
 

 

 
A. Kasteyev State Museum of Art, Almaty, Kazakhstan 

The A. Kasteyev State Museum of Art was founded in 1935 as the Kazakh State Art Gallery. In 
1965 the Government decided to build a museum for the Art Gallery. Kazakh architects Elsa 
Kuznetsova, Olga Naumova and Boris Novikov were commissioned to design the new building. In 
1976 the Gallery was merged with the Republican Museum of Applied Art. The new building 
opened for visitors in 1976. In 1984 the name changed to the A. Kasteyev State Museum of Arts of 
the Republic of Kazakhstan to honour Abylkhan Kasteyev, the Peoples Artist of Kazakhstan (1904-
1973). 

Collection 

The A. Kasteyev Museum is the largest museum in Kazakhstan and the country's leading research, 
cultural and educational fine arts center. The museum’s rich, diverse and precious collection gives 
a broad sense of the artistic culture of Kazakhstan, Europe and Asia. It includes more than 25,000 
art objects by old masters and contemporary artists. Outstanding works by Kazakh and Foreign 
artists have been collected since the Museum’s existence. The Dutch and Flemish painters from the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century are well represented. To give an impression of the scope of 
paintings of the Low Countries, you can find Abraham van Beijeren’s Still-life with Fish, Albert 
Cuyp’s Landscape with Cows, Jan van Gool’s, Cattle on a Road, Adriaen van Ostade’s Local Market, 
Roelant Savery’s Orpheus amidst the Animals Jacomo Victors’ Turkeys and Peacocks, David 
Vinckboons’ John the Baptist in the Woods, Jacob de Wit’s Children’s Bacchanal and Frans Francken 
II’s Battle between the Israelites and Amalekites.  

Photographs, Archives and …? 

SCI representatives, Ilona van Tuinen, Bernard Vermet and Lia Gorter visited Almaty in 2010. 
Renovations were planned for the museum building and the collection was already transferred 
when we arrived, with the exception of the Dutch and Flemish collection.  

The museum staff facilitated us with two halls to study the Dutch and Flemish collection, kept in 
the building and waiting for us. We were able to photograph and document the Dutch and 
Flemish works of art (48 works in total) as well as the available archival documents such as 



restoration history, treatments undertaken by the restorer, pedigree, history of exhibitions and 
publications per painting.  

After long days of work, Director Kulzhazira K. Mukazhanova showed us the city Almaty. One 
evening we were invited for a dinner at the private home of the director. We talked about the 
independence of the country since 1991 and about the differences between the past and the 
present. I was personally at that time involved in the publication of two catalogues of the Dutch 
and Flemish collections of the State Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts in Moscow. During my 
involvement in Moscow, it came up as to how remarkable it was that during the second world war 
there was no director in the Pushkin Museum. My understanding was that Vladimir Eifert (181 had 
been director of the State Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts until 1939, that he had to step down 
because he had a German last name and was banned in 1941 to one of the southern republics. 
Could it have been in Kazakhstan? Perhaps those at the table knew about his whereabouts. I had 
been told that he was also a painter and collector of fine art.2 And interestingly that he was allowed 
to take his collection of several hundred paintings with him to his place of exile.3 What happened 
to the paintings? If it was a large collection, where could it be? How could they disappear entirely? 

Gulag and Art 

During that dinner, it was shocking to learn that two 
members of the staff of the Kastejev Museum were, as 
children, with their families in the same camp as Vladimir 
Eifert and his wife Elizeveta Efremovna4. This was the same 
Gulag camp as Alexander Solzhenitsyn describes in his book 
One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, however the staff lived 
in a different part with their families, in Karaganda. From 
1944 on, Vladimir Eifert taught children drawing, painting 
and art history. Due to these lessons at the minor’s club, 
‘Kirov’ Eifert had encouraged young men and women to 
become artists or art historians who later became the Almaty 
museum staff that we became acquainted with. The banned 
Kazakh families as well as those with German last names, 
like Eifert, were rehabilitated in 1956. After the banishment 
was lifted, people went their own way as quickly as possible. At the table, nobody could tell us 
what happened to Eifert and his wife. ‘He did not want to go to Moscow. They may have gone 
south. He came out of the Gulag as a Grey Man.’ 

It is amazing that my curiosity, triggered by an empty space in a timetable of directors of the State 
Pushkin Museum in Moscow, and just by asking questions, brought to light that we were working 
with the pupils of Vladimir Eifert, personified in the staff of the A. Kasteyev Museum in Almaty.  

Lia Gorter, director, Cultural Inventory Foundation 

 
1 Eifert, Vladimir Alexandrovich: Schilderij, ‘Naderende storm’, 1935, 39х29,8 cm 
2 In 1896 Vladimir Eifert started to work in a photo studio retouching photograph and became a member of an artist 
studio and got acquainted with Boris Mikhailovich Kustodiev (1878-1927) a pupil of the painter Ilya Repin.  
3 For the former director of the State Pushkin Museum of Fine Art in Moscow history had its oddities. Vladimir 
Alexandrovich Eifert was banished in 1941-1944 to the Kolkhoz Pushkin in Kazakhstan. 
4 After his death in 1960 his wife Elizeveta Efremovna, published a small book about their life. Because of their bad 
health they were send to Karaganda and stayed there from 1944 until the ban was lifted in 1956.  


