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By Olga Yevmenova

Th ey met in 1924, when 
Azgur was completing his 
studies in Vitebsk. It was a 
highly unusual occurrence 
for a modest student to be 
asked to create a bust of such 
an important fi gure. Th e work 
was destined for Vitebsk’s Lo-
cal History Museum. Azgur 
described that fi rst meeting 
in his memoir Th at Which 
We Remember...: ‘I saw the 
famous and favourite Peo-
ple’s poet for the fi rst time in 
front of me and looked at him 

as at a miracle. … I sculpted 
fast, but was very nervous. I 
dropped clay and a piece fell 

onto Yakub Kolas’ shoulder. I 
was embarrassed and apolo-
gised a lot but he understood 

my state and suggested that 
we take a break. He told me 
that literature is an art requir-
ing a calm mood and that it 
might be the same for sculp-
tors. Th e main thing is not to 
be anxious while working’.

Th e bust was completed 
and approved by the family 
council, on which sat another 
famous poet: Yanka Kupala. 
“From then on, Azgur re-
mained friendly with Kolas 
and his family,” explains Yele-
na Koren, a research offi  cer at 
the Memorial Museum-Stu-
dio of Zair Azgur. In his mem-
oir, Zair wrote of Kolas: ‘Th ere 
was something of the ‘peas-
ant’ in him: healthy and, I’d 
say, earthy. Sometimes, Kolas 
appeared moody and, even, 
withdrawn. Th en, I thought 
how diffi  cult his life experi-
ence had been — journeying 
through Belarus, prisons, the 
Underground movement, war, 
hunger and other tests’.

While Kolas was alive, 
Azgur sculpted him several 

times, including for the group 
for the square in 1960 — four 
years aft er the writer had 
died.

Ms. Koren, looking at the 
monument, we can hardly say 
that Kolas and Azgur were 
friends. Th ere’s no feeling of 
a personal relationship.

Th at wasn’t the aim of the 
sculpture and Azgur didn’t tend 
to portray people in that way; 
he usually created generalised 
portraits set against a specifi c 
historical time.

On either side of the 
monument to the writer 
Zair placed heroes from his 
books: Grandfather Talash, 
his son Panas, Symon the 
Musician and Hanna. Were 
living models used?

Th e image of Grandfather 
Talash is completely authentic, 
as Azgur knew the legendary 
partisan. Th e granddaughter of 
artist Valery Altufi ev, Valeria, 
modelled for Hanna. We have 
no information on the others.

Phoning Valeria Sergeev-

na, I ask about her model-
ling for Hanna and she agrees 
to meet me at Yakub Kolas 
Square so that I can truly 
compare. I ask her how old 
she was, looking at the girl of 
bronze, and she tells me, “I 
was 15-16, at high school. I’d 
known Zair since childhood 
as my grandfather’s cottage 
was near his. In summer, we 
gathered together.”

Did you have such 
braids?

Hanna has shorter ones. 
I’ve always had long hair. Her 
fi gure is also not fully mine. I 
remember Azgur saying, ‘ru-
ral girls can’t have such elegant 
legs’. He added more clay to the 
calves and heels, saying ‘Now, 
these are the legs of a rural girl’.

Was it diffi  cult to be a 
model for Azgur?

We chatted as he worked 
and I posed just 2-3 times. Af-
ter that, there was no need for 
my presence. He was a great 
anatomist! Th is is important 
for a sculptor. 

Monument honours Kolas
The 130th anniversary of the birth of Yakub Kolas is 
celebrated this year. Meanwhile, 40 years ago, a 
famous sculpture ensemble appeared in the 
square named after the People’s Poet, 
created by Zair Azgur. The sculptor 
captured the essence not just of 
the poet, public figure and 
academic but of the man 
he knew so well.

It’s said that our environment 
shapes us and this certainly seems 
true in Maxim’s case; brought up in 
a family of artists, he could hardly 
remain untouched. He currently 
studies at the Academy of Public Ad-
ministration (under the aegis of the 
President of Belarus) but recently 
took part in the 7th Open Interna-
tional Delphic Games, hosted by the 
Kazakh capital of Astana. Under the 
slogan ‘Energy of Youth’, it brought 
together over 800 youngsters from 
16 countries, competing in 19 artistic 
nominations. Festivals, exhibitions 
and presentations were the result and 
Maxim returned with a diploma in 
the ‘Poetry’ category.

“I’ve been composing verse since 
I was nine,” he reveals. “I treat my 

hobby very seriously and would love 
to completely devote myself to lit-
erature. However, I’m studying at the 
Academy so that I can be assured of 
a steady job in future; it’s diffi  cult to 
earn your living as a poet!”

Don’t you dream of seeing your 
poetry in sale in the shops?

Of course, but I already share my 
work on a website dedicated to poetry; 
it unites like-minded people, pooling 
our creativity and giving us the chance 
to critique each other’s verse. Th is in-
terchange of opinions helps inspire our 
creative growth.

What do you do if inspiration 
suddenly comes during a lecture…

It does happen sometimes but not 
because lectures are boring. An inter-
esting line may suddenly appear and I 

just have to write it down. Sometimes, 
I can’t fall asleep until I write some-
thing down that’s in my head. Poetry 
gives us the opportunity to reveal our 
inner self.

Do you try to write every day?
I write several times a week but 

not every day. I try to fi nd rhym-
ing answers to eternal philosophical 
questions and enjoy writing poetry 
dedicated to particular people. For 
example, one of my female friends is 
so dedicated to dancing that she con-
tinues through any pain. One of my 
poems honours her strength and en-
durance.

Which poems did you perform 
at the contest?

We presented three verses each: 
one explored patriotism, the second 

love and the third was a free topic. In 
the last case, I chose a work devoted to 
my mother.

Nina Kukharenko is a famous 
ceramic artist and, of course, is very 
proud of her son. She’s delighted by 
his successful studies and creativity.

Who is Maxim’s favourite poet?
He likes Maxim Bogdanovich 

among Belarusian poets while prefer-
ring the poetry of Robert Burns and 
Alberti from abroad. Th e latter used 
to write a great deal about the sea, 
admiring its beauty, and Andalusian 
landscapes. I think we should study 
the legacy of the past while bring-
ing something of our own, with new 
rhymes and interpretations.

‘Poetry gives me the opportunity 
to reveal my inner self’
Student Maxim Kishchenko successfully combines studying 
economics with searching for new poetic rhymes
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Yakub Kolas Square in Minsk

Flowers at Yakub Kolas Monument

Maxim Kishchenko (second from left) and his team mates


