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8 February 2023 
 

Hayley Eber, Acting Dean  
Alexander Tochilovsky, Exhibition Committee Chair 
The Irwin S. Chanin School of Architecture 
The Cooper Union 
30 Cooper Sq 
New York, NY 10003 

 
hayley.eber@cooper.edu 
sasha.tochilovsky@cooper.edu 

 

Dear Ms. Eber and Mr. Tochilovsky, 
 

As a coalition of over 50 national non-profit organizations united in defense of 
free expression, we are writing to share our concern over Cooper Union’s 
repeated postponements of its exhibition titled Vkhutemas: Laboratory of the 
Avant-Garde, 1920-1930.  It’s our understanding that the project has been 
delayed at least twice in response to complaints related to Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine: once, in late Spring 2022, again in late January 2023.  

Even though the Vkhutemas exhibition was based entirely on the work and 
research of Cooper Union students, and even though it refers to a design school 
which was operational in a time that long preceded the modern Russian state, 
some objectors denounced the project as pro-Russian propaganda. Other critics 
considered it a deeply insensitive choice on behalf of the school, which is 
located in a Ukrainian neighborhood. In response to these complaints, the 
school suspended the exhibition. 

The suspension is deeply troubling. While academic and cultural programming 
should certainly take into account concerns driven by geopolitical conflict, it 
should not be subservient to them. An educational institution’s first 
responsibility is to maintain the integrity of its instruction and scholarly 
research, not to cater to political demands. If an exhibition about a historical 
design school is to be suspended just because one hundred years later, after 
several regime changes, the country in which it operated is involved in a war of 
aggression, then any display related to the heritage of  “bad actor” countries 
could be subject to a similar fate. This would have crippling effects on cultural 
and historical explorations. It would subject all human heritage to the reductive 
filter of contemporary political conflict.    
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We’re heartened to learn that the Vkhutemas exhibition is being rescheduled 
for the coming months. The other aspects of Cooper Union’s response—
engaging its surrounding community, arranging additional programming, and 
providing additional materials to frame the project—are appropriate and 
commendable. It is our hope that moving forward, leadership at the Cooper 
Union recognizes that the institution does not need to suspend programming in 
order to incorporate such approaches.  

Sincerely, 
 
 

Elizabeth Larison 
Director, Arts & Culture Advocacy Program 
National Coalition Against Censorship     

 

cc: Laura Sparks, President, Cooper Union 
 

 
 
 


