in different states of existence.  Technically she started to 
increasingly work in painted high relief, sometimes by working back her 
surfaces to reveal a multilayered composition, but increasingly combining 
within her painted surfaces pigments mixed with binder and sand, 
sometimes with other objects such as feathers and shells, creating works 
which can be both seen and felt.  She later reflected “In every artist there 
is a child who never died and as I had few toys as a child, I have great 
pleasure to work with sand, stones, sticks and shells and always include 
them in my paintings.”viii 



 13 

 
 

The painting Accelerando, 1986, is a powerful transitional work where 
dynamic nude bodies are cast in rhythmic movement like autumn leaves 
in a breeze.  Colour is restricted, almost minimal, where from the 
darkness of the lower outer boundaries, there is an explosion of light 
leading to the radiating figure of the nude in the centre.  
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Painted two years later, Sonata a Tre, 1988, is a larger and more striking 
work where the musical allusion suggests three voices, usually of 
individual instruments, combining harmoniously into a single melody.  
Although the work is markedly representational, reading of the imagery is 
on an intuitive and personal level, rather than in terms of a narrative.   
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In the opening years of the following decade she created a series of quite 
amazing paintings, including Fuga, 1990, Vibrato, 1991, Finale, 1991 
and Accordo, 1994, which celebrate a remarkable liberation of form in 
this early series of sand texture paintings.  It would appear at first glance 
that it did not really matter where the artist was physically located, in 
Edmonton, Bonn or Canberra, and that she worked from a sense of inner 
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necessity locked within her own spiritual homeland which she carried 
within herself.  This is only partially true.  Vera Ryazanoff is a great 
observer and participant of the life that surrounds her and while the 
imagery is peculiar to her own unique worldview, she also has the desire 
to be true of the experience of the place in which she works and it is the 
red sand of the Australian deserts that entered into these images of angels 
of the desert.  At least on this level, the work in part is made of the place 
in which it is made.   

 

 

This series of paintings she called at the time Wings of light and they 
were filled with what could be described as a cosmic longing.  She 
observed in 1991 “As the universe materialised out of the spark of 
creation, sound and light took form and shape, and these are the forms 
and shapes with which we live.  Through the physical consciousness, by 
identifying with the unknown, we break through the darkness and become 
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a stream of light.”ix  This theology of light was part of earliest 
Christianity and was an intrinsic part of Russian Orthodoxy and integral 
to the theory of icon-painting.  Already in the New Testament, God was 
seen as the Father of Light, “Every good gift and every perfect gift is 
from above, and comes down from the Father of lights, with whom is no 
variableness, neither shadow of turning”.x  The great mystics of the early 
Church expanded on this idea of celestial light, especially the Pseudo-
Dionysius the Areopagite who wrote early in the early sixth century his 
treatise On Celestial hierarchy which marked a watershed in our thinking 
on the nature of angels.  He noted in the opening chapter “Calling then 
upon Jesus, the Light of the Father, the Real and True, 'Which lights 
every man that comes into the world, by whom we have access to the 
Father,' the Origin of Light, let us raise our thought, according to our 
power, to the illumination of the most sacred doctrines handed down by 
the Fathers, and also as far as we may let us contemplate the Hierarchies 
of the Celestial Intelligences revealed to us by them in symbols for our 
upliftment: and admitting through the spiritual and unwavering eyes of 
the mind the original and super-original gift of Light of the Father who is 
the Source of Divinity, which shows to us images of the all-blessed 
Hierarchies of the Angels in figurative symbols, let us through them 
again strive upwards toward Its primal ray. For this Light can never be 
deprived of Its own intrinsic unity”.xi   

The abstracted angels of light which start to populate her art from the 
1990s onwards are conceived as reflecting in their being the divine light 
and grace of God through their inner radiance.  They do not draw directly 
on the imagery in icons, nor express the approved theology of the church, 
but are nevertheless informed by both.  In some of the paintings it 
appears that they arise through struggle with form arising from shapeless 
matter.  In some of the earlier images, including Fuga, 1990, the gold of 
the icons is employed to add to the quality of inner luminosity, but 
subsequently in Vibrato and Finale, both of 1991, shapes dissolve in the 
light as luminosity itself increasingly becomes the subject of the work.  
Perhaps not consciously modelling herself on Mikhail Vrubel, who 
devoted a substantial part of his later life to the theme of the fallen angel, 
the demon inspired by Lermontov’s classic poem, angelic beings with 
their elegantly interwoven wings occupy a similar prominence in Vera 
Ryazanoff’s art, as the fallen angel did in Vrubel’s.  This became her 
obsessive leitmotif.   
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While in Australia, tragedy struck when the artist’s husband died 
unexpectedly in 1986, leaving her with their young son Lorenz.  Having 
German citizenship, she decided for a while to stay and work in 
Australia.  In addition to her painting she dedicated her artistical power to 
the production of 4 Operas, “Asis and Galatea” by Händel, “Coronazione 
di Popeo” by Monteverdi, “La Boheme” by Puccini and “The Bartered 
Bride” by Smetana as stage-designer, choreographer and even giving 
classes for movement on stage which won her critical acclaim and even a 
nomination as “Incredible Woman of Australia”. In 1989 in Canberra she 
met the man of her destiny, the Swiss diplomat, alternative practitioner 
and healer Wulf Leuz, and subsequently was to follow him on his 
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postings to Morocco and South Korea, living for some time in 
Switzerland, before they settled in Germany, where they live near 
Potsdam close to Berlin.   

In full flight, in full song 

In temperament Vera Ryazanoff is an obsessive personality, a fiery 
Romantic, one for whom art has a higher calling than the banal and 
practical realities of everyday life.  However, unlike many Romantics, 
she is not obsessed with herself, self-importance and her art-career , but 
rather she is obsessed with melting with the source of cosmic energy.  
Also unlike many Romantics, where their finest work is created very 
early in their careers, when their response to the surrounding world is 
freshest and they spend their subsequent years repeating earlier triumphs 
with hollow mediocrity and a dry encrustation of technique, in the case of 
this artist her best work is also her more recent work.  It is a product of a 
combination of a maturity of intellect and a growing mastery and 
sophistication of technique.  The immediacy, concentration and spiritual 
energy have been maintained, as well as the gestural freedom and 
spontaneity in the paint application, but the whole experience has been 
distilled and refined through a long period of meditation and reflection.   

As in the past, her pattern of exhibitions did to some extent follow the 
postings of her partner from Australia to Morocco to Switzerland.  But 
now she was also invited to exhibit in high prestige venues such as the 
“Galeria l’Agostiniana”, Gallery for Sacred Art of the Vatican in Rome in 
1990, “Art-Space” of the Australian Embassy in Paris “ Art et 
Communication” at the Sorbonne in Paris in 1993, at the Château 
Allaman in Switzerland in 1997 and at the Art-Center in Berlin in 2007 
and in 2008.  She has become an artist who is performing on a world 
stage and has been attracting serious attention by many in the art world.  
Increasingly, dating of her paintings has grown problematic as sometimes 
she works on the same panel over a number of years and much depends 
on whether she dates the work by the year of its commencement, 
conclusion or of its exhibition.  More often than not her works are not 
dated at all and even when they are dated this is quite often after the event 
and not always accurately.  There is an intrinsic unity of much of her art 
of the past couple of decades so that the actual dates of execution are not 
of great significance. 
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One important sequence of work is the so-called white paintings, 
including Senza Tempo and Separato, executed about 2000.xii 
Commenced while living in Morocco in the mid nineties, she received 
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positive published art criticism from the prominent mystic Sufi singer, 
poet and critic, Hassan Megri, who saw in her art a universalism and 
praised her for the fact that “People of different creeds admire Vera Sell’s 
artwork; she touches beings in a unifying spiral movement synthesizing 
human culture, religions and doctrines by expressing what we have in 
common beyond our individual barriers”xiii  

 
Vera Sell-Ryazanoff, Separato, 1991 

In Morocco Vera Ryazanoff started to experiment with the yellow-white 
sands of the Sahara Desert.  Unlike the central Australian red sand which 
spoke of fire, with the red caused by the rusting of the iron, the sands of 
the Sahara which this artist selected were made mainly of silica from 
quartz and had an internal heat, a sensuousness and seemed to belong to 
the realm of the spirit and of air.  She now felt that she had the confidence 
to more fully implement elements of collage into her compositions and 
actual bird feathers are incorporated into the texture of the paint and 
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surface relief to combine with the painted illusionistic wings of these 
angelic beings.  Although angels theologically are genderless, Vera 
Ryazanoff’s beings do take on gender roles, as the boundaries between 
heaven and earth melt and identities merge.  These moulded sculpted 
forms create a new reality, one which once the great Abbot Suger de 
Saint-Denis described, as belonging “in some strange region of the 
universe which neither exists entirely in the slime of earth nor entirely in 
the purity of heaven; and that, by the grace of God, can be transported 
from this inferior to that higher world in an anagogical manner.”xiv  
Increasingly in her art she creates a new and universal reality, one which 
is not bound through place, time or religion. 

 
 

The black sand, caused by constant volcanic activity, which the artist 
sourced from Mount Stromboli, Mount Etna and Hawaii, added a further 
dimension to her art in the opening decade of the new millennium.  Her 
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important paintings, including Orchestrazione, 2005 and Dance, 2007, 
incorporate the black sand into the fabric or the work and in the process 
the language of the medium informs the nature of the work.   

 

 

If the red sand spoke of fire and the yellow-white sand of the sun and air, 
then the black sand belonged to the realm of earth.  Although the forms 
are highly animated and spin around on their axis, they are conscious of 
the pull of the gravity of earth.  Permeated with grace and ease, they seem 
to be breathed into the picture space, rather than crafted within it.  Also 
by this time a major compositional principle had become entrenched in 
her art making, that of the spiral.  While the artists of the Renaissance 
sought a structured static space based on the square and circle and the 
concept of a picture being a window into the world, later artists of the 
Baroque and the Academy structured their work on the plunging diagonal 
or the receding serpentine line, while Modernism, from Cubism onwards, 
experimented with the dynamism of the spiral composition.  Vera 
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Ryazanoff has progressively untied the spatial constraints of the spiral so 
that the elements can whirl in space and she can give full gestural 
freedom of the dimensions of her figures, but the different elements are as 
if magnetically drawn together by the spiral structure itself.   
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Another significant series of paintings which span a couple of decades 
and continue through to the present, the artist calls her “blue paintings”.  
They include Sempre 1990, Koan, 1999, Allegro vivace, 1996, On a G 
string, 2003, and are unified by a strong blue palette, which ranges from 
rich ultramarines, lapis lazuli and cobalt, through to much lighter sky 
blues.   
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There is a liquid quality in many of these paintings with watery veils and 
the sense of floating within the vastness of the sea.  When the great 
Russian cellist, Mstislav Rostropovich, opened the exhibition of Vera 
Ryazanoff’s paintings at Art et Communication at the Sorbonne in Paris 
in 1992, he made an interesting observation on the difficulty of 
translating her paintings into words.  He observed “These paintings are 
music that one can touch: they are visible music.  Vera works as a 
choreographer sculpting sound into form. Čiurlionis, Kandinsky, 
Stanislavski and the Pythagorean school spoke about the unity of dance, 
sound, colour, light and movement which all unite in her paintings.  I can 
hear the music from her paintings as invisible orchestration of mastery of 
a celestial composition.  There is the soul of the cello or the multiple 
voice of an organ in the powerful lines of the works of her hands.  It is 
not a coincidence that her paintings can only be named by musical 
titles.”xv  

 

Mstislav Rostropovitch with Vera Sell-Ryazanoff at the opening of  the 
artists exhibition at Art et Communiquer, Paris-Sorbonne 

In Vera Ryazanoff’s developing cosmography, the four elements, first 
clearly articulated by Plato - fire, air, earth and water - form the 
cornerstone of her practice.  We create through fire, which is primarily a 
hot element, we feel through water, which is primarily a cold element, we 
communicate through air, a wet and hot element and we make and mould 
through earth, which in classical philosophy is seen as a dry element.  
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However this mode of thought omits the crucial fifth element which 
Aristotle termed Aether (α�θήρ - the quintessence), a concept which 
became enshrined in Buddhist and Hindu thought.  In Aristotle’s 
reasoning, the four natural elements were terrestrial and corruptible, but 
the fifth element was pure, it was not hot, dry, wet or cold, but belonged 
to a spiritual realm, it was an unchangeable, celestial substance.  In 
Homeric Greek, Aether means ‘clear heavens’, the pure atmosphere 
where the gods live and the heavenly bodies exist.xvi  In much of Vera 
Ryazanoff’s recent work there is the exploration of this fifth element, 
sometimes in the form of the sacred circle of the Mandala, where by 
examining that which is perfect, unending and beyond the temporal, we 
can dissolve into it and discover the absolute. 

 
 

In her recent exhibitions at the ArtCentre Berlin in Friedrichstrasse, Echo 
of the Absolute (2007) and Over the rainbow (2008) and JayKay Gallery 
in Switzerland (2011) many of the separate strands of her art have been 
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brought together.  In important paintings, including Rainbow, 2007 and 
Fa minore, 2009, a chromatic brilliance has overtaken the earlier 
colouristic austerity and one may argue that all five elements have been 
brought together within a harmonious entity.   

 
 

As an artist, Vera Ryazanoff has followed in the footsteps of Wassily 
Kandinsky, Pavel Filonov and Kazimir Malevich and believes that an 
artist is a microcosm of the universe and that by examining oneself, the 
artist reveal the mysteries of this universe.  Kandinsky argued that works 
of art can represent Kleine Welten (Small worlds), complete within 
themselves and reflecting the artist’s intent and use of technique.xvii  Vera 
Ryazanoff’s mature artworks are these completed microcosmic Kleine 
Welten which create both an immediate sensuous impact - she is the 
maker of very beautiful objects which conceal an alchemy in their 
craftsmanship - as well as a long resonating, slow releasing intense 
spiritual ambience.  The longer one gazes at her work, the greater the 
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reward.  She demands of her spectator to be seduced by her art and 
promises and delivers a profoundly rewarding experience, one which is 
visual, intellectual and spiritual. 

Professor Sasha Grishin AM, FAHA 

The Sir William Dobell Professor of Art History 

Australian National University 

Professor Sasha Grishin studied art history at the universities of Melbourne, Moscow, 
London and Oxford and has served several terms as visiting scholar at Harvard 
University. In 1977 he founded the Fine Art Program at the Australian National 
University and now is a Professor in Art History and Head of Art History at the ANU. 
He works internationally as an art historian, art critic and curator. 

                                                
i Vera Sell-Ryazanova, letter to the author, 6 June 2012 

ii In Russia the ‘old believers’ separated from the rest of the Orthodox Church in 1666 
in protest against the reforms of Patriarch Nikon.  Over the centuries they became 
stalwarts of old Russian traditions and of Russian mediaeval spirituality.    
iii Vera Sell-Ryazanova, letter to the author, 11 December 2012 
iv Following her marriage, the artist’s name has undergone numerous transformations 
as witnessed in different catalogues and published critiques, in part reflecting 
different systems of transliteration employed in German, French and English.  These 
variations include Vera Riazanova-Sell, Vera Sell, Vera Rayzanova Sell, Vera Sell-
Ryazanoff, Vera Sell-Rjazanoff, and Vera Sell Ryazanova,  
v Reinhardt Guldager, Vera Rayzanova Sell, [Bonn 1982], np 
vi Wassily Kandinsky, ‘Concerning the spiritual in art’ in Kenneth C. Lindsay and 
Peter Vergo (eds.), Kandinsky: Complete writings on art, New York, Da Capo Press, 
1994, p. 214 
vii Vera Sell-Ryazanova, letter to the author, March 1993 
viii Vera Sell-Ryazanova, letter to the author, March 1993 
ix Vera Sell-Ryazanova, interview with the author, 3 August, 1991  
x James 1:xvii (King James translation)  
xi Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, The Celestial Hierarchy, Christian Classics 
Ethereal Library,  pp.148-49 
xii It appears that the series was commenced in Morocco in about 1995 with the 
painting Senza Tempo, signed and dated 2000 
xiii Hassan Megri, “Véra Sell Ryazanoff: Espirit multicolore”, Vision, 30 Sepember 
1994 
xiv Suger, De Administratione 63/66 
xv Mstislav Rostropovich, transcript of opening remarks 1992 at the “Art et 
Communiquer”, Paris-Sorbonne 
xvi See discussion in Sir Geoffrey Ernest Richard Lloyd, Aristotle: The growth and 
structure of his thought, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1968, pp. 133-139 
xvii Wassily Kandinsky, Punkt und Linie zur Fläche (Point and Line to Plane), 1926, 
see foreword  
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