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Against the backdrop of the snow covered Caucasian Mountains, a nomadic group travel in their

wooden carts, pulled by oxen. A little boy, wearing a Karakul sheep papakhi, and a mother cradling her
baby from the cold, walk alongside the main group. At first glance, they appear to be representative of

the pastoral nomadic tribes of the Caucasus. Mass migration of hundreds of thousands of people
across the plains of western and central Asia was once the norm. Moving their families, cattle, and
horses, the pastoral nomads would migrate twice yearly seeking fresh pastures for their livestock to

feed from, moving to more fertile, higher land with the thawing of the first snow in early spring, and lower
down in the autumn, ahead of the freezing winter. However, closer examination of the male figure on the

left hand side of the painting may reveal a more disturbing interpretation of the painting.

The figure appears to be wearing a traditional caftan-like coat of the people of the Caucasus. With its
deep ‘V’, and breast cartridge pockets, it is typically associated with the Circassians. The identification

of the coat, coupled with the solemn expressions of the figures, their exhausted cattle, and the two
ominous figures on horseback in the background of the work seem to suggest that Richard Karlovich

Zommer is in fact retelling the plight of the Circassian people. 

Spanning from the 1770s to 1864 the Circassians had fought on and off battles against the Russians.
They were slowly conquered and overcome by the Russian Army in a series of campaigns, and after the

Crimean War, Russia turned her attention to the Caucasus in full. Several indigenous groups from the
northwest Caucasus were exiled and deported to the Ottoman Empire, whilst a minority were resettled
in other parts of Russia. This policy was enforced by mobile columns of Russian riflemen and Cossack

cavalry, the two armed figures on horseback depicted in the background of Zommer’s work quite
possibly being part of that cavalry.

The exodus continued into the 1870s. The hundreds of thousands were predominately Circassians but
also included Ubykhs, Abkhaz, and Abaza. The Russians had come to refer to them collectively as



gortsy, meaning mountain dwellers. The army rounded them up, and moved them from their villages to
ports on the Black Sea, where they were transported to the Ottoman Empire. Leo Tolstoy gave the

following account: ‘It had been the custom to rush the auls (mountain villages) by night, when, taken by
surprise, the women and children had no time to escape, and the horrors that ensued under the cover of
darkness when the Russian soldiers made their way by twos and threes into the houses were such as

no official narrator dared describe’.1

An unknown number perished, dying from epidemics spread among the crowds at the ports of
departure and arrival. Others perished at sea, when ships sank during treacherous weather. 

1Baddeley, J.F., The Russian conquest of the Caucasus, 1908, p.446.
 

Artist description:
The artist and graphic designer Richard Karlovich Zommer was born in Munich in 1866. From 1884 he
studied at the St. Petersburg Academy of Fine Arts and had considerable success, receiving several

awards for his work. Zommer’s most prolific period relates to the last decade of the nineteenth century,
which he spent in Asia, where he was sent in an archaeological expedition and worked as an

ethnologist. During this period he produced a series of portraits, landscapes and works on paper,
twenty of which can be found in the Museum of Uzbekistan. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century Zommer went to Georgia, where he led an active life, travelling
extensively. He walked almost the entirety of the Caucasus Mountains and produced a number of works

during this period that provide a fascinating insight into the Caucasus from an ethnographic point of
view, as well as glimpses of everyday occurrences and situations. His charming works characteristically
display his love for truth and simplicity, and are executed using deep strong colours. Each of his works

is particular in its composition, and each tells a story.

Many Georgian artists in the course of the twentieth century were forced to take on governmental jobs,
however Zommer succeeded as a preserver of Georgian arts. Describing the world as it truly was, he

was a guardian of truth and key in the creative development of Georgian painter Lado Gudiashvili.

Zommer was Gudiashvili’s first teacher and it was Zommer who encouraged the young talented artist to
enrol at the Academy of arts in Tbilisi. The academy had a series of distinguished teachers including

the Italian painter Longo, the German painter Oskar Schmerling, and the Georgian painter Jakob
Nikolades, student of the French sculpture August Rodin. Gudiashvili thought fondly of Zommer,

recalling that he was a very articulate, jovial man with red hair, who was popular with everybody and
always wore a red scarf around his neck: ’I saw him as someone who stepped out of a Rembrandt

painting’. 

Zommer had predicted a great career for Gudiashvili, and in December 1926, the two exhibited
together at an exhibition in Tbilisi. Gudiashvili was by now well known and had his own distinct style.
However, one wonders whether Gudiashvili’s passion for Georgia and its landscape was perhaps
instilled by Zommer’s own particular and relentless obsession with the diversity of the surrounding

landscape.

Zommer was a member of many art groups, and exhibited at various exhibitions in St. Petersburg
between 1916 and 1920. He was one of the founders of the Society for Encouraging the Caucasian
Decorative Arts in Tbilisi, and took part in various exhibitions organised by the Caucasian painters

society, between 1916 and 1920 in Tbilissi, in Baku in 1907 and in Taschkent in 1915. 

For one of Zommer’s exhibitions, the Georgian journalist Michael Dschawachisschwili wrote a review in
the newspaper Znobis Purzeli. Dschawachischwili praised Zommer as a great artist, able to express a
form of realism in an outstanding way. He commented: ‘There is liveliness and holiness reflected in his

landscapes, portraits and in his representations of historical monuments.’

During the 1930s, Georgian intellectuals and artists suffered under the Stalinist regime, and in 1939
Zommer was forced to leave Georgia. After this period his exact whereabouts are unknown, this can in

http://www.sphinxfineart.com/Schmerling-Oskar-DesktopDefault.aspx?tabid=45&tabindex=44&artistid=36584


part be explained by the fact that all ethnic Germans were relocated to Siberia and Kazakhstan before
World War II. 

What is clear is that Zommer had a remarkable and dynamic life. Always on the move, he explored man
and his character, creating pictures in his individual and unique way, and provided an important role in

the history of twentieth century Georgian painting. 

Collections
Zommer is represented in the State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow, amongst other collections.


