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Where is the Underground Today?: 

on Cultural Continuity in Russia

I would like to discuss changes on the Russian cultural scene. A question can be raised here: to what extent a culture, which has the nature of a code, follows the social changes of the last two decades? Are we witnessing a change of pattern, or just a change of cultural protagonists?
The 60s and 70s: Notes on Unofficial Life in Moscow

As a point of departure I have chosen a recently published book of memoirs written by a former underground artist. The author’s name is Ilya Kabakov, and the title of the book is The 60s, 70s: Notes on Unofficial Life in Moscow (published in Russian). The author, a Moscow conceptualist who emigrated in the early 80s and gained recognition in the West, lives in New York and is mainly known to Western audiences for his installations recreating Soviet environments. One, for example, is a part of the permanent exhibition at the Maillol Museum in Paris (Dina Vierny, the founder of the museum was a friend of Ilya Kabakov and one of his supporters in the West). A critic stated that a contemporary artist can be described as a “social critic, ethnologist, sociologist, curator, artist + critic, and even a terrorist.”


At least “art-critic and ethnologist” is quite true in respect to this book. It contains a vivid and detailed description of the underground environment and aesthetics in Moscow and Petersburg; and among other observations, an exquisite interpretation of squalid and ugly things as objects of art. To explain this Kabakov uses sculpture as an analogy, where some parts of sculptured emerging bodies are clearly shaped while others are sunken into amorphous chunks of materia:

All things that surround us are “bad,” in my opinion, in this particular sculptural way. Only in part do they look and function like cups, TVs, chairs, trams, etc, however they mostly belong  to this blind, wordless, shapeless “nothing,” this chaos which permeates and penetrates everything around us.

This description, conveying a sense of the shifting foundations of human existence resting on chaos, is represented by material objects and environments of Soviet culture – as objects of art. The artistic environments described in the book are well in keeping with this subject. There is an array of spatial metaphors used to describe an artist’s situation in contemporary art and society: “underground” is frequently used both as a common metaphor meaning a marginal position in culture and as a visual image, a fragment of reality: a studio happened to simply be a damp basement with a white mushroom growing there. Another non-poetic metaphor used as a description of a conceptualist’s place in culture was a tin can, a kind of Jules Verne bathysphere inside of which an artist is peering out. 


The atmosphere of these squalid environments of the 70s was electrifying. It was defined in terms of a confrontation between official and unofficial culture. It can theoretically be described as the most recent example of “a dual model” in Russian culture, investigated by the Moscow-Tartu semioticians as a pattern in Russian culture ( other examples would be: Westernizers and Slavophiles in the 19th century, old and new believers, sincerity and artifice in Tolstoy, sin and salvation etc.

According to one of the founders of Russian semiotics, Boris Uspensky, it is this dualism that gave Russian culture its dramatic quality. This “dualistic language” was shared by participants, both the creators of art and their public. However the social body of this structure was not “binary.” In fact there were a number of circles or environments – holes – where political power could not reach, though they were not necessarily interconnected. These groups perceived themselves as an opposition to the centralized cultural politics. To give one example, the orthodox church was a  marginalized institution and had an underground existence unrelated to the iconoclastic conceptualists. However in the 70s, even this was not impossible.

The Expectations and Disappointments of the 90s


Ilya Kabakov makes an observation – quite ironically – which proved to be true in his case. He speaks about a pattern of something one could a call cultural change, which in fact is a rotation of the persecution and canonization theme in Russian culture during the Soviet era. He even labels it as a kind of cultural “necrophilia.”

A dead person acquires the budding features of a baby. His face becomes round and good-looking while the face of a living person, on the contrary, becomes livid and skeletal. We do not have anyone more healthy and eternally living than Pushkin and more dead, evil and skeletal than Solzhenitsyn. (Kabakov: 300)

The cycle of rotation would arguably be 60 years. It was in fact even shorter for Solzhenitsyn, Brodsky, and for Kabakov himself. In 2004 Kabakov’s exhibition was brought to the Hermitage and installed in one of its adjacent wings (Incident in the Museum, 2004). Symbolically this meant a rather pompous integration of once underground art into the body of the Russian cultural tradition embodied by the institution of the Hermitage. The electrifying tension was neutralized, and the role of tension-maker passed on to media. 


The cultural climate of 90s up until now can be described as an expectation of a great work of art corresponding to the major social changes that the country has undergone. There is a constant note of disappointment that such a great work of art, i.e. a great novel in literature, failed to appear. Debates about nominations of the Russian Booker Prize in literature is one example of this. The Russian contemporary art scene is in fact shaped by representatives of the former underground, and they are primarily rooted in the aesthetics of the 70s. The times of the social upheaval of Perestroika failed to create its own aesthetics. Instead it medialized what had been done before, and in some instances gained recognition in the West (Brodsky, Solzhenitsyn and Kabakov). The conceptualist movement that Ilya Kabakov represented, which was a Russian brand of postmodernism, passed its prime in the 90s and lost its target. Instead of parody, stylization, witty interpretations – there was a longing for a monolithic style – some authors disembarked on a search for a new aesthetics – but this search did not turn out to be fruitful, and longing for “wholesomeness” either became an imitation of the monumentalism of the 30s in the visual arts or a turning to nationalism and orthodoxy as a remedy.

Binary or Ternary?
During the 90s it was quite unclear whether Russian culture was about to abandon its binary patterning and become a more Western type of culture, “ternary” with ample corridors of neutral space, according to Juri Lotman. In 2000, in the climate of growing censorship and the government-promoted ideal of a nationalistic church-oriented art, it has become more likely that this pattern is going to reproduce itself again. 


Theoretically speaking, it is still unclear even today whether the dual pattern of Russian culture is going to reproduce itself once again or not, and who the protagonists of this future drama will be. 


Meanwhile, semiotic theory has been subjected to a reevaluation. In a recent article, a prominent historian of Russian language and culture, V. Zhivov commented on the limitations of the Moscow-Tartu school of semiotics. Its main weakness according to him is the focus on language patterning with little or no attention paid to sociology or philosophy. However it is not clear whether the relative disregard of sociology was an advantage or disadvantage to the Formalists, and later on to the semiotic school of thought. Its “linguicentrism” was fruitful and allowed us to uncover constant cultural patterns. These are “eyeglasses,” patterns for categorizing cultural changes. 


Probably in the near future we will see what is right. There is no clarity as yet, but some protagonists are emerging.


One is the Russian Orthodox church which is gaining ground in the mass-media where it has become a force to be reckoned with. The church sponsors art (it recently organized a film festival although no prize was awarded), certainly a candidate for being neo-official art. There is also a brand of “commercial” decorative art and style of the new Russians – ‘the glamour.’ It is the church-based patriotism that has received government support, and if this union is to persist, there will be an opposition from the secular west- oriented computer users who are hard to control and who produce their computer-based graffiti in virtual space. At this point in time, it is too early to say which new cultural constellation we will see, however it is probable that binary patterning will be a gun that fires once again. 
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