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David Riff (D.R.): “Post-Soviet space” is a very popular term, but few people
actually bother to explain what it means when they use it. Most often, it is little
more than a collective representation of the vast geopolitical zone that arose with
the collapse of the Soviet Union. I feel that this is far too vague. In the best case,
post-Soviet space becomes an imaginative accumulator for a phantasmagoria of
the past, a vicarious experience seen at an untouchable distance. Working to
disambiguate the term, we could ask, with Henri Lefebvre, whether “post-Soviet
space” forms a language, a spatial idiom of its own? Was there such a thing as
“Soviet space” as a specific mode of producing the domiciles, institutions, and
“common places” of socialism? (Lefebvre seemed to think that this was not the
case.) In short, how would you define “post-Soviet space”?

Sergei Sitar (S.S.): It would probably be best to separate these questions out into
chronological order. We can begin by clearing up the specificity of “Soviet”
space in relation to “Western” space (in the time of their global competition),
without ignoring their similarities. It makes most sense to understand them as
“evil twins” that produced one another in the same industrial epoch. I think it
might be productive to see the opposition between Soviet space and Western
space from the vantage of “Hegelian” and “Kantian” principles. In Kant’s critical
philosophy, space is understood as a resource and a means (for organizing
experience) – something like “fossil fuel,” hidden from reason in the depths of
the a priori. Understood in this way, the American cities from the period of rapid
urbanization – from New York to Los Angeles – make a very “Kantian”
impression. Everything begins with a homogeneous street grid at right angles
(space appropriated or captured according to a rational principle). But then,
everyone does what he feels like doing; there’s competition and diversity
(guaranteed by the relative legislation of the rational mind). The meaning that all
of this produces is just as self-evident and absurd as the famous Kantian “starry
sky” (which is probably where the American star-spangled banner comes from).
During visits to Western cities, one constantly falls prey to the feeling of some
kind of redundant, mannerist, even sybaritic hallucination, whose most extreme
manifestation is obviously Disneyland or the “themed mall.”
Hegel, in turn, defines space as “difference understood indifferently,” that is, as
an ecstatic surmounting of all differences in favor of reaching the highest level of
abstraction. This, of course, reveals an eschatological outlook so characteristic
for his thinking, which ultimately leads to the postulation of “time as the truth of
space…” In the framework of the project “Shrinking Cities,” [an examination of
former industrial centers all over the world, shown at Berlin’s Kunstwerke in
2004], we studied about 10 small and medium sized towns of the depressed
Ivanovo region. What amazed me most wasn’t necessarily the monotony of their
standardized housing or the similarity of their spatial configuration (by the way,
not one of these towns actually follows a rigid grid plan), but their outrageous
uniformity on the level of infrastructures for everyday life and culture/education.
While the aspect of everyday life has been reduced to a bare minimum (in
comparison to that in the “West”), culture is somehow “pathologically”
hypertrophied. The tiny, dying town of Yuzha with a population of 15,000, in
which the first private cafe only opened in 2004, has three public libraries that
operate regularly. The town has its own museum and its own newspaper. There
are four high schools with countless activity groups, sections of institutions of
higher education, an athletic center with a stadium, a dramatic theater, orchestras
and rockgroups, a folk-choir, and a whole plethora of small cultural institutions,
including, for instance, a “society of poets.” All of these are somehow
interwoven with the municipal authorities, and through them, with the federal
power-center. And it was basically like this in the Soviet period. Then again, in
the Soviet period, the arteries of this network circulated ideological information
that was produced in the center, while today, the whole “point” (or “content”) is

�����������	��
�������������	���
������
����������
��
�
����
��������
��
�������������
��
����
��������	���������
�������������������������� ��
���������
���
��!�"�#��������$���
�����������
	����	���
�����
����
��%������	���
�������
��������	����
������
����������������������
����
���
����&&&'!�(��������������$���
���������
����������������	������
��������!�)���������������

����������	���
������
��������
�������������������*�
�����������
�������!�"�����
�
�������

����
����$���������
���������������+
���,�*���������-����������������#�����
���.������������
/
����������	���
������
����0��
�%�*����	�������
�������	�����������
������
����

���
��������1�&�#��������������
�%�*����	���2������	���
������
����3�	�	���������
����

������������-���#���
�����%�����2��#�����

�������3���%�������1�4,�*�����
���-�����������
�
$������
��������%�����
�5!�6�	�	��������
���������2
����������	���
������
����31

�
��
��������	��
����-������
������
�������������
���-����$�����
����������
��������	��

����	�����
��������
����
�
����
�%�*�	��/������	���0�
������
�����
����
���
���	�/��
��
���0
4�����
������������
������
��
�������5!�(���
��	���
���$������������������������!�!����������������
	�	�/����%�����
�������
�	��0�������������
���-��

�����
���������-���
���������
���$
����!�7
�

��������������
����	���
���
���
�	��������	�������������	���
������
�����
������
�����������
��
��
��������	�����
����������
���/�������
�	���0���/	�
���
�	���0�
����!�)�	�������	��
*�����*���8�
���
������
���������������������	�	�����������������	�4����
���%����
���5��������
��	����/
����
������	�
������0��
������	���	����������
����
��������
��������!�6����������	�
�	��
�������
�����������
���%��

����
�������������(���9��	�����,���+
-��������
�������������
�
/	�
���
�	��0��
������
��!�(���
������������������

���
���������
������	�����%�4��%��
���
�
������

���������������

����
������
����5�������������	������������������
���
������	�
	���
%����
���
���������4
�����
�������
�����	�
������������������5!�&�����������$�������	�-���������
��
�������
�	�	��
���
�����	�
����	���/�����
���
���0�4��������������
����������	�
�	��������
��

���������*���5!�)��������������������
��
����������
�����

��������������#�#�
���	�	������
�������
�������
�������	��������������-����������	���������%�
�����
������
�����
�*����%���
	��������������
�����������:��
����
����/���������	�������0!
;������������������������
���������
������
�����	�	�/���������
��
�
�������������0������������$��
������������$	��������	���
��	�	���
�����������
�
������������-�
���������������
��������	%��!
<����	�
��
����	��������������	���
�����������	���$�������������	�������
��������������������	
�����-��
���/�����
��	�	�����
��
������
����0!
8�������������	���
���	���/=�����#���������0�
������������������
���
����	��>?�������������
��
����������
������
���6��
���	�����������������
����
��������������
����������-��
����
���

����
�����
������������	����
�������������
��
������
���	�
*�����%���4�
�������-���	������	��
���
���
��
������$�����������5������
��#�����
���

�����
������
��������������������	���	������
��
������������
����
*������	����!���������������������
������%�����
�����
������
������
�����
4
������
�
�����/��
����05����	������
�����	�	����/
����������	�0��������!�)�	�����
����������#��
�������@-��
��>A�������������	��������B??C����������	������	��
���������
����������
���	�*��
��������
���$��������
�����

����������#���
�����
�����������	�����������������

����������
�����������
����	��������������

����	��-	�����������
���)=D����
�����
���%�
������������
���
�������������	����������	����

���
����
����������#��%������������	���	������
����
�����%��
�	�������
�
�������/��#������
�$���0!�)���$�����	������
����
���
����
������
�%�
���
������������
������
�������*�������
���%�
����!�������
�
����	�����
����	����	�����	���������(��������
�
���������$��������������-��
���%��	����������
��������

�����%�
���������������	����
*����%�����
�������/�����0�4����/	�
��
�05�������$�����������-������	��
���������
!�&	���������������	�
�
������
��������'�����������������������
������
���%��

��������	�����������������
���������

��
��
�	���/�����
��0�����������
�����
������	����������������������������������	�������
��
�
����
���#������������
�����-	����
���������	������
���
�����%�����������
����	��������������	
��	�����
�������
�������������������	���/���
���$	��
0!�E�����
����������������/����
��
�
��0�$��

����������������
�����
������
���	�	�
����	���
������������-���������	����������	������	����	�

�����

������%�
����	�	���������
�����������
�
��
�������������-������

��������
�.�/:��
����
$�������
�����F0!��������
���������	�������������
������������
��%������������-�
���$����%������������
��
������

��������
��������
�����4
�
���������������
�����������
����
�
���/�����
�#��

��������

����0�
������
������������	�	�����#�5!�<����
������	��������	���
����������	���
��
�
�����	�	����	
������
��������
���
���-����������/E����0�
�-����������
�����������������

�
��'�����!



really far from obvious. One gains the impression that Russia with its structures of power and
organization remains integrated into a certain kind of “communitarian” body whose main
activity is that same Hegelian self-cognition, in the course of which entire villages and city-
blocks sporadically fall into the void of alcoholic oblivion, into a Buddhist “black screen.”
Then again, in fact, this “self-cognition” finds its inner impulse in that same Buddhist-
Hegelian absolute negation, the negation of any kind of self-evidence or self-identity
whatsoever, expressed as something like “Fuck all this shit!” In a system like this, space is not
a means but an end to itself. The fulfillment of space as a goal is also simultaneously the
moment of its sublation (for example, in time, through the annihilation of space’s “time-
emitting incompleteness”, or in some other way). A touch of characteristically Hegelian
suicidal heroism is hardly coincidental here, which might be why the leaders of Hamas
decided to visit Russia before any other place…

D.R.: I think the Hegelian metaphor of interiorization or re-collection (Er-innerung) can be
quite useful in rescuing “Hegelian space” from an overwhelming negativity.  At the end of
Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit, the Mind dissolves and submerges into “the night” of its
own materialization […]. As the mind immerses into history as space, it gradually embarks
through “a sequence of spirits, a gallery of images, each of which is endowed with the full
wealth of spirit, and thus moves so slowly, because the self will need to penetrate and digest
this entire wealth of its substance.” The black screen you mention actually contains the Er-
innerung of all histories of the past. To Hegel, writing history transforms the negativity of
complete expenditure to a positive aspect of identity. This notion is not only important to
understanding the remains of the Soviet Leviathan, but also how Soviet space itself was
articulated. Following a Leninist-Hegelian paradigm, Soviet culture tried to interiorize “the
best” of bourgeois culture, assuming that it contains the repressed residue of revolution, which
the making of history now needs to unlock. Anyway, we could try to apply this paradigm to
late Soviet and post-Soviet space, even though it would take a whole book to do this properly.
It might help us to understand how the language of Soviet space has been internalized as
cultural competency, how it is reproduced under new conditions of globalized capitalism, and
how it can be recaptured or liberated…

S.S.: Yes, but we should also be careful about our intentions. To my view, an uncritical
immersion into rhetorics of ‘recapturing’ or ‘liberating’ space (or language) in post-Soviet
Russia would all-too-quickly bring us into a position that we called “Kantian” above. This
position is seductive because it was articulated and stabilized so effectively by 20th century
avant-gardes of every ilk. To simplify, it can be reduced to two points: a) space exists and is
accessible, it only needs to be liberated (just as Kant liberated the space of philosophy from
outdated prejudices, just as the European liberated North America from its indigenous
populations); b) genuine cultural production is inseparable from the assertion of the critical
autonomy of the subject (or “subject-group,” as in Deleuze and Guattari). To paraphrase a
famous formula by Lefebvre, one could say of this position that “[its] liberating element was
metamorphosed into exaltation.” It’s not so much that I see some kind of ethical flaw in this
approach, but in my opinion, it considerably narrows and schematizes our perspective. In
order to avoid this, we need to leave behind a certain type of squeamish-superficial
relationship to such a specific Soviet phenomenon as “centralized and unified cultural
production,” which was (and still is) based upon the network of cultural institutions we
talked about above. In the Soviet period, the center installed three networks through the
Soviet Union: a network of educational institutions, of libraries, and of “houses or palaces of
culture.” All of these networks still remain within state’s economic circuit, while, at the same
time, they continue to serve as a platform in the process of development of the local mass
media. By the way, one of the result of the Perestroika was that contemporary art was also
institutionalized in Russia under the aegis of the state, in the form of network of “centers of
contemporary art” in all major cities […]
The “arborescent” character of this general cult-structure – which has always doubled the
structure of power and has borne the burden of forming the world-view and self-identity of
the ‘masses’ – gave rise to the following paradox: in the language of the average citizen, the
expression “to go to the district” or “to travel to the province” meant to move from any place
on the territory of district/province to its center (capitol). As we know, the All-Union
Exhibition of Economic Achievement, or Moscow in general represented the entire Soviet
Union. In other words, Soviet space already essentially represented something quite distant
from the Euclidian or Cartesian model of space: it expanded to the centers and contracted to
the periphery, repeatedly reproducing all elements of the periphery in each center. At some
point, the craters of the cultural centers crept outward and flowed into the “center that is
everywhere”, that is, they evenly flowed out into the global space of All-Union television
and radio. Moscow Conceptualism was “reflecting” this, more than anything else; – as Boris
Groys has justly noted, its problematic is all about the “technology of medial representation”
(relation between image and text etc.)…

D.R.: Then again, it seems to me that the approach of Moscow Conceptualism to
representation stems from the return of categories like interior and exterior, center and
periphery... From the late 1960s onward, the “common space” of exteriorized revolution
appeared as a collection of absurd “commonplaces.” “Inner space,” in contrast, was an
aggregate of air-pockets in the very cultural institutions you mentioned and the safe-havens of
domestic space proper. By the 1970s-80s, as the Moscow Conceptual School was emerging, it
seemed that the depleted “official” culture of revolution could be “interiorized,” penetrated,
and digested. However, it soon became clear that the resulting potential was overwhelmingly
negative. The interior of “second culture” suddenly appeared as a periphery with an empty
center, a room with a hole in the roof. Even its atomized (formerly communal) subject had
flown off into space, as in Kabakov’s famous installation…

S.S.: Kabakov’s communal subject really had flown off into the space. A little like the hero of
the TV-series “Ghost in the Shell,” it began to circulate in the channels of satellite
communications, where it soon encountered its vis-à-vis, the American consumer, who turned
out to be just as “deterritorialized” by CNN et. al.
However, in this case, I think we should be more interested in the concrete “infrastructural”
dimension of continuously modernizing and all-encompassing communicational strata, –
constituted by the aforementioned enormous ‘cult-machine’, which has been reproducing the
symbolic order since times immemorial, and which still is determining the most basic and
stable contours of our conversation’s object, post-Soviet space. At the brink of the 1990s and
in the period that followed, it really did go through a period of relative destabilization,
“watering down” and “openness.” For example, in that period the (official!) county
newspaper of Yuzha (called “Shining Path”) had published a series of articles with the general
title “How Mankind Appeared on Earth and Who Controls It.” The source of these mystical
insights was indicated by the newspaper as “messengers” of otherworldly, galactic forces with
names that are very difficult to pronounce. There were hundreds of thousands of publications
like this throughout the country at the time. Sadly, such “ecstasies” were not always so
chaste; the papers would also write that the KGB was ‘remotely raping’ and forcefully
changing the outer appearance of people through secret UHF generators, for example […]
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D.R.: Such phantasmagoria arises from the contradictions of spatial disintegration.
Planning institutes were cut up into small private businesses; subterranean
underpasses were transformed into low-cost shopping arcades, endless rows of stalls
with junk… On the other hand, there was also a “collective” sense of possibility,
which seems to have been thoroughly disappointed, or – on a more hopeful note –
interiorized again…
To me, it seems that a great symptom of what happened in culture (and the outlook
onto formerly “common” space) can be found in provocative artistic performances
like Osmolovsky’s legendary action on Red Square in 1991, where he orchestrated
the laying-out of the Russian profanity khui (=cock). Actions like these tried to
detourn a routinized set of representations, thus indicating what seemed like a great
representational potential for a genuine, radical democratic revolution, […] or – as
time passed – to show that the Perestroika was already burnt out like the Russian
parliament after it was shelled in 1993. By now, most artists (including Osmolovsky
himself) have turned away from such interventions. This is symptomatic. If you tried
to build a barricade today in the center of Moscow without permission, you’d be
arrested immediately. Anyway, as post-Soviet society stabilizes, it becomes clear that
the Soviet experience of space – both official and “non-official – actually contributes
both toolkit and material for constructing a locality compatible with the world
market: its fragments are intermixed with new (market based) modes of production.
By now, it seems like there are many different projects of control afloat. All these
projects coexist somehow and even seem at odds with one another, but can also be
subsumed under the neoliberal logic of a market economy.
Moreover, it is symptomatic – and I think this has to do with the difference between
Hegelian and Kantian paradigms – that there is very little “critical-creative”
sociology of the type that was and still is very popular in Western art after the
“spatial turn.” Your examination of Ivanovo in “Shrinking Cities” was one of the few
examples that went in this direction, but it seems to me to have thoroughly
interiorized the methods of Moscow Conceptualism. Which methodologies do we
have at our disposal in approaching post-Soviet space critically, politically, pointing
toward possibilities of the spaces we inhabit without immediately meaning the
possibilities of capital’s endless expansion? Can critical methodologies “free” space
at all? And what about art?

S.S.: I’m afraid that I will have to seek the help of Henri Lefebvre yet again in order
to “ground” the rather common poetic image of contemporary Russia as a helpless
maiden in the hands of two double-dyed executioners, bloodthirsty Global Capital
on the one hand, and the Soviet Leviathan “back from the grave” on the other. But
first, I’ll say just few words about the influence of Moscow Conceptualism on our
research. You might remember that that among other pieces of “esoteric slang,” the
discourse of the Collective Actions group (and especially Andrei Monastyrsky’s
novel “Kashirskoe Shosse”) actively uses a descriptive-analytical category called
“consensual reality.” Basically, this is the same thing as what a Marxist-Leninist
system of coordinates names as “objective reality.” However, in this case, the
application of this epithet is not only a gesture that expresses its author’s belligerent
relationship to Marxism. For a while, I did not know what to call one of the central
projects in the framework of our study, which was, in fact, dedicated to uncovering
the procedures of stabilizing reality through spatial practices and communication in
a concrete locus (Ivanovo), and in the end, I decided to call it “Consensual City.” I
have to say that this name initially evoked a negative response from some of our
progressive-minded Western partners in the “Shrinking Cities” project: consensus?,
they said, and what about discord? It was very difficult to explain.
It was only after the project was completed that I unexpectedly came across a
passage in “The Production of Space” where Lefebvre describes the integral of
spatial “moments” rendered intelligible through social praxis with the exact word
“consensus,” while underlying the primary nature of this “consensus” in relation to
the “subject.” However, what seems even more important (applicable to both our
research on Ivanovo and the tradition of conceptualism) is Lefebvre’s notion of
“texture,” with whose help he, on the one hand, includes spatial action into the
family of other signifying practices, and, on the other hand, underlines the
“holographic” specificity of this action, which (on the path to space-as-consensus)
synthesizes a large number of “systems” and “sub-systems” of meaning in the
framework of a certain “supercoding” that “tends toward the all-embracing presence
of the totality.” One can find something that resonates very well with this concept in
Pierre Bourdieu’s “Practical Reason” (1998), where he clearly shows how the
interrelation of a small number of basic constructive elements and zones of
traditional folk domiciles provide a matrix of meaning from which the entire
amazing multiplicity of “life constants” of its inhabitants then unfold, thousands of
everyday notion, already connected into an intelligible whole from their very outset.
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Against the backdrop of this problematic, which has captivated me since I was at university
in connection with architectural theory, the politicized Actionism of the 1990s always
seemed to me to be very much a product of its time, but this might also be why it never
seemed very effective; the “loud” actions of Osmolovsky, Brener, and Kulik in those years
were reminiscent of the behavior of certain especially zealous soccer-fans, who run out onto
the pitch during especially tense matches (during World Championship finals, etc.) and
scamper around like madmen (sometimes – completely naked) until the guards don’t come
and tie them up. Can one qualify an act like this as an effective attempt at reclaiming or
“detourning” the space of a sport or a match? I’m not so sure. And obviously, the problem
isn’t the scale of the action. But then, this metaphor raises a question that is far more
fundamental and “absurd” – can one free the space of a sport, and does this space even need
to be freed at all?
[...] Many “paradoxes” of contemporary culture (e.g. the globally spread pattern of urban
redevelopment that entails transition from art-squats to elite gated communities) suggest that
there is no any fundamental contradiction between the strategies of the artistic avant-garde
and the economic logic of capitalism. They both express the “Kantian” paradigm we have
been talking about, which – as we’ve basically already said – a) is oriented toward the
“capture of space” and b) replaces the texture of codes that Lefebvre describes with a more
universal and abstract axiomatic (for Kant, these are formulas of space and time, a table of
categories, a universal ethical imperative, etc.). As you’ve probably guessed, the term
“abstract axiomatic” comes from “Capitalism and Schizophrenia.” Basically, like Deleuze
and Guattari, I am ready to laugh and to cry when I look at capitalism’s global successes,
while admitting that the term itself – like the “classical avant-garde” – freezes up on the
historical threshold that threatens to destroy its “absolutely minimized” identity. In my view,
the paradigm of creation ex nihilo (or “revolution without power-seizure”) can take on the
role of capitalism’s “being-other.” This paradigm was developed quite intensively, among
other directions of thought, by the religious mysticism of all principal traditions. It
transcends the Kantian principal of “foundational stability of substance,” which, in turn,
presupposes the necessity for the “capture,” “encompassing,” or “making free” of space.
Kant himself went beyond the boundaries of this basic foundation through the category of
the thing-in-itself, but a discussion of this category would, in turn, lead far beyond the
boundaries of the “space for a dialogue on space” that we have here.

D.R.: I think our dialogue has been extremely captivating, but I can’t get rid of the
impression that something very important has been left unsaid. Perhaps today, it is very
important not to accept Marx’ diagnosis of capital as something that annihilates space,
creating a unified plane of immanence where interior and exterior no longer exist. For now,
this annihilation is still a project, a tendency, even a telos, but it can be averted. Even if we
rapidly seem to approaching a world in which politics are impossible, especially in post-
Soviet space.
Here’s why Hegel’s idea of Er-innerung seems so constructive to me: people make space
possible by creating or producing it, perhaps not with reference to Big Others of history or
“pure reason,” but in reference to their own growing awareness of their immanent
surroundings, and the traces and languages these surroundings entail.  This sounds
awkwardly abstract, but has concrete implications, especially for the relationship between
space and politics. While it may be objectively impossible to “reclaim the streets” in post-
Soviet conditions, we can try to reconstitute an inner space of political potentiality, just as
we must attempt to understand the “inner logic” of the outside. Neither Hegel, nor Kant, nor
even Deleuze are the “enemy within.” All of them can be helpful in creating spaces where
politics are possible, in squats, on newspaper pages, or even in bourgeois restaurants, where
we can argue about the topoi they raise without feeling that we have already made a fatal
compromise by mentioning their names.

S.S.: I would like to support this line of thinking in the sense that here in Russia, it is
extremely important to constantly re-discover (or as you say, re-interiorize, re-member) the
boundaries of one’s concrete sphere of intersubjectivity as something that coincides with the
boundaries of the social and physical world, - and something that simultaneously does not
block the intentional resource of universalities. And this is exactly what we tried to base our
approach in “Shrinking Cities” upon, with more or less success.
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tranlated by Sergey Sitar and David Riff
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Elena Sorokina (ES):  Lefebvre argued that a politics of space exists since space is essentially a
political category. The actionism of the 90s completely fits this mode: many artists used public
spaces both as sites and as political commentary. Anatoly Osmolovsky, for example, often performed
his actions in places that came with a certain historical and ideological baggage—on Red Square, or
outside the Russian parliament building; his actions thus desacralized both old Soviet and new
“democratic” spaces. What kinds of spatial commentaries are being made in contemporary Russian
art? What forms of artistic reflection on post-Soviet space can we point to? Thanks to Ilya Kabakov,
for example, the communal apartment, which had become a symbol of Soviet claustrophobia, is
now a contemporary art icon of Soviet space, while the actions of Osmolovsky I’ve mentioned
delineate an absolutely contrary method of using space and working with it. What’s happening
nowadays?

Ekaterina Degot (ED):  In their work with the communist heritage artists today really have been
evolving from recognizing it as a collection of symbols and material artifacts (which, of course,
applies to the antiques market as well)—this is how the Sots artists of the 70s and 80s saw the Soviet
Union—towards imagining it as a particular type of space. The transitional stage was the period
when artists focused on monuments. In the art of the early 90s we find many heroic-comic attempts
on the part of artists to erect themselves on the sites of absent or discredited monuments. Osmolovsky
climbed onto the shoulders of the enormous monument to the poet Vladimir Mayakovsky (thus
returning, as it were, the revolutionary impulse to this martyr of the avant-garde, who had been
illegally “appropriated” by Stalinism); and he secretly made his way onto the roof of the Lenin
Mausoleum, where Stalin and Brezhnev had once stood. Alexander Brenner went to the spot where
a monument to KGB patron saint Felix Dzherzinsky had been removed from and attempted to yell
out to passersby, “Citizens, I’m your new commercial director!” An important detail in this last case
was the fact that you can’t get close to the place where the monument was without violating traffic
rules (and without risking your life—the traffic around the square is usually heavy).

All these actions involved the abandoned “apex” of a space understood hierarchically, as a pyramid
of power. This corresponded to the traditional view of the USSR as an antidemocratic tyranny that
functioned by means of ideological control. That’s how people thought in the early 90s, when it
seemed that Russia was headed towards greater democracy than had existed in the USSR.

At the beginning of the new century, however, it became clear that, on the contrary, Russia was
moving away from the potential for democracy that had been planted in the Soviet Union. This
potential was actualized precisely in the 60s and 70s in the form of a powerful grass-roots activism
that was directed not towards the building the state, as Lenin had conceived it, but against this state
(samizdat culture, unofficial culture, the dissident movement). Nowadays, artists, thinkers, and, to a
great degree, ordinary citizens identify the Soviet past not only with the state, but also with this
abandoned social principle. And in art it is space that serves as the symbol of this principle.

ES: It seems to me that the projects in the public space of such young artists as the Novosibirsk
group CAT or the Kiev group REP are to a certain degree reactions to the problems you’ve described.
Their interventions in today’s “democratic” demonstrations not only appropriate the collective space
of such demonstrations in another (non-ideological) way, but they also underscore the carnivalesque
spirit of such events and thus respond in some way to the abrupt shift in status of social space. What
particular projects did you have in mind?

ED:  From the outset communist art was conceived as an art of gigantic public spaces. The specifically
communist character of these spaces is recognizable even today, when all you find there is the wind
blowing empty plastic Coke bottles between the enormous public buildings from that era—music
academies, libraries, palaces of labor and culture. Simultaneously exposed on all sides, this communist
space was meant to dialectically unite within itself two vectors: the horizontal dimension of egalitarian
social interaction (“brotherhood”) and the vertical dimension of a powerful social dynamic (“flight”).

In practice, “brotherhood” and “flight”—in other words, friendship and career (upward mobility)—
proved incompatible. The extroverted, radically open (international) character of Soviet space also
turned out to be a utopia. But it’s exactly this utopia that artists are engaging with now. They acutely
experience its absence not only in the antidemocratic and closed Russia of today, but also in the
globalized world, where democratism and openness often turn out to be their contraries. For example,
working with those Soviet spaces of democracy that never were wholly inhabited, the group What
Is to Be Done, in Petersburg, the hometown of the “betrayed proletarian revolution,” travels to
traditional working-class districts, where they hit the streets wearing signboards bearing quotations
from Brecht (the performance Angry Sandwich People, or The Praise of Dialectics). The Moscow
video artist Liudmila Gorlova (in Happy End) shoots weddings that are celebrated these days right
on the street, on an enormous square, near Moscow University, that has stood empty for many years.

Olga Chernysheva’s installation Panorama deals with the dramatic collapse of the integral space of
human relationships. The pictures incorporated in the installation refer to the Cinepanorama, a
well-known Soviet movie theater in which the old “circorama” (cycloramic) multi-projector
technology, first employed by Disney in 1957, was technically and conceptually perfected, in 1959.
(Themes of brotherhood and friendship were central to the Soviet movies made specially for this
cinema.) It’s telling that this economically inefficient technology (half the footage is “wasted”:
people don’t have eyes in the backs of their heads) was left undeveloped in the “society of the
spectacle,” where it was soon ousted by the super-spectacular, single-projector IMAX technology.
In “unspectacular” communist society, meanwhile, where art was oriented more towards a integrated,
spatialized sense of the collective than towards the individual’s line of sight, circorama flourished
for quite a long time. Based on the principle “all for one and one for all,” this system of human
relations, which survived in Soviet movies of the 60s, where we see a cult of disinterested friendship
and non-competitive amateur sports, is recreated in Dmitry Gutov’s installations—for example, in
the volleyball net and shuttlecocks of Smash!

ES:  I want to try and outline the terms “post-Soviet” and “post-communist” art. The inflation of
national identities on the art market has led to the search for new models of representation. The
active generation, development, and marketing of national identities functioned like outsourcing:
western technologies for constructing national identities were incorporated at the local level; the
cheap labor force of “developing countries” manufactured the identities; and then the finished
products were sold on the western art market. As you correctly note in one of your articles, Soviet
ideology was universal. That’s why the post-Soviet “nationalization” of art and its subdivision into
national sub-components is a simplification of an extremely complicated situation.

ED:  In fact, artists who grew up in a country that had declared an end to ethnic divisions (even if
this declaration was only partly fulfilled) experience the politics of national identity as forcible
ethnicization. In this sense, the category of space, of place, is opposed to the category of “roots,” of
“ethnic traditions”—you might say that space doesn’t have a fatherland. This, in part, is the meaning
of the outer space motif in Soviet art and of the work by Kabakov you’ve alluded to, The Man Who
Flew into Space. But while Soviet unofficial art worked with space as a profoundly personal, intimate
category (even if the space in question was outer space), post-Soviet artists see space as social.
This is exactly why the privatization of social space—former Soviet space—no longer elicits a
positive reaction from contemporary Russian artists. They no longer identify with the process the
way they did in the early 90s, when you subjectively staked your personal claim on a monument by
climbing onto it. Olga Chernysheva’s photo series Plots can be read as gloomy prophecy of the
social apartheid that’s come into being right before our very eyes: only the sky resists this regression
and remains common property.

ES:  In Chernysheva’s Plots I’m intrigued as well by the image of the border, which is what marks
the transformation of space into territory. The artist’s meditation on the theme of “guarding the
borders” of plots of bare land takes on an especially interesting overtone when we relate it to the
law on private ownership of land, passed in 2001. This law violated one of the central taboos of the
Soviet age: “Land to the peasants!” was one of the main slogans of the Revolution, and the abolition
of private ownership of land was Lenin’s first decree after victory in 1917. The reintroduction of
private ownership after a hiatus of eighty years means that the problem of guarding property—one
of the main problems of any capitalist society—becomes quite acute. In Russia, this takes on rather
extravagant forms: the paratrooper toting a machine gun at the entrance to a supermarket, or the
metal detector at the front door of a gallery. The ornate fences of barbed wire, tin sheeting, and
other makeshift material that Chernysheva has photographed visualize just these attempts to draw
boundaries around private property and to protect that property with all one’s might—even though
the height of the fences and their homemade look are no guarantee of real effectiveness, but rather
are meant to scare people away.
At the same time that Chernysheva turns to the image of former state land which has been subdivided
into plots, the artists Gulnara Kasmalieva and Muratbek Djoumaliev discuss post-Soviet territory,
whose new borders create the potential for conflict between the former “brother republics.” In their
work Shadows, the artists draw on the facts of a real armed clash on the Kyrgyzstan border in order
to comment on the tense atmosphere along the artificial national frontiers of post-Soviet Central
Asia, which the Soviet authorities drew up without any consideration of cultural or ethnic realities.
Continuing your metaphor, we can say that here as well it is only the sky, which looks down on the
shadows and bodies of the dead, remains outside the logic of territorial redistribution and conflict.

tranlated by Thomas Campbell
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Alexei Penzin (AP): I would like to outline the general theme and
the main questions of our conversation today. First of all, for
contemporary thinking, space has long since ceased to be an abstract
category of the “transcendental apparatus” of subjectivity. In the social
world, it is appropriation and produced in different ways, depending
on certain historical conditions. This concrete space – urban space,
for example – is permeated by relations of power and domination. I
would like to understand how space is made today, and which relations
of power it contains. Second of all, if we are talking about urban
space under late capitalist conditions (or “post-Fordism”), we can no
longer say that production is concentrated in factories or even
localized in its traditional places. The relations of capitalism extend
to society as a whole, and the city itself becomes a “factory,” which
is saturated by social relations, or relations of class. Third of all, you
– like other sociologists and theorists – have spoken of the
phenomenon of new global cities. Yet at the same time, in our local
situation, we have inherited the Soviet type of appropriating and
dominating space, which was monumental in its ideologization. How
is this space changing under the influence of global tendencies?
Boris Kagarlitsky (BK): Here, one can discern a number of very
important qualitative changes. Moreover, these changes cannot be
reduced to what can be described in the developmental categories of
traditional bourgeois society. The principal change consists in the
fact that the city gradually ceases to be an “organic” space. Until
the 1970s-80s, any social space whatsoever was integral and whole.
The city was an integral social organism in which all social relations
were distributed. It contained proletarian neighborhoods, bureaucratic
institutions, bourgeois areas, and bohemian zones. In the framework
of bourgeois social structure, all of these elements are interconnected.
But in post-modern society, space loses its integrity. Only some of its
parts communicate with one another. Moreover, their interaction is
self-contained, while only outer spaces far beyond the city limits
appear to be open. Relations of physical vicinity have lost their
meaning. Even more importantly, the relations between

neighboring social groups have also become meaningless. Thus,
relations of exploitation can connect people who are in completely
different places and even completely different cities. Think of the
Indian programmers who work thousands of miles away from their
employers from the “first world,” who use them as a cheap labor
force. This actually has very little to do with the development of
technology, the Internet, or the famous “global village,” a concept
which can be easily falsified through empirical observation. One
assumed that if people finally gained access to networks and virtual
technologies, they wouldn’t care where they lived. However, the
development of technologies has led to great demographic
concentrations in certain places. For instance, if a city has an internet
industry, it attracts people just as any other industry attracts people
to any other center of economic development.  So the fragmentation
of space is not connected to internet technologies. The primary cause
lies in something completely different, namely in the new structure
of capital and in the new global division of labor: this gives rise to
cities in which people are involved in one activity, banking, for
example, or cities in which the service industry is hypertrophied, so
that in the final analysis, there is little more there than police and
administration.

AP: What, if anything, is so specific about post-Soviet space?
BK: The post-modernity of Western society grows out of Western
capitalism; while it might not be organic, it follows certain laws, and
comes gradually and “naturally.” But here, the post-modern, Western,
bourgeois scheme of arranging space is superimposed onto a material,
factual, ruinous space left over from the Soviet period.
AP: And Soviet space was organic?
BK: It was absolutely organic. We did not have any global division
of labor; the Soviet system was closed and self-sufficient well into t
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he 1960s. Now, the interconnections of this self-contained system are
falling apart, giving way to new relations that come from the outside.
We can observe the destruction of connections: socially developed
space becomes undeveloped. We see the ruins of an old space or an
aggregate of new spaces that are not yet fully understandable. One
and the same place can be read as a ruin and as something new. Take
the New Arbat (Kalininsky Prospect) in Moscow for an example. What
amazes me most here is the abundance of casinos.
AP: One of the central and most symbolic Soviet streets is filled up
with casinos as emblems of capital.
BK: If you have a Soviet experience of space, you don’t really
understand where you are in places like these; all familiar points of
orientation have disappeared; the practical skill of gauging distances
turns out to have been lost. You find yourself in an absolutely different
space that is totally chaotic, not to mention the fact that there are now
different objects, disconnected from what used to be a familiar place.
Take, for example, brightly colored advertising banners next to a piece
of crumbling façade. You see building that have been replastered and
even reconstructed completely, surround by about 20 meters of
sidewalks and street that have also been renovated, and then potholes.
This is a new experience of atomized space.
AP: This disintegration is a consequence of the forced expansion of
capitalist relations in urban space.
BK: Yes, under the conditions of a low level of social regulation and
the crisis of the nation state, the market becomes especially destructive.
Since this space is socially irresponsible and out of control, it clearly
fits into a strange conception of a war of all against all. For instance,
why shouldn’t I tear down all that junk from the 17th century and put
up a nice skyscraper, if this corresponds to market criteria of
effectiveness? Taken in and of itself, the market has no mechanism
that that would make decisions like this unacceptable. From a market
point of view, if you are going to pose the question of conserving
architectural monuments, it won’t be solved until it becomes profitable
in and of itself. For example, until all monuments are torn down and
those few remaining monuments become so valuable that it becomes
unprofitable to destroy them as well. And even if the law prohibits
the destruction of concrete objects, it can hardly already conserve
architectural ensembles, not to mention the “atmosphere” and the
cultural tradition of the city. For now, the genius loci seems to be
losing its struggle with the invisible hand of the market. Until an
exterior limit beyond a purely economic logic is introduced, the market
will work to destroy cultural values. Everything dies as a whole that
cannot be reduced to a sum of its parts.  As we know, the entire Marxist
critique of the market is based on the understanding that the social
sum-total cannot be reduced to a sum of “private” actions.
AP: So then it turns out that all of these transformations are determined
by new tendencies, which we could say are connected to the global
domination of finance capital, which is indifferent to space, because
it is not one the conditions of its accumulation.
BK: Not exactly. There is a difference between global centers of power
and local centers of power. The global center of power is simply
incapable of producing any improvement of local sub-system since it
lacks the necessary toolkit to do so. For example, the World Bank
attempts to carry out social projects on a local level, but all of these
projects fail. On the other hand, local centers have no desire to go
beyond the limits of the narrow sphere of their own economic interests
under conditions of a weakened nation state. Note that the period of
the most severe socio-cultural disintegration of Moscow began when
Yuri Luzhkov, the city’s mayor lost all hope of becoming the country’s
president. Because of this, he and his entourage stopped seeing any
emotional connection between the territory they control and the outer
world. What began at this point was chaos, as different interest group
gained a full freedom of maneuver. Let me give you an example of
local market anarchy, the so-called “pyramid builders.” You can’t pay
off a loan for construction-work, but you can borrow more money to
build the next house, which will be even bigger than its predecessor.
Houses are getting bigger and bigger, as we can clearly see. By now,
no-one knows when they will stop, as is the case with the “Vertikal”
complex, which somehow mysteriously grew by three floors all on its
own. Pretty freaky! So what we have as a result is a proliferation of
objects, larger and larger in size, which could easily fall apart after a
few years. We already saw what happened to the swimming pool
complex “Transvaal-Park.”
AP: So not only the spatial distribution of objects but their growth
are subject to chaos. And really, they seem to grow like “soap bubbles.”
But can one talk about the closure or ghettoizing of space as a result
of the same logic?
BK: Well, not exactly. There is a tendency in this direction, but Soviet
space proves to be quite resistant. And we often see some fancy remake
next to another object that is totally Soviet. Ghettoizing is not
characteristic for all forms of capitalism. Take, for instance, the one
city in Latin America most similar to European capitals in terms of
structure, Montevideo. This city different from Sao Paolo in that we
can see ghettoized fragments embedded in rather prosperous middle
and upper class environments. The Uruguayans understand this as
proof of their more human culture; children from different layers of
society go to the same school. In Russia, this is also still possible, you
can’t deny that.
AP: Let’s turn to another aspect of how society claims and develops
space. In the USSR, we could see spaces that were not public but that
represented the common. What is happening to these spaces now?
How do they fit into the new model of space?
BK: A classical example is the relationship between the metro stations
from the Stalin period and the everyday life in communal apartments.
The squalor of individual everyday life was to be compensated by the
pageantry of collective life. This compensation really did take place
on a psychological level; people really liked these common places
and were drawn to them. Where does the urge to spend time in the
metro come from, to arrange for meetings and dates there? Who would
dream of meeting a girl for a date in the New York City subway?  But
here, this is a pretty typical phenomenon.
AP: At present, there is a tendency to the rebirth of street politics.
Think of the pensioner’s “pan-rattling” protests at the monetization
of social privileges, for an example. They flooded the streets and
paralyzed entire sections of town. The new model of space, imposed

by the model of neoliberal privatization, also seems to entail new
political possibilities.
BK: The street uprisings in France until the late 19th century,
including the Paris Commune, were based on the fact that the
bourgeois city was surrounded by a belt of proletarian suburbs.
During the uprisings, they simply squeezed the city center from
all sides. This gave rise to schemes for the mobilization of the
proletariat and the petty bourgeoisie through the mobilization of
local forces.  If you look at the geography of the uprisings in Paris
in 2005, you will find that their geography almost repeats the
geography of the uprisings during the French revolution. Almost,
because they are no longer suburbs that have become bourgeois,
but satellite-cities beyond the limits of the old town as continuations
of the old French suburbs. In this sense, their geography is not
identical to the old geography, but represents its organic
continuation. In Moscow, there are no such phenomena, in fact;
the displacement and social heterogeneity of Moscow does not
supply a very good image of the possibilities for class mobilization
on a local level. On the other hand, there are new possibilities
connected with the extremely vulnerable transport network, which
is quite easy to block. If you close off an important traffic artery
with a crowd, you can not only wreak chaos onto traffic, but onto
the entire structure of control. Yuppies come in late for work; banks
are no longer able to carry out their transactions on time and lose
money… Not so long ago, there was a famous action in London,
where around a million people simply blocked the business sections
of Whitehall and Embankment, so that all traffic here basically
stopped. The protesters did not smash shop windows or destroy
offices, but these shops and offices started to lose money, simply
because they stopped functioning altogether. So basically, the
possibilities for paralyzing elements of the bourgeois system are
quite great.
AP: But these recent events are distinguished by the same
quality as the space in which they unfolded, namely chaos and
fragmentation.
BK: Here, there is another important aspect that leads us back to
the structure of petty bourgeois revolt. Traditional proletarian
movements were constructed quite differently. First of all, they
were localized in industrial neighborhoods and in areas densely
populated by a socially homogenous mass capable of expressing
its common collective will. These movements did not gauge their
own strength in their ability to disorganize the work of sub-systems,
but through the possibility of voicing their demands to stop or
weaken exploitation. Each time it was a concrete action that targeted
concrete capitalists. Under the conditions of petty bourgeois revolt
and in a new spatial milieu, if, for instance, the works of “Ford
Motors” in the Leningrad area don’t wreck or destroy anything,
but simply block the boutiques on Nevsky Prospekt, it won’t be
the owners of “Ford Motors” who suffer, but the boutique owners,
who may not be very nice people…but still, they aren’t exploiting
the workers directly in any way. One way or the other, the
relationship we see here is far more complex.
AP: This gives rise to the images of a general strike that takes the
entire city by storm.
BK: A general strike really is an adequate answer. Actions need to
be general to be effective in a revolutionary sense. Otherwise, we
will have nothing but petty bourgeois revolt. Let me remind you
of the rather trivial Marxist truth that petty bourgeois revolt is a
stick with two ends. Due to its contradictory character, the petty
bourgeoisie can be reactionary and progressive all at once,
depending on where its energy is directed. This is where Gramsci’s
concept of hegemony comes from. Hegemony consists in directing
petty bourgeois passions into a vein that might be more constructive.
Otherwise, we get fascism. In this sense, we already have things
that are very similar to fascism in terms of form, like the Avant-
garde of the Red Youth, or the National Bolshevik Party. And this
is a very alarming tendency.
AP: It seems characteristic that these actions have a spatial
character, that they somehow capture space.
BK: What’s more, they capture spaces that are not their own. What
happens when there is an occupation strike in a factory? The
workers capture the spaces of their labor for themselves, making it
entirely their own. But what is an action like that of the National
Bolsheviks, when they take the building of the Presidential
Administration? This is the capture of a foreign space, a
fundamentally different type of action. Then again, as history
shows, one can take the Winter Palace, and not only the Presidential
Administration…
AP: Maybe we should speak about the invention of new
technologies of struggle in urban space.
BK: There is already the movement “reclaim the streets,” for
example. Someone balances on a big scaffold tripod structure in
the middle of Times Square with very loud music, and a few other
people begin to dance around him. More and more, and soon a
significant portion of the people in Times Square are dancing, so
that cars can’t pass anymore. It’s impossible to neutralize the
“instigator,” because the scaffold tripod will fall, breaking his neck
immediately, which is something the police can’t allow. In Russia,
I think that the tripod would fall down within seconds. And then,
they would beat up on the poor guy for hours to come… To reclaim
something is not just to return, but claims something that used to
belong to you, something that was taken away from you, something
you are now trying to get back. So this “reclaiming” is a form of
social protest that does not only presuppose destruction, the capture
or paralysis of the city, but appropriation that transforms its space
into something else.
In short, we need to struggle for space. Not only urban space, but
the space of social life.
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Artem Magun (born 1974) - philosopher, lives in St. Petersburg,
member of workgroup “Chto Delat?”

translated by the author (edited by Thomas Campbell)
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Aeneas descends into the underworld and talks to his father Anchises, telling him about the modern
age and about his wanderings, including a recent journey to Russia.

Chorus of the dead:  Men have lately become astonishingly rich. They have dug holes throughout
the Earth, covered it with their anthills, and turned space into a complex labyrinth, increasing its
surface billions of times. They have built themselves an aleph—a camera in a room with which they
penetrate the most hidden corners of the world. The Russian people are particularly obsessed with
interiors. The TV there doesn’t show public squares anymore, but interiors where the heroes dash
about, buried alive. Advertisements for medicine show the recesses of the body, and reports from
outer space tell of the new sauna on board the spaceship.

Aeneas: Yes, it is a triumph. The monumental pyramids of this triumph rise higher and higher.

Chorus: Earlier, the wealth of each man was limited by a territory—by his land, by his family, by
his work, by his nation-state. Now it’s different: he looks for many small places, and into each of
them he penetrates and curls up into a ball. In earlier times only the pharaoh had a pyramid, now
everyone has one. Or almost everyone.
Long live Hades! Long live Persephone!

Aeneas: But those who are richer have spacious homes. Recently in Russia, a wealthy acquaintance
of mine, who had just built a country house, told me, “Before, I would go to the Caribbean and sense
the wide open space. Now, I have a country house of such size that I don’t feel any awe when I go to
the islands. But the good thing is, I leave work, get into my car, and I’m immediately at home!”
It’s just as Novalis said of the philosopher: he wants to be at home everywhere.
Anchises: So, the new Russian bourgeoisie is the fruition of philosophy.
But yes, indeed, it looks as if the common Russian is possessed by a mania for assimilating and
appropriating space, as well as for adorning it. There is a touching utopianism in this: earlier, people
aspired towards the big country of the future; now, everyone digs themselves burrows. Some are
more spacious than others, of course, but most people turn their fifty square meters into a communist
paradise. Or a low-vaulted Orthodox temple.
Aeneas: But as wasn’t the case with communism or the temple, they think they are masters of these
houses: they try to “make them homey.” While Soviet architecture expressed men’s impotence in the
face of technology, their alienation, today they build tall apartment buildings and adorn them with
amusing trifles. One remembers what God tells Job about Leviathan: “Shalt thou play with him as
with a bird, or tie him up for thy handmaids?”
This is simply naïve: human beings can never be inside a place, at least as long as they’re alive.
Dwelling means not only that human beings are guests in their homes, but also that in a sense they
can’t even enter them. All they can do is look through the keyhole, as into a TV set.
Hence, the utopianism: one may live well only in a utopia, only in the future.
Thus, for Russia to become a livable country, where humans could actually feel at home, we need a
certain piety--—I’m not afraid to use this word—with regard to space.
Anchises: That is, some techniques of distancing and estrangement.

Chorus (several voices):
—They seized the common space!
—They planted hedgerows on the revolutionary square!
—They subordinated the city to a giant state church!

Aeneas: Yes, again it is the question of the temple! Templum means “separate,” “carved out.” No
one could enter our ancient temples but the priests—one could only walk around them!
Anchises: But there were market squares, where assemblies took place, but there were no temples
there.
Aeneas: Any temple is a temple of space, which preserves its habitability. Just like a TV set, just like
an Orthodox church.
Anchises: Have the priests seduced you, my son?
Aeneas: Sorry, dad! I know you’ve been always an Epicurean, but space is in general a religious and
mystical concept, and a consistent materialist doesn’t have a right to recognize it. We imagine “space”
in the places and spaces we cannot enter. And then this fantastic space is projected back here, into
our dwellings.
So there are temples that bring together believers, and there are some that remain impenetrable.

But all “temples” are eventually colonized and become places of power.
Anchises: Then the best temple is a ruined temple. One that’s been blown up, for instance.

Chorus: Let us build roads instead of walls! Men will everywhere come as guests! Peace to the
huts, war to the palaces! Glory to Saint January!

Anchises: One of our descendants, an Afro-Roman, Aurelius Augustine, and one more, a distant
one, Tony Negri—they say outright that men are always on the road: they only need good roads,
sleeping compartments, and cheap motels. (Here in Hades I accompany the souls that are preparing
for birth and chat with my descendants.)
Aeneas: In Russia, they had enough of this travel romanticism in the 1970s. “My friend, believe in
the road.” Now, they dream rather of places: not only interiors but of a week on a paradise island.
On an island you are indeed like a pilgrim.
Contemporary man wants both to decorate his house and go visiting. And places gape and beckon
from all sides.  You, our fathers and grandfathers, were seduced by the religion of large spaces, the
ocean wind and so forth, and we are seduced by the religion of the aura. See Ilya Kabakov’s
installations.
Anchises: Where are the large spaces, then?
Aeneas: Large spaces are now something like a bathhouse with spiders—dark and empty. Its pieces
are captured and appropriated by tall buildings—inhabited temple-pyramids.
Though, of course, big deeds are done in the world, they also are done in front of screens and
behind control boards, through networks and tunnels that connect separate places with each other.
The workers are comfortable at their control boards. And terrorists, those who smash through walls,
they hide in caves. They also cannot walk in the wind—the satellites hunt them.
Anchises: But then my son, your desire is fulfilled. You, our descendants, have created a taboo
temple out of space: you don’t go inside it, but hide from it in your houses. Your apartments are
nice and tidy, but the stairways are covered with shit. What can you call this but a cult of space?
This is the irony of dialectics. You complain that there is no open space, that there is nothing empty
anymore, that all is privatized. Well, very good, so you liberated it entirely, and watch from satellites
so that no one breaks in.
Space itself is so enormous that it deprives you of strength and scatters you throughout the world,
and so that all you think of is rest. Space has turned you into its submissive slaves.
Aeneas: Yes, but that’s because our religion is one that’s protected, with a god who’s a guard.
Anchises: Well, what is to be done, then? Create national parks? You’re a mystic and an obscurantist!
I’m telling you this as the soul of a man who saw much in his life.

Chorus: Men have built much and destroyed much! They have forced many to their knees and
themselves sprawled at the feet of many!
But we love them not for this, but for the fact that they are utopian!
To be utopian means not to throw everything into one place, but to bring contradictory poles together,
to combine what cannot be combined: sovereignty and democracy, resourcefulness and
powerlessness, mastery and slavery. Not in the sense of reconciliation but in the sense of coexistence,
side by side. Only such an impossible image can open an unguarded space (the other space, the
space of rupture and potential difference) because it does not attract or repulse, but dictates
transformation and revolution. This does not mean that utopia will be reached, but that it establishes
the utopian-revolutionary mode of dwelling in a country.

We need not piety but fidelity to an agonizing dream!
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Could you imagine the price of air
if it were brought to you by another supplier?

God
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Of all things, containing all things, space – res extensa – is given to us as a place that all
things occupy, as things themselves that occupy places, and as gaps between things where
the wind blows freely, interstices that contain nothing but unmoving air – the vaguest of all
things, whose existence we often forget.
Depending on how one thinks the extension of space – as something empty or as something
full – two opposing ontological perspectives arise. Whoever says that extension is an empty
container for the subsequent agglomeration of things believes in the “fundamental unity of
Being.” Whoever insists upon the abundance of what not, sees the meaning of this abundance
in abundance itself, that is, in the “multiplicity of beings”.
Moreover, space is associated with the notion of freedom. Space is the wayfarer’s great
wide open, a space to be crossed in wandering. ** But is space really free? Does it even
contain free places? Not empty, but free; empty space and free space are different things.
What freedom can there be in emptiness, where there is nothing at all?
“Free ad space!”, “This is a place for your ad!” “Your billboard could be here”: the people
who put up slogans like these to lease out any location that seems vacant are called “space
brokers.” But the places for advertisements are not free. They are empty.
Ad space may still be empty, but it is quickly filled: advertisements on tables and chairs, on
cupboards and closets, on dishes and cups, walls, windows, the ceiling, on the roadside, on
clothing, against the backdrop of a landscape, on a woman’s body, and even on the face of
someone who has been executed or is about to be executed. Open spaces (sky, mountain,
forest, footpath, body of water, animals running wild) are fixed and frozen in photographic
immobility, framed by ugly little logotypes.
This is how world appears in ad space. It fits fully into the capacious emptiness of an
ontological unity: despite its apparent variety, advertising has an ontological guarantee.
The uniformity of the money-mass guarantees the multiplicity of commodity forms.
Ad space presents itself as a wall, a flatscreen. On one side, there are commodities; on the
other side, there is money. But money is not a thing, but a sign of other-sided emptiness,
which is exchanged for a thing. Anything can be made into a commodity, gauged by the
measure of this emptiness. The price of a thing, related to nothingness through money, is
established by how much ad space it occupies.
The world packed and piled shelf-high with commodities belongs to the empty mass of
money, since this mass is the unifying unity of nothingness in which this world hangs
suspended like condensation. In it, not only movement but even breathing are impossible.
Space needs to be freed.
Guy Debord writes: “Proletarian revolution is the critique of human geography through
which individuals and communities have to create places and events suitable for the
appropriation, no longer just of their labor, but of their total history. In this game’s changing
space, and in the freely chosen variations in the game’s rules, the autonomy of place can be
rediscovered without the reintroduction of an exclusive attachment to the land, thus bringing
back the reality of the voyage and of life understood as a voyage which contains its entire
meaning within itself.”
An insidious melancholia seeps from this critique, turning it about face to bygone times, to
which it is necessary to return. But what if there was never such a thing as “the autonomy of
place”? Didn’t space always belong to someone: to the despot, the owner, the master, or
other deputies of the emptiness into which things are placed?
To free space – not again, but for the first time – one needs to search for the fullness and
freedom of spaciousness. A space free of money-mass, things free of commodity form: this
is the kind of world that we have yet to make together.

* With your eyes, which in their fatigue can just barely / free themselves from the worn-out thresholds,
/ very slowly, lift a single black tree / and place it against the sky, slender and alone. / With this you
have made the world. / And it is large / and like a word that is still ripening in silence. / And, just as
your will grasps their meaning, / they in turn will let go, delicately, of your eyes …
** In the original, the author plays a Heideggerian game with the etymology of the Russian word
prostranstvo (=space), which is a prostor (=expanse) for stransvie (=wandering).

Mit deinen Augen, welche müde kaum
von der verbrauchten Schwelle sich befrein,
hebst du ganz langsam einen schwarzen Baum
und stellst ihn vor den Himmel: schlank, allein.
Und hast die Welt gemacht. Und sie ist groß
und wie ein Wort, das noch im Schweigen reift.
Und wie dein Wille ihren Sinn begreift,
lassen sie deine Augen zärtlich los...*

Rainer Maria Rilke

tranlated by David Riff
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POSSIBILITIES

Dmitry Vorobiev (DV):  I would like to discuss tactics for appropriating spaces that, in recent
memory, have proven viable among creative young people and artists in our city. I have in mind not
only temporary take-overs—street performances, pickets, grassroots festivals, graffiti and sticker
culture, political demonstrations—but also attempts to secure reclaimed spaces—from squats to
alternative cafes, clubs, and independent art centers. Other forms we know of only from the western
context . . .
Dmitry Vilensky (VD):  Like what?
DV:  Like sit-ins, for example, when students take over a university as a way to negotiate with
authorities, or when one squat growns into an entire alternative neighborhood . . .
VD:  You’re right about sit-ins: even the term itself isn’t widespread. Although we organized something
of the sort during Marat Guelman’s Petersburgers exhibition, in Moscow (at the 2005 Art Moscow
fair). Before that there were only interventions, like Alexander Brenner’s: you break into a place,
take pictures or make a video against the backdrop of some Soviet-era holy relics, punch someone in
the face, yell some slogans, and then make tracks, or get the shit beat of you. The sit-in—an intellectual
form of (re)claiming space whose goal is to force power to enter into a dialogue with different
rules—is something that really hasn’t been practiced in Russia. But I wanted to ask you a question as
a sociologist. Why haven’t all these practices been more widely employed during the post-Soviet
period? Examples of resistance, of creating one’s own space, are out there, but why are there so few
of them?
DV:  Compared to the Soviet period, nowadays there is more breathing room, but the air conditioners
have been turned on, so to speak: the very possibility of thinking about acting collectively in public
space is being confiscated. As part of our legacy from the Soviet era we’ve inherited not only the
notion that “personal initiative is punishable by law,” but also an aversion to collective forms of
action. Plus, “alternative” everything is now mass produced. Unlike in the 60s, being a stilyaga (a
“mod”) isn’t dangerous; on the contrary, it’s not cool to not be one. But not all alternative styles have
been consumerized. In our country there are lots of subcultures that are practically invisible in the
public and political sphere; the most radical but also the least well-represented of these is DIY culture.
The very idea of reclaiming space that we’ve been talking about is now simply taboo. In the past,
such practices were also few and far between, but each of them either formed or significantly fortified
the subcultures. . . . We could compile some kind of user’s guide, a manual entitled What to Do in
Petersburg. This might be a guidebook to weird places and alternative clubs as well as a catalogue of
ideas—what seemingly impossible things you can do in the city, how you can use it in ways it isn’t
meant to be used. One could condense virtual-reality practices, turn real life into a quest, a game that
changes not only one’s take on the city, but the city itself. It’s quite risky to base a book like this on
the practice of “spatial hacking.” It’s precisely in this instance where a direct parallel emerges with
the way The Chronicle of Current Events and other samizdat periodicals were put together. . . .
Collecting material, creating utopias, and trying them out will enable us to map the limits of the
possible.
VD:  That’s a great idea for our newspaper. When we talk about the situation with space, about the
possible and the impossible, we need to talk about concrete examples. A group of Petersburg anarcho-
punks reclaimed an entire floor of a building—the Give Capitalism an Enema squat—and right away
a lot of folks realized that it was possible. And so now those people who still have some imagination
are crazy about setting up squats: they wander the city checking out abandoned buildings. Likewise,
we really hope that the example set by our What Is to Be Done working group will show that many
things are possible in the cultural field. You can self-organize, put out a newspaper, make raids into
institutionalized spaces, run your own events within their framework, and then fall back, only to pop
up again somewhere else. All of this is realistic, and we’re ready to share our know-how with others.
But I often get the feeling that few people care about all this: it’s a lot easier mentally to keep to
yourself, to retreat into cozy isolation. I have to confess that I’m often disturbed by how alternative
cultures, for all their superficial bravado, are really committed to comfortable conformity. Plus, all
too often autonomous subcultures and autonomous artists end up adopting traditional, tried-and-true
attitudes to power and to space. You wind up with art for art’s sake, one more club of friends. It’s all
very sweet, but . . .

AUTONOMY OR RESERVATION?

DV:  Wait a minute, it’s not that simple. Who says that autonomy’s a bad thing? It’s magnificent. It’s
almost a law that, with time, all such initiatives either collapse or institutionalize. What happens
when you’ve reclaimed a space and have managed to stand your ground? You either keep standing
your ground illegally, like the anarcho-punks, or go legal, like the Pushkinskaya-10 art center (in
downtown Petersburg). Then an institution inevitably emerges: administrators, accountants, a structure
for determining who “we” are. And now they’ve got a wholly respectable establishment on their
hands—or, at minimum, they’re forced to wear a mask in order to keep their grip on the space
they’ve reclaimed. Defensive strategies make it possible to survive in a sociopolitical environment
that’s remained alien, and this self-limitation turns such spaces into reservations of culture.
VD:  Can we say that the only zones that are alive and kicking are the ones that stay open-ended and
thus consciously preserve their internal and external conflicts? Any reclaimed space or new initiative
becomes significant only when it tries to expand and transform. The moment of globalization is vital.
What this means to me is that places that aren’t integrated into the international context are
uninteresting by definition. But even this has to be approached as a problem, not a cause for euphoria:
alas, we’re creating this super-duper international space, but at home we have an audience of only
three people, with whom we haven’t connected in a long time because our workspace is a series of
airplane seats and hotel rooms. Everything essential that’s happening today is in this search for a
balance between local action and international cooperation.
DV:  Let’s get back to our local realities. The former squat at Pushkinskaya-10 has now become a
“cultural center.” As you see it, they’ve mirrored official institutions like the Union of Artists, for
example. But could something different have come of this?
VD:  That’s a tough question. I think it could have been different. A lot of alternatives really do
vanish both physically and from our memories. In reality, the question is bigger: why did we let slip
a number of possibilities that arose during perestroika? It’s easier to assess Pushkinskaya. They
staked out a place in a fairly typically way. This is our space: this courtyard, these studios, these two
or three galleries. We’ve set up shop, the boundaries of our space are determined by agreement with
the outside world (the mayor’s office), and we’re not going to yield an inch of our territory, but we’re
not going to expand, either; we have an agreement. It’s tempting to say that any genuinely vital space
is alive only when it’s being reclaimed and redefined. So we’re looking at a tactical move: not
administration, but constant evolution; not incorporation, but contestation.
DV:  But there’s another side to this. We shouldn’t forget about the net effect created by a multitude
of initiatives, even if, as you see it, they haven’t realized their potential. Qualitative shifts occur once
the number of reclaimed and consolidated spaces reaches a certain critical mass. Here in Petersburg
it’s clear we haven’t yet reached this critical mass. And so, in Russia’s so-called cultural capital,
there aren’t any youth neighborhoods or culture districts.

EXODUS

VD:  When it comes to spaces, what’s important to me is the moment of negating the status quo. This
sort of situtation obviously has something in common with the experience of Soviet dissidents. In
their code of honor there was an article about refusing to cooperate with the system. This position is
unworkable today if only because any action is possible only within social relationships, and that
always means being involved with the already-existing forms of power and capital. But the possibility
always remains of refusing to enter into a normalized space. This exodus contains a moment of
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unknowability, the moment when you don’t know where you’re going. Of
course, it sounds romantic: the freedom to roam.
DV:  “And we’re traveling, and we’re traveling for the fog, for the fog
and the scent of the taiga.” During Soviet times many people were clear
about what places to leave, where to go, and what you’d find there. In the
forest around the campfire the gap between boss and employee disappeared.
You could stop being afraid that you were being spied on. . . . Today our
elusive Cowboy Joe (remember that joke? he’s elusive because no one
wants to catch him) can, à la Solzhenitsyn, “live in the truth,” but who
gives a hoot? Moreover, there once was a sanitary cordon between what
you could say and what you couldn’t. The authorities reacted severely
every time the dissidents tried to cross that line. But if you want to drop
out nowadays, go ahead and drop out: no one will miss you. Scream as
loud as you like: no one will listen. The lonesome cowboy is a metaphor
for the condition of the dissident in our new world. He’s marked by power’s
absolute indifference to him. Is an “exodus” that will be noticed possible?
Or is that one more myth? A myth about the senselessness of direct action,
that you won’t be taken seriously?
VD:  It seems we’re talking about different things again. You’re describing
the situation of today’s “soft” subcultures. Let’s try and not forget the
viciousness with which any kind of unsanctioned political activity is shut
down in Russia. The way pickets and demonstrations are broken up, the
way the police raid anti-fascist squats with help from the fascists, the
unbearable pressure that independent trade unions and journalists face.
The lonesome cowboy isn’t a symbol of exodus: he doesn’t represent a
negation of existing conditions.

DISGUST

VD:  If you look around it’s immediately clear that the way world is set up
is quite disgusting. But why do people oppressed by capitalism not feel
disgusted by it? Especially when you consider that, in comparison with
the now-past experience of totalitarianism, basic forms of protest have
become possible as well as new technologies for communicating that
protest. Despite the glaring injustice, however, you get the feeling that
everyone’s satisfied with everything. . . .
DV:  It depends on what changes we’re talking about. There are tons of
examples of people resisting and making their own spaces in this country.
If we’re talking about the oppressed masses, then without any outside
encouragement they’ve long ago begun reclaiming space—in particular,
by beating or killing outsiders, or extorting tribute from them for the
privilege of being on their turf. Just like in other countries, this is the
work of mooks and young unemployed men, who turn their own
neighborhoods into ghettoes by “patrolling” the parks, killing dark-skinned
people, mugging the middle class, trashing park benches, etc. Meanwhile,
there’s been little progress in terms of the artistic and progressive-youth
tactics for reclaiming space that we listed at the beginning of our
conversation. Lots of things are possible, but something has to spur people
into action. You talk about being disgusted by what’s happening. But even
here things aren’t so simple, and I’ll give you an example. Our mutual
acquaintance Liza works as a tour guide from time to time. Once she was
with a tour group and they came to Nevsky Prospect. Her tourists said to
her, “How lovely it is here!” Lisa replied, “Are you kidding? Are you
nuts? It’s awful here. Just look at how disgusting it all is!” She could see.
They couldn’t.
VD:  Were they foreigners?
DV:  They were Russian students, young people. They were thrilled by
the snow, the lights, Nevsky. . . . The tour continued. “Look to your right,”
Lisa told them, “and to your left as well: all you see are shopping centers
and expensive restaurants. It’s dirty here. And look at the unbelievable
numbers of cars—can you smell the exhaust fumes? And there are some
homeless people.” Within an hour several of the students felt quite horrible.
Their virtual world had crumbled, the picture on the free advertising
calendar had turned into a nightmare. It’s quite difficult to teach someone
to perceive this space as disgusting. But I understand Liza: nausea is a
philosophical practice. You have to practice a long time before you can
comprehend it. VD:  I agree with you: the moment of political
enlightenment is very important. But disgust is a somatic sensation. Can
you teach someone to feel it? Sure, you can teach various ways of analyzing
space, you can show how its construction is rooted in the political. But
will this lead to a disgust towards capitalism? Let’s think about exactly
how another space begins. Here I agree with John Holloway: the scream
lies at the beginning of any subjectivity. It can be a naive scream, a
bloodcurdling scream, but it’s the scream that fills up this space. Can you
teach people to scream? I think that we’re almost powerless here, and this
is the fundamental problem: everyone has to get there themselves. Protest
also begins at the somatic level: “I can’t take it anymore! I need air! I
need space!” After this you have the psychological effect of a lonely cry
being picked up by other people, and it’s only after this point has been
reached that you can take this choir of voices and record it, organize it,
rehearse it, reproduce it. But why is no one screaming? Is it that everyone’s
satisfied, or has contemporary capitalism learned how to nip the cry in the
bud?
DV:  If we talk about “everyone,” then in Russia their screams are quite
audible. People scream and shout at the authorities so that the latter will
meet even a few of the obligations they’ve taken on themselves to maintain
and improve public space. But the powers that be are busy with their own
affairs; they can’t be bothered with dirty courtyards and stairwells. And
this is what people are most worried about. When all their energy is wasted
on such screams then nothing is left for more serious political action. The
neutralization of the scream and the changes on the somatic level you
talked about are also possible as outcomes of ideological conditioning.
Biopolitics is a good example of this. Look what’s happening now: “Your
armpits shouldn’t smell: it’s shameful! Your teeth will fall out if don’t
chew sugar-free gum!” Why isn’t anyone screaming? Per Althusser, the
ideological apparatuses—the same ones that power produces both
intentionally and unconsciously—have done their work of repression.
These apparatuses teach you how to view the world in such a way that
you don’t notice your alienation; they train you to be a happy conformist
and use the handy grab bag of opinions they give you. The result is that
this absurd world appears natural. But is this world of weekend idiocy
really so secure? Who knows, maybe a little boy will turn it upside down
with the words “The king is naked”? Or maybe it will be a brilliant
conspiracy, or an act of totalizing ridicule? Maybe none of these things
can work today because capitalism is immune to commonsense criticism
(read Slavoj •i•ek). When the gap between the self-presentation of power
and what goes on in the real world has become so apparent then it’s worth
returning to the time-tested ideas of that great theoretician and strategist
of political struggle, Antonio Gramsci, or to dissident practices.
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DISSIDENCE

VD:  Let’s think about what parts of our history we can use as a base. I’ve long been intrigued
by the experience of the dissidents. Paradoxically, we’re in quite similar situation right now:
it’s not public space that’s being politicized (we went through that stage during perestroika),
but private space, although it’s clear the two are interconnected. What does our activism today
amount to, whether political or artistic? It’s a first step, as it were, maybe the only possible step
in a new situation of normalization, one that aspires to total control. Power acts not to repress
manifestations of discontent, but to create a situation in which even the glimmer of dissent is
impossible. How can one not agree with capitalism? It’s almost a law of nature, after all. Soviet
socialism had a similar logic of “naturalness,” so we’ve been through all this already. Beginning
in the 60s, however, more and more Soviet people began to have serious doubts about where
the country was headed and how it was run. On the other hand, these moods were intertwined
with a sense that power, to use a simile, is like the weather. We can’t control the weather, after
all, although we can make sure to carry an umbrella; we can enclose our balconies in glass so
that our apartment is a bit warmer in winter. How did people attempt to create their own spaces
during Soviet times? They’d go out to the dacha and listen to Voice of America. They’d hang
cool pictures on their walls, invite their friends over, get drunk together and curse the Party.
They’d grab a guitar and go to some empty lot to play a little rock and roll. . . . That’s about it.
What’s your sense of the degree to which the masses understand that something’s wrong?
DV:  We started by discussing isolated examples of reclaming space, so I’d rather not use the
word “masses.” I do sense, though, that today “the masses” suspect they’re being hoodwinked.
The dangerous dichotomy between “us, here on the bottom” and “those guys up top” has survived
from Soviet times. Today’s powers that be have inherited a society that’s easy to control, but
this ease is more appearance than reality. Society wants to be left in peace. It’s almost a Latin
proverb: “Power plays tricks on the people, the people play tricks on power.” Although the
process of restoring the authoritarian system is now underway, it’s the 21st century out there:
one’s response to the new, refined mechanisms of repression should be no less paradoxical.
One has to lean heavily on the positive outcomes of globalization and obtain new freedoms—
first of all, the freedom to think. A free consciousness enables you to act, to choose your own
future from a multitude of possibilities. That’s why the “new dissidence” is synonymous with
“Cognitive dissidents”. Not much is known about cognitive dissidence—it’s the name of a
bar in one of William Gibson’s cyberpunk sagas—but I think that we become cognitive dissidents
by cultivating a free, non-normalized way of thinking.
VD:  There are lots of analogues with Soviet-era dissidents, but the situation today is more
tangled. The protest practices and their spatial analogues we’ve been trying to discuss are more
and more bound up with the world of capital, with alternative lifestyles and radical chic. . . .
There’s less and less recognition of the fact that protest is a practice of the oppressed, that it’s
a manifestation of the various ways they struggle to realize their ideals. When ever tougher
“antiterrorism” laws are being passed that equate any form of anti-state activism with terrorism,
however, any encroachment on power’s monopoly of physical space entails real danger for
those doing the encroaching. Just as in Soviet times, to manifest one’s dissidence is becoming
riskier, and that means that the stakes of the struggle are more serious.

SOUNDINGS

DV:  All the new movements began with an alternative district or street. English punk rock was
launched from a clothing shop on Kings Road. “Garage rock”—the forefather of the alternative
musical scene in the US—really was hatched in people’s garages. We’ve been so caught up in
discussions that we’ve forgotten that to have a rebellion you need some kind of primer, a node
of crystallization. I don’t mean just social tension, but a place as well. You know, sometimes I
imagine this cafe, the Red Nerd. I’d work as a bartender there, just for the heck of it. If a couple
dozen such hangouts pop up—the Green Nerd, the Gay Nerd, etc.—then there’s a chance that
a youth neighborhood will emerge. Don’t look at me that way: I’m kidding. First of all, we
have to ask ourselves what we really want. That’s how utopias are born. And the method for
testing them is called sounding. We’ll take soundings, we’ll see what the utopias taste like. If
we get kicked in the teeth, then we’ll know we’re headed in the right direction.
VD:  I don’t at all agree with your fun little plan, with how you imagine it’ll all come together.
I wouldn’t argue against the value of thinking and imagining: they always precede action. By
concentrating on the everyday life of the city, you ignore the fact that the western alternative
scene emerged via politics, and Russia can’t be an exception to this rule. It’s not just one more
new place that’s important, but its potential for growth, the reasons for its being there. Spaces
should be reclaimed in order to liberate them, not to create another comfy “alternative” leisure
activity, although in our situation even this is a serious step forward. I’m not against the politics
of small causes: you can learn something from it as well. But right now, at the global level, the
oppressed need their own strategy. Maybe Gramsci is what they need again?
DV:  Or Gramsci read against de Certeau, who’s re-read Foucault, Wittgenstein, and Bourdieu,
like the house that Jack built. And lots of other folks, the ones who unmask Domination by
reopening the sources of commonsense. But this is like a bad dream: capitalism morphs
constantly, it tries over and over again to show that it’s the only possible order, that it’s
unshakeable. It’s as if there’s no point in rebelling because power doesn’t have a face: everything
is infected by power. But this isn’t true, is it? Cognitive dissonance is like a minor political
satori, a state of enlightenment. When you see the unresolvable contradiction—do you see
it?—you become a dissident.

,-./01�23034567��4308���������93:.3;3<.9/��;.769�.8�=6/6094>0<

,-./01�2.;689?1��4308���"�����@0/.9/���member of workgroup “Chto Delat?”,
;.769�.8�=6/6094>0< tranlated by Thomas Campbell
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