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Erarta Galleries London is pleased to present Still Lives the first solo show of Irina
Starkova in the UK. Still Lives is the culmination of months of study of ornithological
and entomological specimens after being granted access to the archives of the Natural
History Museum and Institute of Tropical Medicine in London. Starkova decided to put
these detailed, analytical drawings at the centre of the project, examining how these
creatures have shaped the human world both physically and spiritually.

Birds and insects preserve well — their feathers and gentle wings remain beautifully
intact, though lifeless. Starkova wanted to convey these ephemeral moments of
stiliness, usually only captured by the most skillful of wildlife photographers, through
various mediums present in the exhibition. Her search for the understanding of this final
chapter of existence led her to push the boundaries of her interest in nature
photography. Majestic Golden Eagles, rainbow-like parrots and gentle butterflies, all
seemingly brought to life by the antique art of taxidermy.

Born in Moscow, 1987, Irina currently resides between London and Monaco. From an
early age, Irina became interested in photography and the art of processing and
developing film. Her oil on canvas work is largely figurative, with inspiration from Chuck
Close and Lucian Freud. Her more recent series’ have taken on a more Pop-Art edge,
largely inspired by her friend Grayson Perry, which has seen her experiment with spray
painting techniques.

For the Still Lives exhibition at Erarta Galleries London, she has created a series of
detailed oil paintings which fuse her love of portrait painting and nature, as well as
allowing her to expand into a new area of art, creating a selection of limited edition
giclée prints especially for the exhibition.

OHaving spent the summer analyzing, drawing and painting the creatures | had been
allowed to examine, | decided to put my drawings at the centre of the project. It looks at
how they have shaped the human world insofar as we constantly copy and borrow their
forms, their colours, textures and adapt them for our use.O

Notes for editors:

Erarta Galleries is dedicated to promoting contemporary Russian art and represents
more than 150 artists from over 20 regions of Russia. The Erarta Museum of
Contemporary Art in St. Petersburg opened in 2010, and is the largest private gallery of
contemporary art in Russia. The museum’s commercial galleries operate from Hong
Kong and London.



Interview with Irina Starkova

* Explain the idea behind this exhibition as a whole?

The main themes of my work are time, fragility and death. | really wanted to capture
the ephemeral beauty of nature and find a way of expressing this fleeting existence in
a momentary stillness.

There is a dichotomy between these inanimate objects, which are seemingly alive.
The birds and insects preserve well — their feathers and the wings of butterflies for
example remain beautifully intact, though lifeless.

| also wanted to show how we use the animal kingdom to express human emotion.
The chickens have been molded into poses to express basic human desires and the
eagle with the halo makes a saint out of a martyr - showing how the human world
idolizes the dead. The entomological boxes explore how insects have literally shaped
(consciously or unconsciously) household objects, symbols (letters, signs) that we use
in everyday life. For example, the physical shape of a butterfly resembles the infinity
symbol.

* Where did your interest in taxidermy begin?

I've always loved insects, collecting them, dissecting them, making homes for ants,
tadpoles and beetles. | still have remains of my childhood collection of butterflies and
beetles and it is in tact 20 or so years on - it's amazing how well they have preserved.
| love the process of relaxing the butterflies and spreading their wings on a mounting
board — | always have the feeling that they might come alive!

Two years ago | decided to do a project to look at how these creatures have shaped
our human world. | spent a lot of time digging in the archives of the Natural History
Museum and also at the Institute of Hygeine and Tropical Medicine studying their
collection of bird skins and entomological specimens. The thing that interested me the
most is the idea behind taxidermy: historically taxidermy played a key role in
promoting wildlife conservation and giving people a chance to see creatures from
different habitats that they wouldn’t have otherwise been able to see. However, today,
with the advent of modern technology, its role is less clear. This was the main
dilemma and inspiration for my project. After spending time analyzing the shapes of
creatures that lead me to conclude that they are an integral part of the human world
and we constantly borrow their forms, their colors and forms to help us in our world.

* Why do birds particularly interest you?

As a child, | spent my summers in the dacha in Russia. It was a wooden house with a
tin roof and in the spring, the swallows used to build mud nests under the roof.
Usually, by August, it would get very hot and dry, so the mud would crack and some of
the nests would detach from the roof and the eggs or chicks would fall to the ground.
So | used to wake up and collect any chicks that were still alive and rear them by hand
until they could fly away.

Following on from this, | visited the archives at NHM. They have a huge collection of
birds spread over 6 floors. | remember my first visit — it felt like something out of a
Night at the Museum. | was given a key and told on which floors | could find certain
bird species, and then left in the cold dark archives to find my inspiration. | had all
these bird corpses around me — it was utterly compelling! | remember at one point |
found the predatory bird section and pulled a four-foot bald eagle out of a plastic tray
and then carried this enormous bird through the corridors to a desk to make sketches.
There was something really poignant about holding this mighty creature, so beautifully
preserved, it felt like it might spring back to life!



» How much time did you spend in the Institute of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine?

| visited the London Institute of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine before the seeing the
birds. | was specifically interested in their microbiology department. It was a way of
immersing myself in that world and seeing the work that was carried out by the
scientists. | made several sketches and photos from my visit. The photos were taken
on my film camera, and after | developed the film, | decided to leave the images as
negatives - ostensibly to emphasise the negative connotations we have with these
critters.

* What inspires you in life and in art?

| love to collect things. It started with my insect collection when | was little, then moved
on to stamps, then to old Soviet postcards. Later, | started collecting old film cameras,
Soviet magazines and old photographs. | store these items, without having a definite
purpose for them, but | end up arranging and categorizing them, cutting out
magazines and arranging them in folders, categorizing them by colour or subject.

| also love film photography — | really enjoy processing the film and developing the
photographs — it still feels like magic when the picture surfaces on the paper. Film
photography also really forces you to think about the subject matter, composition and
the light, as you only have 10 photos per film roll.

| am inspired by literature. | love Nabokov and Bulgakov, Huxley, Greene. My
favourite artists are Louise Bourgeois, Chuck Close, Lucian Freud, Grayson Perry.

» How long does it take you to complete a painting?

It depends on the subject matter. Portraits and more detailed pieces take can take me
up to two months to complete. | mainly paint with oils which can take up to a week to
dry, and most of my portraits are built up of several layers of paint, so | usually work on
a rotation with several ongoing pieces.
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Fight or Flight

from the series OStill LivesO
100 x 100cm

Oil on French linen canvas
2015
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Gotta Learn to Fly

from the series OStill LivesO
100 x 100cm

Oil on French linen canvas
2015
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Avery

150 x 150cm

Oil on French linen canvas
2015
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Ad infinitum

60 x 60cm framed
Natural butteries
2014
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St. Vincent parrots (green & blue)
40 x 40cm

Giclée print on paper

Edition of 15+2AP

2015
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Golden eagle with halo (purple &
green)

75 X 55cm

Giclée print on paper, gold leaf
Edition of 5+2AP

2015
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Death Head Hawksmoths
29.5x42cm

Graphite on paper

2015

Irina Starkova
European Kestrel Skins
29.5 x42cm

Graphite on paper
2015
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