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PRESS NOTES 

WITHOUT GORKY 
A film by Cosima Spender 

 
 

 

 
 
 

SYNOPSIS 
Without Gorky is a personal journey into a powerful family tragedy. At the centre 
of the film are the conversations between the director, Cosima, and her 
grandmother, Mougouch. The whole family has been shaped by the legacy left by 
Cosima’s grandfather: the Abstract Expressionist painter Arshile Gorky. His suicide 
in 1948 still echoes and disturbs the family’s relationships. While Mougouch, looks 
back at her time with Gorky, their daughters, Maro and Natasha, revisit painful 
childhood memories. Gorky was an elusive character who escaped the Armenian 
genocide and reinvented himself as a romantic artist in New York in the 30s. He 
struggled as a painter until he found in Mougouch the emotional support he 
needed to flourish. Their relationship was passionate and inspiring to begin with, 
but the pressure of two small children and no money soon put a huge strain on 
them. In 1947 he was struck by a series of tragedies that led to suicide. This film 
takes you through the pain and courage of the family, coming to an emotional 
climax in Gorky's birthplace: Lake Van, former Armenia. 
 
Arshile Gorky’s work can be seen in every major museum of modern art in the States. The biggest collection is 
held at the MOMA. In 2010 Gorky’s most comprehensive retrospective opened at the Philadelphia Museum of Art 
and traveled to the Tate Modern and the Los Angeles MOCA museum. He is the subject of 3 biographies by 
Heyden Herrera, Nouritsa Matossian and Matthew Spender. 
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 
It is no coincidence my mother, Maro, and grandmother, Mougouch, live in separate 
countries. My mother is still angry with my grandmother for having an affair just before my 
grandfather killed himself and then sending her and my aunt away to boarding school. All 
this happened more than sixty years ago, but at every other family dinner the subject of 
Gorky comes up. Last time it was about how he beat my grandmother. My mother defends 
him. She says: “But he was in pain Mummy.” And my grandmother, cigarette as always in 
hand, replies: “You would never have stood what I stood.” 
 
It took me ten years to convince my grandmother, Mougouch, to tell me her version of the 
story. I filmed these conversations- it was the first time she had ever told me the intimate 
details of what happened between her and Gorky and I could read the emotions on her 
face. She was his muse and she nurtured the talent of this eccentric ‘Russian’ émigré. It was 
all exciting and new, for this waspy girl.  
 
Mougouch was young and innocent and had no idea who he really was.  Gorky had 
reinvented himself as the nephew of Maxim Gorky, he said he had studied with Kandinsky, 
he even plagiarised his love letters to her. But the truth was that he was an Armenian 
Refugee who had survived the 1915 Armenian genocide after which his mother had died 
of starvation in his arms. Mougouch was too afraid to challenge his lies: she wanted to 
believe him. But once they had children, the pressures of being a young mother desperate 
to keep the children quiet so that her volatile and increasingly violent husband could paint, 
became too much. Eventually she left him when he was at his weakest- sick with terminal 
cancer and depressed he killed himself. 
 
In this film I have tried to make sense of who Gorky was and how he still overshadows our 
family. Now, I can place his extraordinary work in the context of his life. I have understood 
the vicious circle of guilt, anger and sense of loss that we seem stuck in, almost as if this has 
become the only connection we have left with my grandfather.  When we travelled to 
Gorky’s birthplace in Lake Van a shroud of mystery and pain seemed to lift and the beauty 
of the landscape appeased his daughters’ restless souls. We understood that his violent and 
brutish experiences in Armenia were preceded by the experience of supreme beauty. On 
beauty he pinned his lifelong perception, beauty was his guide, and the talisman he left his 
descendants.  
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ARSHILE GORKY’S BIOGRAPHY 
Arshile Gorky was born Vosdanig Adoian around 1902 (there are conflicting accounts of 
his birth date) in the village of Khorkom, near Lake Van, in an Armenian province on the 
eastern border of Ottoman Turkey. As a teenager, Gorky witnessed the systematic ethnic 
cleansing of his people, the minority Armenians, by Turkish troops in 1915, which drove 
Gorky’s family and thousands of others out of Van. These traumatic events culminated in 
the tragic early death of his mother from starvation in December 1918, during a winter of 
severe deprivation for the Armenian refugees. Gorky and his sister Vartoosh eventually 
immigrated to the United States in 1920, where he changed his name to Arshile Gorky (in 
honor of the famed Russian writer Maxim Gorky) and invented a new life for himself. 

After living with relatives in New England, Gorky settled in New York City in 1924, and 
enrolled at the National Academy of Design and the Grand Central School of Art (where 
he also became an instructor). Despite having some formal art training, Gorky was 
essentially self-taught, and obtained most of his education through visits to museums and 
galleries and reading art books and magazines. By doing so, Gorky became familiar with 
avant-garde European art and embarked on a systematic study of its masters, most notably 
Paul Cézanne, Pablo Picasso, and Joan Miró. To friends and colleagues who criticized his 
borrowings as having a lack of originality, Gorky stressed the importance of tradition and 
continuity, maintaining that an artist can mature only after having experienced a period of 
apprenticeship. 
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In the late 1930s and early 1940s, Gorky’s prominent position in the New York art scene 
brought him into contact with several members of the Surrealist group, who had been 
forced to flee Europe during the Second World War. His close friendship with the poet and 
leader of the group, André Breton, made a deep and lasting impression on the artist. The 
Chilean-born painter Roberto Matta also contributed to the development of his mature 
style, encouraging Gorky to improvise and experiment with biomorphic forms, and 
introducing the artist to the Surrealist technique of automatic drawing, which he deftly 
mastered. In the numerous innovative landscapes that Gorky produced in the early 1940s, 
his abstract vocabulary embraced natural and organic forms, which he conveyed with an 
explosive, erotic energy. 

Until his death in 1948, Gorky painted highly original abstractions that combined memories 
of his Armenian childhood, especially the gardens, orchards and wheat fields of his rural 
homeland, with direct observations from nature. A string of tragic events beginning in the 
mid 1940s, however, would leave the artist in both physical and emotional agony. A fire in 
his studio, a painful operation for rectal cancer, a debilitating automobile accident, and 
marital troubles led the depressed Gorky to commit suicide on July 21, 1948. Although his 
life was tragically cut short, the unique and impressive body of work that Gorky left behind 
made a profound impact on American Art, securing his reputation as the last of the great 
Surrealist painters and one of the first Abstract Expressionists. 

 

 
 
AGNES ‘MOUGOUCH’ MAGRUDER GORKY’S BIOGRAPHY 
Mougouch was born in 1921 in Boston Massachussets. She was the adventurous 
daughter of a Navy captain and followed him around Europe and Asia where he 
was stationed. In China she became interested in Communism and when she left 
her parents in Shanghai to go back to the States age 19, she worked as a 
secretary for a Chinese Communist organization in New York. In February, 1941, 
she met Gorky.  She gave him access to a whole new social circle of open minded 
and upper middle class collectors. Upset by the match, the Magruders provided 
scant support, but the growing Gorky family spent summers at their country home 
in Virginia, where Gorky, working outdoors, �made several series of astonishing 
drawings from nature.  
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She’d gone to New York to be an artist herself and met Gorky there. Now, aged 
90, she is worldly but not, it seems, world-weary. She is a woman who has seen 
life in all its permutations and been wise enough to keep her eyes open 
 
PRESS 
LITTLE WHITE LIES - UK - June 15, 2011: "Cosima Spender’s documentary about Armenian 
Surrealist and Abstract Expressionist Gorky is a deeply personal exploration of buried 
memories and distant impressions that have pervaded her upbringing; the ‘tangled, white 
noise of my life.’ Cosima’s Grandmother Mougouch met Gorky, 20 years her senior, at the 
age of 19. With a combination of archive footage, shots of paintings, her mother and 
aunt’s hazy memories, the film explores Gorky’s legacy, in the order that Mougouch came 
to know him. Gorky created a web of lies around himself, so extensive that Mougouch 
didn’t know his full background, or even real name until after his death. A series of 
unfortunate events unfolded during their relationship, leading to his suicide; his studio burnt 
down with many of his paintings, he underwent extensive surgery for cancer and broke his 
neck. What emerges is a story of Mougouch’s utter devotion to Gorky – to the detriment of 
their daughters – before their tumultuous separation. The documentary untangles the 
mystery of Gorky’s history that led to his migration to New York and offers a sense of 
catharsis, and perhaps liberation from the turbulence and confusion lingering in Gorky’s 
shadow."  
http://www.littlewhitelies.co.uk/blog/sheffield-docfest-2011-round-up-part-i-15401 
 
Time Out UK  March 2012 : **** “A Painfully intimate examination of how the 
urge to forget can be overridden by the importance of remembrance in even the 
most trying circumstances” 
 
Vogue UK April 2012: “The film’s atmosphere is tense and at times unbearably 
intimate. It is also, like them, original and entertaining” 
 
FILM CREDITS AND BIOGRAPHIES 
Director, Writer, Camera and Producer: Cosima Spender/Peacock Pictures 
Cosima grew up in Italy and moved to the UK at the age of fourteen. She attended 
Westminster School followed by a course in Art History and Anthropology at the University 
of London (UCL/SOAS  BA 1st class Honors). 
Since leaving UK’s National Film and Television School (NFTS) Cosima has directed and 
produced the critically acclaimed feature documentaries: DOLCE VITA AFRICANA (2008) 
BBCStoryville/Arte) and THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING ELEGANT (2004 
BBCStoryville/France2/France5). Her graduation film LIFE AND DEATH ON EXMOOR 
was screened at IDFA. This will be the first film produced by PEACOCK PICTURES, Cosima 
Spender and Valerio Bonelli’s company.  
 
Fi lm Editor and Producer: Valerio Bonell i  
An NFTS graduate, Valerio edited the award winning feature documentary 
ODESSA…ODESSA (Sundance Film Festival 2005, Berlin Film Festival 2005),THE 
IMPORTANCE OF BEING ELEGANT (BBC Storyville/France2) and MACAO (Arte). Valerio 
feature film editing debut was in 2007 with HANNIBAL RISING and recent credits include: 
INCENDIARY (dir:Sharon Maguire), CRACKS (dir: Jordan Scott). He is editing CEMETERY 
JUNCTION (Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant). While at film school he started a long 
collaboration with the Oscar winning film editor Pietro Scalia working together on: 
GLADIATOR, HANNIBAL, BLACK HAWK DOWN and MEMOIRS OF A GEISHA. Valerio 
also worked on Bernardo Bertolucci’s THE DREAMERS. Valerio is currently the main editor 
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of Summit Entertainment’s “Cold Light of Day” starring Bruce Willis and Segourney 
Weaver. 

 
A Peacock Pictures and Arshile Gorky Foundation Production 
directed by Cosima Spender 
edited by Valerio Bonell i 
Written and Produced Cosima Spender and Valerio Bonell i 
Cinematography by Benjamin Kracun (USA) Ula Pontikos (Turkey) Cosima Spender  
Voice Over Written by Saskia Spender  
Music Composed by  
Jason Cooper and Oliver Krauss with Matteo Cipoll ina  
Music mixed by Oliver Krauss 
Co- Producer Anna Teeman 
Producer for the Arshile Gorky Foundation Melissa Kerr 
Associate Producer Candy Coleman 
Editing Assistant Maia Maffioli 
Supervisor Sound Editor Oliver Tarney 
Dialogue Editor Simon Chase 
Sound FX Editor Dil lon Bennett 
Colourist by Paul Ensby at Technicolor 
16mm and Picture Post Production at Technicolor London 
 
USA Shoot 
Line Producer Cindy Irving 
Production Coordinator Ellen Jones 
Sound Recording Brian Miklas 
Camera Assistant Clair Popkin 
Steadycam Operator David Ell is 
Gaffer/Electrician John Draus 
Paintings Filmed at the Philadelphia Museum of Art and the L.A. MOCA 
 
Turkey Shoot 
Line Producer Cosima Spender 
Production Coordinator Gokce Saracoglu 
Sound Recordist Valerio Bonell i 
  
Musicians  
Piano Jason Cooper  
Piano and Strings Oliver Krauss  
Piano Matteo Cipoll ina  
Duduk Tigran Aleksanian  
Mandolin Oliver Cooper 
 
With the support of  
The National Endowment for the Arts USA  
and The Dadourian Foundation  
 
 
Special Thanks to   
Matthew Spender , Maro and Natasha Gorky, Mougouch Magruder Gorky 
 
Thanks to 
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Michael Taylor, Paul Schimmel, Atom Egoyan, Claire Taylor, Krikor Maksoudian, Martha 
Clark, Natasha Braier, Jakob Ihre, The Tate Modern, The Metropolitan Museum Of Art, 
Matt Adams 
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