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D R I F T I N G  T H R O U G H  I N C O M P L E T E  U T O P I A

This project is an artistic inquiry into one of Petersburg’s most fascinating and contradictory
neighbourhoods – Narvskaya Zastava.
In looking at a map of Petersburg, one immediately sees that Narvskaya Zastava is an isolated zone,
surrounded by a ring of factories, railroad tracks and shipyards. Before the revolution, it was part of
the city’s proletarian periphery, an historical hotbed of dissent. After the revolution, during the
1920s, the neighborhood became the main center for the development of a new, socialist Leningrad,
which is why it contains most of Petersburg’s constructivist monuments. Today, Narvskaya Zastava
reflects the entire complex of social problems that arise with the “transition” from socialist to
capitalist society. Unlike the tourist-center of Petersburg, the neighborhood has become an “invisible
zone”. This state can be interpreted as typical of many smaller towns on post-Soviet territory,
where the old models of socialist community composition and new class-constellations coexist in
considerable tension.
On the whole, the project is dedicated to the analysis of everyday life, continuing the traditions of
critical realism and situationist practices on a higher level. Using contemporary methods of
documentation, it attempts to capture the neighborhood’s social, architectural and demographic
situations. In order to do so, a workgroup of artists, architects, sociologists, writers etc. organized
a mobile sociological center, which was set up at a number of different points in the neighborhood.
The information collected in dialogues with the local population was archived through a specially
developed questionnaire as well as in video-interviews and photo-documentation. Using this material
as a base, the workgroup’s artists have created video-films, sociological diagrams, audio-art, and
installations, realizing a subjective mapping of social space.
Aside from such socio-documentary and artistic methods mentioned above, the project culminated
in a variant of the Situationist “dérive”. Within the space of two days, the workgroup’s members
drifted through the neighborhood, re-exploring the points of its territories. This part of the project
reflects the results of the communication within the group, its personal life, its associations, reflections
etc. The objective cartography of the neighborhood’s space arises in parallel to the subjectivity of
the community, which finds itself confronted – however briefly – with a completely alien setting.
This two-day “dérive” does not only represent a further development of the famous Situationist
praxis but also addresses the Leningrad-Petersburg tradition of cultured strolls through strange
places, a praxis that arises from a culture of communities based on friendship, attempting to overturn
and take temporary control of urban space, an experience that demonstrates the contrast between
what life is and what it could be.
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Around 1900, the historical center of Petersburg with its famous
ensembles, palaces, temples and theaters found itself girded by an
enormous industrial ring, exceeding the center in surface area by far.
It was dominated by industrial buildings in red-brick and
brownstone, factories and workshops, interspersed with residential
housing. Frequently, these were slums. Characteristic for the city’s
proletarian outskirts, one of these neighborhoods sprang up on the
banks of Obvodny Canal. The poverty and unsanitary conditions
that reigned here drew a great deal of protest and dissatisfaction, so
that the first Russian urban planners were already proposing
measures for the redevelopment of Petersburg as early as the
1900s. Unfortunately, these suggestions remained projects. Real
work on reconstruction and improvement of the proletarian
outskirts only began with the rise of the Soviet regime. First and
foremost, this concerned Narvaskaya Zastava - the city’s largest
industrial district, formed near to the Narva Gate and the Putilov
Works – Petersburg’s industrial giant. The first attempts at
reconstructing Narvskaya Zastava were undertaken in the early
1920s. They were primarily connected with the construction of
new residential areas. The social revolution, not only in Petrograd-
Leningrad, began with a revolution in housing. This was connected
to the first steps of nascent Soviet architecture, which afforded a
great deal of attention to the building of comfortable housing for
workers. In Leningrad, real construction-work only began in 1925,
once the period of economic ruin after the Revolution and the Civil
War had abated. It was at this time that the city administration
began to liquidate slums and began to construct the first
experimental residential areas. The fact that the reconstruction of
the urban outskirts began here was no coincidence. The young
Soviet regime was displaying its concern for the workers of the
region, which was famous for its stormy, revolutionary past.

In 1925-1927, the first model residential area with cheap,
standardized, compact housing for workers was built on
Traktornaya Street. Its architects included A.S. Nikolsky, A.I.
Gegello, and G.A. Simonov. At the time, Leningrad’s new
architecture was dominated by constructivism, which established
itself as a new aesthetic system with a concrete social program.
The creators of constructivism were inspired by art’s life-
constructing power. The aim of their activity was to form society,
rather than to create a new architectural system. They strove to
change the face of the world, transforming everyday life as well as
individual consciousness in order to educate the human being of the
socialist epoch. In connecting creativity with the goal of organizing
the processes of everyday life, the constructivists contributed to
the formation of new types of building, developing a
comprehensive approach to the projection of new settlements, in
which residential buildings were combined with cultural and service
facilities – Houses of Culture, schools, public baths, and communal
kitchens.

The residential area on Traktornaya Street become the core of such
a model settlement, intended as a new residential, social and
cultural center. Thus, the entire complex of buildings constructed
near Narya Gate from the late 1920s to early 1930s was projected
to embody the innovative program of life’s total construction. This
new life was to take place outside of the home. This is why the
apartments of the time were planned with kitchen-elements instead
of full-fledged kitchens, and also explains why they were often
planned without bathrooms altogether. As A.V. Lunacharsky

announced at the time, “It is our goal to eliminate housekeeping
altogether”. This meant that ideally, the individual kitchen would
be replaced by the communal kitchen; that “Red Proletarian Baths”
would replace bathrooms, that children would spend the day in
nurseries or kindergartens, and that their parents would go to
worker’s clubs in their free time. This program found its ideal
implementation in the area around the Narva Gate. The new
buildings included the experimental School of the 10-year
Anniversary of the October Revolution (A.S. Nikolsky,  1925-
1927), the Gorky Palace of Culture (A.I. Gegello and D.L.
Krichevsky, 1925-1927), the Gigant public baths (A.S. Nikolsky
1928-1930), the area’s communal kitchen (A.K. Barutchev, I.A.
Giler, I.A. Meirzon, Ya.O. Rubanchik, 1929-1931). The studio of
A.S. Nikolsky also projected and realized the stadium “Krasny
Putilovets (Red Putilov-Worker)” (1928-1929), which did not
survive up to the present. The complex was completed by the
Kirov City Council (N.A. Trotsky, 1930-1935).

The constructivists attempted to change the world and the human
being for the better. However, these utopian attempts to transform
architecture into a carrier of social justice did not lead to the
desired result. Instead, the dream of a “brighter tomorrow” turned
into the forceful imposition of happiness.

During the mid-1930s, constructivism fell victim to ideological
ostracism. Architecture returned to the mainstream of neo-
classicism, which continuously dominated the next two decades.
As a result, Petersburg’s constructivist buildings and complexes
inhabit a marginal position in both professional and public
consciousness until today. Although a significant number of
buildings have been placed under government protection as
monuments in recent years, the preservation of the architectural
legacy of the constructivist epoch makes many people very
uneasy. The most pressing problems are connected to low quality
of the constructions themselves, which used both the cheap
materials and experimental technologies characteristic of the
period. Thus, the preservation of many of these unique buildings
requires serious scientific research and the development of new
restoration-methods, all of which require funding on a massive
scale.. Aside from the problems connected to the restoration of
these edifices, a further challenge remains: which new function
should the buildings from this heroic epoch play today?

The residential areas of constructivism hardly correspond to
contemporary ideas of comfort. However, they have one
unconditional advantage over housing constructed during the
period of the so-called “Stalinist Empire”, for an example: they are
inherently democratic. In countries outside of Russia – such as
Holland, Germany, or France – there have been many successful
examples of reconstructing such buildings, which appear to enjoy a
great deal of popularity among certain social groups. Above all,
these consist of young families and people without children.
Leading open life-styles, these people are in no financial position
to pay for expensive housing. For them, an apartment in one of the
houses on Traktornaya Street, for an example, could be very
attractive. Of course, the integration of these buildings from the era
of constructivism into contemporary life would require extensive
governmental social programs, in order to prevent them from
becoming slums for low-income populations yet again.

I can’t say that I have any personal connection to Narvskaya Zastava. In my personal perception from
childhood onward, this neighborhood seems very far away. And this is what makes this neighborhood so
strange. Because if you look at it rationally, it’s actually quite close to the center. You don’t actually have to
travel very far; you only have to cross the Obvodny Canal and drive down Petergof Prospect or Gaza, as it
was been called for all of my life, for as long as I can remember. On the one hand, it’s very close, but on the
other, this neighborhood is very far away, as far as psychology is concerned.
So let’s say you’ve reached Repin Square. On the one side, there’s the Admiralty. On the other side of Repin
Square, the Fontanka River ends. You already have the feeling that you’ve reached the end: gate, bridge; the end
of the city. If you drive on, you’ll have reached Narvskaya Zastava, and you’ll already have the feeling that everything is different.
What’s actually so strange about this neighborhood is that you could say that life is really very different here. And until today, I have the feeling that it really differs from the rest of the city. Actually, the
first paradoxical strangeness consists in the fact that this neighborhood came about as a proletarian area and that it’s still that way today, all the more since the area could have had (and already has) a
completely different conditions. But in any case, it hasn’t really changed at all. Today, no one is concerned with developing it; there’s little to no construction; the developers haven’t come here yet and chances
are they won’t in the future. It has such a clearly defined image that it will probably stay this way for years to come.
So that’s one part of the story. The other part is my personal relationship to what I feel is an extremely interesting area in terms of architecture. And it seems to me that this neighborhood could become
incredibly amazing, if people would start to relate to it a little differently. Of course, this would make a lot of sense, because the neighborhood around Stachek Square, that is, the architecture of the entire
area from the Narva Gate up to the Kirov City Council and down Stachek Prospect is completely brilliant. I always feel that in any really cultured city, this neighborhood would immediately become one
of the main tourist attractions, because it contains an excellent parade of constructivism. To be honest, there are hardly any example of good constructivism in this entire city, but here, there are all these great
buildings: the City Council building with its genius tower by the architect Trotsky, Nikolsky’s school, Traktornaya Street,  and the Gorky House of Culture, the Communal Kitchen, and of course, the
Institute of Professional-Technical Education, another brilliant building, which is – unfortunately –in a sorry state of disrepair. In combination with such wide spaces and streets, which are really typical of
Petersburg, all of this is utterly fascinating. In fact, I feel that that the entire section from the Narva Gate all the way to the Kirov City Council are our Champs d’Elysee. The golden glitter of those letters
on the triumphal arch next to that constructivist grey – it’s just so elegant. And if you go on from the Park of January 9th, from the wall to the garden of the Winter Palace, there’s another great parade of
Stalinist architecture. These building are literally like shrines with amazing interiors: take, for an example, the Avtovo metro-station, one of the absolute masterpieces of Stalinist architecture. It’s always
seemed to me that we’ll live to see the day when the opera Aida is performed in the Avtovo metro-station, which would be the cultural highlight of any year. But until now, this is no more than a dream.
...Whenever we talk about what’s beyond the Narva Gate, we always think of the revolution and the revolutionary past. But today, we love Narskaya Zastava as a cult of the past. A cult of ruins. We go for
walks there and remember our childhood and our youth. We remember the pleasure of Soviet life, the simplicity with which we lived back then, when a cone of ice-cream cost no more than 7 kopeks. On
Nevsky Prospect, it’s hard to remember any of this, but in Narvskaya Zastava, on Stachek Prospect, on Traktornaya Street, at the Baltic Station, in all of those alleys with their worn, beaten-up benches,
you remember the way things used to be. How you went to school, the Bulgarian cigarettes that you smoked – what amazing cigarettes! – you wouldn’t even be able to put them in your mouth today. But
back then, it was completely natural; it was so normal, so good...So suddenly, you really want to go to the park to buy a bottle and drink it right there, even if you won’t be able to buy “777”, but once you’re
in the store, you’ll finding yourself wanting to. On the other hand, it’s amazingly fun to drink whatever you can there, whatever it is. You can even sit in the park and drink a good bottle of wine. You know,
it’s really just a ruin and all you do is remember and think and think and remember.



One of the basic situationist practices is the dérive  [ l i teral ly: “dri f t ing”], a technique of rapid passage through varied ambiances. Dérives involve playful-
constructive behavior and awareness of psychogeographical effects, and are thus quite different from the classic notions of journey or strol l .  [ . . . ]  In a
dérive one or more persons during a certain period drop their relat ions, their work and leisure activit ies, and al l  their other usual motives for movement
and action, and let themselves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters they f ind there. Chance is a less important factor in this
activity than one might think: from a dérive point of view cit ies have psychogeographical contours, with constant currents, f ixed points and vortexes that
strongly discourage entry into or exit from certain zones. [. . . ]  I f  chance plays an important role in dérives this is because the methodology of
psychogeographical observation is st i l l  in i ts infancy.

One can dérive alone, but al l  indications are that the most fruit ful numerical arrangement consists of several small groups of two or three people who
have reached the same level of awareness, since cross-checking these different groups’ impressions makes it  possible to arrive at more objective
conclusions. I t  is preferable for the composit ion of these groups to change from one dérive to another. With more than four or f ive part icipants, the
specif ical ly dérive character rapidly diminishes, and in any case it  is impossible for there to be more than ten or twelve people without the dérive
fragmenting into several simultaneous dérives. The practice of such subdivision is in fact of great interest, but the diff icult ies i t  entai ls have so far
prevented it  from being organized on a suff icient scale. The average duration of a dérive is one day, considered as the t ime between two periods of
sleep. The start ing and ending t imes have no necessary relat ion to the solar day, but i t  should be noted that the last hours of the night are general ly
unsuitable for dérives.

The spatial f ield of a dérive may be precisely delimited or vague, depending on whether the goal is to study a terrain or to emotionally disorient oneself.
I t  should not be forgotten that these two aspects of dérives overlap in so many ways that i t  is impossible to isolate one of them in a pure state. [ . . . ]  The
exploration of a f ixed spatial f ield entai ls establishing bases and calculating directions of penetration. I t  is here that the study of maps comes in —
ordinary ones as well  as ecological and psychogeographical ones — along with their correction and improvement. I t  should go without saying that we
are not at al l  interested in any mere exoticism that may arise from the fact that one is exploring a neighborhood for the f irst t ime. Besides its
unimportance, this aspect of the problem is completely subjective and soon fades away.

In the “possible rendezvous,” on the other hand, the element of exploration is minimal in comparison with that of behavioral disorientation. The subject
is invited to come alone to a certain place at a specif ied t ime. He is freed from the bothersome obligations of the ordinary rendezvous since there is no
one to wait for. But since this “possible rendezvous” has brought him without warning to a place he may or may not know, he observes the surroundings.
It  may be that the same spot has been specif ied for a “possible rendezvous” for someone else whose identity he has no way of knowing. Since he may
never even have seen the other person before, he wil l  be encouraged to start up conversations with various passersby. He may meet no one, or he may
even by chance meet the person who has arranged the “possible rendezvous.” In any case, part icularly i f  the t ime and place have been well chosen, his
use of t ime wil l  take an unexpected turn. He may even telephone someone else who doesn’t know where the f irst “possible rendezvous” has taken him,
in order to ask for another one to be specif ied. One can see the virtual ly unl imited resources of this pastime.

At f irst glance these ideas seem quite close to those held by the
si luationists regarding the dérive. Just as urban ethnography
documented the social morphology of the city, the dérive was concerned
with the ecological analysis of the absolute or relat ive character of
f issures in the urban network, of the role of microcl imates, of the
dist inct, self-contained character of administrative distr icts, and above
all  of the dominating action of centers of attraction.

But were Debord’s and Park’s practices really so transparent to each
other? After al l ,  urban ethnography always aimed to be the writ ten
representation of a given (sub)culture. This representation would
constitute an authoritat ive account which ordered and made sense of
the unruly experience of the city in which i t  was based.[.. . ]
 Such knowledge production was never the primary goal of the dérive,
and authoritat ive accounts of this practice are perhaps impossible - an
idea Debord himself expressed when he commented that “writ ten
descript ions can be no more than passwords to this great game.”
These opposing att i tudes toward writ ten accounts indicate a deeper
opposit ion between the derive and urban ethnography.
This opposit ion crystal l izes around the question of the part icipant-
observation paradigm for ethnographic analysis. The ethnographer’s
task is “a process of l iving one’s way into an al ien expressive universe,”
the building of a shared experiential world as a precondit ion of
ethnographic interpretat ion. The successful f ieldworker,through
personal part icipation, wil l  establish “an active at -homeness in a

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

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

� 
 
 � � � �    � � � � 
 	 � � � �  ! � " � � � � � 	 � " ! 
 � � � � �

����!	�#�������� �� �$�� ��% �&�� '(�� � ��)'� �*( ���� +'%�� �� � � �� '�� � �� 
 
 � � � , �  � � � �� -� 	 
 ! �� .!� � � � �
� ��)'� �*( ���� �� ' � 
 � � +� / � 
 � � 	 � � ) �!� � 	��#�	��� � 0' � 
� -�� 
 ���� �! � �� ��� 1! � � � / ��!� 2334

common universe” with the culture studied. But i t  is precisely this at-
homeness that the derive denies, in i ts concern for “behavioral
d isor ientat ion.”
The derive seems fundamental ly l inked to a project of “homelessness”
or “uprooting” which places its part icipants in a posit ion of marginali ty
toward al l  cultures. In this sense it  is a technique du depaysement as
Levi-Strauss used the term to denote a more selfref lexive anthropology.
[.. . ]  In effect the derive hypostatized one half of the or her experience of
the ethnographic f ieldworker: his or her experience as an exi le.
Fieldworkers have been described as “marginal natives” or
“professional-strangers,” and the terms seem apt to describe those on
a derive - those who “during a certain period drop their work and leisure
activit ies, and let themselves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain
and the encounters they f ind there.” To paraphrase Evans-Pritchard’s
comment on f ieldwork, to succeed in the derive, one must be able to
abandon oneself without reserve, to submit to what James Clif ford cal ls
“a derangement of personal and cultural expectations.’ ’  In this
submission to the accident and happenstance of the city, the urban
exile has much the same experience as the f ieldworker in an al ien
culture, but the dérive freezes these ambiguous, mult i-vocal
encounters, refusing to transform them into definit ive readings or
exegeses; instead this practice revels in the very heteroglossia to be
found in the metropolis.
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Official history can be juxtaposed to the memory of silent
social groups. To the official version of the past, this memory
is undesirable and even dangerous. Thus, we would like to add
a number of missing elements to the official memory of
Petersburg and Leningrad, which we find boring in its organicity
(and dangerous in its consequences). More specifically, we
would like to give a voice to those who do not usually write
articles or memoirs about their view of the city, about their
city. In today’s spectacular society, it turns out that no-one
really wants a history of Narvskaya Zastava and its memory
of a proletarian area, of social projects, or of the unsuccessful
attempts to build communism and to accommodate the
disenfranchised.
The territory behind the Narva Gate represents an embodiment
of socialism’s homogenizing influence. We can read this space
as a system of significance whose meanings are supplied by
socialist reconstructions, aesthetically negated by the ideology
of young, wild capitalism. This area was meant to typify the
victory of the revolution and of social equality, the triumph of
the urban way of life over the rural, the supremacy of a worker’s
neighborhood over the center, and the privilege of worker’s
avantgarde, the industrial administration and the factories’ party
elite.
During the first and second Five Year Plans, an attempt was
made to break down the boundary between the city center and
its outskirts, changing the faces of the sloboda (=settlement
outside the official city limits) and the zastava (=outpost),
turning them into socialist areas that could compete with the
center directly. New industrial complexes were built alongside
the old factories of Narvskaya Zastava; a steam of peasant-
migrants flooded into the city in order to become factory-
workers. The construction of new residential areas and their
infrastructure were called upon to create comfortable living-
spaces for these workers. One important component of this
new infrastructure consisted in “hotbeds of culture”, distributed
across the entire city, established with the goal of bringing the
“cultural revolution” to the population at large, which had been
deprived of any possibility for cultural consumption up until
that point.
In the framework of the art-project “Dérive through Narvskaya
Zastava”, we decided to conduct a sociological survey at several
point of the area in order to find how people feel about their
neighborhood and which changes they have been able to observe
throughout the last decade. In organizing our survey, we did
not only follow traditional sociological methods but also allowed
ourselves to be inspired by Situationist practices of examining
urban space. These practices rest upon the principle of exploring
situations by adding new elements and gaining insight into reality
by turning it upside down (detournement), which leads to the
discovery of symbolic meanings in ordinary everyday life.
We advertised our presence by identifying our stand as a
“Mobile Sociological Center” in big letters. Over the period of
a few days, we set up this stand at different points in the
neighborhood. This extravagant stand attracted the curious and
repelled the timid. The environment that gradually grew around
us changed from passive to active: eventually, we were joined
by people who spent their time in the area, either out of habit
or through the nature of their work (newsagents, sunflower-
seed-salespeople, pastry-vendors, people waiting for friends
or taking walks, idlers and loafers, drinkers, militiamen, and
pensioners). The mobile sociological center was staffed by four
girls with questionnaires as well as several cameramen.
Despite the fact that our primary method of collecting data
consisted in a questionnaire, this examination differed from our
accustomed method in that we were hardly striving to undertake
a representative mass survey. While we were happy to listen
everyone in full, it was our goal to pull people into our orbit so
that they would help us to examine this territory, becoming our
guides into the unknown neighborhood, “closed” to us because
of our lack of knowledge concerning the area. We needed intuitive
psychogeographers, people who traversed these paths on a
daily basis, people who were ready to share information on
where and how to spend our free time, to relax, to have fun, to
meet and hang out with friends. We also wanted to know which
places were unpleasant during the daytime and dangerous at
night.
The mobile sociological center collected 179 surveys from a
non-random group of passers-by that live in Narvskaya Zastava
(i.e. residents of the Kirov and Admiralty sections of the city).
The results of our survey should that close to 80% of the
respondents like to live where they live at present. 60% would
not like to move, even if they were offered the possibility of
doing so. Consequently, one can assume that they are not
indifferent to the state of this territory and are hoping for
positive changes to occur in terms of infrastructural
development.
Among the positive changes that have taken place during the
last years, the survey-results place great emphasis on the
improvement of commercial facilities and logistics, as well as
the provision of urban amenities (“It’s gotten cleaner, there are
less drunks, more order. There are more stores. They’ve even
restored the Narva Gate”, “They’ve paved the backyards”,
“The backyards are much  greener. They’ve trimmed the
poplars. They’ve also been building playgrounds and
fountains”, “The Square’s been restored”).
For many people, important milestones of redevelopment
include the restoration of the Narva Gate, the superficial
transformation of Stachek Square, the appearance of a
McDonald’s restaurant, as well as the transformation of Kirov
Department Store into a mall with unaffordable prices (“The
Kirov Department Store has become a completely different
place. The quality of the goods, the interiors, the design have
been modernized”). The survey showed that only a minority
of the area’s inhabitants actually make use of this mall. No
more than 9% of all people surveyed answered that they visit
it on a regular basis. 56% make purchases there irregularly,
while 34% never go there at all.

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

The closing of many of the area’s factories was also considered
as a positive development. Contrary to our expectations,
both surveys and interviews only rarely express any kind of
regret at the closing of factory or the laying-off of workers
(“This used to be a worker’s neighborhood, but now the
factories have been shut down. But this also means that the
air is cleaner”; “The Red Triangle [=one of the area’s main
factories] has been shut down, and since then, there’s less
dirt”).
The many responses to the question “What bothers you in
everyday life?” can be crystallized to three eyesores:
alcoholism, pollution and everyday problems, among which
the problems of living in communal apartments takes first
place. Among the negative changes that have taken place
during the last year, many people complained that there is
not enough municipal transportation, too many private cars,
which drive around without any restraint, as well as the
increase in amusement halls and shops where alcohol is sold.
Another obvious eyesore consists in the large amount of
dangerous buildings, decrepit, empty apartment houses,
uncleared remains of collapsed buildings, unfinished
construction sites, and half-finished renovations. Some of
the interviewees noted the hostile and inattentive attitudes of
people toward one another, as well as the fact that the urban
milieu had become hostile and alien to them. These kind of
observations are especially characteristic of people above
the age of 46. (“Lots of people curse on the streets. Smokers
burn you with their cigarettes. There are less and less familiar
stores. The all-night liquor stores play their music at a
deafening volume. The larger squares have been filled with
new buildings. Car-drivers have very little discipline. It’s
impossible to cross the street, because the traffic lights don’t
work.”)
The inhabitants of Narvskaya Zastava perceive the
neighborhood as place that can only appeal to those who live
there and are already accustomed to its environment. The
population seems to believe that there are very few objects
that might be interesting as places to show to visitors. The
area’s famous constructivist architecture was only mentioned
in one response, which was filled out by an art-historian. A
few respondents answered that foreigners would find nearly
everything in the neighborhood interesting, albeit from an
ethnographic point of view.
Notwithstanding their affection for the neighborhood, its
inhabitants seem to agree that it has a reputation of being one
of the city’s more dangerous and less pleasant places (“The
Kirov section is considered one of the most criminal of all.
The militia doesn’t do much of anything...”). In our
questionnaire, we asked which places were considered to be
dangerous at night. These proved to be parks, backyards,
gateways, Shkapin Street and Rosenshtein Street and many
others – “bandit streets”, any place where “houses are back
to back and where there’s little light”, “next to the stalls
where people drink and gather”, next to bars and other places
that serve alcohol, in stairwells, empty lots, out-of-the-way
places, and quiet streets. Danger emanates from “hoodlums,
drunks, sailors”, bums, junkies, “drunk or stoned teenagers”.
One young man formulated his feelings as follows: “At night,
my entire life becomes the life of my back.” Others told us
that “lots of terrible things happen, especially at night in the
Ekaterinhof Park”, where “drunk teenagers get their asses
kicked”. Some young people answered shyly that “it isn’t
really dangerous for the locals, but as for outsiders...it is.”
A large portion of the surveyed population feels that
Narvskaya Zastava remains a “working-class neighborhood”,
despite the fact that some of the factories have been closed.
There is also an awareness the growth of unemployment over
the last few years. Some of the respondents spoke of a large
number of idler and loafers, some of which fill the ranks of
the bums and alcoholics.
One thing that stands out is the harsh and unfriendly attitude
- tinged by contempt and repulsion -  toward fellow citizens
who find themselves at the bottom of society or in situations
of social vulnerability and crisis, such as drug-addicts,
homeless, illegal migrants or “Southerners”. Many people
used the word ubrat’ (=get rid of) when speaking of these
people in the interviews, as if they were referring to inanimate
objects (“They turn off the hot water for a month at a time. It’s
time to get ride of the bums and drunks.”).
The most contradictory of all antagonistic images consists of
the figure of the “Southerner”, who “plays the master” of the
neighborhood. A significant increase in “persons of Caucasian
nationality” is one of the most significant changes that the
neighborhood’s population has observed since the beginning
of the Perestroika, since the area used to be far more
homogeneous in its social composition. (“The number of bums
has grown, just like the number of merchants from Southern
countries. You can’t walk or drive without stumbling across
them. There are ten times more darkies than there used to be
in 1986.”; “Bad municipal transport, lots of Uzbeks and
Azerbaijanis without any registration.”). The presence of
“Southerners” is talked about as a nuisance of everyday life
and as a source of danger. There are several explanations for
this hostility (or fear).
First of all, there is a widespread opinion that “Southerners”
use bribes to take up apartments and rooms that might serve
as housing for people who currently live in communal
apartments. (“The workers from the ‘Vereteno’ factory used
to live here. But now, there are all these non-Russians. In our
house, there are six family registered. They come to the
administrator of the building and pay money. The whole place
is populated by Azerbaijanis. On Rosenshtein Street, they’ve
set up house and just live there.”; “I’m afraid to live in my
own apartment. A family of five with a dog moved in from
Dushanbe; they were all crammed into a room with 14 square
meters”; “Our apartment is ruled by the Southerners”).

Second of all, the “Southerners” are aggressive (“The presence of the  darkies
bothers everybody. I was mugged three times in the last six years”; “It’s
dangerous to go wherever those unregistered Azeris live, Promyshlennaya
Street, for an example”).
Third of all, migrants from the Southern republics are considered to be a
“mafia”, well-organized and business-like, which has allowed them to take
control of the local service industry (“Look at who’s the boss of the cafés!
All the Russians do is look at the bottom of the bottle!”; “On the market,
everything is under Azeri control, they don’t allow local producers to sell
anything there”).
Some of the neighborhood’s inhabitants do not like the outer appearance
and the behavior of newcomers, which they feel are different from the
habits of the local population (“They built an athletic field. But the field is
exploited by the darkies, mostly. Tadzhiks, Uzbeks, Kazakhs, whatever.
They live in clans. And our kids have no place to go”; “They have their own
traditions”; “You can’t even go for a walk; there are all these non-Russians”).
Only one informant made a humanistic statement, noting that the
Azerbaijanis and some of the neighborhood’s inhabitants shared common
problems, namely a poorly organized everyday life and poverty. He also
told us that conflicts do not arise as long as there are common problems: “I
live in the dormitory of the ‘Vereteno’ factory. No conflicts with the Azerbaijanis
so far. Everyone survives here. The dormitory brings people closer together
than any communal apartment. The kids all play together.”
One seriously drunk lady we questioned near the metro told us that in her
opinion, people who found themselves in difficult situations in Narvskaya
Zastava didn’t feel all too bad, pointing toward empathy and the readiness
to help others (“In Narvskaya Zastava, normal people will understand
you. As for Nevsky Prospect, I can’t stand it. But here, people will even give
you a piece of bread, if you need it. They’ll always pity other people in the
end”).
Neither surveys nor interviews make any significant mention of businessmen
or entrepreneurs. In contrast to the bureaucrats, the abstract images of
businessmen are generally seen in a positive light (“An entrepreneur bought
part of the garden and cleaned it up a little”). Most of the informants
displayed positive or neutral attitudes to the introduction of the market-
economy or to advertising, for an example. One point of criticism is that
most of the advertising does not cater to the local population (“Advertising
should only be in Russian”; “There isn’t enough needed advertising; we
need advertising that shows us how to find that places that people are
looking for”).
One of the neighborhood’s characteristics is that the attributes of the new
reality are felt less here than the ruined Soviet legacy. There have been few
tangible changes. People whose lives are subject to complete decline wait
for help from the city council or the municipal administration, but in fact,
have given up all hope. As one of the inhabitants of the area between
Shkapin Street and Rosenshtein Street put it: “It even said so in the
newspaper: “Rosenshtein Street is Petersburg’s black hole. The ceiling
collapsed in one apartment. We try to put up a fight. But no-one wants our
neighborhood anyway. After all, this is back country. This isn’t the
neighborhood of the Admiralty but the village of Petushki. That’s really
strange. This is the city center. But at the same time, it just plain old Petushki.”
The French Situationists of the 1950s criticized modern capitalism and its
consumerist society for attempting to embody capitalism through images,
stamping it onto urban space while homogenizing it, opening the same
kinds of shops in different neighborhoods, “grooming” the city in order to
hide its flaws and its secrets. The population of Narvskaya Zastava has not
yet encountered capitalism in full; they are still waiting for “necessary”
advertising and for the openings of cafés or stores that already have franchises
elsewhere. On the whole, the influence of capitalism still remains largely
insignificant, although the neighborhood’s population is waiting for its advent
impatiently. Spectacular society without consumer society appears as a
sneer or a smirk of the haves against the have-nots. People are ready for the
triumph of capitalism, having armed themselves with extremely liberal
consciousness, with the lack of empathy for their neighbors (bums,
alcoholics, junkies and Southerners), wishing to edge out anyone who finds
him-herself in a difficult existential situation; they are ready to build a
capitalist paradise on their own territory.
So what did we gain by examining the neighborhood of Narvskaya Zastava,
a place that has survived the transformation of the Soviet urban utopia to a
trivial place of bazaar capitalism as a typical post-Soviet experience?
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Strolling around Narvskaya Zastava, you can find them everywhere. They are
everpresent, coursing through the world’s capillaries like blood cells. Usually, the
beauty of the “Strange” goes unnoticed, even if there are far more of them than
people who live on the borderline, who have nothing left in common with society at
large, such as the homeless, lying around on the asphalt, the “Full-Blues”*, who are
hardly strange at all; instead, they provoke feelings of horror, pinching sorrow, pity,
or anger. The “Strange”, however, provoke a feelings of surprise and exaltation,
maybe because these people continue to exist, despite the inescapable poverty of
their fate.
Just look at the way they dress! Their clothing is armored plating, designed to
defend us from the heaviness of reality! There can be little doubt that the life of the
Strange is reflected in their costumes. I swear: these people are far freer than the

“Full-Blues” or that the “Well-Dressed”. The slight madness of the Strange eloquently tells us that they live
in their own world; often, they march forward at a determined pace, busily carrying their burden in an elegant
plastic bag.
...Before my eyes, a clear image unfolds: it’s 5 PM on Shkapin Street. The Strange hit the street and raise
their hands to the sky silently. They are wearing a long yellow scarf. The “Full-Blues” and the “Well-
Dressed” glare at them, aghast in horror. All movement comes to a halt.
* “Full-Blues” (Sinie), an version of  sinyak, Russian slang for a drunkard who has reached the final stage of
alcoholism.
The installation consists of a) a table with photographs of the “Strange”. Notes and commentaries, written
by hand, b) a clothes-hanger with clothes of a special design, projected to reflect the inner world of
the“Strange”.

This film is about the lives people lead in Narvskaya Zastava. Since this region was created for the
cultivation of the most ideal of all Soviet people – the Soviet worker – it is haunted by the soaring
specters of strong desire and directed will.  Even now, any outside observer thrown into this
neighborhood will give in to nostalgic musings on “Soviet life”, or on the contrary,  fall into irritation
on its behalf. In order to uncover both hidden and obvious ideality of this area, I decided to utilize a
methodological pamphlet, used by the lecturers of the “Znanie Society”*. This brochure is called
“The Soviet Way of Life” (Orenburg, 1974). It details all of the basic principles of the life of a real
Soviet human being. This text draws the same emotional responses as the neighborhood itself: it
contains a great deal of beauty, but at the same time, it is  unpleasant and even frightening. Furthermore,
it is very sad, as is any ruin of unrealized utopia. I have transposed this methodological text onto the
real, everyday life of contemporary Narvskaya Zastava in three short video-walks around the most
important places of the region: around the metro-station “Narvskaya”, along Traktornaya Street,

and the Ekaterinhof Park. The main material of these video-films consists of the voices of the people who
live in this neighborhood. They are nothing more that passers-by, whose voice we do not usually hear. I have
made them audible.
I do not want to compare these two realities, the ideal Soviet means of life, which never existed and the
normal life of normal people. I am not even sure that there is any real contradiction between the two. They
simply have very little in common. Or maybe they do? Maybe we all yearn for “brotherhood and collectivism”,
for the “equality of all peoples and nations”, for “faith in bright future of humanity”, for “confidence in the
tomorrow to come”?
*The “Znanie Society” (Knowledge Society) was a Soviet-era organization which published popular-
educational pamphlets and held lectures in public spaces, including factories and other workplaces. Its goal
was to raise the levels of both literacy and ideological engagement among the population at large.

This film is based on short fragments of interviews that we made with the inhabitants
of Narvskaya Zastava at the exit of the Narvskaya metro-station. Its main actors are
those people who expressed their desire to answer the questions we asked through
our special questionnaire in front of the camera.
These questions concerned their everyday lives, such as: do you like living in this
neighborhood? How has the area changed in recent times? How have these changes
affected your life? What do you feel to be lacking here? Which improvements would
you like to see? How does Narvskaya Zastava differ from the city’s other areas? Is
this neighborhood still a part of the working-class outskirts? Do you feel that it is
time to tear down the buildings of the Soviet era and to build something new? Are
there places that you would prefer not to go to during the daytime? Are there places
that are dangerous at night? Do you have a favorite place where you like to spend

your free time? Could you tell us about the best and the worst things that happened to you and your
acquaintances in this neighborhood?
Naturally, our narrators inevitably avoided giving dry answers to these question. Instead, they began to
speak freely, expressing their concerns and connecting these to their personal experiences of their everyday
lives.

The photo-series “Narvskaya Zastava” documents the author’s solo dérive around the neighborhood.

The essence of my piece for the project can be summed up in the attempt at finding an
adequate visual solution for what the group was able to find out in the process of the dérive.
Personally, I was extremely interested in the way art and society are interrelated. This gave
rise to pictograms, stripped bare of any obvious authorship, scattered throughout the space
of the exhibition. They illustrate the results of a real sociological survey and depict the
silhouettes of the dérive’s participants, fixed by a camera in the moment of the most heated
and principled polemic debate, “hot on the traces” of the dérive.
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P R O J E C T  C O M P O N E N T S :

1. Mobile sociological center | Sofia Tchouikina
2. Archive of Constructivist graphic art | Saint Petersburg Historical Museum
  Unrealized architectural projects of the 1920s | Maria Makogonova
3. Audio-video installation | “What is the Soviet Way of Life?” | Tsaplya/Olga Egorova
4. Two Day Dérive | 3.9.-4.9.2004 | Workgroup “What is to be done?”
5. Graphical project, based on the results of the sociological questionnaire | Nikolai Oleinikov
6. Videofilm | “The Locals. Narvskaya Metro-Station” | Dmitri Vilensky
7. Reading Room | Bound newspapers, subjective maps and other reading materials
8. THEORETICAL PLATFORM | Newspaper, website | workgroup “What is to be done?”
9. Videofilm  | “Drift” |  Dmitri Vilensky
10. Installation  | “Life after Life”  | Igor Lebedev
11. Installation | “The Strange Never Give Up” | The Shop of Utopian Clothing
    Gluklya/Natalia Pershina-Yakimanskaya
12. Photo-series  | “Narvskaya Zastava” | Dmitri Vilensky
13. Exhibition-architecture, spatial elements, lighting | Kiril Shuvalov and Dmitry Vilensky
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[1] Take, for an example, Narvskaya
Zastava and its Czarist arche de triumphe,
its run-down early 20th century worker’s
housing, its constructivist projects. The
total installation of real socialism’s
architectural legacy, an ice-floe,
stratified in layer after layer of
historical problematique and ambivalent
utopian projection.  In other words,
Narvskaya Zastava is excellent
psychogeographical terrain. Its (spectral)
utopias are only waiting to be brought
back to life.
[2] One way of rejuvenating and
uncovering these  images is to move
across their intersections. This
movement is only worth documenting
because it presents a constant choice.
Of course, it is easiest to “drift”
playfully like a tourist, carried along
by seductive waves of enchanted
nostalgia for Stalinist metro stations
or Constructivist model settlements,
casting romantic-conceptualist ripples
across the melancholy surface of the
privatized quotidian. But this ease
seems irresponsible: there must be some
detour, some more challenging route to
be taken...
[3] In search of this challenge –
permanent revolution? – the drifter must
provoke encounters that “change the
landscape from one hour to the next”.
Narvskaya Zastava, as a neighborhood of
great architectural and demographic
diversity, offers perfect terrain for such
sudden transitions. Yet can these changes
take place through an excess of prolonged
will, a dérive tour de force, held to make
the city expose its secrets? In the “case”
of Ivan Chtcheglov, that mysterious Soviet
émigré Lettrist, the “continual dérive”
and its “bad constitution of steel”, led
straight to insulin-treatments and shock
therapy. His “case” (capitulation)
motivates Debord to formulate a
responsible methodology of the dérive
(see Theory of the Dérive, p. 4), a means
of constructing the situation’s sociality.
To put it bluntly: the future does not
occur at random: chance is less important
than you think.
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…Most importantly, we were trying to avoid fakeness. Since
there was a very real threat of becoming fake, it seems to me
that uninterrupted and rather honest self-criticism was the
most valuable result of our work. This was the element of
seriousness that accompanied our game. I call it a game
because there was something childish about it: we prowled
the city’s spaces and the quotidian that they belong to. They
gave way to us far more than we expected, becoming
extremely plastical, as an answer to our secret invocation to
be little different. What is ostensibly a territory for work
became a field for play. People who were otherwise hardly
spoiled by contact with cameras stepped into communication
with us very ethusiastically, becoming theatrical, playing for
us, demanding attention. It was as if the neighborhood itself
had become sensitive to the situation of our “drift”; its
inhabitants were drawn into this situation for just a single
moment, against the background of a workaday in which any
of us would have probably grown numb and unable to
respond to any interest from art, history, or anything thing
else.
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The difficulties in analyzing the “dérive” (=drift) are connected to the
surplus of semantic and historical contexts, whose mutual displacement
actually provoked the praxis of the dérive itself. This semantic core of
displacement can be found in the many connotations of the word
“drift” (dérive), which vary according to their usage in geology (the
motion of tectonic plates), maritime navigation (a ship’s passive
passage along powerful currents or in floes of ice), market analysis
(uncontrollable changes in the value of stock), technology (fluctuation
of indicators or gauges), physics (motion of stochastic particle
distributions), genetics (local mutations), perceptive psychology
(micro-movements of the eyes, destabilizing images in order to bridge
over gaps in the visual field), demographics (the geographical direction
of migration flows). On the whole, drift implies latent, indiscernible,
extra-mental displacement, arising in a wave that carries something
away, sweeping it up and along, dousing its activity, engulfing it
completely, in what seems to be an altogether pleasant way.

The analytical interpretation of the dérive is tainted by this hydraulic
displacement of contexts. For an example, how was our action in
Petersburg related to the “classical” dérive of the Situationists? And
do we have the right to place our movement through the neighborhood
of Narvskaya Zastava into the time-honored tradition of flaneaurism?
In my view, this is where the decisive displacement occurs. Surely,
this great myth of Baudelaire and Benjamin can be no more than an
inspiration today, especially since it has lost any and all practical
force. Flaneaurism is a notion that stems from the epoch of the early
bourgeoisie. The flaneaur is a marginal figure, a penniless bohemian.
He strolls through the arcades, past seductive agglomerations of goods
and shop-displays, deriving his pleasure from the impossibility of
consumption (“look but don’t touch”, to use the expression of Susan
Buck-Morss). At some point during the 1950s/1960s, as non-
repressive, stimulating structures of domination based on mass-
consumption arose, the figure of the flaneaur was incorporated into
the universe of capitalism. Flaneaurism became a part of consumer-
behavior, which was increasingly formed by the principle of the
continual possibility of making further purchases and the controllable
pleasure which these purchases will supply. May be the parallel
emergence of the Situationist practice of the dérive, which raises
flaneurism to the level of a reflexive community game for the last time,
can be understood as the fixation of the flaneaur’s death, a short-lived
revival before the end, a breaking point, after which this practice was
completely absorbed by the means of bio-political control. The
collective character of the dérive changes matters somewhat: the
phenomenon of détournement can be understood as form of
displacement, a half-hearted dispersal of the drifting group replays
the drama of the organic community’s atomization again and again.

If one considers the local conditions of the dérive through
Narvskaya Zastave (a de-contextualized industrial ghetto outside of
the historical mainstream, with melancholy ruins of Constructivist
architecture), as well as the rather consumerist approach taken by
its participants in visiting its inexpensive local cafés, one can hardly
connect any of this to the sugary romantic sublime of the historical
flaneaur’s ascetic exaltation. This why the “high” myth that
legitimates our praxis is subject to latent drift in and of itself; its
conceptual form is filled in by local stories (the specifics of the
“free-and-easy” life-style of Petersburg’s artistic and intellectual

milieu, the Russian intelligentsia’s tradition of the narodniki, of
“going native” among one’s own people etc.). This projection-
mechanism and its contextual update was probably the most
productive part of the action, even if its geneological identity was
subject to de facto suspension.

If the action was neither flaneaurism nor classical Situationist dérive,
nor pure consumerism, then what was it? A multitude of drifting
contexts, perhaps. It wasn’t any cynical version of social tourism
(i.e. slumming): the project’s exploratory and artistic goals were
quite authentic. To judge by the discussions that followed, the
participants were motivated by a nearly religious search for Contact,
Encounter, or Event, for the imaginary meeting of the left-wing
intellectual with the invisible specter of the Worker, ascending to
the Golgotha of the stopped conveyor. But when we entered the
abandoned factory’s Cyclopean shop floor, instead of severe
workers  we found a multitude of colossal phalli (high-quality
naturalistic graffiti, sprouting an interweave of 3-4 meters, climbing
up the wall), whose exuberantly organic procreation rightfully
animated this otherwise empty place of production. Or maybe we
wanted the revelation of an Other life to catch us unawares, an
Other reality of the wild capitalism of the early 1990s, which has
been preserved in this neighborhood, in the midst of its slums and
its collapsing buildings, forcing us to remember those chaotic years.
But the promised Event never took place as a final point of assembly
or coming together. Instead, there were constant  displacements,
transitions from one environment to another, as well as the realization
of one’s own position in relation to the position of the others – the
impotence of changing anything here and now, in spite of the will
that manifests itself in this strange, crypto-religious expectation of
an Event, of Redemption... Impotence hangs over all of our
confessions and exacerbates our in many ways exuberant stroll
with an involuntary feeling of guilt.

Even if the flaneaur has died as an independent figure (which he
may have never been) and his place has been taken by a weak
drifting subject-medium, channeling manifold flows of meaning, the
restlessness and unexpended energies that sent him out to wander
the city’s streets have not been fully swallowed by the technologies
of consumption and control. Quite on the contrary, they give rise to
the condition and the immediate reasons for movement, drifting in
some new generalized sense. In one of his text, Deleuze notes that
many contemporary practices are constructed according to the model
of “riding the waves”. This finds its most concentrated expression
in newer sports, such as surfing, hang-gliding, sky-diving etc. The
center of movement or energy is not to be found within the subject,
who simply taps into an external flow, or to put it in broader terms,
symbolic contexts and informational networks (surfing the internet,
for an example). In my view, actions such as the dérive produce and
dramatize this phenomenon, which appeared after the 1960s. It is
this phenomenon that supplies the dérive its contemporary meanings.
On the other hand, isn’t this position of the subject, whose praises
are sung by theoretical apologetics, the state that we are trying to
avoid? How can we activate the subject, raising it to the level of the
energies and forces it has unleashed, so that it might finally really
drift, leaving behind of the instances that hamper its unbounded

movement?
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[4] In reality, our dérive through
Narvskaya Zastava took place against the
animated backdrop of a genocide-in-
miniature. Its first day ran parallel to
the bloody end of the school-hostage-
drama in Beslan, the second day was
interrupted by a Bonapartist declaration
of war on terrorism. We were sitting in
a bar with green walls (Soviet
minimalism?), taking notes on our
impressions and drinking a little, when
Vladimir Vladimirovitch held his speech.
[5] We talked politics all the way from
the bar next to the military-store on
the canal to the Ekaterinhof park, where
we parodied an American group-hug and
debated on whether or not to eat a
shashlik. It might have been the last
day of summer. Technopop blared across
the empty band-stand. Eventually, we
reached a rusty amusement park of bumper
cars and swings on fenced-off territory.
There was even a booth with air-rifles
for target practice. Most of the others
left their stuff in my care on a bench
in order to kiss on the swings more
freely.
[6] In contemporary Russia, as the
Putinist consolidation seeps through to
all areas of (tragically depoliticized)
life, the precarious politics of
friendship take on a completely new
value. Maybe this is why it made me
happy to film the spectacle of my
friends, swinging back and forth between
excess and passivity on the rusty swings
of their childhood. Were they dreaming
of spaces “where it would be impossible
not to fall (in love)”? I know I was…
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03.09.04 Day One

16.10. Meeting at “Kirovsky Zavod” metro-station. First Artem appears, then Tsaplya. Kirill and Gluklya are late. We
look for a place to hand out the maps and “instructions”. The “Cobweb” Café: proletarian menu with matching prices.
Regulars relax at little tables after a hard day’s work. The radio announces eight ambulances and four dead children in
Beslan. Following a brief newsflash, pop-music and the sound of meat being tenderized in the kitchen. We talk about the
conception of the dérive. Gluklya asks why Debord killed himself. No-one really knows. Tsaplya hands out colored felt-
tip markers, notebooks, and maps.

17.00. Stachek Prospect. Pedestrian underpass. At the entrance, the sign that says “Kirovsky Zavod” (Kirov Works)
dovetails with an “Alpha Bank” advert. Tsaplya shows us a portrait of [the famous revolutionary] Gaza, after whom the
neighboring House of Culture is named. In the 1970s, it hosted a famous exhibition of Leningrad nonconformists. On the
way, I send Polina an SMS: “Where is that side-street, where is that house? Where is that little miss what I once loved?”
[=line from a Russian song whose meter cannot be rendered in English]. I am attracted to the song because of its last
line’s agrammatism. Oh yes, and because of all the memories of the proletarian revolutionary saga “Maxim’s Youth”,
which rhymes with my own youth in a funny sort of way. At some point, we come up to “Kiryanov’s Datcha”, the
Civil Registry Office where I legally registered my second marriage in 1988, was it? When I tell the others, Gluklya and
Tsaplya decide to give me a present. I ask them to sing “The Blue Ball Turns and Spins” [=another song, with the same
melody and meter as the preceding one], and I sing along with them – with a mixture of tenderness and yearning.

17.30. Abandoned factory, reminiscent of Tarkovsky’s “Stalker”. Ruins of the industrial Soviet past. Light sifts through
the roof-rents. Ferns and moss grow in rainspills on concrete slabs. If you squat on your haunches, you can lose yourself
to the illusion of a miniature world, reduced in scale. Again, Tarkovsky. Quiet as a church. “This is exactly where we
need to organize exhibitions of contemporary art”, says Gluklya. All the others agree.

18.20 “Nemetskaya Sloboda” [=”German Settlement”], a housing block, built by German POWs after the war. “Idyllic”
inner spaces. Paradoxical striations: year-rings in wood. All you have to do is cross the street and you find yourself
falling from the early 1980s straight back to the late 1940s. I am suddenly galvanized by a feeling of euphoria, or to be
more precise, I’m “disoriented”, as Debord might have said.

19.00 Uzbek café on Trefilov Street. Garbage wind. Atmospheric desolation. Terrible-looking drunks at plastic tables
next to the entrance. One of them comes on to Tsaplya. A woman sits among them; her face is drawn and manly, all of
her movements are masculine. We go inside to avoid the rain. On TV, they’re replaying the assault on the school in
Beslan. I fall into a stupor at the sight of the battle. The rest of our journey takes place in its shadow. Tsaplya leads us to
the monuments of constructivist architecture: hospital, school in the form of a hammer and sickle etc. Somehow, I don’t
have the strength to admire them all.

21.00 Dismal drinking in the “Kolyma” café. But first, a short burst of joy at meeting the other group, soon to be
replaced by a feeling of homelessness under the latent threat emanating from the drunken showdown between a
construction-worker in a boiler-suit, who can barely stand up straight, and a group of young migrant-workers (Tatars?).
The proprietors, far from sober themselves, have a hard time deescalating the confrontation. We wait for our kebabs for
almost two hours. The belligerent construction-worker’s drunk wife and their five-year-old son wander from one table to
the next, looking lost. At some point, Kolya loses his composure and shouts at her – she’s dancing – to take her kid to
the toilet, he really needs to take a leak. She can hardly answer. A late dinner in a Chinese restaurant: an absurd finale to
the first day of the dérive.

Comments. I am not going to reproduce my notes on the second day. At its end, it became obvious that the “encounter”
had taken place, but ironically, we had not met with what we were supposed to. After all, this neighborhood – between
the Kirov Works [formerly Putilov Works] and the Baltic Railroad Station is famous for its revolutionary past. It is here
that one can find the Park of the Victims of January 9th [1905], from here that the worker’s columns set out toward the
Winter Palace. And in the 1920s, this place saw some of the most grandiose construction work undertaken at the time, as
an attempt to realize the socialist utopia. But now, instead of the majestic figures of the proletariat, we met with nothing
but baleful yawning. “Scorched earth” and empty lots instead of utopia. Constructivist buildings, crumbling before our
eyes, corresponded to the dissolution of the social body, turning people into flotsam and jetsam, emanating a miasma of
hollow despair, giving rise to the involuntary thought that these ruins were an unbearably material monument to the
frozen, petrified revolution, a “dialectic of stasis” (Benjamin). In secret, we were probably expecting something else. Yet
this traumatic experience of coming in contact with reality (in the psychoanalytical sense) is priceless. For me, in any
case, this was the – albeit negative – outcome of the dérive, calling for action, for critical interpretation.

P.S. It is symbolic that the notes on Day One are interrupted by references to the battle in Beslan. We all feel like
hostages, for whom time has come to a standstill; our fate depends on the interplay of impersonal historical forces. How
does one turn the passive voice into action? Someone else’s direct speech into one’s own? All of this flotsam and jetsam
into a people? A people which, to quote Paul Klee via Deleuze, is already gone or does not yet exist. Now and here,
between “already” and “not yet”

22.09.04.
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The group-dérive differs drastically from flaneurism on one obvious
count. While the flaneaur pits the personal, solitary pleasure of
ascetic aestheticism against alienation, the group-dérive offers
the possibility for exploring meeting places such as parks,
playgrounds, benches, bleachers and squares together. Narvsakaya
Zastava is full of such Commons, ranging from secret meeting places
in abandoned factories or collapsed buildings to representative
squares, Constructivist backyards, and amusement parks. Thus, the
most obvious goal of the dérive was to flow into these social
spaces together, to upturn and reanimate their hidden potential.

However, drifting in groups does not only bring innumerable
benefits – including direct access to the precarious utopia of
friendship – but also entails a fundamental danger. The
interactions of the group do not only reflect and revive social
space; they also supply the individual subject with a false sense
of security: nothing can happen to me; after all, I am a member of
the pack. But what happens when the (certain) future of the Common
is lost to the privatized poetry of the everyday and all of its
uncertainty? Isn’t this where the detour begins? [7]

One way to see the disintegration of utopia – and the return to its
ruins – as a catastrophe of expropriation, an irreconcilable loss.
The playgrounds of our revolutionary childhood take on a
utilitarian character, becoming hostile prison zones, permeated
with horrifying banality, turning us into reactionaries. However,
one might also argue that true ethical dialogue is only possible
after subtraction, negation, and loss: by relinquishing our
(privatized) umbrellas, we can finally begin to move, instead of
simply drifting.

[7] Throughout our two-day exploration, Artem Magun carried an
elegant black umbrella. To me, this umbrella looked like a
privatized anthropological prop, symbolic of our radical chic. In
order to swing more freely, Magun left his umbrella on a bench in
my care. As we were crossing the bridge that separates park from
city, Magun stopped: “I’ve forgotten my umbrella.” This made me
feel very guilty. Leaving the others, Magun and I turned back. We
almost missed the swings and the other joy-rides: the gates of the
little amusement park had already been padlocked. A guard-dog on a
long leash was barking violently in order to protect her puppy. A
heavy-set young man was standing next to the guardhouse. We called
to him through the fence. “Umbrella? Yeah. I saw an umbrella.”
Growing nervous – the umbrella might have been a bomb – Magun and I
walked back to the bumper cars. It was here that we ran into the
other group, which was drifting in parallel. They embraced us
euphorically, all chattering at once: “How was it? What did you
see? Where are you going?” We couldn’t answer them. We were looking
for Magun’s umbrella. Eventually, the militia-man who was guarding
the playground unlocked the padlocks and let us out. The umbrella
had definitively been lost.

David Riff
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The exhibition project was realized in the Saint Petersburg Historical Museum 25.09.2004 to 25.10.2004
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