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Abstract: The Tkachev brothers are a highly representative artist duo in Russian realist painting during the second half 
of the 20th century; their work consistently focuses on rural life and the inner worlds of ordinary people. Taking the 
painting “Mothers” as its subject, this article fi rst off ers an overall interpretation of the composition, then analyzes the core 
characteristics of the brothers’ oil painting art by focusing on the intrinsic language of the medium, and fi nally explores the 
humanistic signifi cance embodied in their artistic style. Drawing upon solid realist technique, they achieve a high degree of 
unity among compositional form, color expression, and brushwork texture. Through the creation of archetypal fi gures and 
the realistic depiction of rural settings, their work not only refl ects the lived realities of ordinary people but also embodies 
profound national memory and humanistic concern.
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Following the trials of war and profound social upheaval, Russian realist painting in the second half of the 20th century 
evolved into an artistic landscape that both preserved academic traditions and fostered continuous self-renewal. Within this 
context, the collaborative practice of Sergei Petrovich Tkachev and Alexei Petrovich Tkachev—characterized by a unifi ed 
style and a compelling tension in detail—constitutes a unique artistic phenomenon worthy of in-depth study. Created between 
1960 and 1961, the painting “Mothers” (currently held in the Tretyakov Gallery) stands as a landmark work marking the full 
maturation of the Tkachev brothers’ artistic style. While depicting a seemingly ordinary rural scene, the work profoundly 
captures the images of Russian village mothers across different ages and circumstances, encapsulating the resilience and 
stoic endurance of women in the post-war Soviet countryside. Current scholarship on the Tkachev brothers largely focuses 
on biographical details, thematic categorization, and historical context, while systematic analysis of the intrinsic artistic 
characteristics of their oil paintings remains relatively scarce. Against this backdrop, this paper takes “Mothers”as a starting 
point to examine the intrinsic qualities of the painting, analyzing the Tkachev brothers’ techniques and artistic style.

1. The Lives of the Tkachev Brothers and an Overview of the Work “Mothers”
1.1 Life and Creative Philosophy
The artistic journey of the Tkachev brothers is, first and foremost, deeply rooted in the rhythms of everyday rural life in 
Russia. Born into an ordinary peasant family in the Bryansk region, they forged a close bond with the land, the village, the 
peasantry, and the natural environment from childhood. Between 1945 and 1946, both brothers enrolled at the Surikov Art 
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Institute, where they received systematic and rigorous training in realist painting—instruction that laid a solid technical 
foundation for their subsequent work. Secondly, the outbreak of World War II and their fi rsthand experience of the confl ict 
played a pivotal role in shaping their artistic vision. “In the autumn of 1941, one of us—the elder brother, Sergei—enlisted in 
the army and subsequently went to the front.”[1]This extraordinary life experience propelled their creative work beyond mere 
landscape and fi gure sketching; instead, their art consistently revolved around three core themes: the destiny of the nation, life 
in the countryside, and the spirit of the common people.
Ultimately, the most distinctive aspect of the Tkachev brothers’ oil painting lies in their collaborative creative process. This 
method goes beyond mere joint attribution; rather, it stems from a long-standing partnership that fostered a deeply shared 
sensibility regarding subject matter and aesthetic pursuits. “As for how we collaborate, I would say that the ways we paint 
together vary greatly. There are times of serious friction, debate, and disagreement, but it is all for the sake of art... It is a 
mistake to simply view us as a mechanical sum of two individuals.”[2]During the creative process, they would independently 
produce sketches and studies and jointly discuss composition and the selection of fi gures; subsequently, one or both would 
take turns working on the large canvas, adjusting details in real-time based on “plein air” observation. “Their canvases exude 
a rich atmosphere of real life; particularly in their depictions of women, they strive to reveal the virtues and the inner beauty 
of rural women.”[3]A shared value system is clearly evident in their work: the conviction that the true national spirit does not 
reside in slogans, but is instead rooted in the soil and the joys and sorrows of ordinary people. The monumental oil painting 
“Mothers” (Fig. 1), created between 1960 and 1961, stands as the pinnacle of this artistic philosophy and represents the zenith 
of the brothers’ collaborative partnership.

Figure 1  “Mothers”1600-1601 170cm×297cm

1.2 Overall Interpretation of the Work “Mothers”
“Mothers” is an oil painting by the Tkachev brothers—a work of genre painting that focuses on the image of rural women 
in the post-war era. Measuring 170 cm by 297 cm, it is currently housed in the Tretyakov Gallery. “In the process of 
creating “Mothers”, the Tkachev brothers spent several years painting a series of portraits of mothers who had endured great 
hardship... From a spiritual perspective, the brothers’ initial intention was to express their love for these toiling mothers. 
Depicting Russian mothers was also a lifelong artistic mission for them.” [4]When the work was exhibited at the All-Union 
Art Exhibition in 1961, it sparked controversy; indeed, “leaders of the Soviet Ministry of Culture at the time held a strongly 
negative view of the painting, citing the usual objections: it did not refl ect the Soviet reality, it was too gloomy, and it lacked 
optimism.” [5]However, the painting’s profound humanistic power eventually won recognition, leading to its permanent 
acquisition by the Tretyakov Gallery and establishing it as a milestone of realist painting in post-war Soviet art.
Discarding dramatic narrative conflict, lavish visual atmosphere, and exaggerated poses, this work captures an everyday 



3

Critical Humanistic Social Theory Vol. 3 No. 3 (2026)

moment in the lives of rural mothers through a minimalist setting and a group composition. The scene is set in an unadorned 
Russian village courtyard; devoid of cluttered details, the composition is anchored by a single wooden bench stretching 
across the frame. On the far left sits a young pregnant woman in a white dress; with her hands resting naturally on her lap and 
a calm gaze directed forward, she embodies the nurturing of life and the continuation of the future. Beside her sits an elderly 
mother clad in a dark blue dress and a black headscarf; her shoulders are slightly stooped and her withered hands are clasped 
on her knees as she gazes ahead with a look of mild bewilderment. Her likeness—reminiscent of the Tkachev brothers’ own 
mother—bears the deep imprints of time, representing an older generation shaped by long years of hardship and trauma. 
At the center sits Vera Petrovna, the matriarch of the large Paktov family; dressed in blue and barefoot on the bench, she 
cradles a newborn wrapped in white cloth, serving as both an ordinary woman of real life and a spiritual link between past 
and future. On the far right sits another mother, wearing a pale blue top and a white skirt; she is positioned slightly sideways 
with her legs crossed, holding the hand of a child beside her. Her relaxed posture and relatively stylish attire distinguish her 
from the other mothers seated squarely on the bench, revealing an urban sensibility that hints at the era’s changing times and 
the growing exchange between city and countryside. Notably, the white geese in the upper part of the painting are not merely 
decorative accents; they create a contrast of heaviness and lightness against the fi gures below, infusing the painting’s solemn 
emotional tone with a sense of openness and airiness.

2. Artistic Characteristics of the Tkachev Brothers’ Oil Paintings as Seen in “Mothers”
2.1 A Balanced and Progressive Compositional Logic
“Mothers” employs a horizontal compositional format that suits its theme of a collective, slice-of-life narrative. The image 
avoids any sense of forced visual oppression; indeed, the horizontal format is naturally suited to depicting a scene that 
unfolds rather than one that focuses on a single point, requiring the artist to arrange a series of visual elements that are 
distinct yet interconnected along the horizontal axis. Anchored by a long wooden bench, the painting features four women of 
varying ages and in diff erent states of being, arranged across the canvas in a staggered, horizontal layout that authentically 
captures the texture of rural life. Crucially, the work deliberately avoids a single focal point. The visual weight of the fi gures 
is carefully balanced—varying in height and alternating between motion and stillness—to create a steady, unhurried visual 
rhythm. The only element of strong dynamic movement is the central fi gure of a mother lifting her infant; while this creates a 
relatively prominent area, the artist intentionally moderates its intensity, refraining from accentuating it through exaggerated 
scale or heightened outlines. This “decentralized” compositional strategy compels the viewer’s gaze to engage with each 
fi gure individually, affi  rming that every life deserves to be seen.
Throughout the body of work created by the Tkachev brothers, a compositional logic characterized by balanced progression 
and the interplay of the tangible and the intangible remains a constant thread. Whether depicting rural customs or human 
subjects, they consistently eschew cluttered arrangements and contrived compositions, opting instead for a concise, 
expansive, and unifi ed structure to convey narratives rooted in everyday life. Within the broader context of Soviet painting—
which typically emphasized distinct visual focal points and concentrated themes—this approach demanded considerable 
artistic confi dence and stands as a key characteristic distinguishing the Tkachev brothers from many of their contemporaries.

2.2 Subtle and Lyrical Color Expression
Color serves as the core visual medium through which oil paintings convey emotion, evoke atmosphere, and elevate themes. 
In “Mothers”, the use of color is grounded in realism, faithfully refl ecting the natural environment of the Russian countryside. 
The overall palette is unifi ed and soft, dominated by low-saturation hues such as dark green and pale blue. The artist employs 
a diff erentiated color scheme for the fi gures’ attire—tailored to their age, social status, life stage, and temperament—thereby 
transforming subtle chromatic shifts into an implicit, lyrical language. On the far left, the expectant mother wears a white 
dress; this color, symbolizing the purity of life and the hope of new beginnings, acts as the painting’s central emblem of hope. 
Beside her, the elderly mother wears a dark blue dress and a black headscarf; these deep, somber tones refl ect the weathered 
dignity and composure that come with a lifetime of experience. In the center, the middle-aged mother cradling an infant wears 
soft-hued clothing—a palette bridging that of the younger and older mothers—symbolizing the transition and continuity of 
life. To the right, the middle-aged woman is dressed in fresh, understated tones that are bright yet restrained. The composition 
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features nuanced color contrasts and fl uid transitions of light and shadow; the interplay of light and dark across the fi gures’ 
faces and clothing is rendered with delicate softness, perfectly capturing the textural quality of natural outdoor light.
In terms of the creative concept behind the color palette of “Mothers”, a restrained lyricism lies at the core of the Tkachev 
brothers’ poetic realist style. By embedding profound emotions—such as the warmth of maternal love, the continuity of life, 
and national resilience—within the textures and hues of the paint, the artists achieve a seamless fusion of realistic depiction 
and understated emotional expression, creating a lyrical quality that is subtle, enduring, and rich in meaning. For the brothers, 
the use of color in realist oil painting should not be reduced to a mere narrative tool or visual decoration; rather, it serves as 
an implicit vehicle for human emotion. Their approach to color consistently adheres to principles that balance realism with 
liveliness and lyricism with sincerity, employing the simplest of chromatic languages to interpret profound themes of the 
human spirit.

2.3 Lively and Unadorned Brushwork and Texture
Brushwork is the hallmark of individual expression in oil painting and a vital means of shaping form. In the painting “Mothers”, 
the Tkachev brothers demonstrate a keen awareness of the structural function of brushwork. When rendering the fi gures, the 
brushwork is precise, refi ned, steady, and concise, ensuring a rigorous and authentic depiction of form. Consider, for instance, 
the elderly woman’s hands resting upon her knees: the brushstrokes here are relatively short and generalized, following the 
underlying skeletal and muscular structure—soft curves defi ne the skin folds, while angular strokes suggest the joints. This 
approach, by allowing the brushstrokes themselves to remain visible, avoids the stiff ness that can result from overly literal 
realism. In contrast, the brushwork depicting the central mother’s arms as she lifts her infant is more relaxed and fl uid; long 
strokes extend along the length of the arms, echoing the sense of strength and movement inherent in the action. Regarding 
the background and secondary elements, the brushwork becomes more spirited and free-fl owing, creating a striking contrast 
with the refi ned rendering of the main fi gures. This juxtaposition—combining detailed realism for the subjects with a loose, 
expressive style for the background—ensures the central fi gures are exquisitely rendered while imbuing the composition with 
vitality and a sense of “breathing space,” resulting in a balanced, richly layered image.
In the works of the Tkachev brothers, brushstrokes never exist in isolation; their direction, density, and weight are all 
governed by the overall composition and the intrinsic qualities of the subjects. There is no fragmented execution intended 
merely to show off  technical prowess; instead, one fi nds a blend of unadorned simplicity and refi nement, of relaxed ease and 
steady composure. This distinctive brushwork texture frees the paintings from rigid, mechanical craftsmanship, imbuing them 
with a natural, vibrant vitality—a hallmark that sets their art apart from that of their contemporaries. Realist painting has long 
been prone to the misconception that it relies solely on narrative content and draftsmanship, with the inherent creativity of its 
formal qualities often overlooked. Yet, as evidenced by “Mothers”, the Tkachev brothers clearly did not stop at a stage where 
form is merely subordinate to content; rather, they developed a distinctive artistic language characterized by their unique 
approach to composition, color, and brushwork.

3. Deep Exploration of the Humanistic Spirit
If composition, color, and brushwork constitute the formal framework of the Tkachev brothers’ oil paintings, then the 
humanistic spirit is their soul—the fundamental value toward which their entire body of work is directed. In many paintings 
depicting realistic life, ordinary people often appear merely as peripheral figures serving as a backdrop to the era. In the 
work “Mothers”, however, no fi gure is reduced to a mere illustration of an abstract concept; instead, each is endowed with 
the status of a genuine subject. The artists view these women on equal footing, treating the inner state of each individual 
as a unique and irreplaceable existence; this respect for individuality represents a profound practice of humanism. Through 
“Mothers”, they facilitate an intergenerational dialogue, exploring the eternal theme of the continuity of life across 
generations. The steadfastness of the older generation paves the way for the arrival of new life, while the advent of that new 
life signals the eventual departure of the old. This process of passing the torch is imbued with both joy and poignancy; by 
capturing these dual emotions within a single composition without favoring one over the other, the artists demonstrate an 
emotional complexity that marks the true maturity of their humanistic spirit. Ultimately, the deeply moving quality of the 
Tkachev brothers’ realist art lies in their unwavering commitment to placing the human being at the heart of their work, using 
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a simple yet powerful visual language to reveal the humanistic concern and national spirit embodied in ordinary people.

Conclusion
Within the lineage of Soviet painting, the art of the Tkachev brothers represents a significant trajectory in which realism 
extends toward humanism. Their depictions of rural groups—exemplifi ed by the work “Mothers”—demonstrate that subjects 
drawn from everyday life can embody a spiritual resonance equal to that of monumental historical paintings. Their work is 
rooted in the shared rural memories and life experiences of the two brothers; compositionally, the use of horizontal group 
arrangements and a decentralized visual order conveys a narrative stance of equality; and in terms of color, the principles of 
realistic authenticity, supported by an academic system of form, achieve a harmonious blend of truthfulness and vividness. 
Thus, the Tkachev brothers’ realist oil painting not only perpetuates and evolves the Russian realist tradition but also off ers 
a viable model for contemporary painting that balances a concern for reality, formal innovation, and cultural expression. 
Ultimately, it is through the organic integration of these elements that an artistic language of enduring vitality has emerged, 
off ering a valuable and lasting reference point for realist painting today.
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