
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Galerie Max Hetzler is pleased to present Celso and the past, an exhibition of ten paintings by Sergey 
Kononov at Bleibtreustraße 45 in Berlin. This is the artist’s first solo exhibition with the gallery.  

In his intimate portraits, Ukrainian painter Sergey Kononov captures quiet moments of solitude or 
togetherness. Light-drenched and pooled in grainy, ochre tones, Kononov’s canvases exude a 
tenderness and familiarity reminiscent of a bygone era, thus probing the conventions of realist painting. 
‘It’s important for me to capture a luminosity. I want to recreate the look of old films – that grain, that 
warm light – which I’ve loved my whole life,’ the artist explains.1  

In the present exhibition, three closely cropped portraits depict faces obscured by cascading locks of 
golden hair. Subsumed in their inner selves, eyes closed or cast downward in martyr-like poses, 
Kononov’s subjects are imbued with the immediacy of photographic snapshots and the timelessness 
of ancient frescoes. 

In other compositions, Kononov presents lingering glimpses of domestic solitude. A girl falls asleep in 
the study of an Italian palazzo, slumped over an open book. In another painting, she languidly rests her 
head on an ornate chair, seemingly caught in a moment of melancholy, the tiled floor beneath her 
providing a mosaic backdrop. Set in these anachronistic interiors, the contemporary body takes on a 
distinct ethereal quality, as though suspended in time and place.  

Kononov’s subjects are intimate by nature: they usually depict people he is close to, photographed 
and later eternalised in paint. In one work, a man rests in his companion’s lap, his arms slung around 
her upper body. In another, a couple sprawls across a sumptuous orange sofa, a vintage rug slipping 
out from under their bare bodies and onto the wooden floor. As enigmatic as they are exposed, these 
paintings radiate with raw vulnerability. Rendered against a flat swathe of vivid ochre, a solitary sitter 
confronts the viewer’s gaze in another composition. With fists raised, he displays his gold-ringed 
fingers.  

Carnal, bold and nostalgic, Kononov’s paintings offer searing tributes to youth in a time of socio-
political turbulence. In his depictions, Kononov is meticulous, as attuned to posture as he is to drapery 

 
1 S. Kononov, ‘Sergey Kononov doesn’t like to be rushed’, Plaster Magazine, October 2024.  
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and pattern. Each surface is rendered with care, built up from diminutive marks and haloed in a golden 
light that speaks to the artist’s varied influences – from Impressionism to Lucian Freud, Andrew Wyeth 
and Sandro Botticelli. At once haunting and familiar, fleeting and timeless, Kononov’s portraits unlock 
something of his protagonists’ inner lives, imbuing the quotidian with a new – and needed – sensuality.  

 

Sergey Kononov (b. 1994, Odesa, Ukraine) lives and works in Paris, France. The artist’s work has 
been the subject of institutional solo exhibitions at Théâtre National de La Criée, Marseille (2020); 
Ukraine National Art Museum, Kyiv (2015); and the Museum of Odesa Modern Art (2014). Kononov’s 
works are in the public collections of Fondation Francès, Clichy / Senlis; and the Museum of Odesa 
Modern Art.   
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London W1S 4NS 
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