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Abstract 
 

The present work investigates modalities of identity-creation in the Soviet Union between 

1968 and 1988, focusing on three groups of nonconformist thinkers in Novosibirsk, and its 

research district Akademgorodok: punk musicians, the architectural fantasists known as 

Paper Architects, and two of the most prominent figures in post-Thaw Soviet sociology, 

Vladimir Shlapentokh and Tatiana Zaslavskaia. Through analysing a range of primary 

material, from personal correspondence and writings and work contemporaneous with the 

period to later reminiscences, the thesis highlights peculiarities of time and space in late-

Soviet Novosibirsk which contributed to an unusually fertile environment for intellectual 

and artistic experimentation. In dialogue with Alexei Yurchak’s work on late-Soviet society 

and the concept of vnyenakhodimost’ (existing ‘outside’, in this context outside of politics 

and the Soviet state), and with reference to Mikhail Bakhtin, Erving Goffman, and Vaclav 

Havel, this work identifies three important factors in nonconformist identity-construction in 

late-Soviet Novosibirsk, and to some extent the USSR more generally. These are: the use of 

state institutions to create spaces for nonconformist activity; the key role played in that 

activity by social interaction, interest groups and ‘play’; and a common recognition of the 

disparity between lived reality in the USSR and the state’s depiction of itself, motivating a 

search for ‘truth’. 
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Introduction 
 

There has been a growing interest in recent scholarship on the social history of the late-

Soviet era, which has challenged earlier assumptions about the period as a time of general 

stagnation (zastoj in Russian). Among the scholars leading this turn, particularly in relation 

to art and nonconformist identities, are Susan Reid, Serguei Oushakine, Vladimir Kozlov, and 

Juliane Fürst, all eschewing older approaches within the study of Soviet history which 

overemphasised the role of institutions, and approaching their subjects through the lens of 

the everyday. Whilst the late-Khrushchev and Brezhnev years certainly saw a stagnation in 

terms of Soviet economic growth and political bureaucratisation, its cultural life was 

anything but stagnant; although repressed and facing the constant threat of state 

intervention, Soviet culture post-Stalin was diverse and vibrant. A trend in existing research, 

some of which is covered in this introduction and the following chapter, has been to view 

the period in terms not of cultural stagnation, but of cognitive dissonance between the 

Soviet state’s depiction of itself, and the everyday lived experience of Soviet citizens. I argue 

that a recognition of that cognitive dissonance was particularly acute across a spectrum of 

the nonconformist activity on which I focus in this thesis, up to and including political 

dissent, and that it both informed and was informed by the identities which nonconformist 

actors in the USSR constructed around the ever-present influence of the state. The way in 

which this thesis understands nonconformism is discussed in detail later on but, for present 

purposes, it should be taken to mean thought and activities which diverged from the 

prescribed norms of the dominant hegemony, in this case the socio-cultural doctrines of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU).  

 

The study of identity and identity-construction is important to a wide range of fields, and 

some degree of it is essential to all humanities and social sciences research. Study of human 

interactions in any configuration, at an individual or group level, will necessarily involve 

engagement with the identities of those groups or individuals in question. This study follows 

Erving Goffman’s (1959) seminal theory of identity, which posits a tripartite nature of 

identity: personal, social and ego (or felt) identity. I focus particularly on the interplay 

between personal and social identities of nonconformist actors under late state socialism.  

There is already a large body of scholarship on identity in the Soviet Union, including Jochen 
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Hellbeck’s various publications on identity under Stalin (for example, Revolution on my 

Mind, 2006), Vladislav Zubok’s Zhivago’s Children (2009), Rachel Platonov’s Singing the Self 

(2012), all of which have had to deal with the intersection between the personal and 

political in Soviet identity.1 Hellbeck’s work demonstrates, among other things, the value of 

the autobiographical text, and the externalised construction of authorial identity which it 

embodies, to understanding the impact of authoritarian dogmatism on an individual’s sense 

of self (e.g. Hellbeck 2001). Zubok (2009) also looked at the autobiography and similar 

identity-focused texts in his study of the Thaw generation, the shestidesiatniki,2 and the 

Soviet human rights movement, as he describes the processes which gave rise to the mix of 

idealism and disillusionment under Brezhnev. Zubok shows how the study of identity can 

shed light on sociopolitical trends and the formation of political opposition in authoritarian 

contexts. Work by Gleb Tsipursky (2008) and Sheila Fitzpatrick (e.g. 2005), among others, 

has provided excellent coverage of state attempts to construct and impose Soviet identity in 

the 1920s-1950s, as well as the responses to these in Soviet society, which can help an 

unfamiliar reader to understand what was to constitute the New Soviet Person. Platonov’s 

(2012) monograph on the Soviet bards and guitar poetry underscores the importance to the 

Thaw generation of being able to manage one’s identity, to inhabit marginal spaces and 

modalities in order to find community and self-expression within or around the confines 

imposed by the state. Following the distinctions outlined by Hans Jaeger (1985, pp. 273-

274), the thesis views generational phenomena as secondary manifestations, catalysed by 

external events and facts of their material conditions; in the case of the shestidesiatniki, 

their generational phenomena were defined primarily by the experience of de-Stalinistation, 

and the return to conservatism which followed it. The nature of generalisations across a 

biological cohort can only lead to the identification of partial relationships, as generational 

phenomena do not have universal impacts on a societal level; individual and collective 

experiences of such phenomena can and will vary along lines of socioeconomic status, 

ethnicity, and a host of other factors. What is identified best by generational generalisations 

 
1 An excellent resource for charting Russian identity-construction in particular, though dealing 

predominantly with Tsarist Russia and the first two decades of the USSR, is ‘Self and Story in Russian 

History’ (2000), edited by Laura Engelstein and Stephanie Sandler.  

2 See ‘Sources and Methods’ in this introduction. 



11 
 

is the broad sociocultural dynamic of a given period, formed by the interaction of the 

reactions of various societal groups to the defining generational phenomena. This thesis 

contributes to the study of the construction of personal and collective identities in the late 

USSR, with a specific focus on non-conformist identity dynamics other than overt political 

dissidence. I concentrate on the late Soviet decades from the late 1960s to 1988. I consider 

the main field of this thesis’ contribution to lie in the field of cultural history, and have 

therefore included contextual information which I believe necessary for a reader without 

specialist knowledge of the USSR; as such, specialist readers may find some sections a little 

over-explained. 

I investigate themes of identity in the final decades of the Soviet Union, and how individual 

and group identities critical of the late-Soviet state were constructed in relation to it; for the 

purposes of this study, I define ‘late-Soviet’ as 1968-1988. The lower bound being chosen 

here specifically to include the Festival of the Bards in Akademgorodok, but also coinciding 

with the vitally important ‘Prague Spring’, an event which helped galvanise the Soviet 

dissident and human rights movement and impacted heavily upon the reputation of the 

post-Stalin State. The upper bound of 1988 can be taken as the point at which the CPSU lost 

control of perestroika, evidenced by the surge of organised nationalist sentiment in 

republics like Armenia and Estonia. 

Novosibirsk was selected as the focal centre of my research both for the relative lack of 

existing study of the area in comparison to Moscow and Leningrad, and for its value as a 

cultural and intellectual hub east of the Urals. This hub status, and the intellectual melting-

pot environment which it fostered, was elevated by the construction of the research district 

of Akademgorodok in 1957, and the influx of inquiring minds it brought to the area from 

across the USSR. The area saw an increase in visiting scholars from the USSR and abroad, 

and became a centre of discussion and experimentation. Novosibirsk from the 1960s 

onwards thus presents some excellent examples for studying individuals and groups whose 

views, activities, and senses of identity diverged from Soviet norms.  
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Research Questions 

 

The Siberian punks, NISI Paper Architects, and Akademgorodok sociologists whom I consider 

in this thesis were faced in their work and their daily lives with the cognitive dissonance of a 

state whose self-representation often differed greatly from lived reality. I argue that 

Novosibirsk provided an important hub in which individuals cognisant of these 

inconsistencies could meet and develop their ideas, and that its institutions were able to 

afford a moderate degree of protection to their affiliates. Novosibirsk, with its research 

district Akademgorodok, combined a high density of research and planning institutes with a 

relative paucity of established social infrastructure, creating conditions which encouraged 

social activity between a diverse range of individuals and interest groups. The focus of the 

bulk of existing scholarship on the Soviet imperial centres of Moscow and Leningrad gives 

the impression that they were uniquely important areas for the development in the USSR of 

radical thought, artistic innovation, and intellectual resistance to the state. My aim is to 

demonstrate the value of looking outside the developed north-west of the country for the 

ways in which Soviet citizens of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RFSFR) 

navigated the construction of identity in relation to their authoritarian regime.  

In line with this, the thesis investigates three broad research questions. Foremost, I ask what 

light the activities of nonconformist creatives and intellectuals in Novosibirsk can shed on 

the broader relationship between Soviet authorities and those nonconformists who cannot 

adequately be defined as ‘dissident’3. Specifically, how did these groups and individuals 

construct their identities against and/or within the overall sphere of Soviet ideological 

control? In asking this, I hope to follow the encouraging trends in scholarship on Soviet 

authoritarianism towards focusing on social strategies and practice of individuals and 

avoiding more monolithic views of Soviet nonconformism. Modalities of disobedience to 

Soviet norms, while certainly able to share motivations and catalysts, are best understood 

as a spectrum, with the practices of different actors embodying points along it.  

In order to answer my primary question, I will first establish how the groups and individuals 

discussed in this thesis relate to the concept of dissidence. None of those whom I study 

 
3 My first chapter explains my framing of the terms ‘dissident’ and ‘nonconformist’.  
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engaged directly in politics, and only some were explicitly politically agitational, with others 

framing their nonconformity in terms of self-expression and the search for artistic or 

scientific truth. To this end, my second question is whether the concept of the ‘apolitical’ is 

useful to the study of nonconformist thought in authoritarian contexts. My final question 

concerns Novosibirsk itself, and asks what role Novosibirsk and its academic district, 

Akademgorodok, played in the development and fostering of nonconformist ideas, both 

aesthetic and scientific.  

  

The three empirical case studies that are analysed in this thesis are selected to shed light on 

a variety of distinct identity dynamics. As this thesis will argue and demonstrate, in the first 

case study on the Siberian punk movement, we find an example of identity-construction in 

direct opposition to the state, which did not regard punks as a legitimate cultural 

phenomenon. The second case, Novosibirsk’s ‘Paper Architects’, fashioned their identity 

semi-ironically against certain aspects of the state. In the third case of sociologists in 

Akademgorodok we see how identity could be formed in parallel with the state. Each of 

these case studies is either under-researched or has not been analysed from the perspective 

I have adopted in this thesis. The latter relates to the Novosibirsk school of sociology, which 

has been discussed in academic literature, reviewed in the relevant chapter, but not from 

the perspective of identity that this thesis adopts. Paper Architecture (bumazhnaia 

arkhitektura) has been discussed in Russophone literature since the late-1980s (for example, 

Rappoport, 1987 and 2006, and Revzin, 2004) but, with only a few exceptions, almost no 

mention is made of its practitioners at the Novosibirsk Institute of Engineering and 

Construction (Novosibirskij Inzhenerno-Stroitel’nij Insitut or NISI). The inclusion of the NISI 

Paper Architects and their contributions to the corpus in broader discussion has been driven 

primarily by the practitioners themselves (see Lozhkin 2005), and has garnered little in the 

way of wider academic interest. In the Anglophone scholarship we find only references to 

the most famous paper architects from Moscow, such as Aleksandr Brodsky, Ilya Utkin, and 

Yuri Avvakumov (who has himself published much on the subject in recent years, and whose 

writing will be used as primary materials in my third chapter). One of the main aims of this 

case study, beyond providing the first detailed account of the NISI bumazhniki in English-
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language academic literature,4 is to highlight significant distinctions between the practices 

of Siberian actors and those in Moscow and Leningrad. In contrast, the punk movement in 

the RSFSR and post-Soviet Russia has been studied with more of a focus on Siberia, as that 

was the region which produced the most significant examples of the genre. My contribution 

in this respect is to build upon existing research by examining specifically the projected 

identities and social commentary of the main actors, and expanding the scope of punk 

beyond punk rock. 

In the Soviet context, the idea of opposition to the state is often associated with the overtly-

political dissident movement, which formed in 1966 as Brezhnev began to retighten the 

state’s grip over Soviet culture and freedom of expression.5 Not every group or individual 

which defined itself or themselves against the state was dissident, however. Neither was 

every critical voice determined to overthrow the Soviet regime. The following section 

introduces the main sources and frameworks which I employ to differentiate between 

nuances of nonconformism. 

Conceptual Frameworks, Sources and Method  

 

In order to address my research questions, I engage with Aleksei Yurchak’s concept of 

‘vnye’, and with theories of identity as put forth by Erving Goffman (1963; 1974), and 

developed by George McCall (2003) and Steven Hitlin (2003). Goffman’s work informs many 

current approaches to the study of identity. Importantly, Goffman emphasised that personal 

identity embraces particular value structures of social actors with whom the person 

interacts, i.e. actors within the person’s reference group (see also Hitlin 2003). With regard 

to the actors of my three case studies, I am particularly interested in how they constructed 

their personal identities in relation to their immediate reference groups on the one hand, 

and on the other hand to a state that attempted to influence the formation of personal 

identities of its citizens to a very high degree, and thus also to impose itself as the main 

overarching reference group. Goffman (1963) distinguishes between three kinds of identity: 

 
4 There is a forthcoming manuscript, edited by Novosibirsk artist Anton Karmanov along with Georg 

Schoellhammer and Ruben Arevshatyan (Paper Architecture in Novosibirsk, due August 2023, 

published in English by Park Books) which will further address this gap in the existing literature. 

5 The dissident movement is discussed in detail later in the chapter 
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firstly, "social", or the general identity categories which an individual’s society assumes of 

them based on their particular characteristics, affiliations or attributes. Secondly, 

"personal", or the sum of those of an individual’s biographical facts which are known to the 

observer(s), in conjunction with the individual’s stigma management, constituting a ‘unique’ 

identifier which others can continuously apply to them. Finally, "ego identity", a term 

signifying a sense of personal, internal continuity of self, formed of all the autobiographical 

facts and possessed stigma of which an individual is aware in themselves. The terms ‘social 

identity’, ‘personal identity’, or ‘ego identity’ in the current work should be understood in 

relation to Goffman’s tripartite framework.6  

Goffman and his followers note how the fashioning of personal identity in relation to 

particularistic value structures of the person’s reference groups often creates in a person a 

sense of their identity being somehow inauthentic. In other words, people often tend to 

think that their personal identity, if understood in Goffman’s terms, might not fully 

represent who they ‘really are’, but rather a compromise between their ‘authentic’ self and 

the version of themself which they feel is expected in the social context; often personal 

identity can be felt by the individual as commodifying them.  Following Goffman, Hitlin 

(2003) shows particularly well how this dissatisfaction with personal identity can prompt the 

construction of related, yet somewhat separate, (felt) ego identity, which is not so directly 

related to the value system of the reference group. In sum, Goffman’s tripartite 

understanding of identity acknowledges that some broad cultural criteria influence how 

individuals categorize themselves.  In my study, I inevitably focus particularly strongly on 

personal and social identities, whose interactive relationship is best revealed in my sources, 

and account for general cultural criteria within the late Soviet state which could not avoid 

framing how most Soviet citizens categorized themselves. Hitlin’s work has mostly been of 

use to me in its contextualisation of Goffman and the way in which he draws together 

existing theories of identity.  

 

 
6 With reference to other, related terms in the common lexicon of social and cultural history, I consider 
Goffman’s social identity to relate to subjects, and the ego identity to relate to the self. My understanding of 
the distinction between the tripartite theory and the selfhood/subjectivity dichotomy, and my reason for 
favouring Goffman’s terms here, is the former’s more explicit recognition of agency in individuals who inhabit 
or perform subjective identities. 
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The second main strand of identity theory with which I engage is McCall’s (2003) concept of 

negational identity. This is the construction of a personal identity not in relation to one’s 

own identitarian categories or determining characteristics, but in relation to those 

categories to which an individual does not belong, or to categories which they do not 

possess. This negational identity, or ‘not-me’, is of particular interest to my study because 

the institutions and norms of the Soviet state, and their conception of the ‘New Soviet 

Person’7, provided such a strong Other in opposition to which nonconformist individuals 

could build their personal and ego identities.  

In terms of providing a novel conceptual framework in relation to the identity dynamics 

specifically in the late Soviet period, Aleksei Yurchak’s work is indispensable. Throughout the 

thesis, I frequently refer to his concept of living ‘vnye’ late-socialist society, which is outlined 

in his seminal book Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More (2005) about the last 

Soviet generation and its increasing detachment from the rituals of the state. Yurchak (2005, 

p. 127) defines vnye as follows: 

 

To be vnye usually translates as “outside”. However, the meaning of this term, at 

least in many cases, is closer to a condition of being simultaneously inside and 

outside of some context – such as, being within a context while remaining oblivious 

of it, imagining yourself elsewhere, or being inside your own mind. It may also mean 

being simultaneously a part of the system and yet not following certain of its 

parameters.  

 

Vnye is a very useful framing tool for the discussions in this thesis; I elaborate on its value to 

my work in my first chapter, and throughout my case studies where it is relevant. In the 

same work, Yurchak also writes about the shestidesiatniki8, the Soviet generation which 

came of age during the late-1950s to mid-1960s. As explored in more detail by scholars like 

Vladislav Zubok, in his 2009 monograph ‘Zhivago’s Children’, the shestidesiatniki were 

characterised by a disillusionment with the Soviet state following the ideological whiplash of 

 
7 See, for example, Soboleva, 2017.  

8 Sometimes translated directly as the rather ungainly ‘sixtiers’ or ‘sixtiesers’. 
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the Khrushchev and early-Brezhnev years. The optimism of the Thaw years gave way under 

later conservative counter-reforms, recantations, and repressive use of force both in the 

USSR and in its satellite states, specifically Hungary and Czechoslovakia. Whilst a significant 

portion of the generation of the 1960s lost faith in the ideological direction of the Party, 

many retained faith in the Soviet project9 as a whole. Yurchak’s own formulation of living 

vnye leaves space for a wide variety of modes, and I offer in this thesis a way of 

conceptualising one such mode in relation to the shestidesiatniki, which I call ‘intrastate 

autonomy’. ‘Intrastate autonomy’ describes existence within and utilisation of the Soviet 

system in order to ‘correct’ its faults; individuals with ‘intrastate autonomy’ recognised the 

failings of the state, and were critical of them but, rather than explicitly protesting, 

attempted to use their institutional status to address problems from within the state. In 

connection with this, I also use the work of Czech writer and politician Vaclav Havel to 

further my understanding of nonconformism, drawing connections between his idea of 

‘living the truth’ (see Havel 1978) in opposition to an authoritarian lie, a concept which is 

pertinent to all three of my case studies. 

 

My primary sources have their strengths and limitations, which are further discussed in 

individual chapters. The variety of genres of these sources -- visual sources, such as 

architectural designs, and textual Russophone sources from specialist Soviet publications, 

media articles, songs and memoirs to personal correspondence -- helpfully multiply the 

perspectives from which I can address my research questions related to the late-Soviet 

identity construction dynamics. In each of my case study chapters, I employ primary sources 

created directly by the relevant groups and individuals; these sources are studied as 

components of the construction of the personal identities of their authors. For my 

investigation of Siberian punk, I use the lyrics of songs written by frontman of the band 

Grazhdanskaia Oborona, Egor Letov, and punk poet Yana Diagileva, which were performed 

and recorded by various of Letov’s projects. I analyse these lyrics in the context of their 

intended performance as punk rock music; taking into account the genre’s fundament of 

social criticism, I read the lyrics as socially- and politically-critical statements which were 

 
9 By this, I mean the tenets of the October Revolution and the ideals of Marxist-Leninist thought, as 

distinct from the actual policies and practices of the Soviet state.   
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intended to resonate with their audience as much as they were intended to reflect the 

views of their performers. As Letov was a very prominent counterculture figure, particularly 

after 1991 when he no longer faced the repression of Soviet cultural censorship, there are 

also recorded and transcribed interviews from which I have been able to draw further 

information about how Letov presented his self. For the NISI Paper Architects, I am able to 

use their original designs, the accompanying descriptive or explanatory texts, and in some 

cases recollections of the period from some of those involved. I treat the designs as I would 

treat other works of unofficial art, as emblematic of the internal vision or artistic identity of 

the creator, which can include criticisms of the paradigms of official art or the society in 

which the official/unofficial dichotomy is enforced. The extra dimension which I see in the 

designs by virtue of their context is that architecture as a discipline is, to a greater extent 

than other fields of design, focuses on a broad view of society at large; in most instances, 

and especially in a socialist planning system like the USSR, architects do not design for 

individuals in a vacuum, but for groups of people in relation to one another and to the social 

ecosystem in which their structure is to exist. From this, I consider it reasonable to 

extrapolate commentary from the NISI Paper Architect’s designs both on the state of their 

profession and, more broadly, on their society. My primary sources on Soviet sociology 

comprise a selection of the published works, academic and autobiographical, of Vladimir 

Shlapentokh, Tataiana Zaslavskaia, and other notable figures within the field, as well as 

personal letters sent by Zaslavskaia whilst she was living and working in Akademgorodok. 

Shlapentokh’s sociological monographs contain direct criticisms of Soviet society, from the 

perspective of one who had emigrated to the United States and was in the process of 

establishing his personal identity anew, at least partly negationally in respect to the USSR. 

Zaslavskaia’s autobiographical writing constitutes an aspect of her constructed personal 

identity, with her private letters to her sister displaying a less-guarded image of herself, 

perhaps closer to an ego identity. From both categories of source, we can see a degree of 

active identity management which can be of use when examining the relationship which 

mid- to high-prestige Soviet scientists had to the state. In a stricter historical project, these 

sources would all, to some or other degree, present problems to a researcher by way of 

their context and provenance; Siberian punk, certainly in its later forms, revelled in political 

ambiguity; the NISI designs available to me are relatively limited, and I have not been able 

to discuss many of them properly with their creators; and all of the autobiographical texts I 
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consider run the usual risks for their genre of revisionism and self-mythologisation by the 

author. For a study of identity-construction, however, the sources’ weaknesses prove much 

less significant as, even with all these caveats, they can still provide key information about 

how the actors involved wished to be seen, and how they reconciled the disjuncture 

between their social, Soviet, identities and their personal or ego identities. 

 

My methodology includes a close reading of these sources through the prism of Goffman’s 

theory of identity, and subsequent work which interprets and refocuses Goffman. 

Additionally, the empirical chapters on the Siberian punk and the Novosibirsk paper 

architects analyse their sources through Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of carnival.  I was inspired 

to adopt this theoretical framework in this chapter by Peter Jones’ (2002) analysis, through 

a Bakhtinian lens, of 1970s British punk. Bakhtin’s writings on carnival and the grotesque, 

drawing on the work of 16th-century French writer Francois Rabelais, have been a 

cornerstone of cultural theory for decades now, and thus I do not go into great detail on the 

origins of the terms10. Very simply put, carnival and grotesque are presented by Bakhtin as 

restorative mechanisms of societal equilibrium; the former emphasising humour, role-

reversal and the absurd, and the latter associated with themes of excess, hyperbole, and the 

‘low’.11 My understanding of how these concepts relate to late-Soviet society are also 

informed by the work of cultural anthropologist Mark Yoffe (e.g. 2013), on experimental art 

and humour in the USSR, as I explain in the relevant chapters.  

 

  

The Structure of the Thesis and the Chapter Outline   
 

The first two chapters of the thesis are contextual. Chapter 1 offers a review of the 

conceptual apparatus to be employed within the thesis, in the context of critically surveying 

 
10 Bakhtin’s main work on the topic is ‘Tvorchestvo Fransua Rable’ (1965), first published in Moscow 

by Khudozhestvennaia Literatura (Artistic Literature). I have used the Iswolsky translation: ‘Rabelais 

and His World’ (1984), Bloomington, Indiana University Press. 

11 Low in a literal or figurative sense. The grotesque is connected with the lower parts of the body 

(the guts, the genitals), and with the ground; and subsequently with the secondary associations of 

both in food and effluence, and reproduction and death.  



20 
 

what by now is an extensive academic literature on political dissent and cultural non-

conformism in the USSR and communist states of Eastern Europe. It establishes my 

definitions of the terms ‘dissidence’ and ‘nonconformism’, and the way in which I view the 

concept of ‘punk’ in the context of this thesis. I also provide some necessary historical 

background for the relationship between art and the authorities in the USSR, focusing on 

the change in ‘thawing’ and subsequent ‘refreezing’ of artistic and intellectual censorship 

between 1956 and 1965.  

 

The second chapter also concerns itself with setting the foundations for the thesis, as it 

looks into the creation of Akademgorodok, a scientific research district a short distance to 

the south-east of Novosibirsk. I side with the more recent scholarship (see, for example, 

Tatarchenko 2016) which criticises Akademgorodok’s portrayal in earlier scholarship as an 

oasis of freedom (see Josephson 1997). However, I acknowledge and evidence the fact that 

principles of independent research and intellectual freedom were key to both the district’s 

creation and the academic environment therein, despite repeated intrusions by the Soviet 

state. I take the society Klub Pod Integralom12 as my main point of focus here regarding the 

intellectual atmosphere of Akademgorodok, as it seems that the actions of this club13 and its 

members eventually became intolerable for the Soviet authorities, contributing to an 

increase in state oversight of the district. I argue that there is a significance to the idea of a 

space being free and nurturing of independent thought which can, even when those 

conditions of freedom are not met, act as a sort of placebo. That is, that Akademgorodok, as 

a scientific community administered primarily by the Soviet Academy of Sciences, was able 

to maintain a degree of autonomy on the strength of a communal belief in that autonomy; it 

generated a network of researchers who could protect each other to some extent from the 

whims of the Soviet administration by exploiting the value of accomplished scientists to the 

Soviet state. I conclude that the academic campus of Akademgorodok, although not a 

unique example of such a network, as the Soviet Academy of Sciences and its research 

institutions itself functioned similarly (see, for example, Graham 1975, pp.325-327) and 

 
12 The Club Under the Integral 

13 Culminating in the Festival’ Avtorskoj Pesni or Festival of the Bards in 1968, where the club’s 
patronage of controversial artists like Aleksandr Galich resulted in its dissolution by the local Soviet 
authorities. 
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there were comparable systems in other spheres of Soviet life14, helped to foster an 

environment in and around Novosibirsk which encouraged intellectual and creative self-

expression.  

 

From Akademgorodok, I move to underground music via the highly controversial Festival of 

the Bards, held in the district in 1968 and organised by the Klub Pod Integralom. This 

establishes a precedent in the area for the support of musical styles which were socially 

critical and considered ideologically dangerous by the Soviet state (See Platonov 2012). 

Building on the introduction to the term ‘punk’ given in the present chapter, I examine the 

origins of Soviet punk rock in the RSFSR, specifically Novosibirsk’s own Grazhdanskaia 

Oborona (Civil Defence). Whilst not the first manifestation of punk rock in the RSFSR, 

Grazhdanskaia Oborona and affiliated projects by its frontman Egor Letov were the most 

daring in terms of the taboos they broke and the Soviet idols they targeted in their lyrics. 

Letov and his fellow Siberian punks had no desire to fit into the Soviet system, although they 

never formed any political resistance to it, and were therefore not compelled as was russkij 

rok15 to contort their music or performances in order to meet state approval for formal 

concerts. In fact, I show that their readiness to criticise the Soviet regime exceeded the pace 

with which acceptable norms were changing even at the height of perestroika. My third 

chapter argues that the peculiarities of Novosibirsk, combined with the ideological whiplash 

of glasnost’ and perestroika following the bureaucratic stagnation of the 1970s and early 

1980s, were key contributors to Letov’s and his compatriots’ nihilism and willingness to 

challenge Soviet power.  

Before my second case study, it felt necessary to include a chapter which provides extra 

context for both late-Soviet Paper Architecture and my study of sociology. It details 

important movements within and aspects of early-20th-century avant-garde thought, and 

Soviet architecture, focussing on Constructivism, Suprematism, and the utopian socio-urban 

 
14 For examples of everyday disobedience and loose mutual support in that disobedience, see Kozlov, 

Fitzpatrick et al. 2011. 

15 ‘Russian rock’; the name given to a genre which appeared in the RSFSR in the 1970s, drawing 

influence from British and American bands like Deep Purple, The Beatles, and The Doors. Its 

differences from punk rock are discussed further in Chapter Two. 
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projects of the NER Group, an experimental architectural collective of the 1960s and 1970s. 

This additional information is required to properly situate the discussion in my subsequent 

chapters surrounding the relationship between institutions and nonconformist thought; its 

inclusion as a distinct chapter is to prevent the case study chapters from feeling too dense.  

Chapter Five turns to the Novosibirsk Engineering-Construction Institute (Novosibirskij 

Inzhenerno-Stroitel’nij Institut or NISI) and a small number of young students of architecture 

who sought creative freedom through the outlet of Paper Architecture, designs for buildings 

which would never, and in some cases could never, be built. Whilst not nearly as 

inflammatory as Siberian punk, aspects of their designs and certainly their approach to their 

Paper projects definitely did not conform to Soviet principles. Most of these buildings were 

designed to briefs for competitions in a range of international architectural journals, 

primarily Japan Architect, and were frequently too expressive in their aesthetic or too 

conceptual to find acceptance within the field of Soviet architecture. Conceptual here 

means proposed structures which were geometrically or physically impossible to build, or 

whose scale or positioning rendered them prohibitively expensive or ideologically 

unacceptable.16 Conversely, some of the NISI Paper Architecture designs had more of a 

grounded and local nature, responding to existing Soviet design briefs and local 

infrastructural need. Unlike the groups in the other centres of Soviet Paper Architecture, 

Moscow and Tallinn, the Novosibirsk group’s designs were not even sent to the respective 

journals; buildings which would or could not be built, designed for competitions into which 

they were not entered. I argue that the NISI Paper Architecture contains design elements 

which distinguish it from other Soviet Paper Architecture, and which I analyse in this chapter 

in relation to broader understandings of the term ‘punk’.  

My sixth chapter switches focus back to Akademgorodok and the birth of Soviet sociology as 

an accepted and independent discipline. As previous chapters have looked at creative self-

expression amongst Soviet citizens with low societal prestige, the punks, and with moderate 

social prestige, promising students of architecture, this chapter looks at a group with higher 

social prestige: Soviet academia. I work with the personal letters, memoirs, and published 

 
16 For an example of ideological unacceptability, see the design for the Gastrol’nij Teatr in Chapter 

Three, which would have required the removal of Novosibirsk’s central statue of Lenin. 
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scholarly writings of two very prominent sociologists born in the USSR, Tatiana Zaslavskaia 

and Vladimir Shlapentokh, both of whom worked in Akademgorodok, to identify the role of 

the state and ‘Sovietness’ in their constructed identities. I look for the ways in which they 

reconciled their living and working environments with their beliefs, noting Shlapentokh’s 

fervent anti-Soviet attitudes for most of his life, and Zaslavskaia’s persistent belief in the 

Soviet project despite her dissatisfaction with the state. By way of her belief in Soviet ideals 

and her earnest work for the state despite her opposition to its workings, Zaslavskaia’s 

constructed identity, in contrast to those of the other individuals analysed in the thesis, 

appears not to suit a label of vnye. Her position was shared by many shestidesiatniki, and 

does not display the ideological detachment which characterised the groups Yurchak uses to 

exemplify vnye. I am not aware of an existing term to describe this type of socio-politically-

critical stance in relation to the Soviet state, that is of working within a state to which one is 

opposed in order to try to improve it, and so I refer to it here as ‘intra-state autonomy’17.  

Overall, this thesis aims to contribute to the ongoing research on the politics of culture and 

social history in the late Soviet period, with the view of furthering our understanding of the 

complex relationships between the state and individuals within the creative (tvorcheskij) 

sector of Soviet society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
17 I discuss this further in Chapter Six. 
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1. Defining Disobedience: Dissidence, Nonconformism, and Shades of Resistance 
 

 

This first contextual chapter critically interrogates the key terms that will be used in the 

analysis of the three empirical case studies within this thesis. The main distinction I make 

here is between my use of the words ‘dissident’ and ‘nonconformist’. Both of these are very 

common words in discussion of political or politicised art, and of resistance to, or 

noncompliance with, the state in authoritarian systems; within the USSR, however, 

‘dissident’ and ‘the dissidents’ (dissidenty) had specific connotations which I outline below. 

Following on from this differentiation, I give a summary of Aleksei Yurchak’s concept of 

living ‘vnye’ (outside) Soviet society, and how it relates to Soviet dissidence. I also talk 

briefly about the nature and the importance to Soviet intellectual life of the distribution 

vectors of samizdat’ and tamizdat’. Finally, I introduce my approach to the term ‘punk’, 

which uses a broader cultural understanding of punk, helping me to apply it and associated 

concepts not just to Egor Letov and GrOb, but to Paper Architecture and nonconformist art 

more widely. The discussion of the key terms is offered in the context of a review of the 

relevant academic literature on dissent and nonconformism in late communist societies. It is 

in a dialogue with this literature that the research in this thesis has been conducted.   

 

Dissidence in the Context of Authoritarian State-Socialism 
 

As a point of reference, I use the term ‘nonconformist’ in this thesis to refer to individuals or 

groups whose beliefs, actions, or products diverge from the generally-accepted or 

prescribed norms of the society in which they live. This is a broad umbrella term, but it is 

meant to cover a wide range of expressions and ways of being, and therefore cannot itself 

be too narrow. I use it primarily to distinguish nuances within that range, when a referent is 

needed for the whole or for the remainder once the nuance is isolated. 

The first such nuance is dissidence. A general definition of the term ‘dissidence’, for example 

the Oxford English Dictionary’s (2018) offering of ‘protest against official policy’, leaves too 

much ambiguity to be of serious academic value; the root of the word, from the Latin for 

‘sitting apart’, is perhaps a little more inclusive of the phenomenon’s various forms. Yurchak 



25 
 

(2005, p. 288) defines a late-Soviet dissident as a person ‘associated with excessive critique 

of the system…[who] tended to read ideological descriptions at the level of constative 

meanings, interpreting them as…false’. Anthropologist Thomas Crump (2014, p. 102) goes as 

far as linking Soviet dissidents to heretics against the principles of Marxist-Leninism, 

supporting this assertion with reference to the sentencing of the writers Siniavskii and 

Daniel (see section 2 of this chapter), in which the judge described their offence as 

‘blasphemy’. For a more specific and academic definition of the term ‘dissidence’, it can be 

helpful to first abstract the word and then refocus it, taking into account the themes with 

which it is associated in the existing literature. 

Craig S. Walker (2017) offers an interesting example of abstracting the concept of dissidence 

in his article on the public performance acts of Petr Pavlensky in contemporary Russia. 

Pavlensky’s works have taken a variety of forms from arson to public self-mutilation, and 

they are often seen, both by the Russian government and onlookers unfamiliar with his 

ethos, as acts of insanity, vandalism or just esoteric criminality. In echoes of Soviet 

treatment of political dissidents who were often branded mentally ill and confined to 

asylums (see van Voren 2009), Pavlensky has been sent for psychiatric evaluation after at 

least one of his arrests, upon the conclusion of which he was judged to be sane. Walker 

(ibid., p. 693) asserts that Pavlensky’s ‘activities over the past few years have all deliberately 

invited an initial judgement that they are symptomatic of insanity’ in order, it would appear, 

to draw precisely this parallel between his own work and that of past dissidents, with the 

intention of highlighting the flaws inherent in dismissing provocative work as insanity. I have 

not found an instance of Pavlensky identifying himself as a dissident but he has made it clear 

in multiple interviews that he feels an artist’s job is to take a dissenting and critical position; 

in an interview with the independent online journalism platform Dozhd’ (2016) he states 

that ‘the purpose of art is to undermine, to destroy the façade behind which the authorities 

hide their administrative grin’.  

Craig Walker’s writing on such extreme acts in the context of dissidence is useful because of 

his framing of them in relation to the theory of cultural transduction, for which he uses the 

following definition: ‘Cultural Transduction may be understood as the process sustained by 

any product from a given cultural market that has transcended the original market and 

extended beyond the place where the original idea or product was designed’ (2017, p. 690). 
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Walker, however, notes the implied passivity of the object in this definition and thus uses a 

slightly modified definition whereby ‘[t]ransduction is what happens to the product, it is not 

something that the product does’ (Walker, idem Italics in original). Cultural transduction in 

this sense was a significant problem in accurate communication between Soviet 

nonconformists and international audiences, where labels like ‘dissident’ were applied 

extrinsically by either the state or factions of the international audience, regardless of how 

the actors themselves identified. In terms of state involvement in cultural transduction of 

works created in the USSR, Abraham Rothberg (1972, p. 139), among others, draws 

attention to the fact that much of the Soviet policy towards the arts, particularly literature, 

operated on a “with us or against us” basis. He (idem) quotes a comment made by 

Khrushchev to the prominent poet Yevgenij Yevtushenko, in which the latter was told ‘If the 

enemies of our cause start to praise you, our people will justly criticise you’. A clear 

precedent for this treatment of Soviet writers was the case of Boris Pasternak who, upon 

being awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1958 for his novel Doctor Zhivago, was 

hounded and torn apart by Soviet critics, and called a traitor and the all-too-familiar epithet 

‘enemy of the people’. As soon as Pasternak’s work was deemed to be of value to the 

regime’s ideological enemies, even though he soon rejected the Prize and capitulated in 

face of the pressure, Doctor Zhivago was appropriated by Soviet critics for Party-political 

purposes (see Fleishman, ed. 2009). The work was transduced by the Soviet state into a 

dissident text in response to its favourable reception by a foreign, and ideologically-hostile, 

audience. Pasternak himself had very little agency in the matter, neither in relation to the 

international reception of his book, nor to the Soviet state’s reaction to that reception; he 

had written a book which had been praised by the ideological enemies of the CPSU, and 

therefore by the binary logic of Cold War rhetoric, he must also be an ideological enemy of 

the CPSU. In his 2013 monograph on the topic, British historian of the post-Stalin USSR, 

Robert Hornsby, gives an excellent and thorough account of the Khrushchev regime’s 

relationship with, and official approaches to, dissent and the censure of those elements in 

society which it considered deviant or ideologically hostile. He includes an interesting 

example, taken from a Party letter to Soviet institutions in December 1956, which appears 

to show a capacity for leniency on the one hand, but which also encouraged in bellicose 

terms a struggle against perceived anti-Sovietism (Hornsby 2013, p. 113): 
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Only a few lines below the exhortation to be ‘strong and unrelenting’ toward anti-

Soviet elements, a cautionary note was included, stating that ‘we have to work on 

people who are being influenced by foreign propaganda. They should not be 

automatically considered enemy elements.’ This acceptance that critics were not 

necessarily enemies represented a major break with the doctrine of the recent past 

but it also sent out conflicting signals to those who were expected to do the policing 

at ground level. As it turned out, however, this particular recommendation went 

largely unheeded over the next eighteen months.   

The mixed messages of this Party letter compound the mixed messages of the events which 

spawned it; the Secret Speech of the 20th Congress and the beginnings of de-Stalinisation, 

followed by brutal repression of nationalist and pro-democratic protests in Hungary mere 

months later. Somewhat ironically, it would be events like the invasion of Hungary which 

would act as the catalyst for more organised dissent in the 1960s-1970s. 

Ben Nathans, American historian of Russia and the Soviet Union, describes the problem of 

extrinsic labelling in relation to dissident writers, particularly in their memoirs and ego-

writings18: 

It is one of the paradoxes of dissidents under Soviet-style regimes that many of those 

to whom the label was applied—first as a badge of honor by Western journalists, 

then by the regimes themselves, sensing an opportunity to stigmatize 

nonconformists by branding them with a foreign word—disliked the term and at the 

same time found it virtually inescapable. To explore dissident autobiographies is thus 

to wrestle with texts that, like the term “dissident” itself, crossed the Iron Curtain 

and acquired unanticipated meanings in new settings (Nathans 2015, p. 581). 

Nathans cites Czechoslovakian playwright and later president Václav Havel’s 1978 essay The 

Power of the Powerless and notes Havel’s distancing of himself from this foreign term of 

‘dissident’ (ibid., pp. 580-581). In the same essay (1978, pp. 18-19), continuing threads from 

his earlier political writings ‘The Trial’ (1976) and ‘Letter to Dr Husak’19 (1975), Havel wrote 

of his idea of ‘living the truth’ being the most dangerous threat to an authoritarian system 

which predicates its control on the projection of lies. In other words, one does not need to 

be a ‘dissident’, but only to live in a way authentic to oneself; by rejecting norms integral to 

the ideological lie, the lie itself is exposed. Havel’s example here revolves around the display 

 
18 These can be memoirs, diaries, personal letters, and other forms of autobiographical writing.  

19 An example of attempts at direct interaction between the critical intellectual and the state. 
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of a socialist slogan on a placard in a greengrocer’s window. The slogan itself is relatively 

inoffensive, ‘Workers of the world unite’, but Havel argues that, as the placard has been 

given to the grocer by the local authorities, that its real message is to display the grocer’s 

compliance with the regime. Havel writes that, by refusing to display the placards, 

abstaining from farcical elections, and speaking his mind at meetings, the grocer: 

By breaking the rules of the game, …has disrupted the game as such… He has said 

that the emperor is naked. And because the emperor is in fact naked, something 

extremely dangerous has happened… He has shown everyone that it is possible to 

live within the truth. Living within the lie can constitute the system only if it is 

universal. The principle must embrace and permeate everything. There are no terms 

whatsoever on which it can co-exist with living within the truth, and therefore 

everyone who steps out of line denies it in principle and threatens it in its entirety 

(Havel 1978, pp. 18-19).20 

In this, I see a clear parallel with the concept of living vnye, as set out by anthropologist 

Aleksei Yurchak in Everything Was Forever, Until it Was No More (2005).  

A loose summary of vnye is offered (Ibid, p. 128) by way of a few examples, i.e.: ‘being 

within a context while remaining oblivious of it, imagining yourself elsewhere, or being 

inside your own mind’. In the particular Soviet context, it could be defined in essence as 

living within the Soviet system, using its framework, but engaging with it on a higher level as 

little as possible. The core of this vnye identity is its detachment from the ideological 

trappings of Soviet daily life; living as far as possible in one’s own way, whilst paying 

sufficient lip service to the rituals and norms of Soviet society to avoid undue suspicion. This 

problem of extrinsically-applied labels, as mentioned by Nathans, ties in with Yurchak’s 

theory of vnye, and how that conflicted with the representation, by Soviet authorities and 

critics, of cultural products as being dissident regardless of the creators’ initial intents. Vnye 

positions were not necessarily political in character but they were always nonconformist in 

thought or action, because to fully conform with prescribed Soviet norms would entail an 

 
20 Havel also describes the role of the various levels of authority in response to the grocer: “They will 

persecute the greengrocer either because it is expected of them, or to demonstrate their loyalty, or 

simply as part of the general panorama, to which belongs an awareness that this is how situations of 

this sort are dealt with, that this, in fact, is how things are always done, particularly if one is not to 

become suspect oneself” (idem). The final point here is noteworthy, as it reminds us that not every 

cog within the administration of authoritarian regimes is necessarily committed to its ideals. 
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earnest engagement with its rituals and precepts. It is for this reason that the Soviet 

dissidents for the most part cannot be labelled as vnye, as they were demanding the 

adherence of the state to its own constitutional norms and actively sought out interaction 

with the state. An individual or group which lived vnye could, however, be ascribed the 

status of dissident as a result of external appraisal of their activities, bringing into question 

any apoliticism or ideological ambiguity. Such a label, whether or not it had been ‘earned’ 

by activities which could be considered dissident, had the potential to very seriously impact 

the lives of those to whom it was applied; consequences could range from social ostracism 

to open political harassment and incarceration.21 In writing this, I am aware that many 

groups to whom the concept of vnye has been applied, such as the Mit’ki, necrorealists and 

Sergei Kuryokhin’s Pop Mekhanika22, would not necessarily have labelled themselves such. 

When I use labels like vnye, I do so on my best understanding of the actions and motivations 

of those concerned, cognisant of the fact that my interpretations may not correspond 

exactly to the actors’ intentions; if actors themselves use a particular term to self-identify, I 

try to highlight this in context.  

The denial of a right to ambiguous and, more importantly, apolitical freedom of expression, 

devoid of overt ideological trappings, is an ever-present theme in the study of Soviet 

dissidence, and indeed dissidence and nonconformist art in most authoritarian states (e.g. 

Rothberg 1972; Reid 2005; Silverberg 2009; Schwabe 2016; Gu 1999). In a piece published in 

 
21 As I write this, Russia is waging war against Ukraine, and an atmosphere of increasing hostility has 

been developing within Russia itself towards any perceptible signs of protest and dissent against the 

Putin regime. The concerns I mention here are very real even today, and pose a threat to many in 

modern Russia who attempt to be voices of reason. 

22 The Mit’ki and necrorealists are given as examples of vnye identities or modes of living by Yurchak 

(2005), and were both art groups formed in 1980s Leningrad. The Mit’ki chose to lead very simplistic 

lives, interacting with the state as little as possible, and their artistic focus was the poetry of the 

mundane and the everyday Soviet experience. The necrorealists, whose figurehead was the 

experimental filmmaker Yevgenij Yufit, portrayed the stagnation and societal decay they perceived 

around them in the early 1980s through aesthetic devices of biological decay, the grotesque, and the 

uncanny. Sergei Kuryokhin was an artist, musician and actor, affiliated with groups like Timur 

Novikov’s Novie Khudozhniki (New Artists), who is also well-known for his 1991 television prank in 

which he presented the idea that Lenin had, over the course of his life, turned into a hallucinogenic 

mushroom. 
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Moskovskaia Pravda in mid-May 1975, under the title ‘Net tret’ej puti’ (‘No Third Way’), and 

quoted in Golomshtok and Glezer (1977, p. 118), Soviet critic I. Gorin23 stated that: 

Many so-called avant-garde artists claim to avoid ideology, choosing some third way. 

But it is obvious to everyone that there is no such way. In actual fact these artists are 

not innocently playing at ‘art for art’s sake’, but actively preaching bourgeois 

ideology. […] We must not allow hostile ideology to penetrate into our midst in the 

guise of innovation and creative inquiry 

The last sentence of this extract strikes me as extremely important; given that it is phrased 

in a general manner, i.e. it does not say ‘this hostile ideology’, it can be interpreted as a call 

to readers, urging them to be cautious of ‘innovation and creative enquiry’ wherever they 

might find it, lest it be a similar threat. As innovation and creative enquiry are the very 

lifeblood of a teleologically progressive culture, scientific method, and society (which the 

Soviet Union, with its goal of realising Communism, certainly claimed to be), encouraging 

public mistrust of such things by conflating them with an ideological enemy resonates with a 

broader contradiction often found in authoritarian societies: the problem of fulfilling the 

propaganda promise of ‘building towards a brighter future’, but doing so via socially 

conservative and restrictive means. In many ideologically-dominated authoritarian regimes, 

even things such as techniques used in the composition of contemporary music had the 

potential to be branded as dissident and ideologically inappropriate. Laura Silverberg (2009, 

p. 51), by way of an example, refers to the comments of a staff worker for Central 

Committee of the East German Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED), Peter 

Czerny, who warned in the 1960s that the “twelve-tone technique is bound with certain 

ideological statements. If one uses the technique, one takes on a certain mindset—whether 

one wants to or not” (VDK Archiv, 1966).24 Silverberg continues on this theme, taking the 

 
23 As best as I can tell, this I. Gorin was Ivan Petrovich Gorin, member of the Moscow Artists Union 

and, at the time of the quoted article’s publication, director of the All-Union Central Scientific 

Research Laboratory for the Conservation of Museum Exhibits.  

24 In an analogous case from the USSR, Soviet authorities had similar concerns regarding Alfred 

Schnittke’s polystylistic and modernist approaches. Despite this, he enjoyed a relatively safe and 

successful career, particularly as a composer for Soviet cinema. George G. Weickhardt (2004, pp. 

135-) highlights the contrasts between official Soviet reactions to the composer. For example, the 

Soviet Union of Composers’ organ, and foremost Soviet periodical on music, Sovetskaia Muzika, 

included a fourteen-page section of reviews and comment on Schnittke’s First Symphony following 

its premiere in 1974. These reviews were mostly favourable, with one of them praising his use of 
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interesting case of composer Paul-Heinz Dittrich to support her argument. She describes 

how Dittrich’s choice of compositional techniques and ‘musical language’ not only 

concerned Party ideologues and led to Stasi surveillance, but was also taken as a sign of 

dissidence by Western observers; Silverberg (ibid., p.52) notes that neither side of the 

ideological debate seemed to take into account Dittrich’s own opinions, nor his SED 

membership, and that “[t]his readiness on the part of westerners to interpret musical 

modernism as an act of dissent reinforces the very stance taken by socialist party 

ideologues”. This observation ties in with the vital caveat raised earlier, that evidence of 

apparently dissident actions should not be taken as proof of dissident intent. However, in 

conjunction with the comments of state representatives such as Czerny (GDR) and Gorin 

(RSFSR), in which a ‘third way’ is either implicitly or explicitly denied, the task of defining 

and identifying ‘dissidence’ becomes significantly more complicated.  

To take another example from the GDR, Stefanie Schwabe (2016) raises interesting points 

about certain artists in the country, and how their acts of nonconformism can be seen as 

calls for reform of a regime rather than attacks on an ideology. Schwabe’s case study is a 

group of artists who took part in a conceptual art project known as ‘mail art’ or 

‘correspondence art’, initiated in 1960 by American artist Ray Johnson. The general principle 

was that correspondents from different regions of the world would react to a brief, 

circulated by post, with their own artistic input to the project. In the GDR, as an 

authoritarian state with all the communication restrictions and secret police censorship 

which such states usually entail (for example, the activities of the Soviet KGB and its 

predecessors, the East German Stasi, or the North Korean SSD), the artists who chose to 

involve themselves with mail art encountered interception of both inbound and outbound 

correspondence, and in some cases prosecution for alleged customs offences (ibid., p. 262). 

According to Schwabe (ibid., p. 258), mail art is, at its core, ‘of a subversive nature, but it 

could not necessarily be considered oppositional’. She continues that ‘[i]t was a form of 

Eigensinn (self-will) because…artists were trying to get around the political system by 

 
pop and jazz stylings as ‘democratic’, and the editor Yurij Korev pronounced it firmly within the 

canon of Soviet symphony (ibid., p. 135). Four years later, however, a planned Soviet production of 

Tchaikovsky’s Pikovaia Dama at the Paris Opera was cancelled after an attack from Pravda on the 

use of harpsichord music written by Schnittke in the intervals (ibid., p. 137).  
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playing with the administrative system’, but adds that this display of nonconformism acted 

as ‘a stabilizer for a system that artists did not want to see disappear…, but that they 

wanted to change actively’. This observation supports suggestions found elsewhere in 

existing literature on dissidence (covered below) that one could be subversive, or 

nonconformist, without actively seeking the downfall of the regime one was subverting.25   

In the specific setting of the Soviet Union following Khrushchev’s Thaw, the terms dissidence 

and dissident are inextricably linked to political action. The dissident movement began in 

earnest in the late-1960s in connection with major events like the trial of the writers 

Siniavskii and Daniel in 1965-1966 and the 1968 Prague Spring, and developed further into 

an internationally-recognised movement in the 1970s. It was an intelligentsia movement, 

although it and its objectives did receive some popular support, and its most prominent 

figures were politically-critical writers like Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, and leading academics 

such as the physicist Andrei Sakharov. Siniavskii and Daniel’s case was a catalyst for protest 

from the intelligentsia because they were the first Soviet writers to be tried in the USSR 

‘explicitly for the content of their work’ (Bergman 2009, p. 119), rather than on a fabricated 

charge of treason or collusion as was the norm before Khrushchev. As Komaromi (2007, p. 

610) summarises,  

Siniavskii, born in the 1920s like his dissident counterpart Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, 

described dissidence as the experience of a generation born and bred within the 

Soviet system. Dissidence arose out of one's loss of absolute faith in the system, of 

encountering what Siniavskii called a "stumbling block," that caused one to begin to 

think and act independently. 

Siniavskii’s comments about the genesis of dissidence (1984; quoted in Komaromi 2007, pp. 

610-611, but incomplete reference given), in line with his idea of the phenomenon 

stemming from the first completely Soviet generations26, include a reference to Pasternak, 

 
25 The case of Max Herman, or Maxy, one of state-socialist Romania’s most prominent artists offers a 

fascinating parallel to this: that of a culturally-progressive, experimental artist who managed to 

retain his position and influence by ensuring that the message of his art, perhaps the most important 

fundament for any ideologically-driven regime, was always strong and in line with propaganda 

objectives (see e.g. Erwin Kessler 2016). 

26 That is, those generations which had been born in the Soviet Union and had no direct frame of 

reference for a pre-Soviet existence. 
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Akhmatova and Mandel’shtam, whom ‘one cannot call…dissidents for the simple reason 

that their roots go back to bygone, pre-revolutionary traditions of Russian culture’.27 For this 

reason, all that would have remained of pre-Revolutionary Russia for later dissidents would 

have been the same ‘historical memory’ about which Kulavig (2002, p. 13) writes in relation 

to the Soviet unofficial economy. Dissidence here is the reproach of an authoritarian system 

by those who have directly known no other; as such, the most accessible and perhaps the 

most powerful means to influence that system is to confront it with its image of itself. The 

dissidents’ adherence to Soviet legal code was based on the approach taken in 1965 by 

Aleksandr Esenin-Vol’pin in his calls for transparency in the trial of the writers Siniavskii and 

Daniel (Martin 2019, p. 2); it meant that the authorities were challenged via the relatively 

defensible position of ‘civil obedience’28 rather than direct protest, which would be used to 

delegitimise their point. Soviet dissidence was concerned primarily with human rights, 

specifically political human rights, and an insistence not that the Soviet Union be dissolved, 

but that it actually follow its own laws; for this reason, its members also referred to 

themselves as pravozashchitniki, or ‘rights-defenders’. Soviet dissidents were not 

nonconformists but in a sense hyperconformists, who posed a problem for the authorities 

by championing de jure norms rather than de facto ones. Perhaps the most salient 

difference between nonconformism in the context of something like post-Thaw Soviet art 

and the post-1968 dissident movement, is the former’s greater focus on individualism and 

loose collectives, in contrast to the latter’s protective cohesion. It is important to note that 

not all of the early dissidents from 1965 to 1968 were in favour of forming a concrete 

movement which held to Esenin-Vol’pin’s principles, and that some preferred to take 

individual stands, including public protest. The pro-collective faction eventually became 

dominant mainly because, as Nathans (2021) points out, the individualist dissidents ended 

up getting arrested for the manner of their protest, taking themselves out of the 

conversation. Trials of dissidents and politically-critical intellectuals were by no means 

restricted to the USSR, and it was in response to such a trial in Czechoslovakia in 1976 that 

Vaclav Havel began his political writings (see Bolton 2012). 

 
27 Siniavskii, however, did not see himself as a dissident, but a nonconformist; his problems with the 

Soviet state were aesthetic rather than political (see Boym 2010).  

28 A somewhat warped version of this idea can be found in the neologism ‘malicious compliance’. 



34 
 

The processes of samizdat (self-publishing) and tamizdat (publication abroad) were integral 

to the dissident movement, as they were to the various Soviet underground art movements. 

Samizdat is the process of personally producing or reproducing unofficial texts or images, 

and distributing them among a wider network of likeminded individuals who would similarly 

reproduce and distribute them further. Tamizdat is the publication of these texts or images 

in foreign outlets, with or without the author’s knowledge or consent, after they have been 

smuggled by some means outside of the regime’s influence. The samizdat publication of 

open letters (such as the one sent to Khrushchev in defence of abstract art: see Rothberg 

1972, p. 325) and the collaborative samizdat serial publication Khronika tekushchikh sobytii 

(Chronicle of Current Events, 1968 – 1983, henceforth KhTS) are key vectors of dissident 

thought and action. Open letters became a key aspect of Soviet dissidence from the mid-

1960s.29 These letters, often signed by a range of intellectuals from both scientific and 

artistic disciplines,30 could be directed at any aspect of Soviet policy, but the most 

prominent of them were concerned with the human rights implications of aggressive State 

action and repression of individuals. The examples in Acton and Stableford include: a 1968 

letter decrying the ‘illegal and inhuman actions’ perpetrated against political prisoners and 

ethnic minorities such as the Crimean Tartars, which listed among its signatories the 

physicist Pavel Litvinov, and Petr Yakir and Larisa Bogoraz, both outspoken defenders of 

human rights in the late-Soviet period; a 1970 letter from esteemed concert cellist Mstislav 

Rostropovich31 in defence of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn; and an open letter of 1980 from 

Sakharov to Brezhnev, condemning the war in Afghanistan both in terms of its effects on the 

Afghan civilian population and the negative impact it was having on détente32, or lessening 

of tensions between the USA and USSR. A central aspect of these open letters was a 

demand that the Soviet Union follow its own legal code and the Constitution of the USSR, 

particularly in relation to the detention and trial of political prisoners and perceived 

 
29 See, for example, the reproductions in Acton and Stableford’s ‘Documentary History of the USSR’, 
a published collection of primary sources. (2007, pp. 346 – 371). 
30 Though it was not uncommon to see signatories from ordinary citizens. 

31 Deprived of Soviet citizenship along with his wife in 1978 on a charge of ‘ideological degenera[cy]’ 

(Acton and Stableford 2007, p.364). 

32 Interestingly, damaging détente was a charge levelled against Sakharov himself by Brezhnev in 

1973 (Crump 2014, p. 112). 
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dissidents. In keeping strictly to the tenets of Soviet law in these letters, the authors and 

signatories were not just voicing their grievances, but were in effect using the State against 

itself in a manner which echoes Yurchak’s (2005) comments on the adoption of 

authoritative discourse by late-Soviet citizens.  

Among the offences about which the KhTS and various open letters were concerned in the 

late-1960s and 1970s was Brezhnev’s alternative to conventional imprisonment of 

dissidents, that is, the use of ‘forced incarceration in a psychiatric hospital’ (from Yakir and 

Bogoraz’s open letter of 1968, in Acton and Stableford 2014, p. 347). Thomas Crump (2014, 

pp. 113 - 114) details the use of diagnoses of an ‘unsound mind’ to discredit dissidents, 

notably Zhores Medvedev, an ‘internationally recognised biologist and friend of Sakharov’, 

who ‘had every reason to believe that [his incarceration] had been instigated by the KGB’ 

and whose treatment in the Kaluga Psychiatric Hospital was a ‘theatre of the absurd’. 

Throughout the 1970s, cases well-documented by samizdat’ and tamizdat’ both within and 

without the USSR’s borders, such as those of Medvedev, drew outrage and condemnation 

from international psychiatric communities and, by the mid-1970s, Brezhnev’s signing of the 

Helsinki Final Accord, ‘the Soviet Union could no longer maintain a state of denial in the face 

of human rights charges’ (ibid., p. 115). Crump (idem) adds that, whilst ‘there was no reason 

for Brezhnev to be directly involved’ in psychiatric detention and that, subsequently, it is 

feasible that he was unaware of its extent, ‘[t]he one man who must have known what was 

involved was Andropov, head of the KGB, and…[Brezhnev’s] successor as General Secretary 

of the CPSU.’  

Yakir and Bogoraz, mentioned above, were closely involved with the establishment of the 

KhTS in Spring 1968. Acton and Stableford (2014, p. 348) assert that it ‘adopted33 the 

standard dissident platform: its purpose was not to undermine but to uphold the Soviet 

Constitution and Soviet law…it could only be circulated in secret…it insisted, because the 

regime itself was breaking the law’. The KhTS was essentially a catalogue of ‘cases where the 

Soviet regime had flouted the constitutional and legal rights of its own citizens’ (idem). 

Komaromi (2012, p. 80) quotes a 1970 memo from then-head of the KGB, Andropov, which 

 
33 Adopted, presumably, from Esenin-Vol’pin. For many people unfamiliar with the early stages of 

the dissident movement, the KhTS was their first codification of the dissident platform.  
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reads ‘so-called samizdat has undergone a qualitative change in recent years. If five years 

ago it was ideologically defective artistic works that mainly passed from hand to hand, 

documents of a programmatic political character are now acquiring even greater 

dissemination’. Komaromi (idem, footnote 42) goes on to refer to Alexander Gribanov’s 

(2009) analysis of Party attitudes towards samizdat, drawing a conclusion from the same 

that ‘Central Committee members still thought in terms of the Bolshevik underground and 

civil war factionalism, by which logic a movement could be pro-Soviet but still politically 

harmful’. This analysis furthers the idea covered earlier in this chapter that one could be a 

nonconformist or an active dissident without necessarily being anti-Soviet or seeking the 

dissolution of the USSR.  

Indeed, one could even be subversive whilst utilising the regime’s own resources and 

personnel.  For example, the controversial yet still official journal Novij Mir, whose tightrope 

walk along the boundaries of the Soviet state’s tolerance has been covered well by Denis 

Kozlov (2013), among others.34 Aleksandr Tvardovsky, chief editor of Novij Mir throughout 

most of the 1950s and 1960s, responding to criticism by Party media organ Pravda of 

excessive negativity and undue focus on difficult times in the USSR’s past, gave a speech to 

the Union of Soviet Writers’ Secretariat in 1967 which included the following remark: 

We have a single Party line in literature, obligatory for all journals and newspapers. 

But a journal’s line is a particular, concrete expression of the Party line, it is the 

journal’s identity, formed from the totality of its ideological and aesthetic 

predilections and principles. A journal without such a line is something characterless 

and indiscriminate in terms of the form and content of what it publishes, i.e. a grey 

journal, of which, unfortunately, we have enough (Acton and Stableford 2007, pp. 

344 – 345).  

In this way, Tvardovsky does not claim a dissenting stance, but rather doubles down on the 

journal’s position, asserting at later points in the same speech that Novij Mir’s view of the 

reality of Soviet society rather than adherence to ideological schema presents a better 

realisation of Marxist-Leninist realism (idem). The example of Novij Mir encourages a 

 
34 See also Vladimir Zubok’ ‘Zhivago’s Children’ (2011). Whilst I take issue with his subtitle, 

proclaiming the dissidents’ generation to have been ‘the last Russian intelligentsia’, his accounts of 

the ways in which Soviet intellectuals tried to take advantage of the temporary respite granted by 

Khrushchev’s Thaw are useful reading in this area.  
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reading of dissidence as a spectrum rather than an outright binary opposition, whereby 

critique of methods employed by the State, or the publishing of materials considered 

inimical to State interests, did not necessarily equal open hostility to the State. What does 

seem to be an important aspect of dissidence, with particular reference to the KhTS 

community in the post-Khrushchev Soviet Union, is its association with a particularly 

ideological or reformist mindset, that is, a more overt connection to political activity even if 

the framing of such is not explicitly anti-State. As Kozlov (2013, p. 328) argues, ‘Tvardovskii 

and his colleagues worked within the existing order rather than attempting to negate it’, 

with Novy Mir able to ‘take forms acceptable and familiar to the environment in which [it] 

spread’, whilst still adopting and adapting earlier traditions of the ‘Russian intellectual 

habitat of the pre-revolutionary era’. Another characteristic of this mode of dissidence, is 

the extent to which its organs were coordinated and concretised in order to more 

effectively mobilise as a political force; this had the additional effect of increasing their 

international visibility and, subsequently, offering them a degree of influence via diplomatic 

pressure. Although late-Soviet nonconformist art lacked, for the most part, such a level of 

coordination, it did share an overall fascination with the pre-revolutionary intelligentsia, and 

with the Silver Age cultural boom which produced initiatives like Novij Mir.  

 

On the Politicisation of Art in State-Socialism 
 

‘Nonconformist art’ is a term which, particularly in an authoritarian state, covers a wide 

range of approaches, methods and manifestos; as it is defined against conformity, the 

narrower the field of ‘acceptable’ art, the wider the scope for what can be considered 

nonconformist art. As cultural historian and philosopher Boris Groys (2003, p. 56) describes 

it: ‘the [Soviet] unofficial art scene of the 1950s and 1960s was very pluralistic and 

heterogeneous, reflecting the plurality of styles being oppressed by the officially dominant 

Socialist Realism.’ Where Groys uses the term ‘unofficial’ here, I see it as equivalent in this 

context to ‘nonconformist’. As ‘official’ art in the USSR was strictly regulated by the creative 

unions, and official publication or performance of works relied on their adherence to 
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cultural directives from the Party, art that did not conform to the state’s ideological 

requirements could not be ‘official’.35 ‘Unofficial’ art for Groys (2003, p. 56) includes  

icon painting through Cubism, Expressionism, Surrealism, and abstract art to 

Abstract Expressionism and Pop Art…Behind this plurality of styles and techniques, 

however, there was a shared understanding of the role of the artist in the society: to 

manifest [their] individual truth in the midst of the official public lie.  

Groys’ portrayal of the unofficial artist is, then, strikingly similar to that of Havel’s defiant 

grocer: each striving to represent their truth to combat an authoritarian lie. The notion of 

‘truth’ is a significant part of nonconformist activity in the USSR36, and will be revisited 

throughout this thesis, and as one of my focal points when discussing Soviet sociology.  

One of the recurring themes in existing scholarship on nonconformism is the co-opting of 

challenging cultural products and artistic material by state authorities for ideological 

purposes, by which process those authorities seek to control perceptions and definitions of 

dissent, taking agency and the right to self-categorisation away from the creators of the 

material (e.g. Rothberg 1972; Groys 1992; Silverberg 2009). Beyond banning and publicly 

excoriating the works of authors like Pasternak and Solzhenitsyn, the Soviet cultural 

institutions also attempted to mitigate the perceived threat of cultural styles which had 

become too popular among Soviet citizens to prohibit them with any effectiveness. For 

example, musical trends which originated outside of the Soviet Union, notably jazz and rock 

music, were eventually released through official channels in Soviet cinema and through the 

state music label Melodiya, albeit in very diluted and inoffensive, ‘Sovietised’ variants. The 

bard Vladimir Vysotsky received a state release of a careful curation of his poetry after his 

death in 1980, but had during his life been subjected to official censure for his ideologically-

inappropriate musical stylings and lyrics (see Platonov 2012). The topic of state co-option of 

 
35 Of course, one could subsequently argue that an artist is also unofficial, who follows the tenets of 

Socialist Realism but does not publish or perform through state channels, and so ‘nonconformist’ 

would be a subset of ‘unofficial’. It is, however, clear from the rest of Groys’ writing that he is not 

referring to any such artist.  

36 Truth as an abstract concept is, admittedly, significant to most if not all instances of identity-

construction, but the search for truth or the presentation of what is believed to be the truth holds a 

particular importance in authoritarian systems, and is relevant to all of the groups and individuals on 

whom I focus in this thesis. 
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cultural forms which were perceived to be extrinsic or potentially threatening is discussed in 

more detail in my second chapter. 

Another key theme is that of cultural memory (discussed in Yurchak 2005; Kulavig 2002; 

Komaromi 2007), particularly of times and events from before an authoritarian regime or 

from a less restrictive point in its history, and the potential importance of that shared 

memory as a source of inspiration and motivation for nonconformism. In the case of late-

Soviet nonconformism, a frequent reference point for many unofficial artists and 

intellectuals was the Silver Age of the Russian avant-garde in the 1910s and 1920s, as well as 

certain of the groups which developed from the Silver Age in the 1930s. I consider the links 

between the earliest experimental artistic movements of the USSR and its latest to be 

significant to several of the examples I discuss, and I return to them later in this chapter and 

throughout the thesis. Nonconformist art also tends to reflect or distort the environment in 

which it was created, and several of the sources I engage with in this thesis (e.g. Yurchak 

2002; Rappaport 1990; Komaromi 2007; Rothberg 1972) consider nonconformist activities in 

response to the ritualisation and performative nature of Soviet authoritative discourse; that 

is, the perceived debasement of language itself through repetition of slogans and ideological 

messages to the point of meaninglessness. This authoritative discourse, whether that be 

statistics-ridden newsreader scripts, droning Party speeches, or the template wording of 

internal office memos, according to Yurchak (2005, pp. 285-292), essentially formed the 

scaffolding of post-Stalinist Soviet reality. The subversion or manipulation of that scaffolding 

by nonconformists ties into my discussion, in chapter three, of the Paper Architects, given 

the importance to their designs of de/reconstruction and the building as a metaphor (see 

Klotz 1990; Rappaport 1990; Avvakumov 2019).  

There is some historical context required for the arguments I present in this thesis 

concerning the relationship between power and art in the post-Stalin USSR. Firstly, after the 

arbitrary excess of Stalinism, the regime attempted to restore public confidence through the 

process of de-Stalinization, starting with Khrushchev’s ‘Secret Speech’ of 1956, which 

openly37 laid out for the first time an official criticism and even condemnation of Stalin 

 
37 As its moniker would suggest, the speech was delivered to the closed audience of the 20th Party 

Congress. I use the word ‘openly’ here because, prior to this, condemnation of Stalin would have 
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(Rothberg 1972). Given the image of Stalin which had been painted by Soviet propaganda, 

of a supremely wise and powerful father figure, whose will was synonymous with the will of 

the country, the admission of Stalin’s wrongs and the deconstruction of his cult meant to 

bring into question the activities of the Party; Khrushchev and those around him had to be 

able to ‘engineer the necessary political, economic, and social reforms without undermining 

their own power’ (ibid., p. 7). The new leaders had to walk a very fine line: they were clearly 

unwilling to relinquish the centralised power with which the previous incumbents had 

invested the Party’s Central Committee and Politburo, but they were cognisant of the fact 

that ‘enough de-Stalinizing had to be permitted to persuade the people that the new rulers 

were going to be different from and better than their predecessors’ (idem). These 

concessions, in part intended to placate the Soviet people, included a slight liberalisation of 

the artistic and cultural controls which had constricted to such an alarming degree under 

Stalin.  

Liberalisation to any degree was not a quick process, as Rothberg shows in his chapter on 

the treatment of Boris Pasternak in the late 1950s; there may have been a nominal ‘Thaw’ 

but Khrushchev was no art-lover. Rothberg (ibid., pp. 26 – 27) quotes a speech given by 

Khrushchev two months after the Third All-Union Congress of Writers, in July 1959, in which 

he refers to those writers who rejected the idea of Party censorship and ideological 

constraints, effectively calling them narcissists who sit at home ‘hatching [their] sniveling 

book[s]’, even accusing them of wishing to construct a ‘cult of [their] own personality’. A 

few years later, at the Manezh gallery’s 1962 exhibition ‘Thirty Years of Moscow Art’, 

Khrushchev saw a small selection of contemporary experimental works by artists who were 

not members of the Moscow Section of the Artists’ Union (MOSKh). Khrushchev, upon 

seeing these, was purportedly livid and railed against the works and the artists responsible 

for them in a tirade of vulgarity (Reid 2005; Rothberg 1972, p. 62).38 Khrushchev stated that 

 
been something one did only in locations and in company where one felt particularly safe; it had 

certainly never been voiced clearly as the Party’s position. 

38 There has been some suggestion that the incident at Manezh was orchestrated by conservatives 

within the Academy of Art. Golomshtok and Glezer (1977, p. 88) write that Khrushchev was led to 

these particular works within the Manezh exhibition by the then-president of the USSR Academy of 

Arts (AI), Vladimir Serov, who in doing so aimed to show the General Secretary ‘what ideological 

liberalism had led to’. Golomshtok’s contribution to the book makes it quite clear that he believed 

the experimental artists had been invited deliberately on the order of the upper echelons of the 
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his opinion was the opinion of the Soviet people, and that, if he did not understand these 

works, then neither would they. As Susan Reid (2005, p. 674) points out, Khrushchev 

reaffirms with these words ‘the founding myth of the unity of the people and the Party […]; 

as first secretary of the Party that represented the people, his judgment was their 

judgment’.39 The Manezh exhibition is widely-recognised as a pivotal moment in the history 

of Soviet art, even regarded by Andrei Erofeev (1995, p. 34) as ‘the birthdate of non-official 

art’. It was also, as Victor Tupitsyn (1995, p. 86) notes, the beginning of a trend in post-

Stalinist treatment of nonconformist artists and intellectuals, whereby they were no longer 

sent to a work camp but ‘diagnosed’ as mentally unwell and sent for ‘treatment’ at Soviet 

psychiatric institutes. Tupitysn’s point is supported by the assertion of Erofeev (1995, p. 34) 

that Khrushchev began, after this exhibition, to declare the works of unofficial Soviet art 

‘private psycho-pathological distortions of the public conscience’. Whilst I do not presume 

to know whether Khrushchev genuinely viewed these individuals as mentally-ill, outwardly 

treating nonconformist art as though it were a symptom of mental illness rather than a 

bourgeois indulgence was certainly a break with Soviet tradition. I would argue that 

Khrushchev’s responses to nonconformist art weakened the state’s ideological position in 

relation to it; he does not frame his criticism of the experimental section of the Manezh 

exhibition in relation to an affirmed Party line on what Communist art ought to be, but 

rather to his own lack of understanding of the works. Further, by linking nonconformist art 

to mental illness rather than ideological weakness or Western cultural insurgencies, the 

implicit suggestion is that no sane person could stray so far from the norms of Soviet 

aesthetics. If nonconformism is insanity in the Soviet Union, then Soviet norms are sanity; 

such a proposition causes problems when those norms begin to be challenged or upended. 

 
USSR AI, the Union of Soviet Artists (SSKh), and the Ministry of Culture with the specific intent of 

goading Khrushchev into curtailing his lukewarm liberalisation (ibid., p. 87 – 88). 

39 Reid’s article is also an interesting study of public perception of the controversial works exhibited, 

focusing as it does on the exhibition’s visitors’ comments books. Reid identifies that there was no 

clear consensus, with some comments praising the experimental artists and others criticising them 

along similar lines to Khrushchev. The article also raises questions important to discussion of 

authoritarian control, namely the extent to which the perception or expectation of surveillance (by 

the state or a potential informer) could influence the opinions expressed by citizens.  
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Brezhnev’s response to experimental art exhibitions was not much different from 

Khrushchev’s, though he avoided the mistake of becoming too personally involved in public 

criticism of them. From 1964 – 1974, Soviet underground artists managed to stage a few 

exhibitions through stealth and subterfuge, though most of them were closed down as soon 

as the authorities were made aware. Increasing crackdowns towards the end of the 1960s 

had all but destroyed the prospect of exhibiting in clubs, institutes and other public spaces, 

and artists had to change the way they approached the problem of displaying their work. 

Glezer (in Golomshtok and Glezer 1977, pp. 112 – 113), recounts a campaign of harassment 

and intimidation of leading nonconformist artists in Moscow, starting after the release of 

famous dissident writer Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn in February 1974; Evgeni Rukhin, Alexander 

Rabin, Alexander Melamid and Vitaly Komar, among others, were all subjected to police 

persecution and provocation. In response to this, the artists once more attempted to 

outmanoeuvre Soviet bureaucracy by staging an open-air exhibition (the First Autumn 

Open-Air Exhibition, 15th September 1974) on waste-land, far enough away from public 

thoroughfares and busy areas not to fall foul of ‘the authorities’ catch-all regulation about 

“disturbing public order”’ (ibid., p. 113). The exhibition was attended by foreign journalists, 

most notably Americans, three of whom were also assaulted by ‘young vigilantes who 

roamed the scene intimidating people to move on’ (Wren 1974). As Glezer (idem) writes, 

although the authorities could not find a legal reason to halt the exhibition, it was 

nonetheless interrupted by a group of secret police masquerading as workmen, who 

attacked the artists and destroyed many of the works on display, later bringing in 

construction vehicles to counter the artists’ attempts at resistance. For this reason, it has 

been dubbed the ‘Bulldozer Exhibition’ and, aside from having been an important even both 

in terms of freedom of expression in the Soviet underground art community and in terms of 

collaboration between the divisions of this community in Moscow and Leningrad, it stands 

as an indicator of the way in which the Soviet state’s war on dissident art had changed 

under Brezhnev. It would still attempt to disrupt the activities of these artists, but it now 

aimed to maintain some level of deniability. 

The Manezh exhibition had, in addition to unofficial contemporary artists, displayed a 

number of works by 1920s artists whose work had previously been suppressed, such as 

David Shterenberg, Aleksandr Drevin (executed by the NKVD in 1938) and Robert Falk. A 
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common source of inspiration for nonconformist art in the 1960s to 1980s appears to have 

been a memory of both pre-Revolutionary art (for example the work of Malevich and 

Kandinsky before 1917) and of the first wave of the Soviet avant-garde in the 1920s. Clear 

homages to early-20th-Century Russian avant-garde art can be seen in the works of 

Francisco Infante-Arana (Suprematist Games: Homage to Malevich, 1969), Lydia Masterkova 

(Composition, 1967) and Aleksei Tiapushkin (Pictorial Experiment, 1964), to name but a few 

early examples.40 This nostalgia for the Silver Age of Russian/Soviet avant-garde was also 

echoed in the designs of the ‘Paper Architects’ of the 1980s, whose work can certainly be 

considered a form of conceptual art. As these Paper Architects made plans and sketches for 

buildings which were often impossible to construct and almost exclusively intended to 

remain on paper, the whole crux of the designs was the idea, the concept. Alexander 

Rappaport (1990, p. 11) mentions the Palace of Soviets competition in 1930, to which was 

submitted a large number of designs aiming to promulgate the power and capability of the 

Soviet Union; many of which were vast, monolithic displays of grandeur, whose construction 

would not have been possible even via the ruthless single-mindedness of Stalinism. 

Rappaport also draws attention to the similarity between the Paper Architects’ work and 

the earlier projects of Fomin and El Lissitzky. For example, certain designs by Yuri 

Avvakumov41 which are included in Klotz’s (1990) companion to the German Architecture 

Museum’s exhibition on Paper Architecture, notably ‘Bridge Over the Wall’ (1987) and ‘Red 

Tower’ (1988), are very reminiscent of Tatlin’s ‘Monument to the Third International’ 

(1920). Rappaport’s (1988, pp. 14-15) essay within the same companion offers comment on 

the small works of literature, often poems, narrations and parables, which were usually 

included along with Paper Architecture projects as a means of explaining and thus 

contextualising them. He writes that, behind, or rather by way of, the irony and theatrics 

with which these explanations were written lay a reflection ‘upon language as a 

phenomenon of 20th century culture…[which] devalues the totality of utopia and the claim 

to totality of the ideological programs’. Further, these theatrics contained a reflection on a 

‘broader cultural phenomenon: the loss of the magic power of words and its reversion into a 

 
40 For more examples, see Rosenfeld and Dodge (1995) and Golomshtok and Glezer (1977). 

41 Often credited as the originator of at least the term Paper Architecture (bumazhnaja arkhitektura). 

See Gornostaev 2010, ‘Ot redaktsii’. 
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simple agreed-upon meaning which is completely used as a lie’ (ibid., p. 15). Similarly, 

Komaromi (2007, p. 612) quotes an exchange between Siniavskii and Pasternak which 

makes clear that both authors, even as early as 1957, shared a ‘concern for specifically 

political cliché as a symptom of tired ideology’, pre-empting the later rise of conceptualist 

art and ‘sots-art’ in the 1970s and 1980s, particularly in Moscow and Leningrad with the 

arrival of artists like Monastyrskij and Novikov.  

The references to pre-Revolutionary and Silver Age avant-garde art in nonconformist works 

of the 1970s and 1980s call back to a time of relative artistic freedom and energetic 

experimentation, almost certainly romanticised after the horrors of Stalinism but still of 

symbolic importance. Both periods saw ideological discourses in flux: groups like the 

Suprematists and Constructivists wanted to actively shape the Soviet42 ideology of the 

future, whilst late-Soviet nonconformists dissected an ideology which was dying if not 

already dead. There is a definite irony in using the utopianism of early Soviet art as a means 

of exploring or escaping the relative dystopia of late-Soviet conservatism, which is very 

much in keeping with the rise of stiob (a form of extreme irony, see Yurchak 2005) in 

nonconformist art of the 1970s and 1980s. I see the movement towards conceptualism as 

symptomatic of the loss of faith in official discourse and a direct reaction to the void of 

meaning which this left in Soviet life.43 The collapse of meaning in state discourse led, as 

scholars like Yurchak  have covered quite extensively, to a crisis of faith, particularly for the 

entirely-Soviet generations who had grown up in a society which consistently presented the 

State and its leadership as infallible; even after Stalin, the blame for his actions was officially 

laid not at the feet of the Central Committee as a whole, but on him personally, along with a 

few select members of his inner circle (Bergman 2009, p. 118). Having long lost their 

revolutionary energy, the slogans and formulaic constructions of Soviet discourse were 

wearing thin by the 1970s, and as the dissidents looked to the state’s own representations 

 
42 Suprematism predates the Soviet project, but its central figure Kazimir Malevich grew to see 

Communism as a necessary stepping stone in the road to his own ideal state of being. I talk more 

about this in chapter two. 

43 As more recent scholarship on this issue has demonstrated, the perception of any void of meaning 

was not universal within Soviet society (see, for example, Sergei Oushakine 2009). I do, however, see 

it as a significant element in many late-Soviet nonconformist groups and movements.  
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of itself, so too did nonconformist art. I discuss these points further in chapter three, in 

relation to Paper Architecture and Moscow Conceptualism. 

After Gorbachev began his reforms, as glasnost’ and perestroika led to changes in Soviet 

norms and institutional functions at such a rapid pace, it became harder for conservative 

elements within Soviet cultural institutions to mount attacks on nonconformist art; how 

could a definite critical position be taken if the ideological ground on which it was based was 

unstable? Norton T. Dodge (1995), an art collector with experience of smuggling 

nonconformist artworks out of the Soviet Union in the 1960s and 1970s, notes how he 

slowly built a network of art-lovers and other contacts who put him in touch with 

nonconformist artists and helped him to get the works back to his native United States. 

Dodge (ibid., p. 33) states that, although there was ‘no real change in the system’ and its 

policy towards nonconformist art from Brezhnev through the gerontocracy of Andropov and 

Chernenko, Gorbachev’s introduction of glasnost and perestroika meant that ‘[p]olitical 

control of the arts evaporated almost overnight and the difference between unofficial art 

and official art lost much of its significance’. This is somewhat hyperbolic in that, although 

Gorbachev’s reforms were a definite change from the cultural policies of his predecessors, 

everything was not suddenly permissible from 1986, and certain taboos endured until the 

USSR was all but dissolved. In defiance of these taboos were a variety of late-Soviet 

underground and nonconformist groups, perhaps the most daring of which were the 

Siberian punks. 

 

Soviet Punk  
 

There is no doubt that punk rock and punk culture would be considered in any socially 

conservative environment to be nonconformist; nonconformism was, for many punks, the 

entire point, and the word ‘punk’ is colloquially synonymous with rebelliousness. Punk as a 

broader socio-cultural phenomenon offers interesting approaches to the study of 

nonconformism but, to apply them later in the thesis, I will need to first outline my 

understanding of what punk is. The term ‘punk’ is most widely understood for its musical 

connotations before any other; the next association is likely to be the stereotypical punk 

aesthetic of mohawks and studded leather. Whilst music and fashion are certainly key 
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elements, as with many contemporaneous subcultures44, punk is notable for its explicit 

social and political criticism, and further entailed both modes of socio-political thought and 

a more radical, activist philosophy. This characteristic of punk inevitably led to factions as 

different subgroups of those who identified as punks differed on the objectives and/or 

methods of their activism. Webb and Lynch (2010, p. 318) identify two categories of punk 

rock: the nihilistic, destructive, ambivalent chaos of the Sex Pistols; and the political (often 

with regard to minorities and disenfranchised groups), critical, constructive form of punk 

embodied initially by The Clash, and later by Crass (ibid., p. 316). A distinction between 

these is important, particularly in any discussion which seeks to elucidate a rationale or 

raison d’être for punk movements. 

In terms of theoretical frameworks which can be applied to this project’s future analysis of 

punk, Webb and Lynch speak of ‘the liminal zone of punk rock…becoming inherited by a 

variety of subversive, transgressive, and resistant ideas’ and the formation of a ‘”Pirate 

Utopia” network of spaces’, and introduce Hakim Bey’s theory of ‘Temporary Autonomous 

Zones’ (TAZ) (ibid., p. 318). They quote Bey: 

[The creation of a TAZ is] like an uprising which does not engage directly with the 

State, a guerrilla operation which liberates an area (of land, of time, of imagination) 

and then dissolves itself to re-form elsewhere/elsewhen, before the State can crush 

it. (Emphasis in original)  

This ephemerality of opposition offers a point of comparison between the TAZ, as outlined 

above; collective socio-political disobedience, without firm allegiances or formal 

organisation. Punk ideology as a creator of TAZs can therefore be viewed, in a sense, as a 

hybrid of dissidence and nonconformism as I have established the terms thus far.  

Peter Jones’ 2002 article ‘Anarchy in the UK’ looks at British punk in the 1970s through the 

lens of Mikhail Bakhtin’s writings on carnival, based on the works of French Renaissance 

writer Francois Rabelais. Bakhtin’s outline of the project of carnival is quoted here as being 

‘to consecrate inventive freedom, to permit the combination of a variety of different 

elements and their rapprochement, to liberate from the prevailing point of view of the 

 
44 For instance, the ‘mods’ and ‘rockers’ in 1970s Britain, who set themselves apart from each other 

in accordance with allegiances to certain bands, had their own fashionable hairstyles, and fetishised 

different accessories and commodities.  
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world, from conventions and established truths, from clichés, from all that is humdrum and 

universally accepted’ (Jones 2002, p.28). Taken in its own right, such a summation could 

very easily be applied to any basic concept of punk, certainly in the context of a band such 

as Egor Letov’s Grazhdanskaia Oborona (GrOb, see Steinholt 2012). In this article Jones does 

appear, however, to limit himself to a certain interpretation of punk when making these 

comparisons. For instance, Jones suggests that punk’s ‘discursive negativity: nihilism, 

despair, (self-)hatred and a cynical laughter’ is incongruous with carnival’s duality, its 

embrace of ‘abasement and affirmation, destruction and renewal’ and ‘its overall 

celebratory thrust’ (p. 34, emphasis in original). The discursive negativity attributed here to 

punk as a whole only applies to elements of the first wave of punk, notably the Sex Pistols; 

as pointed out by Webb and Lynch (2010, p. 316), later groups such as The Clash and Crass 

were not actively nihilistic or despairing, but ‘critical, constructive…and informed by a rather 

more revolutionary historical rhetoric’. In line with Jones’ applications of Bakhtin to punk, I 

propose that carnival is an appropriate frame for Webb and Lynch’s second category, of 

constructive punk, whilst the first category, of nihilistic and destructive punk, may be better 

served by a framing in relation to the grotesque. Grotesque, as the counterpart to carnival 

and as its name suggests, revolves more around highlighting ugliness and injustices in 

society, which it does through their exaggeration and amplification. I argue that the ‘shock 

factor’ so critical to early forms of punk acts as a mechanism of the grotesque. 

The intellectual influences on punk are interesting in and of themselves, but are 

conspicuous within the context of this project insofar as they represent an overlap between 

youth subculture and academia. In the case of Siberian punk in the late-1970s and 1980s, 

former active musicians and personalities from the scene, quoted in Vladimir Kozlov’s 

contribution to Alexander Herbert’s What About Tomorrow (2019), identify something of an 

academic bent. According to producer and rock journalist Natalya ‘Kometa’ Komarova, 

‘[Russian] punks, and especially Siberian punks, were very intellectual people’ (Kozlov 2019, 

p. 55), and Roman Neumoev, formerly of Tiumen punk band Instruktsii po Vyzhivaniyu 

recalls that ‘…we were interested in the essence [of punk], in its avant-garde essence and its 

intellectual roots’ (ibid., p. 56). This is not to say, however, that all Russian or even all 

Siberian punk was tied to academism or lofty ideas; Andrei ‘Svin’ Panov, leader of the band 

Avtomaticheskie Udovletvoritely, generally considered to be the first Russian ‘punk’ band, 
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held that the band were ‘not punk people, only…funnily misbehaving’45, frequently 

expressed anti-intellectual views and identified more strongly with muzhiki46 (Gololobov and 

Steinholt 2014, p. 24). The split shown between the early Leningrad punk of Svin and the 

later Siberian punk movement corresponds at least in part to the dichotomy identified by 

Webb and Lynch (2010, p. 316), with an initial adoption of punk as an outlet for a sort of 

playful nihilism, and a subsequent wave which built upon a more intellectual base.  

In authoritarian states such as the GDR, Yugoslavia, and the Soviet Union, the critical and 

iconoclastic elements of punk held a significance distinct from their counterparts in more 

liberal states as a result of the limitations placed upon dissenting opinions, and the potential 

for often brutal repression of those who voiced or openly identified with them. The Stasi 

regarded ‘punks, skinheads, goths, heavy-metallers and new romantics’ as ‘negative 

decadents’, and viewed them with far less alarm than the so-called ‘hostile negatives’ of 

‘the emigration movement and human rights and peace activists’; the negative decadents 

were instead treated with ‘disdain and suspicion’ (Dennis and LaPorte, p. 158). The Stasi did, 

however, fear a crossover between these two groups of ‘negatives’, and ‘the potential of 

such a development for “enemy” interference in the internal affairs of the GDR’ (idem). This 

suggests that the negative decadents of the punk movement were not seen as a direct 

threat to the State, but were still regarded as a potentially-dangerous anomaly to be 

monitored. This is partly explained by the assertion that the ‘decadent’ subcultures of the 

1980s ‘did not, at first, constitute an organised and clearly articulated reaction to problems 

in state socialism: they were essentially multi-faceted forms of self-expression and youth 

disgruntlement, and a protest against conformity, consumerism and restrictions on 

individuality’ (idem). 

Obviously, not all socially-critical music with intellectual roots was punk; writing on punk 

rock in the UK under Thatcher, Robert Martínez (2015, p. 196) quotes a 1984 interview with 

Morrissey, frontman of British indie/alternative rock band The Smiths, in which he stated 

 
45 The idea of comedic misbehaviour is a common theme in Soviet Russian underground culture of 

the 1970s and 1980s. See Yurchak 2005, particularly the final chapter, for more on this, including 

comments on underground cinema and absurdist public provocations.  

46 Analogues for this term in English could be ‘lads’ or ‘real men’, with most of the connotations of 

machismo and anti-intellectualism which accompany them. 
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that ‘music is the most effective way to share politically charged material with audiences, 

particularly given its popularity and easy circulation in a society where informative cultural, 

literary knowledge is on the decline (the “dying arts” of film and drama”)’. This position is an 

interesting one to compare with the state of late-Soviet culture, in which ‘official’, that is 

state-sanctioned, forms of media were on the decline due to a perceived void of meaning 

and relevance as the ideology behind them crumbled (see Yurchak, 2005 for more detail on 

this); further, the point made about ease of circulation has a pertinent point of comparison 

in the Soviet practices of samizdat and magnitizdat.  

One of the reasons that punk has been able to spread so readily across geographical and 

cultural boundaries as a means of expressing alternative ideas is its ability to adapt to local 

issues and voices without losing a broader sense of community. Ljubica Spaskovska (2017, 

pp. 94) provides testimony from a Slovenian punk, Robert Botteri, in which he says: ‘I was at 

the age when I would rather identify as a punk than a Yugoslav…we had a rather 

internationalist understanding/outlook…[we] felt closer to the punks in England [than to 

non-punks in Yugoslavia]’. In a similar vein, Spaskovska elaborates that the seeming 

anachronism of socialist ideals and events, such as Yugoslav Youth Day, engendered in that 

same Yugoslav youth an indifference towards the ideological content of their society and 

their everyday, suggesting a position analogous to that of Yurchak’s vnye (ibid., p. 98). 

Martínez (2015, p. 195) writes that ’punk rock serves as an aesthetic force to represent the 

concerns of these “neglected elsewheres” in Britain [referring to under-represented areas in 

the UK and, particularly, to Northern Ireland]’, and that it enables ‘previously suppressed 

voices to express alternative modes of thinking that defy the dominant political narratives’. 

Similarly, Yngvar Steinholt (2012, p. 404) asserts that ‘[i]f Russian rock sounds different 

[from its Western influences], it is…chiefly because Russian bands saw rock as a vehicle to 

express local experience in their own language’. It is important to note here, as Steinholt 

does, that ‘their own language’ does not simply refer to singing in Russian over English, but 

to the use, whether sincere or ironic, of distinctly Russian and Soviet musical and literary 

traditions. Combined with the punk tradition of giving voice to local and ingroup concerns, 

punk rock was able to resonate with an audience in Russia which had perhaps not been 

reached by earlier-adopted styles like jazz and ‘classic’ rock. A quote from Jake Burns of 
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Northern Irish punk band Stiff Little Fingers echoes this seemingly common sentiment in 

many international punk movements: 

Up to that point [when we heard the first Clash album], we’d still been singing songs 

about bowling down California highways and what-have-you, and…it meant nothing 

to me – I’d never been further west than Galway…To realize they [The Clash] were 

actually singing about their own lives, growing up in West London, it was a bolt out 

of the blue (Martínez 2015, p. 207). 

The idea of punk being adaptable to the life (and, importantly in a Russian context, the 

concept of the ‘everyday’ or byt) of whomever performed it or associated with it has been a 

core reason for its success in permeating youth subcultures internationally, and holds a 

special significance in the contexts of authoritarian systems, repressive of individual 

expression, and of disenfranchised or marginalised groups within non-authoritarian 

systems.   

A common objection to ideas such as Yurchak’s vnye is that the very act of positioning 

oneself as apolitical within an authoritarian system is itself an act of politics; such a 

prescriptive system does not allow for true apoliticism, primarily because it is the arbiter of 

what is deemed ‘political’. In the Soviet case, the Party’s monopoly on the political was 

informed by, or at least legitimised via, Marxist views, according to which most social 

human activity can be understood to be political. That is not to say, however, that it was 

exclusively a Soviet or a state-socialist phenomenon; limiting freedoms of speech and 

attempting to control public discourse through the manipulation and control of language 

are common characteristics of authoritarian systems (see, for example, Arendt 1951, 

Pascale 2019, and Thom 1989).  This problem is presented by Spaskovska (ibid., pp. 114 – 

115) in a quote from Gregor Tomc of the Slovenian punk band Pankrti: ‘That was the 

attitude – I don’t give a fuck about anything. But, saying that in a communist country was 

political’. Spaskovska’s response to this is that, rather than ‘a straight-forward contestation 

of Yugoslav socialism’, late-Socialist Yugoslav subcultures ‘challenged the norms and 

discourse of an older generation, essentially seeking to reinvent socialism and youth culture 

through new cultural tendencies and through the state’s youth institutions’ (ibid., pp. 118-

119). The reinvention and reinvigoration of socialism for younger generations is an objective 

also identified in the activities of correspondence artists in the GDR in the 1960s (Schwabe 

2016, p. 258), and among some punks and contemporaneous youth subcultures there 
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towards the end of the 1980s (Dennis and LaPorte 2011, p. 158). Punk, among other 

associated subcultures, is driven by societal stagnation and/or political discontent, but it has 

a regenerative urge and is not always possessing of the violent, destructive tendencies with 

which it is commonly associated. This is perhaps even more salient in socialist contexts; if a 

society is, according to its own tenets, striving for utopian ideals, then I would argue that a 

progressive reformist movement within it is more likely to look to the letter of existing 

ideology than seek to radically alter it.  

 

Concluding Remarks 
 

This chapter has, in the course of trying to solidify some of the foundations of the thesis, 

covered several distinct topics and threads of argument; as such, it is hard to provide a neat 

conclusion. I will instead reiterate the more important lines of argument and points of 

distinction which I have outlined in the text.  

Firstly, I draw a distinction between the terms dissident and nonconformist, according to 

both their political intent and their approaches to collective action. Nonconformism is a 

broader term, covering deviation from the norms of a system; whilst it does not require 

political intent, it can be rendered political by the nature of its environment. The 

nonconformist artists I study formed only loose working collectives, with many of them 

being prominent individual figures who happened to have frequent collaborating partners. 

Although there were some attempts by nonconformist artists to create formal institutions 

or spaces in which they could practice, and the state began to allow greater concessions as 

the 1980s progressed, there was nothing analogous to the cohesion which arose among the 

dissidents. I use dissident to refer specifically to the political human rights movement in the 

USSR. Whilst this movement was nonconformist from the perspective of the Soviet state, in 

that it asked unwelcome questions about the actions and integrity of the state, it was if 

anything hyperconformist to the constitution of the USSR. Whilst I concur with Nathans 

(2021) that the early dissidents of the mid-1960s were not a monolith, by the late-1960s and 

early 1970s, those who were not in prison had banded closer together on the grounds that 
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there might have been greater safety in numbers.47 My suggested reason for the absence of 

this collectivising mindset in nonconformist art is that the dissidents’ objectives and 

manifesto were far more concrete; whereas the goals and ideals of artists, particularly 

nonconformist artists, tend to be disparate and conflicting, the dissidents were able to unite 

around the already codified terms of the Soviet constitution.  

There was such a thing as dissident art in the USSR, after all many prominent figures within 

the dissident movement were skilled writers, but there was also art48 which was branded as 

dissident, or implicitly linked with political dissent and ideological enmity. There is an 

interesting line of thought regarding ironic conceptual art, and whether the parodic over-

association with Soviet norms characteristic of stiob could be compared with political 

dissidence. Albeit in quite different ways, both focused on highlighting the detachment of 

Soviet practices and discourse from their experiences of reality. I see the main difference 

being the purpose of highlighting this disparity; to qualify as dissident, one must have an 

active reformist intent.  

The primary division in Soviet art was official versus unofficial. Taking Groys’ (2003) 

description of Soviet unofficial art, I use the term interchangeably with nonconformist art on 

the grounds that the official Soviet art world was contained entirely by its cultural 

institutions, and thus anything unofficial was necessarily nonconformist. As the vice grips of 

Soviet institutions over their respective fields were loosened in the late-1980s by 

Gorbachev’s reforms, and private enterprises were permitted to create and distribute 

media, the distinctions between official and unofficial became effectively meaningless.  

I look at punk specifically in its common musical form in relation to GrOb, but also in relation 

to other practices, such as visual art and architecture, in my chapter on Siberian Paper 

Architecture. Along the same lines, I also extend Jones’ (2002) Bakhtinian framing of punk to 

Soviet nonconformist art in some instances, exploring the way that Soviet society’s issues 

were reflected aesthetically.  

 
47 There was not much safety in numbers. Many pravozashchitniki were arrested under Brezhnev, 

and the movement was, according to Shlapentokh (1988, p. 76), ‘practically eliminated from the 

scene’ by the late 1970s. 

48 The works of Siniavskii and Pasternak, for example. 
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2. Akademgorodok: New Atlantis or Business as Usual? 
 

 

Significance of the Periphery 
 

Before engaging with the case studies and primary research which form the basis of this 

project, it must first be established why Novosibirsk and Akademgorodok warrant special 

attention, particularly in the post-Stalin USSR. In relation to a study of inakomyslie (other-

thought), that is of thought or action against a centrally-sustained status quo either actively 

through political dissent or through more passive nonconformism, a meaningful distance 

from the centre of control can be of great significance. Whilst, in this sense, Novosibirsk 

does not have the same standing as, for example, the remote cities of Vladivostok or 

Magadan, it has historically presented opposition first to St Petersburg, then Moscow, as a 

hub for Siberian local and ethnic identity in the face of Russian and Soviet attempts at 

homogenisation; and from the 1950s as a driving scientific and industrial force unwelcoming 

of political and ideological constraints.  In the course of my own first visit to Novosibirsk in 

June 2019, I was struck by how strong this sense of ‘Siberian’ identity over ‘Russian’ 

remained, noticeable in private conversations about the country and in the addresses to 

crowds gathered for the Russia Day celebrations on the 12th June. The purpose of this 

chapter is to look at the creation of Akademgorodok, and the effect the district had on the 

demographics of Novosibirsk, and on the city’s status as a hub for curious and creative 

minds in Siberia and the USSR more broadly. Due to the scope and limitations of the current 

project, analysis of the region pre-Khrushchev is restricted to mentions of late-Imperial 

Russian science where appropriate, and to more detailed references to Stalin-era science, 

which had long-lasting impacts on the future of the AS USSR49. Of particular importance in 

this instance, for reasons which will be elaborated upon later, is the persistent presence of 

Trofim Lysenko through Stalin’s premiership into Khrushchev’s. The bulk of the chapter 

 
49 Akademiia Nauk SSSR, or USSR Academy of Sciences, the governing body of scientific research in 

the Soviet Union. 
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concerns the creation of Akademgorodok in 1957, the institutions which formed under its 

auspices, and the relations there between regional and national organs of the KPSS.  

To establish Akademgorodok’s early history, analysis begins with its planning and 

construction in the mid- to late-1950s. Some attention is paid to the vision of Mikhail 

Lavrent’ev, founder of the Siberian branch of the AS USSR (USSR Academy of Sciences) and 

the leading official behind the creation of Novosibirsk’s own naukograd (science city), 

though greater emphasis is put on the memoirs of a wider range of the city’s early settlers. 

A key point in English-language scholarship on this topic is the dispute between Paul 

Josephson (in New Atlantis Revisited, 1997) and Alexander D’Hooghe (‘Siberia as Analogous 

Territory’, 2005) on one hand and Ksenia Tatarchenko (‘Calculating a Showcase’, 2016) on 

the other; the core of which opposition is the extent to which Lavrent’ev was successful in 

establishing, or even intended to establish, a truly autonomous scientific district in 

Akademgorodok. Through assessment of memoirs and existing scholarship on the topic, this 

chapter aims to offer a clearer outline of the relative degree of independence of the Soviet 

naukograd, which will be developed later in the thesis alongside appraisal of the rise of 

Soviet sociology in the 1960s, with Akademgorodok as the discipline’s institutional home. 

The method by which Akademgorodok’s researcher population was recruited and 

incentivised to resettle is used to determine the composition of the initial staff and resident 

population, in order to assess, insofar as possible, broad political affiliations and closeness 

of ties to central institutions. Much of this information can be found through comparing 

digitised archives of early graduates and notable figures in the first few waves of settlement 

with academic biographies and Party membership lists; further details can be found in 

memoirs and contemporaneous diaries.  

A particularly important aspect of life in Akademgorodok’s first decade, at least for the 

purposes of this thesis, is the social club Klub Pod Integralom. Members engaged in 

academic debates on a wide range of topics from natural sciences to socioeconomic theory, 

held social events in which members from different communities in Akademgorodok could 

mingle, and took advantage of the loosening of Soviet ideological controls during 

Khrushchev’s Thaw to promote art which either did not adhere to Party dogmatic lines, or 

actively criticised them. The most notable example is the Festival Avtorskie Pesni (Festival of 

the Bards, 1968) which featured performances from several musicians considered overly 
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critical of the Soviet regime, and resulted in harsh censure of the club and its eventual 

dissolution. The club was also involved in the developing field of Soviet sociology in the 

1960s, as well as the Pismo Soroka Shesti (Letter of the 46) in 1968, which expressed 

concern over the treatment by Soviet authorities of several member of the 

pravozashchitniki movement50. This variety of interests and modes of engagement made the 

club an integral part of the region’s early nonconformist and dissident communities, 

showing early comingling of the same in both artistic and scientific contexts; thus it 

demonstrates a link between inakomyslie in both fields during the 1960s, and allows for 

further work on these foundations when covering regional attitudes in the late-Soviet 

period. Before examining Akademgorodok in detail, however, I will first provide some basic 

historical information about the city of Novosibirsk and its relationship to Tsarist Russian 

and Soviet authorities, with which to contextualise subsequent discussion. 

 

Siberia and Novosibirsk 
 

The centres of Western Siberia for much of the region’s history, at least from the 

perspective of Russian settlers moving East and the Tsarist administration in Moscow, were 

Tomsk and Omsk. The territories east of the Urals had long held communities which sought 

some degree of autonomy from Moscow (or St. Petersburg, as appropriate for the time). 

From the early expansions into Siberia under the command of the Stroganov family in the 

16th century, to the rise of Siberian regionalism in the mid-19th century, the Muscovite and 

then Imperial Russian states faced resistance first from the indigenous peoples of Siberia, 

and later from intellectuals within the settled cities of Siberia who advocated for a more 

federalist approach to the government of the Russian Empire. The latter movement was 

formed of Siberian students enrolled in higher education institutions in St. Petersburg, 

foremost among whom were Nikolai Iadrintsev and Grigorii Potanin; they advocated for a 

 
50 The beginnings of a Soviet human rights movement which aimed to hold the Soviet regime to the 

letter of its own laws, coming into force after the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, as discussed in 

Chapter One. The Pismo Soroka Shesti followed in a vein of similar undertakings related to freedom 

of speech and human rights in Central and Eastern Europe, dating from at least 1964 with the 

analogously-named ‘Letter of 34’ (List 34), signed by thirty-four Polish intellectuals against 

censorship of the country’s press and publishing (see, e.g. Zaremba 2018).  
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semi-autonomous designation for Siberia, the end of the policy of Siberian exile, and for the 

development of Siberia as a scientific hub of Russia (Johnson 2016, pp. 12-13). Developing 

regionalist ideas about Siberia around the turn of the 20th century, and the growth of ideas 

about Siberian identity as distinct from Russian, were among many factors contributing to 

mass demonstrations in Tomsk in January 1905, more or less concurrently with more 

famous revolutionary stirrings in St. Petersburg. Another such factor was the activity of the 

Bolsheviks in the city from 1904, who established two underground printing presses for the 

production of pro-revolutionary propaganda to distribute amongst the student body at the 

Siberian Imperial University in Tomsk. In the years between the Decembrist and October 

revolutions, radical intellectuals and political thinkers exiled to Siberia gathered in the city of 

Tomsk, still then the academic centre of Siberia, further establishing a tradition of 

nonconformist thought in Western Siberia.  

The upheaval of the October revolution in 1917 brought regionalist ideas into sharp relief as 

groups rushed to fill the power vacuums in regional administrations. For a few years, there 

was a sort of self-rule in Siberia, whereby a Siberian Regional Council would answer to the 

Russian Duma as an autonomous republic and, for all of four months between July and 

November 1918, there existed an independent Siberian Republic, seated in Tomsk 

(Serebrennikov 1934, p. 412). The principle of Siberian self-government did not sit well with 

the revolutionary government in St. Petersburg, who saw the region as a cornucopia which 

might alleviate the problems of the undernourished urban proletariat and, in 1920, 

Bolshevik forces arrived to consolidate their power in Siberia.  

Construction had begun on Novosibirsk in 1893, initially bearing the name Novonikolaevsk 

after Tsar Nicholas II, at the point where the ongoing construction of the Trans-Siberian 

railroad met the River Ob. By 1917, the town of Novonikolaevsk had grown substantially as 

a trading and logistics hub in the region, and was becoming an economic centre of the 

region. Tomsk remained at this point the academic centre, but Novonikolaevsk was growing 

rapidly, not least because of its strategically important location with access to both river and 

rail transport. The city had struggled during the Civil War, but was rescued by the 

establishment therein of the CPSU’s regional administration in 1920, and Lenin’s New 

Economic Policy, introduced in 1921. The wide-ranging economic reforms of the NEP saw 

Novonikolaevsk resume its rapid growth and, in 1925, it was designated the centre of the 
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Siberian Region (Sibirskij kraj) by the National Executive Committee, meaning that all future 

buildings of high significance to the region were built there. In 1926 Novonikolaevsk was 

renamed Novosibirsk and became a testing ground for new forms of Soviet urbanism, with 

several large-scale projects commissioned for it in the 1920s and 1930s; one such project 

was the Mass Action House of Culture and Science, initially designed along Constructivist 

principles as a venue for mass gatherings and parades. When the Party changed its aesthetic 

direction from Constructivism to Socialist Realism in the early 1930s, the project, upon 

which construction had already begun in 1930, was changed to accommodate the new 

directives from Moscow, becoming the iconic Novosibirsk Opera Theatre. The building is 

notable for its distinctive appearance, bearing hallmarks of both Constructivism’s blunt 

utility and of the Stalinist neoclassicisms of early Socialist Realism. Resultantly, the Opera 

Theatre serves as an example of two significant things: firstly, the city’s history as a ground 

for experimentation; and secondly, the impact of the state in those experimentations.  

The Opera Theatre was far from the only Constructivist experiment in Novosibirsk’s early 

history; Leningrad architect Aleksandr Gegello ascribed to the city a ‘Constructivist 

physiognomy’ (Nevzgodin 2005, p. 15) and, despite the rush from 1931 onward to renovate 

and add facades which better reflected Stalin’s aesthetic, local preservation and information 

project Novosibirsk. Konstruktivizm! documents ‘more than 200 objects referring to 

different directions of […] avant-garde architecture’ (Novosibirsk. Constructivism!). Sophie 

Kuppers, art critic and widow of the renowned avant-garde architect and artist El Lissitzky, 

was forcibly relocated to Siberia with two of their children in 1944 on the grounds of their 

German ethnicity. She lived in Novosibirsk from then until her death in 1978, and was for a 

time active in the intellectual social circles of Akademgorodok. Novosibirsk was host to the 

first solo exhibition of El Lissitzky’s work in early-December 1967, using works from Kuppers’ 

personal collection, and on the initiative of Mikhail Makarenko51 and two architects from 

the Siberian branch of the Union of Architects, Sergei Balandin and Vladimir Pivkin. The 

organisers’ petitions to the Moscow Union of Architects to repeat the exhibition in the 

 
51 Director of the exhibition hall of the Akademgorodok House of Science, headquarters of the 

Siberian Division of the AS USSR, from 1966. Makarenko was arrested in 1969 for his involvement in 

the exhibition of unofficial artworks, although the officially-levelled charges were profiteering and 

calling for the overthrow of state power (Samoilenko 2020).  
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capital with an expanded itinerary from other galleries and collections were rejected. The 

year 1967 also marked two things of significance to this thesis: the arrest of the journalist 

Aleksandr Ginzburg for his samizdat manuscript account of the Siniavskii-Daniel trial, on 

which sentencing had been passed the previous year; and the ten-year anniversary of 

Akademgorodok, Novosibirsk’s scientific research district.  

 

Akademgorodok 
 

The construction of Akademgorodok, Siberia’s first naukograd (science city), was proposed 

to the General Assembly of the Academies of Science (Obshchoe sobranie Akemdemii nauk) 

in February 1957, and was met by the assembly with apparent approval and something of a 

call to action from Soviet scientists. In his report, the head scientific secretary of the AS 

USSR, Aleksandr Topchiev, noted that  

The proposition of M. Lavrent’ev and S. Khristianovich for the creation of a large 

scientific centre of the AS USSR in Siberia, in which they have expressed desire to 

work, deserves attention. The Presidium of the Academy of Sciences is certain that 

other scientists will follow this patriotic example (Dobretsov, Lamin 2007, p. 130. 

Emphasis added).52 

 

Information on the initiative was circulated in academic publications and by Pravda, which 

published an article written by Lavrent’ev and Khristianovich. In the article they stated the 

following: 

[t]he creation of a scientific base in the East cannot be decided by the evolutionary 

development of AS USSR branches alone. It is necessary to convey thereto huge 

collectives of distinguished scientists from Moscow and Leningrad. …The problem of 

dispersing scientific institutions, of the creation of scientific centres in the east of the 

country, has come to a head. It must be resolved quickly and on a large scale (Pravda 

1957, 24 Feb).  

Despite this support for the undertaking at what can be considered an ‘official’ level, there 

was some considerable resistance amongst other ranking officials in the AS USSR and 

 
52 The concept of patriotism in the USSR was complicated and fractious, but a heavily utilised rallying 

call from the Second World War onwards. For more detail, see Azadovskij and Egorov (1999). 
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relevant departments of the Soviet state. As Andrei Trofimuk, first chairman of the Siberian 

Division of the AS USSR (1961 – 1988) recalled, ‘[i]nitially there were very few…people who 

would have supported the idea of a Siberian division. Many thought that it was a temporary 

undertaking – that they [the proponents] will make some noise, yes, and that will be the 

end of the matter’ (Ibragimova, Pritvits 1989, p. 50). Similarly, Lavrent’ev (1982, p. 52) later 

wrote that  

it could not be said that the idea of furthering science in the east was immediately 

accepted by everyone with cheers. …Referring, for example, to the difficulties of 

relocating to the periphery even separate universities, they did not believe in the 

possibility of rebasing an entire division of the Academy of Sciences. I, too, was 

aware of unsuccessful attempts to relocate some institutes to the east of the 

country.  

Even Khrushchev was not at first convinced, but was convinced by, in his words, the ‘sober 

mind and penetrating power [probivnaia sila]’ of Lavrent’ev, and the list presented to him of 

likeminded scientists willing to work at Akademgorodok (Ibragimova, Pritvits 1989, p. 130). 

The history of the creation of Akademgorodok is one often presented as a struggle against 

difficult odds, in which one man strove to establish his oasis of scientific liberty and 

democracy, an intellectual utopia of harmony between humanity and nature; indeed, this is 

the vision which Lavrent’ev himself propagated, and which was supported by Soviet media 

outlets throughout the 1960s. More recent scholarship, mostly by Russian academics, has 

begun to cast doubt on this narrative; it was certainly a complicated venture, but the 

vaunted ideals of Akademgorodok are more frequently being called into question.  

The predominant English-language work in the field of the historiography of 

Akademgorodok is Paul Josephson’s 1997 monograph, New Atlantis Revisited. Josephson 

and a number of his archival sources, including reminiscences of early settlers on the first 

decades of Akademgorodok, are used in the present work for their historical value. New 

Atlantis Revisited presents a very good overview of chronologies and main events, and the 

available personal accounts offer at least an insight into contemporary attitudes towards 

and retrospectives on the science centre.53 Whilst it contains some excellent research, 

 
53 These will, of course, be treated with caution. Particularly in the case of memoirs written in the 

late-Soviet or post-Soviet period, such sources can easily be tinted by nostalgia both for youth and 

for the relatively liberal and optimistic atmosphere post-Stalin. Insofar as possible, personal 
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contemporary Russian scholars, such as Ivan Kuznetsov (2014) and Ksenia Tatarchenko 

(2013), have criticised New Atlantis Revisited for an over-reliance on the ‘archive fever’ of 

early post-Soviet research, and subsequently for perpetuating those Soviet myths of 

Akademgorodok’s founding which were established in State media and similar channels. In a 

2012 lecture at Novosibirsk State University, Kuznetsov outlined four main conceptual views 

of Akademgorodok (Ivanova 2012). The first of these is that promulgated by the city’s 

creators and the early waves of enthusiastic journalists who inscribed into the public 

consciousness a vision of the science centre as a ‘city of the future, an oasis of freedom, 

where one could live humanly (zhit’ po-chelovecheski): work creatively, communicate with 

like-minded people, and court attractive colleagues’ (ibid.). The second, an ideological 

reaction to perceived freedoms in Akademgorodok, by which its inhabitants were 

characterised in ruling circles as ‘a bunch of idlers who settled [t]here, fatten themselves 

against the background of nature, and even are carriers of anti-Soviet sedition’ (idem). 

Kuznetsov’s sources for this assertion are not reproduced in the quoted article but he states 

them as being a 1968 note on the political and ideological situation in Novosibirsk 

Akademgorodok from then-chair of the KGB Yuri Andropov, and statements by Fedor 

Goryachev who headed the Novosibirsk regional committee (oblastnij komitet) from 1959 – 

1978 (idem).  

The next conceptualisation centres around a book published in 1978 by an émigré scientist, 

Mark Popovskij, who moved to London following a serious dispute with the Soviet 

authorities. In this book, Manipulated Sciences (Upravliaemaia Nauka), Popovskij depicts an 

Akademgorodok which, though he concedes may have had its good points, was subject to 

bureaucratic over-management and suffered from a high dependency of working scientists 

on their superiors. This dependency is dated by Nikolai Krementsov (1997, pp. 4 – 7) to the 

troubled era of ‘Stalinist science’ in his so-titled monograph; Krementsov’s work on the 

history of Soviet science is invaluable to this aspect of the current project and is covered in 

further detail in the following subchapters. The fourth view presented by Kuznetsov is that 

 
accounts are cross-referenced to decrease margins of error, but when investigating feelings and 

perceptions of liberty and intellectual freedom, as the present work seeks to do, it can often be 

valuable to take some subjective accounts at face value. 
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of Josephson, who believed that the first view, of ‘heaven with squirrels’54, was initially true 

but was later corrupted by Soviet ideological interference and attempts to bring the 

naukograd’s free spirits back under State control (idem). It seems likely to me that this 

interpretation was the result of finding the early 1960s media accounts as well as the later, 

post-Thaw ideological criticisms, and reconciling the two with the often-used template of 

Soviet ideological erosion.55 As with many similar problems of conflicting narratives, 

particularly in Soviet history, the most plausible explanation is a hybrid, with no single 

‘correct’ interpretation. This is broadly the conclusion at which Kuznetsov also arrives, 

ending his lecture with the note that a great deal more research needs to be done in order 

to get a clearer picture of Akademgorodok’s first few decades (idem). It is important to the 

contextual framework of this project to elaborate somewhat on the conceptual views 

presented by Kuznetsov. Although it makes no claims to come to a definitive answer, this 

thesis requires a working theory of intellectual freedom and autonomy of expression in 

Novosibirsk and Akademgorodok in order to position later analysis of cultural and societal 

subgroups in the region.  

 

Purpose 
 

The first point to address is Akademgorodok’s purpose. There are obvious problems in 

attempting to discern the ‘true’ motivations behind the creation of the first Siberian science 

city, given the active and conscious myth-making of both the Soviet authorities in general 

and Lavrent’ev in particular. These narratives and embellishments were not always insidious 

or openly deceitful, but they can naturally obfuscate research. Instances of myth-making by 

Lavrent’ev are usually more akin to what would in modern parlance be considered PR 

stunts: for example the documented account of a planning visit to the proposed 

 
54 A rather pointed summary by Kuznetsov of Josephson’s depiction, not a phrase of Josephson’s 

creation. 

55 If Josephson was aware of Popovskij’s ‘Manipulated Sciences’, it is not listed as a reference within 

‘New Atlantis Revisited’. He does however cite Popovskij’s article 1961 Novij Mir article 

‘Selektsionery’, which concerns the pitfalls of short-sighted politics meddling in long-sighted 

scientific research, so he had some awareness of the man and his views.  
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construction site, in which he threw off his coat to climb a pine tree, crying ‘What a 

wonderful place!’.56 Tatarchenko (2013) has done valuable work on clarifying this topic, 

focusing on some of the strategic benefits of Akademgorodok to both Soviet science and the 

Soviet authorities on the whole, and on more concrete details such as appointees to 

positions of authority within the Siberian Division of the Soviet Academy of Sciences and 

trajectories of research careers. Kuznetsov (2006, 2014) has similarly helped research on the 

motivations behind Akademgorodok through a more humanities-focussed and 

historiographical approach.  

Tatarchenko (2013, p. 29) notes that all three of the leading academicians behind 

Akademgorodok, Lavrent’ev, Khristianovich, and Sobolev, had failed to secure directorships 

of institutes in Moscow and Leningrad and found themselves at bottlenecks in their 

advancement through the Academy of Sciences, suggesting at least some personal career 

motivation for their involvement. The presence of personal motivation is not surprising, as, 

despite Topchiev’s appeals to patriotism, an undertaking of this scale could hardly have 

functioned on altruism or civic spirit alone. Particular details on the personal situations of, 

and relationship between, these three figures are discussed later but the key point in 

relation to motivations and Tatarchenko’s argument is the interplay between state, 

institutional, and individual objectives. Krementsov, in the introduction to Stalinist Science 

(1997, p. 6), alludes to the complicated symbiosis of Soviet science and state mechanisms, in 

accordance with which scientists and functionaries each co-opted and harnessed the 

ambitions and practices of the other in order to fulfil ‘their own intellectual, institutional, 

and career objectives’. Tatarchenko (2013, p. 32) writes about the ‘new social tissue and 

new structures of authority’ required in light of the shifting political environments of post-

Stalinism and Cold War science. In other words, a recognition by the Soviet state of the fact 

that, whilst it wanted to continue the rapid technological advancements of the 1930s and 

1940s, its modes of control over Soviet science had to change in line with Khrushchev’s 

policies of de-Stalinisation. Loren Graham (1967, pp. 19-26), perhaps the foremost English-

language authority on the history of the Russian Academy of Sciences, has outlined a desire 

for expansion within the Academy itself, dating from the 1850s and continuing, albeit with 

 
56 See: B. V. Belianin, “Pochti zabytye detali,” in Vek Lavrent’eva (2000), pp. 234-236; and A. I. 

Adzhubei “Azart iunosti” in ibid., pp. 396 - 399. 
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some complications, through into the Soviet regime. Graham (ibid., p. 161-164) details the 

creation of branches of the Academy throughout the USSR from 1932, as part of a spate of 

institution creation in the early years of the Stalinist regime. Some years later, the 

experience of invasion during the Second World War and the subsequent need to relocate 

research equipment and production facilities away from the centres in the West encouraged 

the state towards the creation of a science hub or ‘second heart’ of Soviet science east of 

the Urals, and Siberia’s wealth of natural resources made it a perfect location (Tatarchenko 

2013, p.23). One key aspect of the post-Stalinist restructuring, according to Tatarchenko, is 

the Khrushchevian switch from Party-state ideological control of institutional governance 

towards a more technocratic, specialist-led approach (idem, pp. 31-32). Tatarchenko (ibid., 

pp. 22, 31-33) views Akademgorodok not as Josephson’s ‘heaven with squirrels’, a utopia of 

unfettered research, but as a testing ground for a new Soviet science, which Khrushchev 

could use to trial new methods of state-science integration and to showcase Soviet scientific 

might to the outside world. The presence of such ulterior reasons for realising Lavrent’ev’s 

plans do not necessarily render any utopian motivations invalid or false, and certainly 

should not be read as rebuttals to optimistic ideals held by more junior participants in the 

Akademgorodok project, but they are important considerations when looking into claims of 

the naukograd’s independence from central power. They also support strong 

counterarguments to Josephson’s depiction of a paradise spoilt by the gradual interference 

of an increasingly bureaucratic state from Brezhnev’s premiership onwards.  

 

Composition 
 

In order to avoid an undue focus on Lavrent’ev and the trap of ‘the history of great men’, 

the next thing to consider is the composition of the initial waves of researchers who 

relocated to Akademgorodok in 1957 and 1958. According to the reminiscences of 

Laverent’ev’s son57 this wave included established luminaries of Soviet science such as the 

geologist Andrei Trofimuk and nuclear physicist Gersh ‘Andrei’ Budker, but many of the 

early-career academics who joined them worked in the field of cytology and genetics (M.M. 

Lavrent’ev 2007, p.). The significance of this is that these biologists had encountered 

 
57 Also named Mikhail and thus referred to henceforth as M.M. Lavrent’ev. 
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difficulties undertaking their own research in Moscow and Leningrad due to the influence of 

Trofim Lysenko, an infamous ideologue whose repressive, dogmatic pseudoscience caused 

significant damage to both Soviet science and the Soviet people as a whole.58 The enduring 

grip of Lysenko, whose impact warrants here a brief detour, demonstrates the need and 

desire for some kind of intellectual oasis of post-Stalinist Soviet science, and shows the 

limits of Khrushchev’s Thaw in relation to freedoms of thought and research. Lysenko had 

made his name in Soviet science in the 1920s on the strength of his working-class 

background, and utilisation of Marxist-Leninist propaganda and the rhetoric of class struggle 

to ‘emphasi[se] the degree to which his ideas stemmed from the work of non-elite Russians’ 

(Pollock 2009, p. 99 – 100). Lysenko thus secured an appropriate ideological pedigree to 

weather the storms of the 1930s and maintain the patronage of Malenkov and Stalin. In 

1948, Lysenko gave a speech to the All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences (VASKhNIL) 

in the House of Scientists in Moscow, in which he ridiculed the works on genetic heredity of 

Gregor Mendel and Thomas Morgan, instead proposing a theory of learned inheritance 

based on the ideas of Russian plant breeder Ivan Michurin. This approach was recognised as 

pseudoscience at the time by serious biologists and agriculturalists but attempts to 

challenge it were met with the information that Lysenko’s speech had been personally 

edited by Stalin.  Although Soviet geneticists and academics still resented Lysenko’s 

influence on their fields, this patronage rendered him effectively untouchable as long as it 

lasted, regardless of the fact that Lysenko’s ideas and failures had become the go-to 

example in the West for highlighting the faults in prioritising ideology over science. The 

death of Stalin seemed like an opportunity to oust Lysenko, and many letters were sent to 

the Central Committee of the CPSU complaining about his Agricultural Academy and his 

leadership of the Academy of Sciences’ Genetics Institute. His patronage, however, was 

taken over by Khrushchev, who, Pollock (2009, p. 110) suggests, was more comfortable with 

Lysenko than with other academicians by virtue of their comparable working-class 

agricultural backgrounds. Khrushchev’s support did not guarantee immunity from the 

broader scientific community, and Lysenko was dismissed by the party from his post as 

 
58 Much has been written on Lysenko and Lysenkoism. For a decent introduction to the topic, see 

Pollock (2009) and Roll-Hansen (2008). The meddling referenced by Popovskij (see footnote 51) is 

related to Lysenkoism.  
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president of the Agricultural Academy in response to the growing number of complaints. 

However, a 1958 article in Botanicheskij Zhurnal which linked Lysenko’s work to failings in 

Soviet agriculture was viciously attacked in Pravda (14th December 1958, pp. 3-4), and by 

Khrushchev, and resulted in the journal’s editorial board being completely restructured. 

According to another article by M.M. Lavrent’ev (2003, p. 49), Lysenko was even actively 

trying to interfere in the Akademgorodok project, first trying to cancel it entirely, then trying 

to conspire with Khristianovich to ensure that any genetics department created under the 

Siberian Division of the AS USSR was staffed with Lysenkoists and not ‘false scientists’ 

(lzheuchenie). When this plan was foiled, supposedly through an intervention by M. A. 

Lavrent’ev with Khrushchev himself, the Novosibirsk Institute of Cytology and Genetics was 

the first academic institute which Lysenko considered to have taken a ‘heretical’ path since 

his 1948 VASKhNIL speech (M.M. Lavrent’ev, 2007, p. 8). Lysenko was restored to his 

position as president of the Agricultural Academy in 1961, seemingly back to his Stalin-era 

standing, and although his agricultural teachings had led to multiple poor harvests and food 

shortages under, Khrushchev continued to openly support him even when faced with the 

prospect of food rationing in 1964 (Artizov 2007, pp. 9, 32). The main event of 1964, with 

regard to Khrushchev and Lysenko, was the nomination of Lysenko’s close associate Nikolai 

Nuzhdin to full membership of the AS USSR. Whilst there was already a plan amongst some 

academicians to block the appointment, rising star of Soviet physics and later outspoken 

dissident, Andrei Sakharov, was vocal in his opposition to Nuzhdin, stating that: 

Together with Academician Lysenko, he [Nuzhdin] is responsible for the shameful 

backwardness of Soviet biology and of genetics in particular, for the dissemination of 

pseudoscientific views, for adventurism, for the degradation of learning, for the 

defaming, firing, arrest, even death, of many genuine scientists. I urge you to vote 

against Nuzhdin. (Lourie 2008, pp. 179 – 181) 

Lysenko, naturally, spoke in defence of his protege but Nuzhdin’s appointment was blocked 

in the Academy’s secret ballot.59 Khrushchev was so incensed by this rebuttal and by 

Sakharov’s speech that he went as far as to threaten the liquidation of the Academy itself 

(Afiani and Ilizarov 1999, pp. 167 – 173). This outburst proved costly for Khrushchev and was 

 
59 An exception in the general world of Soviet institutional voting. The anonymity allowed for more 

accurate, representational results, as members could vote without the threat of targeted political 

repercussions. 
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listed among the reasons for his dismissal at the plenum meeting on 14th October 1964; it 

certainly was not the only, and perhaps not even a chief, reason, but Khrushchev’s 

overzealous support of Lysenko in the 1960s was a definite factor in his fall from power. This 

does not necessarily show that the Academy had garnered enough independent power 

under Khrushchev to win its freedom from ideological control, and it could just as easily be 

argued that the Academy was simply a useful weapon to be wielded in political rhetoric. 

Pollock (2009, pp. 112 - 115) does argue, however, that the shock expressed by 

Khrushchev’s colleagues was genuine and, furthermore, that the ability and courage to 

resist the party line were themselves emblematic of the growth in independence of the 

Academy since the days of Stalin. Khrushchev supported the creation of Akademgorodok, 

albeit with his own reservations about the difficulty of the task, but his continued patronage 

of Lysenko indicates that his support for the liberation of Soviet science from politics was 

limited, if it existed at all.  

Aside from the pioneers, Josephson (1997, pp. 24 – 26) highlights four ways in which 

scientific personnel moved to Akademgorodok: a few came from the still relatively small but 

nearby institutions of Tomsk, Krasnoyarsk and Irkutsk; entire divisions moved from other 

institutes in Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev and, Lviv, chief among which were Lavrent’ev’s 

Hydrodynamics Institute (relocated between 1958 and 1965) and Budker’s Institute of 

Nuclear Physics (moved in 1961), both from Moscow. Some were even former political 

prisoners, exiled to Siberia under Stalin’s purges in the late-1930s and 1940s and put to 

work in sharashki (also sharazhki/sharagi), secret research institutes operated by the NKVD 

which focussed on military technology and production60. The most interesting method for 

current purposes, however, is the resolution passed by the Council of Ministers in February 

1958, by which Akademgorodok was permitted first choice of promising graduates and 

near-graduates from ‘all higher educational institutions nationwide and removed many of 

the obstacles to transferring those who already had jobs’. Additionally, the prospect of 

moving one’s life to Siberia was sweetened for new graduates with the promise of slightly 

 
60 Josephson’s example is Yurij Borisovich Rumer, a mathematician and theoretical physicist arrested 

in 1938 and sent to work in the academic equivalent of a prison camp, researching and developing 

Soviet military technology. He was freed in 1948 by the direct intervention of then-president of the 

AS USSR, Sergei Vavilov, whose brother, the geneticist Nikolai Vavilov, had died in prison five years 

earlier, having been arrested for opposing Lysenko.  
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higher salaries, larger apartments thanks to the advantages of building new housing blocks 

in the open Siberian landscape, opportunities for faster advancement, and the ability to 

conduct research ‘away from scientists who dominated entire institutes and fields’ in 

Moscow, Leningrad and Kyiv (ibid., p. 27). This led to an influx of young researchers to 

Akademgorodok, but also meant that the percentage of new graduates to postgraduates 

and senior researchers was disproportionately skewed towards the former. Subsequently, 

supervision of laboratories and departments was often entrusted to individuals without 

higher degrees. To combat this, it was proposed by the Siberian Division of the Academy to 

effectively fast-track dissertation61 defences in some cases and attempt to make up the 

shortfall in the typical Soviet way: by plan. This had its own problems (see Josephson 1997, 

p. 26 and Sorokin 1962), but it led to a unique situation within Akademgorodok whereby, by 

the late-1960s, a significant number of positions of responsibility and authority were held by 

relatively young scientists who were ‘reform-minded, or at the very least had a broader 

sense of academic freedom than their Moscow and Leningrad counterparts’, and whose 

‘views and behaviour often conflicted with the expectations of conservative Brezhnev-era 

policy makers and administrators’ (Josephson 1997, p. 27).  

Memoirs and contemporary accounts of the early years of Akademgorodok often portray an 

idyllic time, with authors reflecting on their time as pioneers in the Siberian woods, and are 

laced with youthful energy and optimism in the latter, and heady nostalgia in the former. 

Semyon Kutateladze (2003, pp. 26 -27), mathematician and son of Samson Kutateladze, 

founder of the Akademgorodok Institute of Thermal Physics, recounts his teenage years in 

the science centre wistfully, speaking of how the inhabitants left their doors unlocked, and 

how frank interdisciplinary conversations were commonplace. They also refer directly or 

indirectly to political meddling or state repression of research. For example, he mentions a 

discussion between himself, his father, and historian Aleksei Okladnikov on the history of 

language and origin of swearing, in which Okladnikov mentioned a researcher from Irkutsk 

who had been unable to conduct his work on a dictionary of ‘unprintable expressions’ due 

 
61 Both for Candidates of Science (kandidaty nauk) and Doctors of Science (doktory nauk). Under the 

Soviet system, at least in theory, the requirements to become a kandidat nauk were roughly 

equivalent to those for a PhD in continental Europe, whereas those for a doctor nauk were closer to 

a postdoctoral qualification and necessitated a greater degree of originality and wider research 

scope.  
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to official censure (ibid., pp. 27). With regard to the relationship between researchers in the 

natural sciences and humanities, the memoirs of historian and inakomysliashchij Nikolai 

Pokrovskij62 (2000, p. 6) indicate some concern amongst the former that the latter would 

engage in ‘minimum science and maximum, omnifarious ideological unpleasantness’ under 

the influence of Mikhail Tikhomirov63, but that Okladnikov acted as a moderating, unifying 

presence and helped to assuage these fears.  

Kutateladze (2003, p. 28) writes that ‘Akademgorodok quickly became an intellectual centre 

because the core of its initial population comprised Muscovites and Leningraders, graduates 

of the most prestigious institutes and universities. All the first leaders were of the age when 

they could still accomplish great things. A further advantage was the separation from the 

intrigue and squabbles of the capitals.’ Despite this, there was still conflict between those 

two groups: Kutateladze characterises Leningrad intellectuals as ‘more restrained, more 

critical of thought [kritichnee myslila], and [striving] to distance themselves further from 

authority’; and Muscovoites as ‘closer to authority, not so scrupulous, and easily allow[ing] 

themselves those vices not tolerated by Leningraders’64. Also of note were existing clashes 

of ambition between the more established academics, such as the rift that developed 

between Lavrent’ev and co-founder of Akademgorodok, Sergei Sobolev; Kutateladze (ibid., 

p. 29) attributes this to a certain jealousy on the part of Lavrent’ev to the wider, even 

 
62 Pokrovskij was arrested in 1957 for his part in the Rendel’-Krasnopevtsev Affair of 1956-1957, in 

which a student collective at Moscow State University, the self-titled ‘Union of Patriots’ were 

repressed by the authorities for ‘anti-Soviet activities’. They advocated for the end of political 

persecution, workers’ rights, the dismantling of Stalinist socialism and trial of his accomplices, and 

democratisation of state decisions. See Shubin 2008, available at: 

https://w.histrf.ru/articles/article/show/krasnopievtsieva_dielo_1957_univiersitietskoie_dielo. 

63 An academician and historian of medieval and Imperial Russia. He was Pokrovskij’s professor in 

Moscow and served as something of a mentor to him. Reading Pokrovskij’s account, it appears that 

the fears surrounding Tikhomirov and Okladnikov stemmed from an address given by the former to 

historians and philologists in Novosibirsk, in which he came across as a Party bureaucrat from the 

capital. The account itself is not very clear on the matter but I can find nothing elsewhere to suggest 

that Tikhomirov had a reputation as an ideologue or Party stooge. 

64 It is hard to assess the accuracy of such a generalisation of a group of specific individuals whose 

personalities and quirks were likely as disparate as any equivalent sample of intellectuals from 

elsewhere. The binary opposition between the ‘typical Leningrader’ and ‘typical Muscovite’, 

however, has been part of the Russian zeitgeist for centuries and usually falls along similar lines to 

those given by Kutateladze. 
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international, renown of Sobolev, a self-proclaimed ‘darling of fate’ who had become an 

academic at the very young age of 29. When Kutateladze’s doctoral dissertation was failed 

by the Institute of Mathematics ‘not for scientific reasons’ (ne po nauchnim soobrazheniam), 

Lavrent’ev personally intervened on his behalf, telling Sobolev that his institute was 

‘bringing itself into disgrace’ (ibid., p. 30). Akademgorodok, as part of the Academy of 

Sciences, was no further removed from the Academy’s own internal politics. It could, 

however, leverage the relative freedoms from political interference afforded it by the status 

of the Academy to provide a stimulating environment for intellectual discussions and social 

activity. 

 

Under the Integral 
 

The concentration of young intellectuals in Akademgorodok, and the proportion of these 

who held a position of some authority, led to a preponderance in the district of youth clubs 

and organisations outside of the Komsomol and similar ‘official’ Soviet structures. These 

clubs were in fact encouraged, to an extent, by the Khrushchev administration, with the 

KPSS Program ratified at the 22nd Party Congress stating that “People’s leisure will 

increasingly be devoted to social activities, cultural communication, mental and physical 

development, scientific, technical, and artistic creativity” (Tilishevska 2013). The most 

important of the Akademgorodok youth clubs was Klub Pod Integralom (The Club Under the 

Integral, formed in 1963), whose satellite clubs included the Grenata reading club, formed in 

1964 under the auspices of the eponymous bookshop, the Vertikal’ alpinists association, as 

well as a range of sociological, foreign-language, dance and musical clubs; it also hosted a 

range of discussion clubs and guest lectures by local and invited speakers. The club’s 

president from foundation to dissolution was Anatoly Burshtein, a theoretical physicist who 

had moved to Akademgorodok from Odessa along with a few fellow scientists to escape the 

limitation imposed upon their career potential by antisemitism in Ukraine (Kargapolova 

2013). Burshtein, in a 2013 interview, said that ‘in Siberia, the doors were open. Scientists in 

Akademgorodok still had relative independence’, continuing that ‘in “Integral”, regular 

discussions were held on critical societal issues. Any opinions were expressed openly 

without any censorship’ (idem). 
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Burshtein’s account validates other claims about the appeals of Akademgorodok to young 

academics, adding the detail that, for some, Siberia promised freedom from persecution 

beyond that constrained to matters of research and intellectual liberties. This is followed up 

by a comment which sheds some light on the relationship between official Party organs and 

the new youth groups, and shows that they were far from free of oversight: 

I always tried to cover our backs. When I arranged these talks, they were invariably 

attended by correspondents from either “Komsomolskaia Pravda” or “Literaturnaia 

Gazeta”, or other bodies from Moscow. It was my insurance: a report appeared in 

the central press about how interesting the discussion was, and we were protected 

(idem). 

His comments also correspond with a description by Valerij Murzin of the running of illegal 

samizdat magazine Tusovka in Novosibirsk some decades later, where Murzin details how 

he escaped censure by the local KGB office by providing them with an advance copy of the 

publication (Kozlov 2019, p. 70).  

There are two examples I will list here to show a certain side of the Integral club which I 

believe chimes with attitudes of later groups like the Paper Architects and similar creative 

groups of the 1970s and 1980s, both of which involve co-founder of the club German 

Beznosov. Firstly, his title on the club’s committee, the Ministr Strannykh Del; this is a play 

on the Russian governmental title of Ministr Inostrannykh Del (Minister of Foreign Affairs), 

and translates to ‘Minister of Strange Affairs’. Not only does this show a clear, mischievous 

sense of humour, it also correlates to cultural historian Aleksei Yurchak’s ideas about the co-

opting of official terminology and discourse by youth cultural movements in the post-Stalin 

USSR.65 Yurchak’s primary example of this is a mock-official document shared among friends 

on a 1980s Komsomol committee, which provides an interesting, if slightly stretched, 

parallel with Beznosov, whose co-Integralets66  and future wife, Svetlana Rozhnova, was 

Second Secretary of the Novosibirsk Regional Committee of the Komsomol for most of the 

club’s existence. Rozhnova was dismissed from this role, along with a host of other 

sanctions in both her academic and professional life, as a result of her signature of the 

‘Letter of the 46’ (Pismo Soroka-Shesti), written in 1968 in support of four dissidents who 

 
65 For more on this, see Yurchak 2005, pp. 259 – 267. 

66 Member of the Klub Pod Integralom  
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had been arrested in connection with their responses to the Siniavskii-Daniel trial of 1965, 

among them Aleksandr Ginzburg (Integral Museum 2019, Istoriia Muzeia).67 I consider this 

worth raising here, in relation to a broader view of nonconformist critical thought and, 

specifically, how nonconformism can in ways be integrated into conformist systems, to 

show that the Komsomol was not the grey monolith of obedience which is often depicted in 

popular representations.68 

The second example of the club’s light-hearted and subversive atmosphere is the story of 

the 1965 ‘Miss Integral’ beauty pageant, itself oddly subversive in a time where any 

comparable competitions in the USSR would focus on the professionalism or sporting 

achievements of the competitors (Integral Museum 2019, Istoriia “Pod Integralom”). After 

apparent fears that no women would show up to take part in the event, and inspired by the 

recently-released Billy Wilder film ‘Some Like It Hot’, Beznosov dressed as a ballerina in 

‘size-42 heels, an evening gown and makeup’ and took part himself (Beznosov 2006; 

Litvinenko 2013). Beznosov took first place in this, the first of four such competitions which 

would be held before the club’s dissolution. Aside from the un-Soviet concept of a beauty 

pageant, cross-dressing too was subversive; as far as mid-Soviet culture was concerned, 

mention of the topic was mostly limited to the occasional film appearance, where it usually 

served as a comedic apparatus.69  

The actual matter of the club’s dissolution is linked to an overall change of approach from 

the Soviet authorities in the late-1960s, something of a re-freeze following the Thaw at the 

start of Khrushchev’s tenure. The year 1968 saw several key events in this respect, foremost 

of which was the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in late-August following the Prague 

Spring. This action was criticised by many both inside and outside the USSR as a regression 

towards the iron fist approach of Stalinism, from which Khrushchev’s administration had 

 
67 See Chapter One of this thesis for detail on the Siniavskii-Daniel Affair, as well as Kuznetsov 1990. 

68 For example, the 2008 Todorovsky film Stiliagi, which uses the Komsomol as a drab opponent to 

the bright colours of its protagonists. 

69 The same could be said of much of the Western world at the time; Some Like it Hot is, however, a 

little more nuanced in this regard when compared to its contemporaries. I don’t assume anything 

beyond comedic intent on behalf of Beznosov in this instance, but it still seems like an important 

point when considering the club in general and the character of its members.  
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supposedly distanced itself. As such, it was met with some of the earliest actions of the 

burgeoning Soviet dissident movement, most famously the demonstration in Red Square on 

25th August, in which eight protesters sat outside the Moscow Kremlin holding signs 

supportive of the Czechoslovak cause. It also saw the Novosibirsk Pismo Soroka Shesti 

mentioned earlier in the chapter, and the Pervij Vsesoiuznij Festival’ Avtorskoj Pesny 

(Festival of the Bards), hosted by the Klub Pod Integralom. The festival was originally 

planned for 1967 to coincide with the 50th anniversary of the October Revolution and the 

10th anniversary of the founding of Akademgorodok, and was initially to include the most 

famous Soviet bards, Bulat Okudzhava, Vladimir Vysotsky, Mikhail Ancharov, and Aleksandr 

Galich. Its postponement to the following year, having been cancelled by the Komsomol in 

1967, led to the withdrawal of Okudzhava and Vysotsky, and caused it to fall closer to the 

rising regional tensions of the Prague Spring.     

‘Bard’ in this context refers to the performers of ‘avtorskie pesni’, translating literally to 

‘author songs’, and sometimes known in English as ‘guitar poetry’. Specifically, avtorskie 

pesni are defined by Rachel Platonov (2012, p. 3) as belonging to ‘an acoustic singer-

songwriter genre typified by the solo performance of one’s own lyrics to relatively simple, 

unobtrusive melodic accompaniment on the Russian seven-stringed guitar,’ with ‘thematic, 

stylistic, and lexical diversity and an unpolished manner of performance’. The genre’s lyrics 

were often concerned with the ‘everyday’ (byt), a subject which became more prominent in 

the later decades of the Soviet Union, similar in some respects to the rise in the West of the 

‘kitchen sink realism’ style of drama and narrative. Platonov (ibid., p. 128) posits that 

avtorskie pesni ‘constitute[d] small, personal insurrections against Soviet ideology and 

against the mass culture through which it was promoted’, but argues against the idea that 

they were political by default or necessarily ‘anti-Soviet’. Rather, the intimacy of the lyrics 

and relatability of the topics, as well as the individuality and roughness of the performers, 

constituted a problem for some within a Soviet ideological structure which had spent 

decades exalting the virtues of uniformity and the ‘higher purpose’ of Marxism-Leninism. 

The individuality of the performers, or of the narrators within their lyrics, is a facet of an 

essential core of avtorskie pesni, concerning the idea of lichnost’. Platonov (ibid., p. 183) 

notes that the term lichnost’ could refer to both ‘spectacular individuals or personalities 

(“Personalities”, even) and to the more nebulous notion of individuality or personality (the 
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“person as such”), and that the ideological problem therein arose from the official 

prescription that personality be formed in relation to communal rather than individual 

identities. In Goffman’s terms, the social identity understanding of lichnost’ ought to take 

priority over any personal or ego identity understandings; the bards’ breaking of this 

precept, or at least their reconceptualisation of the central reference group for their social 

identity, was more of a taboo for Soviet authorities than the aesthetics of the music itself. In 

many respects, Akademgorodok was the perfect location for the Festival’ Avtorskoj Pesny; it 

contained fertile ground for open intellectual discussion and cultural innovation, and social 

clubs and tusovki which provided alternate modalities for the construction of social 

identities. Furthermore, appropriately for a genre which was associated to no small extent 

with outdoors recreational pursuits and professional fieldwork70, it was nestled in the forest 

within easy reach of the natural environment. Outdoor activities, hiking or scientific 

research trips for example, had the double bonus for guitar poetry of encouraging the small, 

intimate groups which were the genre’s natural audience, and of separating the performer 

and audience from broader society. As Platonov (ibid., p. 52) observes, “guitar poetry was 

not simple entertainment, but rather a medium through which individuals identified, 

communicated with, and interacted with svoi [‘their own’].’ In finding or creating for 

themselves niches in which their respective groups of svoi could exist and grow, the bards 

used marginality in both a figurative and a more literal, geographic sense to aid and protect 

their own identity creation. As to how that identity creation related specifically to their art, 

results will of course vary depending on the performer; generally speaking, however, the 

focus on byt, as with the ‘kitchen sink’ dramas of post-war Britain, suggests a search for the 

‘real’ or some form of sincerity. I return, throughout the following three case studies, to 

these ideas of in-group self-selection and other means of supplanting Soviet society as the 

referent for the construction of nonconformist social identities. My first case study picks up 

in a sense from this brief discussion of unofficial music in Novosibirsk, but turns to a later 

and more extreme example: Siberian punk.  

 

 

 
70 See Platonov (2012), p. 18. 
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3. Punk and the Siberian Musical Underground 
 

Introduction 
 

Unofficial culture, what would be called underground in the context of the USA or UK, 

occupied an important space in the lives of a significant proportion of Soviet citizens, a fact 

evidenced by the extent of samizdat distribution alone (see Komaromi 2012). The most 

easily-reproducible forms of cultural product are arguably literature and music, the former 

requiring only writing materials and time, and the latter as little as a voice, especially with 

styles such as the avtorskaia pesnia (guitar poetry, as discussed in the previous chapter), 

rock and punk, where the attitude or the message of the text was valued above 

considerations of musicality. The relative relaxation of restrictions on youth clubs and the 

less oppressive cultural atmosphere of the Thaw was an essential factor in the rise of guitar 

poetry from the mid-1950s to the mid- to late-1960s, at which point the increasing visibility 

of the genre and its performers led to them drawing fire from the more conservative Soviet 

authorities under Brezhnev (Platonov 2012, pp. 18 – 21). With the advances in consumer 

recording technology from the 1960s to 1980s, it became easier to share music as 

recordings of bands and artists rather than as songs to be covered amongst friends,71 

leading to a substantial increase in the amount of music which could be recorded and the 

extent to which it could be shared and spread. This tied in with the variable trickle and flow 

of international cultural media, particularly from the USA and UK, to fuel the development 

of Soviet and Russian interpretations of Western genres like rock music, New Wave, and 

punk.  

I look here at Soviet punk and elaborate on the relationship between punk and Yurchak’s 

vnye, focussing on what set punk apart from, for example, russkij rok,72 and enabled it to 

 
71 Prior to the introduction of tape-recording technology, reproduction of music in this fashion was 

done through a significantly more difficult process of copying vinyl LPs onto perishable but plentiful 

used x-ray film stock. This required access to a machine which could press vinyl records, connections 

with staff in a local hospital, and an existing record to copy, and as such was restricted to those who 

could meet the criteria, and usually to the reproduction of foreign music which could not be 

accessed through official channels.  

72 ‘Russian rock’. The term used to refer to the style of rock music which developed in the RSFSR in 

the 1970s, typified by bands like Akvarium and DDT, sometimes featuring relatively light social 
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avoid the processes of state co-option to which earlier subversive or nonconformist genres 

had been subjected. I posit that the USSR’s inability to co-opt punk in the same manner as it 

had jazz, guitar poetry and russkij rok was the result of both punk’s ambiguous extremism 

and the Soviet state’s loosening control over society as glasnost’ and perestroika reformed 

its cultural institutions. In order to address this issue, the case of Soviet punk is put in a 

broader international and national context that sheds light on the relationship between 

punk and its emphasis on individual expression and open participation, on the one hand, 

and politics and societal discourses, on the other. The chapter thus starts with the 

discussion of the ideas of punk and its brief history, particularly with reference to the UK, 

whose music scene was an inspiration for Soviet punk musicians. I also consider punk’s 

relationship to politics and societal discourse, and the strong themes within punk of 

individual expression and open participation. I employ some of these findings in a 

preliminary consideration of punk architecture ahead of further discussion in a subsequent 

chapter.  

No discussion of Siberian punk can avoid the influence of Egor Letov and the band 

Grazhdanskaia Oborona (GrOb, originally formed as Posev in Omsk 1982, renamed in 

1984).73 I look at lyrics from various Letov projects, including those written by him, by Yana 

‘Yanka’ Diagileva, and stiob74 covers of Soviet songs, comparing them with lyrics from 

contemporary punk bands in Moscow and Leningrad, and charting them against Soviet 

political developments. In this manner, I hope to establish whether GrOb were ahead of 

both other Soviet punk bands of comparable stature and of more general societal norms, 

even under the rapid changes of glasnost’ and perestroika. Determining this will help to 

 
commentary and criticism when compared with punk, but often couched in literary allusions and 

metaphor. 

73 The name Grazhdanskaia Oborona translates to ‘Civil Defence’, and the abbreviation GrOb means 

‘a grave’, an interesting juxtaposition in itself. The initial name, Posev, however, refers to a famous 

anti-Communist publishing house, founded by and for emigree Russian-speakers in 1945, and based 

in Germany until its move to Moscow in 1992. I had hoped to focus on the bands Putti and BOMZh, 

both of which formed in Novosibirsk around the same time as GrOb, but was unable to conduct the 

interviews I had wanted to with frontmen Aleksandr Chirkin and Evgenij Solov’ev, respectively.  

74 Stiob is an intense form of parody, characterised by overidentification with the form and 

mannerisms of its target, often to the point where the author’s true intent or message is unclear. 

The resultant ambiguity makes it a powerful discursive tool.  
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further an understanding of the role nonconformist artists played in the breaking of taboos 

and weakening of the Soviet state’s cultural control during glasnost’ and perestroika.  Letov 

and Diagileva were also important to Soviet punks as influences and sometimes as 

facilitators, encouraging others to write, perform and record their own work. These roles 

are also discussed in the context of furthering self-expression and the collapse of the 

official/unofficial dichotomy of late-Soviet culture. I expand on themes covered by Hilary 

Pilkington, Ivan Gololobov and Yngvar Steinholt (Pilkington et al., 2016) in regard to Letov 

and GrOb’s politicisation of Soviet punk, and by Anthony Qualin (2003) with respect to 

Diagileva’s poetry and its relation to ideas of self and identity. Evgenij Kazakov’s descriptions 

of the wider Siberian punk scene have also been invaluable to this chapter, as have Vladimir 

Kozlov’s archives and interviews with the scene’s members. Tying these into my concept of 

punk as a medium of expression that was non-cooptable by the Soviet authorities, I hope to 

underscore the significance of punk as vehicle for exploration of the self, and of alternative 

social and personal identity-creation in the RSFSR in the 1980s. 

 

What is Punk? 

The term ‘punk’, having now had several decades to be absorbed, refracted and refigured 

by mainstream cultural and societal attention, has come to mean a variety of things to a 

variety of people. I aim here to outline some of those meanings, with specific focus on the 

early UK punk scene due to both personal familiarity and its general suitability as a model 

for understanding key concepts of and developments within punk. This comparison with the 

UK, at the height of the punk subculture in the country, better positions me to articulate the 

understandings of punk phenomena which are pertinent to the context of Soviet Siberia. 

Nick Crossley (2015, pp. 49 - 79) examines six explanations within existing scholarship for 

the emergence of punk, focussing on the UK, which go some way to establishing categories 

for what punk might be or, rather, what might be punk. Importantly, these are not mutually-

exclusive, and will have had varying degrees of significance to different groups of people 

who adopted the term or mantle of punk. I will briefly borrow the same explanations as a 

starting point for further discussion, though I group them slightly differently. Two of these 

explanations place punk as the reaction to social, political, and economic crises of the mid-
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1970s: the alienation of the working class, particularly working-class youth; and the 

economic situation resulting from the combination of the OPEC crisis of 1973-1974, the 

collapse of the Bretton-Woods system and subsequent abandonment of the Gold Standard 

(ibid., pp. 49 – 50). Two more link it to dissatisfaction with the condition of popular culture 

in the 1970s, namely a ‘frustration at the state of popular music’ and ‘inspired by…earlier 

attempts to recapture the vibrancy and excitement of pop’s history’, carrying the 

implication that this vibrancy and excitement was absent from popular music of the early 

1970s (idem). A fifth identifies ‘new opportunities for innovation within the music industry’, 

and the sixth suggests a ‘history of great men’ approach centring on, in the case of the UK, 

the ‘charisma of John Lydon’ (Johnny Rotten) and ‘entrepreneurial machinations’ of 

designer-cum-manager Malcolm McLaren (idem). Of these, I find that the first pair, and the 

last explanation of a ‘history of great men’, have particular links to questions of identity in 

the genesis of punk. The dire socio-economic situation of working-class youth in 1970s 

Britain threatened their collective social identity; the accepted ‘stages’ of development 

within that identity at the time, of finding a stable job, a car, a house, and one’s own family, 

all felt under threat. A wave of strikes and labour disputes were the attempt to reassert 

working-class social identity in the economic sphere, and punk was a cultural attempt to 

reclaim and establish anew a social identity for working-class youth. Crossley’s sixth point is 

tied into this as it describes the selection within that nascent social identity of paradigmatic 

personal identities which could serve as the anchors and referents for the development of 

the punk social identity.  

The first pair of causal factors support a more political interpretation of punk, applicable to 

the punk rock of The Clash, Crass, and The Jam, for example. All of these artists promoted 

broadly left-wing anarchist messages and all are placed by Peter Webb and John Lynch 

(2010, p. 316) within their bracket of critical and constructive punk, as opposed to the 

nihilistic, destructive ambivalence of the Sex Pistols.75 Crossley’s comments on politically-

centric analysis of figures who eschew politics are both astute and of particular relevance to 

this thesis, especially in relation to modification of Yurchak’s vnye to accurately reflect the 

specifics of my case studies. In his words: 

 
75 As discussed in the introduction to this thesis. 
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some of punk’s most prominent pioneers were resistant to the idea that what they 

were doing was political. They did not define punk, from the inside, as a political 

phenomenon. Rather, they perceived their activities to be about making exciting 

music and having fun. Even their non-conformism, as they understood it, was an 

existential and aesthetic rather than a political statement. They wanted to be and to 

be seen to be different from ‘the herd’. We might dispute such distinctions and 

definitions, particularly given the extensive work in sociology on identity politics and 

‘new social movements’ which operate outside of conventional definitions of politics 

but we must be mindful of them if we believe that it is important to remain faithful 

to social actors’ own intersubjective definitions of their activity in our explanations. 

Punk or at least certain strands of it became political in my view. It was political in its 

consequences. But most of its pioneers did not regard themselves to be involved in a 

political project and their motivations and situational and self-definitions (at the very 

beginning of punk) were not political in anything but the widest and vaguest sense of 

the word (Crossley 2015, p. 54). 

Crossley acknowledges that certain expressions of punk became overtly political with time, 

and that this encompassed both the anarchist left and fascist right; the key issue is that a 

punk political viewpoint has to lie on an extreme of the spectrum, the concept of a centrist 

punk being a little absurd. Whether or not one views the emergence of punk as political, its 

development certainly led to the creation of an atmosphere in which heterodox political and 

social ideas could be disseminated and discussed. Hakim Bey’s TAZ theory, as mentioned in 

the introduction to this thesis, appears relevant to the present study, particularly its 

mention of the liberation of a realm of the imagination which seems directly pertinent to 

the fields of underground music and architectural fantasy (discussed in Chapter Five). The 

liminal zone created by punk in socio-political discourse enabled discussions of feminism, 

gender expression, sexuality, race, and a variety of topics which were sidelined or actively 

repressed by the hegemonic discourse. The concept of the TAZ and the ‘liminal zone of punk 

rock’ are of interest in the case of Soviet punk culture because of how they interact with the 

idea of a viewpoint that is in a sense state-agnostic; that is, one which aims to be truly 

independent of prevailing discourse and to exist as is. Crossley’s warning about sensitivity to 

actors’ intersubjective definitions of their activity is pertinent here for precisely the same 

reason that it is challenged: a hyper-polarised ideological and political discourse, as that 

fostered under dogmatic authoritarian systems, will invariably force a reading of an event or 

movement in relation to that discourse, even one which situates itself outside of the 

hegemonic dichotomy. This is a good point at which to introduce Aleksei Yurchak’s 
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formulation of vnye, and I will use it as a juncture from which to discuss Crossley’s other 

points within the context of Soviet punk. 

 

Soviet Punk and Metadiscourse 
 

Yurchak (2005, pp. 12 – 13) highlights what he refers to as an enduring tension in Soviet 

ideology, present throughout the history of the USSR: the simultaneous pursuit of 

independent creativity and the control of creative work by the party. In Yurchak’s view 

(ibid., p. 13), this paradox was concealed in its infancy by the avant-garde figures of the 

Silver Age, whose ‘loud voices’ lent an impression of great intellectual and artistic freedoms, 

thus masking the onset of state control.76 The manner in which these leading creatives 

‘located themselves “outside” (vnye) the field of ideological discourse and used the 

externalised position to comment on that discourse is likened to similar techniques 

employed by Stalin in his personal interventions in the Soviet intellectual landscape (idem). 

Upon Stalin’s death in 1953 and his subsequent disavowal and denunciation, Yurchak 

asserts that  

a position external to ideological (political, scientific, artistic) discourse, from which a 

metadiscourse about it could be launched, ceased to exist… This transformation of 

the discursive regime eventually led to a profound shift within Soviet culture during 

the late period, opening up spaces of indeterminacy, creativity, and unanticipated 

meanings in the context of strictly formulaic ideological forms, rituals, and 

organizations (ibid. pp. 13 - 14). 

As a result of the transformation, the reproduction of the strict ideological formulations 

which constituted Soviet ‘authoritative discourse’77 led to its stagnation and ossification. As 

 
76 The adoption of the decree of 23rd April 1932, “O perestroike literaturno-khudozhestvennykh 

organizatsii”, by the Central Committee, which dissolved all artistic groups and heralded the 

introduction of state-run ‘creative unions’, is given by Yurchak, quoting Boris Groys (1992, p.33), as 

the turning point for Stalinisation of the USSR.  

77 Yurchak (2005, p. 14) uses this term in his application of Bakhtinian theory to late-Soviet official 

discourse, quoting a Russian original ‘avtoritetnoe slovo’ while citing the 1994 edition of a translation 

into English by Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (first imprint 1981, University of Texas Press). 

Bakhtin’s actual term, however, in his 1934-1935 work Slovo v Romane, is ‘avtoritarnoe slovo’, the 

adjective here being rendered more usually into English as ‘authoritarian’, rather than ‘authoritative’ 

(see Bakhtin 1975, p. 154). I use Yurchak’s rendering in this work because it has become the 
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the form of discourse became predominant over its content and meaning, so its 

reproductions became increasingly performative, losing not only their ideological value but 

their relevance to the society on which they were imposed. Following this, authoritative 

discourse, ‘[w]hen stripped of its authority, …simply becomes an object, a relic, a thing’ 

(Bakhtin 1975, p. 156). Resultantly, that immutable parent discourse becomes a signifier 

devoid of that which it had previously signified, an object to be interpreted and manipulated 

by the child discourses which it once superseded. It is in this discursive space that 

opportunities for reinterpretation arise, especially those which subvert or satirise. Bakhtin 

(ibid., p. 122) also writes that 

Literary parody further distances the author from language, further complicates his 

relationship to the literary language of his time, particularly in the novel’s own 

territory. The novelistic discourse of a given epoch itself becomes an object, and a 

refractive medium for new authorial intentions. 

I argue that it is through such forms of recontextualisation and decontextualisation as stiob, 

in which the formal characteristics of a discourse are overapplied or misapplied ad 

absurdum, that the Soviet metadiscourse re-emerged. The practitioners of stiob, whether 

they were high-minded conceptual artists like Dmitri Prigov, tradesmen-turned-amateur-

filmmakers like Evgenij Yufit, or Yurchak’s Leningrad Komsomol members, passed comment 

from vnye on the discourse of their epoch which, having already rendered itself impotent 

through a process of hypernormalisation, became a vehicle for their own 

reconceptualisations of it. Though Yurchak himself does not seem to make this claim for the 

restoration of metadiscourse in the late-Soviet period, it is supported by the strong links 

between the avant-garde of the 1920s and their counterparts in the 1970s and, particularly, 

the 1980s. I comment on these similarities in the realm of architecture in the following 

chapter, but the connection is also strong with Siberian punk. Evgenij Kazakov (2016, p. 241) 

has already observed the plethora of references to Silver Age prose and poetry in the lyrics 

of multiple Siberian punk bands: Miroslav Nemirov, who wrote lyrics for both GrOb and 

Tyumen band Instruktsii po Vyzhivaniyu (IpV), wrote an ode to the Futurist poet Aleksei 

Kruchenykh, and Letov frequently referenced Vladimir Mayakovsky. Kazakov (idem) 

 
accepted variant for the context, but the semantic difference is pertinent, particularly in relation to 

the Soviet state.  
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attributes this leaning to a desire within Siberian punk for ‘native’ influences, and continues 

that ‘Andrei Platonov…the performance art of the Moscow conceptualist left, and the 

poems of…OBERIU78 left significant traces in the Siberian underground’. He notes the 

continuance in the latter of the former’s ambiguity and use of ironic distance. 

Unlike in its first iteration, Soviet metadiscourse under Brezhnev and Gorbachev had no 

Stalinesque figure to control and shape it via authoritative, or authoritarian, discourse. Both 

the notion of the Father of the Nation, which Stalin’s cult of personality had propagated, 

and the way in which Stalin himself had wielded and personalised the authoritative 

discourse of the early Soviet state, were undermined from the onset of de-Stalinisation with 

Khrushchev’s Secret Speech of 1956 and further eroded by the processes of stagnation and 

hypernormalisation which Yurchak outlines. As such, the mechanisms by which an 

ideological authority had been able to commandeer and subsume the cultural 

metadiscourse were no longer effective by the 1980s, and certainly not practicable under 

perestroika. Nonetheless, late-Soviet cultural pioneers, be they internationally influential 

like sots-art79 innovators Komar and Melamid, or practically unknown like the Mit’ki, were 

able to utilise a space external to the hegemonic discourse in much the same way as had the 

Silver Age avant-garde. I believe that the commonality between the two is tied to the stages 

of malleability of Soviet ideological discourse. The avant-garde of the 1920s were able to 

inhabit their space vnye and engage with Soviet metadiscourse because ideas and 

frameworks for the future of Soviet culture were still in a state of flux; the discourse was not 

yet ossified, so it allowed input from the metadiscourse until the onset of Stalin’s Terror. 

The energy of revolution and the desire for creation of something new are evident in the 

nature of Silver Age cultural movements, especially in Constructivism, Suprematism, and the 

 
78 Ob’edinenie Real’nogo Iskusstvo or ‘Union of Real Art’. This was an avant-garde collective of 

writers, musicians, and experimental artists in Leningrad, active from around 1925 until the early 

1930s, its most famous members being Danil Kharms and Aleksandr Vvedensky.  

79 Sots-art was a variation of pop-art which emerged in the RSFSR in the 1970s, fusing the bold and 

colourful motifs of pop-art with the iconography of Soviet socialism. As one might expect, this work 

was usually parodic and heavy with stiob. Notably, it was in Siberia that this style, and similar ironic 

offshoots, persisted most strongly beyond the dissolution of the USSR, in the work of groups like 

Sinie Nosy (Blue Noses), co-founded by NISI Paper Architect Vyacheslav Mizin, and of Damir 

Muratov, best-known for his paintings ‘Che Burashka’ and ‘Mickey Mao’.  
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linguistic explorations of Aleksei Kruchionikh and Velimir Khlebnikov,80 and align with, if not 

necessarily a zeitgeist, then at least a prominent socio-cultural atmosphere. By the 1980s, 

the discourse was again rendered flexible by the erosion of its internal logics, and irony, 

detachment and ambiguity became the new cultural touchstones, occupying the void left by 

disillusionment with any revolutionary spirit, and the new nodes through which the 

metadiscourse could be reinhabited and harnessed.  

Importantly, however, the comment passed from vnye Soviet discourse was not necessarily 

aligned with or against it. The more that discursive dichotomy (pro-Soviet or anti-Soviet) lost 

its constitutive socio-ideological power and became an automatic formula, divorced from 

the reality of ordinary people, the less relevance it had as a force to align oneself in relation 

to. The spaces of indeterminacy and decontextualisations of formulaic constructions 

identified by Yurchak both lend themselves for comparison with the liminality of the TAZ 

and with punk rock’s subversive predilections.  

 

Punk: Performance and Publication 

A powerful enabling factor within the liminal zone identified by Webb and Lynch was the 

democratising, decentralising DIY ethos of punk, the concept that anyone who wanted to 

could engage with punk. It doesn’t matter if you ‘can’ sing, play an instrument, draw, or 

write to any predetermined standard; what matters is that you go and do it anyway. Asbjørn 

Tiller (2021, p. 265), writing about the UK anarcho-punk collectives in the 1970s – 1980s, 

references Joe Strummer’s shout to the Bristol crowd after a 1977 concert by The Clash, ‘If 

you think you can do this better than this then start your own fucking band!’. Tiller’s focus in 

this article is the band Crass, which he writes ‘became a band who more than others 

followed the punk ethos of not having to know how to play an instrument’ (idem). He 

asserts that ‘the all-important requirement for being a member of the band was attitude’, 

and quotes band member Jeremy John Ratter (better known as Penny Rimbaud),  

 
80 These movements all at least partly pre-date the October Revolution, but their innovative bents 

aligned well with a revolutionary spirit and were carried through into the 1920s.  
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Someone said “can I join the band” and there wasn’t any question of “yes” and “no”. 

There was an automatic “of course you can, what can you do?” And it didn’t matter 

if they could do anything at all (idem). 

This attitude was responsible for, and actively propagated by, the explosion of self-

published zine culture which accompanied the first wave of punk. As every major city in the 

UK developed some level of punk rock scene, so too did it develop an independent 

journalism of subculture news and comment, usually pioneered by the same teenagers who 

formed the target audience. This proliferation of UK punk zines has been explored recently 

by The Subcultures Network (2018), an interdisciplinary research project led by the 

University of Reading, in a project which covers their diversity, from gig and record reviews 

to feminist theory to political manifestos to pornographic collage, and their value as both 

shapers of contemporary youth culture and archival sources for academic study. Matthew 

Worley’s (2020, p. 224) analysis of the first wave of UK punk fanzines in 1976 – 1977 covers 

a wide range of amateur publications whose ‘content could vary from the inane to the 

artistic and astute’. Worley uses these zines to explore the ways in which their authors 

attempted to understand and define the moment and, with it, their new emergent culture. 

In doing this, and circulating their own reviews, narratives, and opinions of punk, they ‘took 

ownership of the cultures they helped forge and sustained, challenging the bands and 

protecting against media distortion. Punk’s early fanzines constructed meanings and 

contested them’ (ibid., p. 242). The media distortion against which they were protecting 

what they perceived as ‘their’ new culture was the same appropriation by all-pervasive 

market forces that was seen to have befallen rock and pop by the mid-1970s (Crossley 2015, 

p. 60). This can be viewed in somewhat similar terms to the ‘authoritative discourse’ of the 

Soviet Union, in that both examples constitute a normalisation which sapped a discourse of 

its former meaning; the discourse in the case of pop and rock being that of the music of 

young people, made by and for them (idem). In each case, a void was created within a 

discursive space which invited, even demanded, new meanings.  

Cultural productivity in any officially sanctioned sense in the USSR depended on one’s 

membership of and adherence to the tenets of a creative union, run by the state as a means 



84 
 

of exerting control over artistic output.81 In a loosely analogous manner, music journalism in 

1970s UK was tied to a handful of major publications, most of which had their own music 

label affiliations and relatively strict editorial oversight. Western punk music rebelled 

against the constraints of the music industry of its day, and its associated DIY fanzine 

movement did the same with music journalism. Soviet punk continued a wider cultural 

tradition of creative innovation being forced by state monopolies and strict censorship to 

exist on the fringes of society; this society had, as a result of these same restrictions, already 

developed DIY publishing, samizdat, into an art-form in its own right. In fact, Soviet rock 

music had its own samizdat zines like Roksi (‘Roxy’ 1977 – 1990, Leningrad) and Ukho (‘Ear’ 

1982 – 1983, Moscow). Deprived of mainstream channels for performance, unofficial artists 

like the Soviet bards, singers of guitar poetry, cultivated their styles in the ‘peripheral’ 

spaces of student social circles, outdoor excursions (whether for work, research or leisure), 

and small performance spaces like cafes and clubs, Akademgorodok’s Pod Integralom being 

a good example of such a space (Platonov 2012, pp. 17 – 18). Crucially, a core element of 

the performance and transmission of underground music in the Soviet Union was the 

kitchen, or apartment in general, as a favourite venue for the sort of conversations one 

could not have in public, for sharing samizdat and personal art. For many unofficial 

musicians, their first performances would be in intimate settings to inner circles of friends. 

This held true with rock musicians of the 1970s and punk musicians in the 1980s, For the 

latter, however, the relaxing of cultural restrictions under glasnost’ and perestroika and 

developments in the field of audio recording and reproduction technology enabled them to 

access a wider range of venues than would previously have been possible, and greatly 

improved their abilities to circulate their music. Referring back to Crossley’s (2015, p. 50) 

group of factors to which the rise of punk is often attributed, the combination of changes, 

political and technological, from Brezhnev’s regime to Gorbachev’s created the conditions 

for ‘new opportunities for innovation within the music industry’. In this case, however, it 

 
81 This could range from denying ideologically or politically inappropriate artists the right to publish 

through official channels, to artificially elevating the societal status of political or personal favourites, 

to exerting pressure on co-opted artists and potential troublemakers. It is worth noting whilst 

discussing government intervention in cultural matters, particularly when comparing musical 

developments in the USSR and UK, that the BBC was still banning songs from airplay en masse on 

moral and political grounds until at least 1990 (see BBC 2014), with some apparently isolated cases 

since; the contexts differ, but the act is not exclusive to states generally perceived as authoritarian. 
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would be more accurate to describe them as opportunities for the circumvention of the 

music industry. 

Polly McMichael (2009, pp. 336 – 342) highlights, in her writings on Boris Grebenshchikov 

and Russian rock (russkij rok), some of the impacts of widely-available cassette-tapes and, 

later, of glasnost’ on the Soviet popular music scene. Whilst cassette recordings had the 

same inherent drawbacks, such as material deterioration and, in the case of re-recording 

tape to tape for magnitizdat, a decrease in audio fidelity with every step from the master 

copy, cassette tape recorders were cheaper and more portable than the old reel-to-reel 

machines which had been the standard during the 1970s.82 The combination of readily 

available and convenient recording technology and the democratising DIY ethos of punk 

encouraged a rapidly-growing scene for punk rock in the USSR, as it had in the UK and 

elsewhere. A crucial part in all creative innovation in the USSR from the mid-1980s, and thus 

on the second wave of Soviet punk which was centred around Novosibirsk, was played by 

the policies of glasnost’ and perestroika. Under these policies, Gorbachev enacted wide-

ranging and often rapidly-changing reforms to what had been fundamental parts of Soviet 

life: state censorship and union monopolies were withdrawn to an unprecedented level and 

private enterprises encouraged; profit-seeking market economics were introduced for both 

the new private enterprise and for some existing state enterprises; deeper investigation into 

and discussion of Soviet history were encouraged (see Gill 2013 and Brown 2013). As a 

consequence of the cascading societal changes of glasnost’ and perestroika, editors and 

publishers in all media received much greater autonomy or, more specifically, less oversight. 

Spurred on by the increasingly shocking revelations induced by glasnost’, they began to 

publish material openly which would, only a few months prior, have been confined to 

samizdat. For cinema, the loosening of restrictions manifested in transgressive movements 

like chernukha, a genre which emphasised and exaggerated the darker sides of late-Soviet 

society (see Chapter Five). 

 
82 Cassette-tapes and recorders were present in the USSR in the 1970s but were initially harder to 

access and expensive to buy. Polly McMichael (2005, p. 665) specifies that a Maiak-202 reel-to-reel 

tape recorder was used for the first magnitizdat album of the band Akvarium, made in June 1978. 

Pilkington, Gololobov and Steinholt (Pilkington et al. 2014, p. 32) similarly write that, even by the 

early- to mid-1980s, the dominant recording devices in the Soviet punk scene were ‘Soviet-make 

reel-to-reel recorders and microphones.’  
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Unofficial Music and Co-Option 
 

Nonconformist and subversive artistic styles which had remained underground before 

perestroika now had the ability to exhibit ‘in the open’, so to speak, if not in a fully 

sanctioned capacity. To an extent, Soviet cultural bodies capitalised on aspects of this 

liberalisation, as evidenced by McMichael’s accounts of the state musical recording and 

production institution, Melodiia. McMichael (2009, pp. 338 – 341) describes how Melodiia, 

responding to perestroika’s insistence that institutions engage with citizens as consumers 

and run themselves in a financially-viable manner, sought to co-opt Russian rock. In 1986, 

after the USA release of Red Wave, a double LP of Leningrad rock bands organised by 

Californian musician and producer Joanna ‘Stingray’ Fields, Melodiia saw an opportunity in 

the popularity of Russian rock bands to support their finances by profiting from consumer 

demand (ibid., pp. 339 – 340). Melodiia released an album of songs by Boris 

Grebenshchikov’s band Akvarium, comprising individual tracks from earlier magnitizdat 

albums. As McMichael (ibid., pp. 340 – 341) notes, this compilation comprised a 

conservative selection of songs, all performed on acoustic instruments, and mostly featuring 

‘quasi-mystical’ lyrics, which ‘appeared to demand a high level of intellectual engagement’, 

and could be relatively innocuously placed within the ‘schema of Soviet “high” culture’. It 

was even released under the name Ansambl’ Akvarium, following the default format for 

many Soviet estrada83 groups, and placing it further within the context of existing and 

‘appropriate’ Soviet music. 

The appropriation or co-option of cultural movements previously seen as subversive is an 

important aspect of the Soviet state’s strategies for cultural control. The usual approach was 

to condemn and suppress, then to start to release milder, more ideologically suitable 

variants of that cultural style through the state’s own media channels until the readily 

available version was their own. An example of this, though somewhat convoluted, is the 

treatment of jazz. Whilst its roots in the musical expression of an oppressed class under 

capitalism (Black Americans living under Jim Crow apartheid) were championed in the 

context of Socialist class struggle, the music itself was still regarded as bourgeois and full of 

ideologically-inappropriate excess. This led to jazz’s status within the cultural milieu of the 

 
83 Light music or, in UK English, ‘variety’ music. 
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Soviet Union oscillating wildly from the 1920s to around the 1970s, sometimes being in 

favour, even at points being championed by Stalin himself84, sometimes being heavily 

suppressed and its practitioners persecuted. By the late-1960s, however, an estrada-

influenced jazz was being released under the state music label Melodiia and seeing some 

inclusion in the scores to Soviet film and television; stripped of its revolutionary85 

undertones and connected more to the ‘sanitised’ dance band music of 1930s – 1940s 

America than to the dynamic post-bop, modal, and free-jazz styles which were then at the 

forefront of the genre. In contrast to the appropriation of formerly-subversive cultural 

products in countries like the US and UK, against which the punk fanzines railed, this was 

not done in an effort to broaden market appeal and increase profit, but to attempt to 

render inert potentially disruptive cultural movements.  

A similar process was already underway by the 1980s with regard to guitar poetry, whereby 

formerly scandalous musicians like Vladimir Vysotsky were being rehabilitated by re-release 

through state channels and glorified as a product of the very system which their art 

criticised.86 Even prior to his death in 1980, Vysotsky and some of his fellow bards were 

being co-opted by the official channels of Soviet culture through commissions for songs or 

through their acting work. Platonov (2012, pp. 22 – 24) points out the duality of Soviet 

official response to guitar poetry in the early 1970s, whereby ‘certain bards were 

persecuted and denied the right to publish’, but their songs ‘featured regularly in the 

repertoires of Soviet variety stage singers’. Later, Platonov (ibid., p. 39) explains that guitar 

poetry on the whole featured only limited ‘explicitly anti-Soviet elements’ and that, for the 

most part, the songs of the Soviet bards were thematically ‘much the same’ as officially-

sanctioned Soviet songs, differing primarily by their use of vernacular and ‘pungent words’. 

 
84 He seemed to have an intermittent fondness for the music of Soviet trumpeter Eddie Rosner (see 

Starr 1983). 

85 In the Soviet context, the term ‘revolutionary’ holds an interesting position. Rather than 

revolutionary against a prevailing order, it was often employed to mean ‘in the spirit of the October 

Revolution’ which, in pragmatic terms, was to be understood as ‘coinciding with the objectives and 

narratives of the state’. I use it here in the former, more conventional, meaning.  

86 Melodiya released a 21-disc collection of Vysotsky’s work between 1987 and 1992, half of them 

being issued before 1990. Vysotsky himself died in July 1980 and thus had no chance to object to any 

appropriation of his music; for more on the scandals surrounding Vysotsky, Galich and other Soviet 

guitar poets, see Platonov (2012).  
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This explains how the Soviet authorities were able to co-opt guitar poetry and repackage it 

successfully through their own channels. Ideologically, there were no serious issues to 

overcome beyond a softening of the language used and the substitution of any metaphor or 

linguistic device deemed too open to critical interpretation. In a sense, guitar poetry could 

be viewed or presented as emblematic of the very proletarian culture which the USSR had 

long claimed to seek; it was accessible, it covered everyday topics, it had wide popular 

appeal and little in the way of elitist pretensions, despite the relatively privileged 

backgrounds of some high-profile bards. Regardless of this relative inoffensiveness, it was 

not Socialist Realist and subsequently still subject to state censure, from the expulsion from 

official creative unions and eventual forced emigration of Aleksandr Galich87 in the early 

1970s, to the cancellation of the Grushin88 festival of guitar poetry between 1980 and 1986 

(Lazarski 1992, p.65 – 68; Platonov 2012, p. 24). At the same time as official publications of 

Vysotsky’s poetry were being printed in 1981 and 1982, due to popular demand after his 

death, the man himself was attacked in Literaturnaia Gazeta as being barely better than the 

protagonists of his verse, often criminals and ‘lowlives’ (Lazarski 1992, pp. 67 - 68).  

Soviet punk was never able to be manipulated in this manner, partly due to its stylistic and 

attitudinal characteristics, partly because of the collapse of the Soviet Union shortly after 

the genre’s birth, and partly because of the ideological ambiguity which was one of its 

defining traits. Through aesthetic style and attitude, punk placed itself in opposition to both 

the state and a large swathe of society in general. Punk had no real desire to fit into the 

system that existed around it, it did not seek legitimacy from anywhere outside itself, and it 

could not be accommodated by Soviet channels. Whereas jazz, russkij rok and guitar poetry 

sought to carve out their own niches of acceptability89 and, in doing so, presented 

opportunities for Soviet cultural institutions to adopt and adapt those elements of their 

styles which could be retained without ideological compromise, there was no real aspect of 

 
87 Galich was expelled from the Writers’ Union in 1971, from the Cinematographers’ Union in 1972, 

and was forced to emigrate in 1974.  

88 This festival had taken place annually from 1968, the same year as the Akademgorodok Festival 

Avtorskoj Pesni.  

89 For more information on these three examples than can be given space here, I recommend, 

respectively, S. Frederick Starr’s Red and Hot (1983), Polly McMichaels’ writing on the Leningrad 

Rock Club (for example, McMichaels 2008), and Rachel Platonov’s Singing the Self (2012). 
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punk with which this could be done. Even as perestroika and glasnost’ led to a more 

permissive atmosphere, punk pushed its criticism further and made itself even less 

palatable. This increasing cultural permissiveness, especially from 1988,90 lent a degree of 

security to punk which had not necessarily been in place for the earlier movements and 

allowed it to push at boundaries which had been under the strictest taboos of their 

contemporary Soviet societies. Nonetheless, Siberian punk in particular showed a 

willingness and drive to anticipate the already rapid breaking of taboos spurred on by 

Gorbachev’s reforms, and stay ahead of both the state’s tolerance for criticism and its ability 

to co-opt unofficial musical styles.  

Not only were no official Soviet pressings of punk music ever made, it was hardly even 

spoken about in the Soviet press. Kazakov (2016, p. 239) mentions one article in 

Komsomol’skaia Pravda from 16th September 1982 but, although it depicts punk as 

dangerous and pro-fascist, it appears to be a shock article about punks in the West, and not 

commentary on punks in the USSR. Using the National Corpus of the Russian Language, a 

word usage research database compiled from a wide variety of published textual sources 

including newspapers and periodicals,91 a search for instances of the word ‘punk’ (pank) in 

non-artistic texts between 1918 and 1991 returns two results.92 The first is from the 

memoirs of Andrei Makarevich, leader of the band Mashina Vremeni (Time Machine), 

written in 1990 and published in 1991, and the second is from a 1991 article, also in 

Komsomol’skaia Pravda (7th November). From the emergence of Soviet punk in the late 

1970s to the collapse of the USSR in 1991, a single officially-published mention was made of 

it in Soviet media, according to the Corpus. Attempting a similar search for ‘rock’ (rok) is 

challenging because of its homonym in Russian, another word for fate, but substituting ‘rock 

music’ (rok-muzyka) bears fifteen results in five sources, ranging from 1984 – 1991 and 

 
90 See the next section of this chapter for more detail on the significance of 1988. 

91 At the time of writing (September 2021), the main corpus (available at: https://ruscorpora.ru) 

boasts over 337 million words in nearly 127,000 documents. No corpus is comprehensive, of course, 

but it should be adequate to give an overall impression of the relative frequencies of topics in official 

Soviet print. 

92 These parameters were chosen in an attempt to limit the findings as closely as possible to 

instances found in Soviet periodicals and news media, thereby focussing on officially-sanctioned 

references to the search terms.  
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occurring primarily in officially-published Soviet journals (namely Znanie – sila, Rabotnitsa, 

and Studencheskij Meridian). ‘Rock and Roll’ (rok-n-roll) returns thirty-eight results in fifteen 

sources from 1962 – 1991. Searching for ‘jazz’ (dzhaz) within the same parameters shows 

two hundred and thirteen instances in fifty-two sources, from 1925 – 1991. Whilst there are 

clearly going to be disparities in the number of results on the basis that jazz and rock music 

developed earlier than punk and therefore had greater opportunities to be commented 

upon within the selected time period, the sparsity of contemporary print media coverage of 

punk supports the proposition that the Soviet state could not find a way to adequately 

address it. That there appear to have been only two denunciations of punk in official Soviet 

media, and both of them from Komsomol’skaia Pravda, between 1979 and 1991 is 

surprising, and could suggest either a lack of concern93 or a desire to not engage with and 

draw attention to punk until a satisfactory response could be formulated. Kazakov (2016, p. 

239) brings up a statement made by First Secretary of the Komsomol Viktor Mironenko in 

1986, in response to concerns from readers of Komsomol’skaia Pravda (KP) about the 

influence of punks in the USSR. According to Kazakov (idem), Mironenko’s response ‘that 

were no real punks in the USSR, only young people trying to imitate them’ is proof that ‘the 

punks were considered the most socially dangerous and anti-Soviet subculture’. I would 

contend that this statement is intended to downplay or dismiss the concerns, on the 

grounds that so-called punks in the USSR were merely hooligans, and not true examples of 

the Western punks whom KP had characterised as fascist militants a few years earlier. It, if 

anything, sounds like a denial of there being any punk problem in the USSR, underscoring 

KP’s use of them as an ideological weapon against the West more than implying domestic 

concerns. Any firm explanation of the reasons remains the remit of further research, but it is 

clear that the Soviet authorities either did not or could not react to punk in the same way as 

they had earlier forms of unofficial music.  

 

 

 
93 Soviet punk did not have the wide appeal of, for instance, guitar poetry and was perhaps viewed 

as a more marginal subversion of cultural norms. 
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Egor Letov, Yanka Diagileva and GrOb 
 

Crossley (2015, p. 76) quotes Alan McGee’s, co-founder of Creation Records and founder of 

the Poptones label, statement that: 

 ‘[John] Lydon was a martyr for his generation…[he] let an entire generation be 

themselves. Lydon isn’t a pop star, he’s a fucking religion. Lydon is our Jesus Christ’.  

In the context of Siberian punk rock in the 1980s, it is no stretch of the imagination to assign 

a strikingly similar importance to Egor Letov and Grazhdanskaia Oborona (GrOb), although 

his overall style and approach were markedly distinct from those of Lydon. Crossley (ibid., 

pp. 77 - 78), however, takes care to point out that Lydon on his own could not have such an 

impact in an unreceptive environment, and that he and McLaren ‘depended upon a wider 

network to achieve their magic and…  [that] [o]thers might have played their roles had 

circumstances been different’. This also applies readily to the Siberian punk scene; had the 

keystone figure not been Letov, it would have been someone else. Of course, circumstances 

were not different, and these key figures of Lydon and Letov did fulfil these iconic roles and 

as such warrant a particular level of consideration. For Letov, though, I want to focus both 

on Siberian particularities within his style of punk, and on an aspect of his involvement with 

the Siberian punk scene which went beyond any figurehead status; his exhortations to 

fellow bands in the scene to record themselves and self-promote.  

Yngvar Steinholt, a prominent scholar of Russian punk, has written quite extensively on 

Letov. In relation to the adoption of punk in the RSFSR and, particularly, in Siberia, he 

comments on the way in which Russian musicians adopted Western styles and tailored them 

to suit their own environment: ‘[i]f Russian rock sounds different [from its Western 

influences], it is…chiefly because Russian bands saw rock as a vehicle to express local 

experience in their own language’ (Steinholt 2012, p. 404). As previously noted, however, 

this did not just mean singing in Russian, but the use, whether sincere or ironic, of distinctly 

Russian and Soviet musical and literary traditions. Steinholt’s writing on GrOb indicates a 

strong leaning towards stiob, the intense, ironic over-identification with subjects of parody 

which characterised the most significant avant-garde artistic movements of the RSFSR in the 

late-1970s - 1980s, including sots-art, Moscow conceptualism, Leningrad underground 

cinema, and musical groups such as Petr Mamonov’s Zvuki Mu (Sounds of Mu) and Sergei 
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Kuriokhin’s Pop Mekhanika (Pop Mechanics). Steinholt writes that ‘GrOb were frequently 

quoting from Soviet pop, folk, pseudo-folk, military and representational music. Thus, the 

early songs play actively on Soviet musical forms shunned by most Russian rock bands at the 

time… If rock in Soviet Russia had the character of a rebellion, it first and foremost rebelled 

against the estrada’s sweet, smiling emptiness’ (ibid., p. 405).94 As my focus in this thesis is 

on the creation of identity, I will give some biographical details of some of the key figures in 

the Siberian punk scene, and introduce some examples of their decontextualization of 

Soviet official culture. 

Egor Letov was born in Omsk, an industrial city with limited amenities, his father a Second 

World War veteran who taught ideology classes in the Soviet army, his mother a doctor, 

who would die in 1980 at a relatively young age to cancer, believed to have been induced by 

radiation exposure at Semipalatinsk.95 Egor’s brother, Sergei, an avant-garde jazz 

saxophonist and himself a notable figure of the late-Soviet artistic underground, has 

described their parents as supportive and generous, buying a piano for them as children 

despite having limited means and themselves lacking musical training, as well as gathering a 

large home library (Ivanova and Irlikhman 2012). The Letov brothers’ maternal grandfather, 

Georgiy Martem’ianov had been executed as an ‘enemy of the people’ in 1937, and Sergei 

cites his maternal grandmother as a major influence on his life, a source of information on 

pre-revolutionary Russia, and ‘the source of certain protest moods which [he] demonstrated 

in [his]…youth’ (idem). Their parents, however, Sergei describes as being ‘fully loyal to the 

authorities’, to which he attributes his departure to study in Novosibirsk, then to Moscow 

(idem). By this, Sergei suggests that the ideological differences between the brothers and 

their parents caused some amount of domestic friction, despite the nonconformist 

influence of their maternal grandparents. Steinholt (2012, p. 403) writes that Egor lived with 

 
94 Parallels can be drawn here between this rebellion against the Soviet cultural formulae, and the 

rebellion of the Paper Architects against the prescriptive nature of post-Khrushchevian architecture, 

supporting my framing in the following chapter of Paper Architecture’s design output in terms of an 

architectural variant of stiob and punk. 

95 A city in northern Kazakhstan, close to the Russian border, and site of Soviet nuclear testing from 

the first weapon test in 1949 until 1989. It was renamed to Semey in 2007 as a result of undesirable 

connections between the old name and the radiation poisoning suffered by those living in the area 

whilst the Semipalatinsk Test Site was active. 
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his father for most of his life, but that he was allowed to do ‘much as he pleased, including 

music making and home sound studio production’. No indication is given as to whether this 

was the case for the duration of his creative life, or whether it came later, but if this 

freedom was long-standing then it would suggest a limit to his parents’ commitment to the 

state. Considering the role which state ideology played in the lives of Egor and Sergei’s 

parents, it could reasonably be assumed that the brothers encountered Soviet authoritative 

discourse on a regular basis in their private lives as well as public.  

Yana ‘Yanka’ Diagileva was a musician and poet, born in Novosibirsk in 1966 and creatively 

active from 1987 to her death in 1991. She mainly performed solo and with GrOb, gaining a 

cult following which has grown since her death, despite, or perhaps because of, her 

reclusive nature and the limited number of surviving recordings and verified compositions. 

Diagileva’s reticence to talk to journalists or explicitly share information about her life limits 

primary source information about her or her views, with most of that information being 

provided by people who knew her. This fascination has been spurred not just by the merits 

of her creative work, but by the status afforded her in a performing scene which was 

dominated by young men.96 In cases like this, in which a figure has been extensively 

mythologised posthumously, such second-hand accounts ought to be treated with caution. 

As such, this work mostly eschews these sources, and analysis of Diagileva in this chapter 

focuses on her art and the insights it may provide into her experience of late-Soviet life.97 I 

have refrained from comment here on Diagileva’s gendered experience of late-Soviet life, as 

portrayed through many of her songs, as I feel I would be adding little if anything to the 

work already done by Rita Safariants (2022) and Anthony Qualin (2003).  

From 1985, Letov says that he, GrOb and a circle of their friends were caught up in a KGB 

case surrounding ‘anti-Soviet’ activities, including both their music and their circulation of 

 
96 For more on this, see Rita Safariants’ (2022) analysis of the gender disparity in late-Soviet and 
post-Soviet underground music in Russia.   
97 Although second-hand accounts such as those of Diagileva and her life can be useful when 

considering the creation and ideation of public figures, the most important points for the present 

work relate to the content of the texts Diagileva created in the 1980s and not the mythologising of 

her life. This was a post-Soviet phenomenon and, most importantly, depicts an identity not of her 

own conscious creation. 
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samizdat copies of books by Aksionov98 and the Strugatsky brothers (Periferijnaia nervnaia 

sistema 1990). After having been arrested in connection with the group’s samizdat 

activities, Letov passed information99 for a month before deciding to attempt suicide. After 

several failed attempts, the authorities suspended the case and put him into a psychiatric 

hospital for three months. Letov (idem) claimed to have been forcibly ‘cured’, but his 

brother Sergei has said that their mother’s medical connections ensured that Egor was not 

‘subjected to any rough treatment’ (Kazakov, p. 235). This all came on the back of a 

hardening of the official line towards youth subcultures after Brezhnev, from Andropov’s 

creation of a special branch of the KGB in 1982 to monitor them, to Chernenko’s speech at 

the Central Committee plenum on 14th June 1983, in which he attacked ‘vocal-instrumental 

ensembles’ (VIAs, the standard term for pop groups in the Soviet Union [see Bright 1985]).  

As Evgenij Kazakov (2017, p. 235) observes, ‘many rock festivals took place in the spring of 

1987’ as a result of loosening restrictions under perestroika, which were ‘officially tolerated 

but looked upon with suspicion’.  After his release from the psychiatric institution, Letov 

continued writing and, with the Lishchenko brothers, Oleg and Evgenij, whom he knew from 

Omsk, played the Novosibirsk Rock Festival in Akademgorodok in April 1987. The 

performance was only possible because a gap appeared in the line-up after the Moscow 

experimental rock band Zvuki Mu were pulled from the programme by censors. The trio 

played under the name Adolf Gitler but, despite the name and the refrain of one song which 

exhorted the audience to ‘Read Mein Kampf’, the lyrics were anti-fascist.100 Their 

performance was cut short after about 20 minutes, when the sound was switched off by 

venue officials. This display had clearly been a step too far for an event ostensibly under the 

patronage of the Komsomol, and particularly given that the originally planned performers 

had been pulled for fears of impropriety. It was also at the Novosibirsk Rock Festival that 

 
98 The specific texts which were being circulated are not named but it seems likely that the Aksionov 

work in question was Ostrov Krym (The Island of Crimea), which was written between 1977 – 1979 

and first published in the USA in 1981. No Soviet edition was published before 1990, when it was 

serialised in the journal Iunost’ (Youth). Until that point, the only means of distributing the work in 

the USSR was through samizdat. In the book, direct reference is made by one of the characters to 

The Sex Pistols and the necessity of studying punk culture.  

99 Posle etogo delo povernut tak, chto ya stukanul. Immeno stukanul, a ne pod davleniem (idem)  

100 A later line in the quoted song described Mein Kampf as a ‘textbook for sadists and scumbags’. 
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Letov met Diagileva. He also met the Novosibirsk punks Oleg Sudakov, with whom he and 

Diagileva would form Kommunizm the following year, and Spinki Menta101, formed in 1986 

by Vadim Kuz’min. Upon his return to Omsk, Letov found that the local KGB had heard from 

Novosibirsk and were waiting to take him back to the psychiatric institute. He got his 

belongings and left, travelling the country and singing with his guitar until the warrant for 

his arrest expired in December 1987, whereupon he returned to Omsk and wrote two of the 

songs explored earlier in this section; Tak zakalialas’ stal’ and Vsio idiot po planu. Letov’s 

experiences with the KGB and the Soviet justice system, and his meeting Yanka Diagileva 

appear to have contributed to a change in his style and in the foci and social commentary of 

his work in subsequent projects. 

 

Dismantling Discourse 
 

Both Letov and Diagileva reproduced slogans and forms of Soviet authoritative discourse in 

their song lyrics and poetry, not sincerely but usually to satirise the discourse or to unsettle 

the listener. In some cases, such as with Letov and his side project Kommunizm (formed in 

1988 by Letov, Diagileva and Novosibirsk local Oleg ‘Manager’ Sudakov), they performed 

punk rock covers of Socialist Realist songs. This manner of performance is undeniably stiob; 

the lyrics are unchanged and still sing of the glory of the Soviet people, yet the style of 

reproduction is about as far as possible from the composers’ intent. The performers 

recontextualise ideologically sanctioned texts within an ideologically unsanctioned delivery, 

not altering their wording but completely undermining their message. For another side 

project, Vrag Naroda (Enemy of the People), Letov wrote the song 70 let Oktabrya (70 Years 

of October, first released 1988) which features lines such as ‘The GULAG archipelago awaits 

new settlers’,102 and whose chorus is a list of the Soviet leaders from Lenin to Gorbachev. 

The final verse is a series of lines which feel like allusions to Soviet productivity slogans: ‘This 

 
101 Renamed to Chernij Lukich at some point in 1988 but released recordings under both names that 

year. 

102 Novykh novosiolov zhdiot arkhipelag GULAG. All Letov lyrics cited here are taken from the official 

GrOb website: https://www.gr-oborona.ru/texts/. 



96 
 

is the safety of moving in place, this is the obviousness of scientific observation…this is the 

infallibility of the state machine’.103  

Some lyrics combine the anti-establishment core of punk with the discursive parodies of 

stiob, particularly those that directly related to hypernormalisation of authoritative rhetoric. 

For example, Letov’s Pesnia o Lenine (Song about Lenin, first released 1989) uses the famous 

Mayakovsky line ‘Lenin zhil, Lenin zhiv, Lenin budet zhit’104 for its chorus, whilst equating 

Lenin with Stalin, Hitler, Buddha and Dao. The song also describes Lenin as ‘the hammer 

with which they drive us in…the truths with which they poison us’105 and ‘the bullet that 

heals us…the fear that cripples us’.106 Letov’s stiob also has a performative dimension here, 

as he hoarsely and desperately shouts the chorus, repeating budet, or ‘will (be)’, like a stuck 

record. The original Mayakovsky poem, Komsomol, written on Lenin’s death in 1924, speaks 

of the immortality of ideas and how, though Lenin the man may have died, Lenin as 

figurehead and ideological symbol would live on in the hearts of the Soviet people.  Letov 

uses the slogan ‘Lenin zhil…’ in the same basic sense as Mayakovsky, noting that Lenin’s 

ideas107 and ideological legacy endure, but the rest of the lyrics make clear reference to the 

use of that legacy to justify state actions, ideological decisions, and authoritarianism. A 

strong comparison can be made in this sense between Pesnia o Lenine and the Sex Pistols’ 

‘God Save the Queen’, both songs referring to the ideation of an authority figure to obscure 

or justify state violence and oppression. The figures and ideas with which Lenin is equated in 

the song also relate to the problems faced by Soviet ideologues and authorities in co-opting 

punk. The first verse is as follows: 

Lenin - eto Gitler, Lenin - eto Stalin 

 
103 Eto – bezopasnost’ dvizheniya na meste, eto – ochevidnost’ nauchnykh nablyudenij…eto – 

nepogreshimost’ gosudarstvennoj mashiny. 

104 Lenin lived, Lenin lives, and Lenin will live. 

105 Lenin – eto molotok, kotorym nas vbivayut…Lenin – eto istiny, kotorymi nas travyat. 

106 Lenin – eto pulya, kotoraya nas lechit, Lenin – eto strakh, kotorij nas kalechit. 

107 In essence, this could be said to mean almost any aspect of Soviet life, from the existence of the 

USSR downwards. Invoking the name of Lenin and Marxism-Leninism was a common means of 

silencing critique and manufacturing legitimacy on the political and ideological levels of Soviet 

society from Stalin onwards.  

Lenin - eto Kim Ir Sen, Lenin - eto Mao 
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Lenin - eto Budda, Khristos, Avel’ i Kain 

Lenin - eto In’ i Yan, Lenin - eto Dao 

Lenin is Hitler, Lenin is Stalin 

Lenin is Kim Il Sung, Lenin is Mao 

Lenin is Buddha, Christ, Abel and Cain 

Lenin is Yin and Yang, Lenin is Dao 

 

Formulating a response to the equation of Lenin with such a bewildering array of referents 

would be a complicated matter. Of course, comparisons with Hitler, Stalin, Kim Il Sung and 

Mao would be easy to denounce, but more mystifying is the meaning behind the references 

to Abel and Cain, Buddha and Dao. By 1989, critical historical analysis of the Soviet Union’s 

past, and especially the formerly taboo criticism of Lenin, was becoming more frequent in 

official Soviet media, but was framed in a very serious, analytical manner. Pesnia o Lenine 

went far beyond what official Soviet media would accommodate and attacked not only the 

image of Lenin but the way in which his ideas and his name had been invoked by the state 

against the Soviet people. It is, in some respects, similar to Sergei Kuriokhin’s famous Lenin-

grib (Lenin - Mushroom) ‘documentary’,108 broadcast on Sergei Sholokhov’s show, Piat’oe 

Koleso (Fifth Wheel), in January 1991 (see Yurchak 2011). The core premise of the program 

was that Lenin, throughout his life, had ingested so many mukhomory (Fly Agaric, Amanita 

muscaria, a mushroom containing very strong psychedelic compounds), that he slowly 

became a mushroom himself. Kuriokhin couches his argument in tangentially related 

scientific research, syllogistic extrapolations from known autobiographical information on 

Lenin, and intentionally obtuse language. The program alternates between shots of a 

conversation between Kuriokhin and Sholokhov, clips of interviews with real Soviet 

scientists obviously unaware of the context in which their words were to be presented, and 

archival footage from Soviet history which would have been familiar to, and subconsciously 

accepted by, most viewers. By obfuscating an obvious and absurd lie with decontextualised 

and recontextualised testimonies from bastions of Soviet authority, Kuriokhin parodied both 

the nature of authoritative discourse in the USSR and the new wave of expose-style 

programs which were appearing on Soviet television in the USSR’s final years.109  

 
108 What might now be referred to by some retrospectively as a ‘mockumentary’.  

109 His widow Anastasia recalls a so-called investigative show into the death of the poet Yesenin, 

conventionally believed to have taken his own life, which among other things attempted to use body 
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One of GrOb’s most celebrated albums, 1988’s Tak zakalialas’ stal’ (How the Steel Was 

Tempered), features several explicit references to Soviet ideology and reproduction of 

authoritative discourse. The most apparent is the title-track, a play on the Socialist Realist 

novel, Kak zakalialas’ stal’110 by Nikolai Ostrovsky, but the tracks Novaia Patrioticheskaia 

(New Patriotic) and Kharakiri (Hara Kiri) are similarly charged with anti-Soviet sentiment. 

The first track on the album, Novaia Patrioticheskaia’s refrain, ‘along a burning path, we 

head towards Communism’,111, coupled with lines like ‘those who notice too much – we’ll 

gouge out their eyes. And those who interfere with us, we’ll put up against the wall’,112 

leaves little doubt of their author’s views on the Soviet regime. The second verse, however, 

opens with the lines, ‘we all have but one material nature. Religion is an evil opium for our 

people’, which echo Marxist-Leninist dialectics and propaganda lines. The title-track’s 

opening verse continues the theme,  

They took the traitorous uncle to be shot,  

They dragged the pretty aunt to the basement. 

They loaded the people into goods wagons 

Confident fathers continued to teach: “Thus was the steel tempered”113 

Unlike with the covers of Socialist Realist songs, these lyrics are all framed in a more typical 

anti-establishment punk style, common to international punk artists and movements but 

personalised to the performers’ experiences. Similarly, Kharakiri begins with the following, 

seemingly a reprimand to a general ‘you’ for not heeding the messages of three iconic rock 

personalities:  

Sid Vicious died before your eyes, 

John Lennon died before your eyes,  

 
language from a photograph of Yesenin’s funeral to ascribe guilt to one of the attendees for his 

‘murder’ (Komsomol’skaia Pravda 2005, 17th August).  

110 ‘How the Steel was Tempered’. Adding appropriate punctuation or changing inflection would 

render it as the question ‘How was the Steel Tempered?’, answered by GrOb’s album title, ‘Thus was 

the Steel Tempered’.  

111 Pyliaiushchej tropoj my idiom k kommunizmu. 

112 Tem, kto mnogo zamechaet – my vykalivaem zenki. A tekh, kto nam meshaet – my stavim k stenke 

113 Predatel’skogo diadiu poveli na rasstrel, khoroshenkuiu tiotiu potashchili v podval. V tovarnye 

vagony zagruzhali narod, uverennie papy prodolzhali uchit’: “Tak zakalialas’ stal’. 
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Jim Morrison died before your eyes,  

And you stayed the same as you were.  

The song continues with lines suggesting the only two options for ‘honest guys’ are to ‘grab 

an assault rifle and kill everyone’ or ‘kill yourself if you take this world seriously’, consistent 

with the nihilistic tones of early punk. Later verses criticise the idea that ‘the end justifies 

the means’, linking it to murder, rape, slander and betrayal, and to the North Korean 

philosophy of Juche.114 Letov also sings, ‘Everything that Mamai did not complete, October 

completed, brought to the end’. Mamai was a warlord of the Golden Horde in the 14th 

century who engaged in several notable battles against the Grand Duchy of Muscovy, and 

whose name appears in a Russian expression, ‘kak Mamai proshiol,’115 meaning complete 

disorder; October refers to the October Revolution, leaving open an interpretation of the 

line in which the Soviet regime has finished what the Mongols could not and destroyed 

Russia.  

Comparing these lyrics with those of two other similarly-celebrated Soviet punk bands of 

the 1980s, Leningrad’s Avtomaticheskie Udovletvoriteli (Automatic Satisfiers, AU, formed in 

Autumn 1979 and stylistically more in the vein of russkij rok, though often referred to as the 

first Soviet punk band) and fellow Siberians Instruktsiya po Vyzhyvaniyu (Instructions for 

Survival, IpV, formed in Tiumen’ in 1985116), it appears that GrOb were unusual in the extent 

to which they explicitly criticised Soviet ideology. Hilary Pilkington (2016, p. 36) and Ivan 

Gololobov, writing with Steinholt, characterise the early punk scene in the RSFSR, the first 

wave which arose in Leningrad and Moscow in 1979, as having ‘caught the general mood of 

the first wave of British punk’ but ‘ignor[ed] its political aspects’,117 which would go some 

 
114 The ideology of isolationism and self-reliance which began to replace Marxism-Leninism in North 

Korea after the commencement of de-Stalinisation in the USSR. It emphasises unity, austerity, and 

unswerving loyalty to the nation and ‘Great Leader’ (see Worden 2008, pp. 204 – 207).  

115 ‘As though Mamai came though (here)’ 

116 Formed as a result of a suggestion by a Komsomol functionary that Tyumen State University 

graduate, Miroslav Nemirov establish a club for music lovers, in line with a more general trend of the 

early- to mid-1980s of encouraging youth clubs. Nemirov created a rock club modelled on the 

Leningrad Rock Club (see McMichael 2008), and formed IpV along with a few of the club’s members 

(Kazakov 2016). 

117 Uloviv obshchij nastroj britanskogo panka pervoj volny, rossijsskie panki proignorirovali ieio 

politicheskie aspekty. 
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way towards explaining the lack of overtly politically critical themes in the lyrics of AU. They 

cite GrOb as instrumental in the change of Soviet punk from ‘foolery’ (durachestvo) to ‘a 

space for open opposition to state and society’ (ibid., p. 38). ‘The “underbelly” of life in 

Siberian punk music ceased to be a symbolic defense of the “idleness” and “foolery” of early 

Leningrad and Moscow punks and became a symbol of a conscious alienation to society, 

expressed by open artistic aggression’118 (idem). These open criticisms only start to emerge 

from 1987, three years after GrOb’s formation, with the album Myshelovka (Mousetrap) and 

the song TsK, which links the Central Committee of the CPSU to abject themes and violence. 

This year marks the end of what Pilkington et al. (ibid., pp. 36, 55) refer to as the second 

wave of Russian punk, in which,  

primarily in Siberia, [it] began to clearly distinguish itself from Russian rock by means 

of radical artistic language and a more defined political position. As a result of this 

demarcation, second wave punk began to regularly turn to what Russian rock 

opposed - the search for its own sound, the active use of symbols and meanings of 

official Soviet culture, etc. 

Written at the end of 1987, the albums Tak zakalialas’ stal’ and Vsio idiot po planu119 were 

both recorded in January 1988,120 the latter’s title track being one of the band’s most 

famous songs and a parody of those who still believed in the promises of Leninism. The title, 

which is also the refrain, refers to the Soviet regime’s five-year plans and the expansion of 

that central planning and target-focused rhetoric into other spheres of Soviet life. In it, 

Letov sings:  

The border key is broken in half,  

And old father Lenin is completely dead 

He’s decomposed into mould and linden honey 

But perestroika’s still going and it’s going to plan… 

He continues with lines about how the hammer, sickle and star on his cap moved him to 

‘participate in the war game’, and how ‘only grandfather Lenin was a good leader, the 

 
118 “Dno” zhizni v muzyke sibirskogo panka perestalo byt’ simvolicheskoj zashchitoj “bezdel’ia” I 

“durachestva” rannikh piterskikh I moskovskikh pankov I stalo simvolom osoznannoj chuzherodnosti 

obshchestvu, vyrazhaemoj otkrytoj khudozhestvennoj agressiej. 

119 ‘Everything is Going to Plan’ 

120 The former was released on samizdat tapes in February and the latter in April that year. 
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others were all shit…enemies and…idiots’. He once more compares Gorbachev’s USSR to 

Kim Il Sung’s North Korea,121 but follows with ‘under Communism, everything will be fucking 

great. It will come soon – you just have to wait. Everything will be free…there probably 

won’t be any need to die’. The references to North Korea are significant because of the 

North Korean regime’s reputation as a particularly repressive and totalitarian example of 

the states which (have) claimed to hold Communist values. The song is sung from the 

perspective of an ordinary, unquestioning Soviet person, blindly accepting whatever they 

see on television. Letov has been quoted as saying that he made the song by sitting down 

and writing verses about what he saw on television, then choosing the best ones (Vremya Z 

2010). In 1988, Letov co-founded the project Kommunizm which performed covers of 

Socialist Realist songs and adaptations of poetry from the same canon, along with other 

sound collages of official speeches, documentaries and news footage. This change was 

perhaps foreshadowed by the inclusion of covers of Soviet songs on GrOb albums, such as 

Krasnoe Znamya (The Red Banner) on Khorosho!! (Good!!), and by the arrival of Yanka 

Diagileva as a creative influence. Diagileva’s writing voice brought a different character to 

GrOb’s albums, with an excellent example being the poem Kak zhit’ (How to Live) from the 

1987 album Totalitarizm (Totalitarianism), whose words are more laden with irony and, at 

parts, in line with the overidentification characteristic of stiob. The poem functions as a 

parody of Soviet societal planning, misinformation and social engineering; for instance, the 

lines ‘how to live? They will tell you at the meeting. What to drink? Read it in the decree. 

What to eat? In “Useful Advice”’. It also advises that if something’s not right, to ‘go to the 

newspaper and the radio broadcast. They will help with fatherly advice…’. The poem ends 

with the following: 

Glory to our Party!  

Bow to the Regional Committee as you pass. 

Long live our great country, 

Our great laws! 

There are testaments in the life of Il’ich! 

Advance with us, scarlet banners! 

 
121 Ia kupil zhurnal “Koreia” – tam tozhe khorosho. Tam Tovarishch Kim Ir Sen, tam tozhe, chto u nas. 

‘I bought the journal “Korea” – it’s good there too. Comrade Kim Il Sung is there and they have the 

same as we have here’. 
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We are all responsible for the world, 

Raise the flags higher! 

The undertone of criticism has gone, replaced by a purely contextual stiob irony. The words 

themselves can be read on their own as genuine Leninist slogans and inspirational parade-

ground rhetoric, and are performed as such, but the first half of the poem, Diagileva’s tone 

of voice, and the fact that it appears on an album of punk-rock all undermine any 

appearance of genuine ideological commitment.  

Due to the unapproachability of Siberian punk from the perspective of the authorities, the 

ability of punk musicians to play in official spaces was extremely limited, with their only 

opportunities coming from the spate of rock festivals between 1987 and 1989, and the 

occasional performance where the relevant ideological authority had not properly vetted 

the acts. One such instance was the first performance of Novosibirsk band Putti, in 

Akademgorodok in 1983, at which the frontman, Aleksandr Chirkin, recalls they ‘hardly had 

time to finish [their] first song before the sound was turned off’ (Kozlov 2015, p. 44). There 

had been attempts to set up spaces within state institutions for punk rock, such as teacher 

and poet Miroslav Nemirov’s establishment of the Tiumen’ rock club in 1985. Nemirov 

petitioned the philological faculty of Tiumen’ State University for permission to create a 

music-lovers’ club styled on the Leningrad rock club; permission was granted, and the club 

was established under the oversight of the local Komsomol branch. Although unable to play 

an instrument, Nemirov wrote poems which were turned into the songs of punk band 

Instruktsiia po Vyzhivaniiu, which Nemirov formed in 1986 with local musicians. Their first 

performance was interrupted by the police who, according to the band’s first guitarist 

Arkadij Kuznetsov, were apparently more confused than anything else, and ‘didn’t even 

screw [hassle, arrest] anyone’122 (Katsmel’bogen 1997). After the performance, however, a 

session of the local Komsomol committee was called, at which the band and, to a lesser 

degree, others associated with the rock club were accused of promoting fascism, 

homosexuality, drug use, and a variety of other offences (idem). The KGB was soon involved, 

and Nemirov was fired from his job and moved north. Two band members were sent to the 

army, and one was forced to withdraw his application to university; original recordings 

 
122 No oni nastol’ko rasterialis’, chto dazhe nikogo ne svintili. 
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made by the band earlier in the year were confiscated and disappeared. Although there was 

limited tolerance for rock music under the auspices of the Komsomol and Soviet youth 

initiatives, this tolerance was limited and did not extend to punk rock.  

The only ways that punks could realistically perform full sets of their uncensored music was 

either at private concerts amongst friends and trusted members of the scene, or through 

distributing homemade recordings of their music. Letov was particularly active in this 

regard, recording six GrOb albums in the summer of 1987 alone, and he developed a 

relatively sophisticated home studio. Letov did not reserve this only for his own projects, 

but encouraged others in the scene to record their music; he personally recorded solo 

material by Diagileva, and the first album of fellow Siberian punks Chernij Lukich (Black 

Lukich123). The year 1988 is often given as the tipping point for the reforms of perestroika 

and glasnost’, after which the CPSU had ceded too much ground to recover its grip on the 

USSR. Russian journalist and music critic Artem Troitsky (1991, p. 171) gives it as the year in 

which Russian rock and punk bands could finally ‘leave the basement’, play semi-officially at 

large stadia, and earn money for their performances. The late-1980s were not a sudden 

laissez-faire for Soviet punk, and Pilkington et al. (idem) note the aggression that punks 

could face from over youth subcultures like the gopniks and lyubers.124 Similarly, Kozlov 

(2015, p. 45) shares the recollections of IpV frontman Roman Neumoev, that  

[w]e didn’t really look like punks. We didn’t wear Mohawks or ripped clothes…For 

one thing, if you had had a punk look in Siberia, you wouldn’t have survived long on 

the street. Some guys would have taken you around the corner and beaten the crap 

out of you.  

By 1988, however, the punks had a lot more breathing space than they had in the early 

years, and the closing months of 1988 also saw the first real criticisms of Lenin and Leninism 

 
123 Lukich was used as an ironic term for Lenin, a sort of bastardisation of the patronymic Il’ich.  

124 The term gopnik, of debated etymology, had by the late 1980s come to refer to ‘badly educated, 

lower-class, bigoted thug-like guys who are at the edges of the criminal world’ (Berdey 2014). 

Lyubers were a youth group, formed in Lyubertsy, Moscow in 1979, around principles of physical 

training, athletics, and defending Soviet society from those they viewed as following decadent 

Western trends, such as punks and hippies, by harassing and attacking them. The Letov brothers 

actually lived in Lyubertsy for a time whilst Sergei was involved in the Moscow music scene and Egor 

was briefly (and unsuccessfully) enrolled at a vocational school.   
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appear in the official Soviet press (Tolz 1995, p. 99). The fact that Tak zakalialas’ stal’ and 

Vsio idiot po planu were written in 1987 and released in the first few months of 1988 clearly 

shows that Letov and his musical projects were anticipating and even surpassing the 

changes in acceptable criticism brought about by Gorbachev’s reforms. The extent to which 

this impacted upon wider societal perceptions of Soviet legitimacy is unclear without further 

research into the distribution and reception of Letov’s music before 1991, but it nonetheless 

places Letov and Siberian punk at the vanguard of socially-critical art under Gorbachev.  

 

Concluding Thoughts 
 

Although it was co-opted and commercialised to varying extents in its Western cultural 

contexts, punk rock could never have been anything other than unofficial in relation to the 

Soviet state. As a result of both the principles of the performers, frequently harsh critics of 

Soviet society and politics, and the practicalities of securing official performance venues in 

the USSR, Soviet punks had to find their own spaces, physical and societal, for their art. For 

the most part, the physical spaces were limited to apartments and basements, as early 

attempts to find official spaces were met with resistance and repression once the deviant 

nature of the events became clear to the authorities. Societally, their space was not large, 

nor was it intended to be; the Siberian punks formed a close circle of artists, fans and 

organisers which kept to their own, svoi, and in which distinction from the mainstream was 

actively sought. It appears for Siberian punk at least, that the lifeblood of the scene, of the 

tusovka,125 was its social function as a community whose participants mutually reaffirmed 

definitions of self which deviated from Soviet norms; a societal space in which alternative 

social identities could be created. At the end of the 1980s, still only a few years after its 

appearance, Soviet punk rock was effectively free of the restrictions on space in both 

senses, as perestroika gave rise to private venues and the liberalisation of state cultural 

control. As I have explained through this chapter, however, the concept of ‘punk’ is not 

limited to musical interpretations. 

 
125 An interest-based social group, or the place where such a group meets. See Chapter Four.  
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Punk’s defining aesthetic is perhaps the collage. Combination, mismatch, wilful irreverence, 

and celebration of the imperfect or ugly. The mixing of styles, repurposing and pastiche of 

existing materials, and love of incongruity are common across different modes of punk, 

from music to publishing to fashion. There is also a unifying sense of being ‘outside’ a 

system, and of doing things which cannot be done from ‘within’ the system. The worlds of 

punk music and fashion have been adequately covered, and zines are receiving more 

scholarly interest, but there is little written about what might be entailed by a punk 

architecture. Two interesting examples are presented by a selection for a 2014 Czech 

exhibition in Prague’s Jaroslav Fragner Gallery (Richter 2014); whereas most of the 

architects exhibited were not so much explicitly punk as just non-mainstream, Studio H3T 

and Martin Rajniš stand out as being more in line with punk sensibilities. Studio H3T were 

represented by their project ‘Tea Room’, a wooden skeleton of a small shack, constructed 

without permission on top of a Czech Railways signal tower. Curator Filip Šenk (idem) 

describes Rajniš as an architect who ‘makes a lot of buildings from wood, and…refers to 

them as wood storage or wood piles. But now he’s engaged in conflict with officials who say, 

“well, this is a building”. And he says, “no, no, it’s my wood pile in the shape of a house.”’ 

Whilst in both cases the act itself might more accurately be called guerrilla carpentry, the 

anti-conventional, DIY, activist spirit seems appropriate for a punk architecture; particularly 

the stiob absurdism of Rajniš’ wood pile defence. Returning to Webb and Lynch’s distinction 

between nihilist and activist punk, this would align more with the latter category because of 

its focus on direct action and its core concerns about land rights and building restrictions. 

For a more nihilist perspective, in an environment ideologically charged towards utility and 

function, and a profession whose creative flexibility is curtailed by the state, the most punk 

reaction may be to design buildings fully from one’s imagination, buildings which will never 

and could never be built. Their designs are not geared towards an attack on or attempt to 

subvert the dominant architectural conditions, rather they were produced in spite of those 

conditions; a comment on the futility of seeking personal artistic expression in a controlled 

system, but an effort to do so regardless. A building which is designed to not be 

constructed, as with Paper Architecture, could not have been further ‘outside’ the system of 

standard Soviet architecture. Combined with its tendencies for quotation, allusion, the free 

mixing of varied influences, and in its Novosibirsk variant an often rough or ugly aesthetic, 

Paper Architecture appears well suited to interpretation through the lens of a nihilist form 
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of punk. I turn to this analysis in my following case study on the NISI Paper Architects 

(Chapter Five), exploring how their work differed in comparison to that of the Moscow 

Paper Architects, and how it intersects with this chapter’s understanding of punk.  
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4. Soviet Experimental Architecture 
 

My next case study, discussed in Chapter Five, looks at the phenomenon of Paper 

Architecture (bumazhnaia arkhitektura), in a broader sense of architectural fantasy, and 

specifically the work produced by students of the Novosibirsk Inzhinerno-Stroitelnij Institut 

(Engineering and Construction Institute, NISI) from 1982 until 1988126. To provide context 

for NISI Paper Architecture, I must deal briefly with the aesthetic and conceptual precursors 

of the Paper Architecture movement in the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic 

(RSFSR), investigating influences referenced directly by members of the movement as well 

as similar developments in international art and architecture, whose existence may either 

indicate cultural influence or highlight a common catalyst. Therefore, this chapter provides a 

short history of Russian and Soviet architectural thought, beginning with the avant-garde of 

the 1910s and 1920s, in particular Suprematism, Constructivism and El Lissitzky’s work, and 

continuing through Khrushchev’s mass-housing policies and architectural over-regulation to 

Brezhnev’s zastoj (stagnation), in order to establish the conditions under which Paper 

Architecture developed in the RSFSR. Particular attention is paid to the avant-garde and 

creative atmosphere of the 1910s and 1920s because there are similarities between this 

period and the late-Soviet decades under scrutiny which are too significant to ignore, the 

omission or oversimplification of which would be detrimental to the value of the study. I 

begin with an overview of early-Soviet architecture, and particularly the visionary 

movements of the 1920s and 1930s, whose ideas and aesthetics proved so influential to the 

late-Soviet avant-garde, including the Paper Architects (also referred to as bumazhniki127). 

As I shall explain, the bumazhniki themselves drew similar parallels between past and 

present. 

 

 

 
126 Although 1988 was not an end date for Paper Architecture, I do not cover their designs from the 

1990s in the present work, as they were produced within the starkly different contexts of late-

perestroika and then post-Soviet Russia.  

127 This could be translated to ‘Paperists’, but probably shouldn’t be. 
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Imagined Skylines 
 

Architecture in the early years of the Soviet Union theoretically offered a world of new 

opportunities to its practitioners; the brave, new world of the USSR would need brave, new 

architecture and symbols to match its aspirations. The revolutionary spirit and initial 

creative liberty of the early-1920s gave rise to fantastic new designs and ways of 

conceptualising architecture and visual art, with the Constructivism movement, which was 

highly influential in both fields, growing from the foundations laid by the pre-revolutionary 

Russian avant-garde. But, as the noted scholar of early-Soviet aesthetics, Catherine Cooke, 

asserts, ‘those who emerged as leaders of the radical architectural avant-garde of the 1920s 

had not been conspicuous as social or aesthetic dissidents before the revolution in the way 

that the bohemian, iconoclastic artists had been’ (2004, p. 15). This, by Cooke’s estimation, 

stemmed partly from the fact that official Soviet architecture in the first few decades of the 

20th century contained ‘very little…that was socially innovative by the standards that would 

be applied thereafter’, and that ‘the first task through which professionals in both cities 

[Moscow and Petrograd] engaged with the new Soviet government’ was in the reparation 

and restoration of buildings and monuments damaged by violence (ibid., pp. 15 – 16). As 

prominent historian of Soviet architecture Selim Khan-Magomedov (1987, pp. 23 – 24) 

writes, this limitation of early Soviet architecture was due to the Classicist leanings of the 

Commissar for Public Education (and effective minister for Soviet culture) Anatoly 

Lunacharsky. Khan-Magomedov (ibid., p. 23) recounts Lunacharsky’s creation of a separate 

architectural division of the People’s Commissariat in an attempt to distance it from the 

Leftists who controlled the other fields under the People’s Commissariat Fine Arts 

Department (known as Izo, from the Russian izobrazitel’noe iskusstvo meaning 

fine/figurative art), and to reorient the path of Soviet architecture back along its pre-

revolutionary Classical path, ‘because he believed that the future of architecture lay in that 

direction’. The same author (ibid., p. 24) quotes an extract from an article written by 

Lunacharsky in 1920, in which he states that the split of the architectural department from 

Izo was due to the prevalence in the latter of a ‘keen mood of experimentation and Leftist 

art tendencies’; Lunacharsky believed that ‘architecture does not tolerate such bold 

ventures’ and that it was the ‘first priority [of the People’s Commissariat], in so far as 

architecture is concerned, to find a firm base in classical traditions correctly understood’.  
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Whilst the initial job of architecture in Soviet Russia after the country’s exit from the First 

World War focussed on preservation of structures rather than large-scale new design, the 

end of 1918 saw plans made for the reconstruction of Moscow by architects Ivan Zholtovsky 

and Alexei Shchusev, under the direction of Lunacharsky. Cooke (2004, p. 17) writes that 

this project ‘provided almost the only employment available for architects and allied 

professionals of all ages [presumably in Moscow] during the next three years’, at which 

point the end of the Civil War and the introduction of Lenin’s New Economic Policy (NEP) 

saw a change in direction for Soviet architecture.  

The 1920s to early 1930s saw a spate of architectural design competitions to plan the future 

of Soviet cities. Despite the youthful optimism of the new USSR, many of these projects 

never saw the start of construction, let alone completion. The most famous of these 

conceptual competitions, and focal points for this section, are those for the Palace of Labour 

(1922-1923), the Palace of Soviets (1931) and the Commissariat for Heavy Industry 

(NarKomTyazhProm, 1934).  

 

Suprematism and Constructivism 
 

The world of European and American art and design in the 1910s to 1930s was dominated 

by a wave of radical new ‘-isms’, fuelled by rapid technological advancements around the 

turn of the 20th century, and the severe traumas of its early decades in Europe. These 

explorations with form, composition and abstraction included artistic movements of pivotal 

importance to later 20th century and contemporary art, including Expressionism, Futurism, 

Dadaism, Bauhaus and De Stijl128. As with many artistic movements, factions broke away to 

define themselves separately, and new movements were inspired and emboldened by the 

transgressions of the old. In the experimental artistic communities on the territories of 

Russia and the USSR in the 1910s-1920s,129 Futurism and Cubism took hold particularly 

 
128 The latter associated most strongly with leading designer Piet Mondriaan. I am presuming some 

familiarity with these styles on the reader’s part, given their status, but there is a wealth of widely-

accessible resources detailing their respective manifestos, approaches, and factions.   

129 In this time period, of course, ‘Russia’ was an empire under the Tsar, a republic under the 

Provisional Government, and the RSFSR under the Soviet regime, each differing by borders or sphere 



110 
 

strongly, despite the ideological opposition to the original Italian Futurist movement and its 

openly fascist sympathies, with Russian Futurism and Cubo-Futurism adopting their 

aesthetic philosophies and adapting them. From these developed Rayonism, envisioned by 

Natalia Goncharova and Mikhail Larionov, Constructivism and Suprematism. For the 

purposes of this chapter, the most pertinent movements are the latter two; this section 

aims to clarify the differences between the two, and establish them as reference points for 

analysis later in the chapter. 

The philosophical model of Constructivism was described by El Lissitzky (1930, p. 32) in the 

following way: ‘[a]ll accessories – which on a typical city street are usually tacked onto the 

building – such as signs, advertising, clocks, loudspeakers, and even the elevators inside, 

have been incorporated as integral elements of the design and combined into a unified 

whole. This is the aesthetic of constructivism’ (emphasis mine). Constructivist design placed 

emphasis on the object as a utilitarian device, on the unification of composite details into a 

coherent and functional whole. The Tate gallery’s (2019) website quotes, in its definition of 

the movement, which it attributes to a Constructivist ‘manifesto’, published in the journal 

Lef in 1923: ‘The object is to be treated as a whole and thus will be of no discernible “style” 

but simply a product of an industrial order like a car, an aeroplane and such like. 

Constructivism is a purely technical mastery and organisation of materials.’130 

A 1922 decree ‘On the Right to Build’, enfranchised ‘individuals and cooperatives to build 

and operate housing which they could pass on as an inheritance’ (ibid., p. 18), and 1923 

brought what El Lissitzky, a pioneer of Soviet avant-garde architecture, (1930, p. 32), 

described as his field’s ‘first new task’: a competition to design a ‘Palace of Labour’, in 

honour of the Soviet worker, to serve as a venue for large-scale functions and events. The 

 
of effective control. I mean here, primarily, Moscow and St. Petersburg/Petrograd. The same could 

also be said of Kyiv and Kharkiv in Ukraine. 

130 This definition has been used partly to show an example of a commonly-accepted definition of 

Constructivism, and one which does in certain ways map onto most of the various groups which 

called themselves Constructivists. It should not, however, be taken as an accurate representation of 

the views of “the Constructivists” as a single, unified group, for no such group existed. For more on 

this, see Bowlt 1991, pp. 214 – 217. I will also note that, although the definition given reads like the 

writing of Aleksei Gan or Boris Arvatov, both of whom would certainly have supported its message, I 

have as yet been unable to verify the Tate’s citation; as best as I have been able to establish, it does 

not appear in any of the four issues of Lef published in 1923. 
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competition for Palace of Labour was the first major architectural contest for a state 

building in the USSR, with a design brief which called for ‘enormous auditoriums and 

accommodation’, and which expected a certain ‘revolutionary monumentality’ (Cooke 1990, 

p. 23). It is especially notable for the entry by the Vesnin brothers, which was awarded third 

prize and was later described by Moisei Ginzburg (1927) as ‘the first concrete architectural 

action of Constructivism’, and ‘the first demonstration of our new approach’. Similarly, El 

Lissitzky (1930, p. 32) marks out the Vesnin brothers’ entry for this competition as the first 

attempt at describing a ‘new form for a social task that in itself was still ill-defined at the 

time’, and highlights their famous 1924 design for the headquarters of the newspaper 

Leningradskaia Pravda as a particularly good example of their developing Constructivist 

style. 

Suprematism, the other of the two influential movements, subscribed to a radically different 

aesthetic, in which no ‘object’ in any utilitarian sense is depicted, rather shape and colour 

being conceived of as the sole justification for their own presence; Suprematism 

championed ‘nonobjective’ art. In this way, the two movements were essentially in 

opposition to one another. Constructivism viewed art and design as a formula useful and 

necessary to achieve an overall objective state of technological integration and 

subordination to logic and efficiency, aspects of which were parodied in Yevgeny Zamyatin’s 

dystopian novel My (‘We’) (Hutchings 1981-1982, pp. 93-94). Suprematism, on the other 

hand, saw the realisation of its aesthetic and philosophy of nonobjectivity as a goal in its 

own right; the dominance of the Suprematist artist-auteur, whose unifying vision would 

effectively restructure reality around subconscious perception, with a non-teleological, 

nonobjective society as a final destination after Communism (Levinger 1989, p. 230; Groys 

1992, pp. 16-17). Suprematism’s philosophy is rooted in a mystical, even occult, view of the 

potential of art to literally change reality which was common amongst avant-garde 

movements internationally in the late-19th and early-20th centuries as the rate of 

technological advancements led to scientific theories and achievements which were, to a 

19th century mindset, as good as magic.131 Lissitzky (1930, p. 28) defined the two 

movements in terms of their views of the world: ‘[in Suprematism,] [t]he world is given us 

 
131 See Bauduin 2011 for more details on the interplay between science, occultism and art around 

the turn of the 20th century.   
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through vision, through colour…[whereas, in Constructivism,] [t]he world is given to us 

through touch, through materials’. Although both movements sought a unification of design 

and technology to create a radically different new future, Suprematism here is presented as 

concerned with the cerebral and conceptual, whereas Constructivism favours the tactile and 

‘real’.  

Suprematism, whose main innovator was Kazimir Malevich132, saw a resurgence of interest 

in the 1980s as the Soviet authorities began to relax their previous suppression of the 

movement’s works in the Soviet Union; as an example, very apparent evidence of the 

influence of Malevich’s work can be found in Moscow abstract artist Eduard Steinberg’s 

compositions in white, which he produced in the late-1970s and 1980s. El Lissitzky was 

initially also a committed Suprematist, though his ideas of what that entailed started to 

diverge from those of Malevich in the early 1920s, leaning more towards Constructivism but 

not conforming fully with either camp (see Levinger 1989). Evidence of this can be seen in 

the three summarised goal-states for the development of Soviet architecture with which 

Lissitzky closes his 1930 treatise:  

a) The rejection of art as a mere emotional, individualistic, and romantic affair. 

b) “Objective” work, undertaken with the silent hope that the end product will 

nevertheless eventually be regarded as a work of art. 

c) Consciously goal-directed work in architecture, which will have a concise artistic 

effect on the basis of well-prepared objective-scientific criteria. (Lissitzky 1930, pp. 

70-71). 

Lissitzky’s own writings on his work and his theories of architecture and art are often turgid 

and dense with the mathematical analogies which differentiate his version of Suprematism 

from that of Malevich. They could also border on the self-contradictory. For example, his 

assertion in a 1925 essay on ‘A[rt] and Pangeometry’ (see Lissitzky 1930, pp. 142 – 149) that 

‘[p]arallels between [art] and mathematics must be drawn very carefully, for any overlap is 

fatal for [art]’, is followed by several paragraphs in which he explains his art almost 

 
132 Malevich was ethnically Polish, but born and mostly raised in the territories of Ukraine before 

moving to live and work in the territories of Russia as a young adult. As Ukraine was under Tsarist 

imperial rule at the time, he is usually considered amongst the Russian avant-garde, but the 

importance to Malevich of his Ukrainian heritage should not be understated or overlooked (see 

Shkandrij, 2002).   
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exclusively in terms of mathematical planes, relativity and imaginary numbers. Art historian 

Esther Levinger (1989, pp. 230 – 231) crystallises the differences between the spatial 

representations in the work of Malevich and Lissitzky by saying that, whilst the former’s 

philosophy of art considered each form to be free and individual, the latter’s focussed 

specifically on the relationship between forms, a perspective which is impossible to 

reconcile with a belief in the individuality of pure form and pure colour.  

Lissitzky’s ideas on the place of art in architecture show a clear distinction between the two 

in his mind, which can be seen in a comment he made about Malevich: ‘[s]ince the leading 

exponent of the colour theory [Suprematism] was a painter (Malevich), he failed to 

recognise the objective reality of the world. Because he always looked at it only through his 

own eyes, he remained trapped in a world devoid of real objects’ (Lissitzky 1930, p. 29). This 

was not a view shared by Malevich, who produced his own architectural concepts in the 

form of his Planity graphics and Arkhitekton models, which were described by his 

contemporary Aleksei Gan (1927, p. 106) as ‘volumetric Suprematism (ob’ëmnij 

Suprematizm)’. Both Constructivism and Suprematism shared an outlook towards the future 

of architecture which led to designs that could be considered as paper architecture on the 

grounds that they were unable to be built at the time of their conception, due to prohibitive 

costs or the unsuitability of existing construction materials. Lissitzky (1920), speaking of his 

Prouny133, wrote that: ‘the Proun creates new material by way of a new form – if it cannot 

be made in iron, the iron must be made into Bessemer steel or ferro-tungsten, or a steel 

which does not yet exist because it has not yet been needed’. Such an approach to design 

identifies an underlying theme in Lissitzky’s architectural theory, of the mutual 

encouragement towards progression of art and construction; a recapitulation of his belief in 

the importance of relationships and the need for art and construction to learn from each 

other.  

Malevich saw his architecture as a logical progression from his art, undergoing a change in 

plane from two dimensions to three but retaining the same fundamental ideals and 

conceptualisation of space as his paintings. He, like Lissitzky, believed his theories would be 

 
133 Sometimes written as ‘Prouns’, as an anglicised plural of the original Russian Proun (Proekt 

utverzhdenija novogo, or ‘Project for the affirmation of the new’), but here rendered as a 

transliteration of the Russian plural ‘Проуны’. 
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key to future growth of the architectural discipline, stating in 1920 that ‘I am entrusting the 

further development of what is now architectural Suprematism to young architects in the 

broadest sense of the word, because I see it as the only possible system in an era of new 

architecture’ (Malevich 1920, p. 287). Although Malevich’s Arkhitektoni and Planity were 

never quite realised in the way that he had seemingly intended them to be, it is undeniable 

that his experiments with space and volume were of great importance to a wide range of 

architects and designers, both in the USSR and among his immediate contemporaries 

abroad in the Dutch Neoplasticist and German Bauhaus movements (Khan-Magomedov 

1987, p. 64).  

Stalin’s regime suppressed the revolutionary energy of Constructivism and Suprematism 

along with what remained of the avant-garde through the subordination of all creative 

endeavours to the creative unions (tvorcheskie soyuzy) in 1932, and through brutal 

repression of the 1936 anti-formalist campaign. However, the legacies of Constructivism and 

Suprematism are important to discussion of the NISI Paper Architects not only because of 

the movements’ own examples of unrealised and fantastic designs, but because of the 

impact their theoretical and aesthetic experiments had on the architectural fantasists of the 

1980s. Constructivism’s leading figures, discussed further later in this chapter, included 

Alexander Rodchenko, Alexander Vesnin, Konstantin Melnikov, and Moisei Ginzburg, who 

between them defined the aesthetic of early-Soviet architecture and had a noted influence 

on Moscow Paper Architects such as Yuri Avvakumov and Aleksandr Brodsky (Klotz 1990, p. 

8). Constructivism is of special relevance to Novosibirsk, as described in Chapter Three, 

because of the city’s history as a testing ground for new architecture in the 1920s. 

Suprematism, I argue, is relevant because of its links to conceptual art and Russian Futurist 

experiments with rationality and meaning; I see parallels between this association and the 

prevalence of stiob134 in late-Soviet unofficial art. To explain this, I need to turn briefly back 

to the 1910s and avant-garde experiments in perception and thought.  

 

 
134 An intense irony, or perhaps a meta-irony, characterised by overidentification with the target and 

an often unsettling ambiguity of intended message. See Chapter Two. 
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Avant-garde Architecture and Aesthetic Absurdism 
 

John E. Bowlt (1990, p. 180), a scholar of the Russian avant-garde, wrote a companion 

article for the inaugural exhibition of Malevich’s work at the Hammer Museum in Los 

Angeles in 1990, which stated that ‘for Malevich the bridge to Suprematism in all its 

aesthetic forms was zaum’, and he argued for a zaum’ of musical instruments as well as a 

zaum’ of poetry and a zaum’ of painting’. Zaum’, for which art historian Christina Lodder 

uses the translation ‘beyond thought’ or ‘transrational’, was a primarily-poetic movement 

instigated by Velimir Khlebnikov and Aleksei Kruchenykh, characterised by neologisms, ‘the 

complete rejection of rational thought’, and a desire to enable what Kruchenykh dubbed 

‘unmediated comprehension’ through abstraction (Lodder 1996, p. 120). This latter idea, 

suggesting that meaning can be rendered universal and intuitive via a reductionist or 

absurdist approach to etymology and syntax, shares much in common with its 

contemporary German Dadaism; stripping overt, explicit meaning from a cultural product 

leads the audience to search harder, make their own interpretation, and draw their own 

conclusion about the purpose and value of the product.135 Svetlana Boym (2008, pp. 18 – 

20) talks about the concept of ostranenie (estrangement) as put forward in 1916 by Viktor 

Shklovsky, a Russian literary theorist and a key figure in Russian Formalism136, according to 

which emphasis is placed ‘on the process rather than the product of art, on retardation and 

the deferral of dénouement, on cognitive ambivalence and play’, permitting the artist ‘to 

reinvent the world, to allow the observer to experience it anew.’ In each of these 

approaches, the core is a reconfiguration or recontextualisation of familiar and expected 

elements into an unfamiliar, unexpected, or subversive arrangements, often in search of a 

somehow more fundamental ‘truth’ or reality. They were processes which occurred in a 

time of ideological instability and revolutionary energy in their respective countries, each 

with a strong regenerative urge and a focus on re-evaluation and analysis in service of a 

 
135 For more on the relationship between these two movements, see Nils Åke Nilsson 1981.  

136 A somewhat nebulous concept, Formalist ideas were varied in theme but most Formalist factions 

agreed upon the autonomy of artistic devices from the works in which they were contained, and of 

the value of studying these devices; the main point of contention between factions was over what 

constituted a ‘device’. The epithet of ‘formalist’ was used by Soviet critics from Stalin’s 

administration onwards as a general slur for artists who were perceived to have favoured the 

structure or composition of their work over its ideological message. 
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wider metamorphosis, and in this I see a point of comparison with the nonconformist art 

movements of the 1970s and 1980s.   

Perhaps the best example of Malevich’s direct association with zaum’ is his work on the 

Futurist opera Pobeda nad solntsem (Victory over the Sun), first performed in 1913, in the 

course of which he worked with both Khlebnikov and Kruchenykh, as well as the Futurist 

composer and art theorist Mikhail Matyushin137, and in which featured his famous black 

square design. As Lodder (1996 and 2015) shows, Malevich adopted elements of zaum’ into 

his later Cubist works and from it, in conjunction with study of the relatively new field of 

aerial photography, which presented in itself a new way of viewing and conceptualising 

space, he developed the Suprematist graphical style for which he is best known. The 

essence of how zaum’ ties in with Suprematism lies in the movements’ approach to 

composition and form, eschewing previously dominant ideas of ensemble and relationship 

of compositional elements to one another in favour of exploring them in their own right; for 

Malevich, these elements were shape and colour, for the practitioners of zaum’, the 

elements were not just words but individual phonemes.  

The influence of zaum’ on Malevich’s art and, by extension, on his later architectural ideas, 

presents a very interesting point of comparison with the work of German architect Bruno 

Taut and the so-called Crystal Chain138 group in 1919 – 1920. I derive much of my analysis of 

the activities of Taut and his circle from architectural historian Iain Boyd Whyte, both from 

his 1982 monograph on Taut, and his 1985 collection of the Crystal Chain’s correspondence, 

which does an admirable job of presenting a wide and varied selection of the original letters 

and images circulated during the group’s short-lived but prolific activity. Whyte identifies 

Taut’s creative philosophy between 1914 and 1921 with the contemporaneous German 

literary movement of Activism, defined by him as an attempt to merge German 

Expressionism with the reform movement which sought neo-enlightenment changes in a 

range of social and political spheres (Whyte 1982, p. 7). Whyte (ibid., p. 67) highlights Bruno 

 
137 Matyushin was himself an interesting figure. In addition to his contributions to Russian art music, 

he also founded a school of research under the name Zorved (‘See-Know’), which aimed to 

investigate the potential of human conceptualisation of space beyond the unidirectional perspective 

and three-dimensional spatial limits of the eyes. See Zajtseva 2016 for further information.  

138 Or ‘Glass Chain’, from the German, Der gläserne Kette.  



117 
 

Taut’s rejection of rationalism and functionalism, quoting him as saying that ‘[t]he utilitarian 

functions [of a building] should simply function and be as unobtrusive as possible’, but 

clarifies that, as part of the reform-mindedness of Activism, Taut aimed not to completely 

abandon rationalism, but rather to ‘transcend its limitations…[and] found a new rationalism 

based on creative rather than analytical thought’ (ibid., p. 69). The ‘theoretical and 

fantastical’ (Whyte 1982, p. 174) architectural sketches in the Crystal Chain correspondence 

bear very little if any resemblance to the designs produced by Malevich, with many being 

reminiscent of Blaue Reiter Expressionism139 and based around freer lines and organic 

forms, although the contributions of Bruno’s brother Max Taut and the architect Carl Krayl 

lean towards a more Lissitzky-esque or Constructivist140 aesthetic in terms of line and 

composition. Despite the visual differences, the comparison I draw between Malevich and 

the Crystal Chain rests on the interplay between art, literature, architecture, and the 

rejection of conventional rationalism: Malevich’s aim of building Suprematism, in which the 

artist was to transcend the physical world and remake it anew, shares much in common 

with the Taut’s search for a new art-centric rationalism.  

Of particular note in the context of this comparison between Taut and Malevich is the 

influence of Dadaism on the Crystal Chain, most prominent in the works of Paul Goesche 

and Taut’s friend and colleague Carl Krayl. This influence has been traced by Whyte (1982, 

pp. 178 – 187) to the almost paternal relationship between Taut and the poet-cum-

 
139 One of the pioneering movements of Expressionist art, active in Munich from 1911-1914. Its 

leading figure was the Russian émigré Vasilij Kandinsky who, having been forced to return to Russia 

by the start of the First World War, helped to create the initially-favourable creative atmosphere in 

Anatolij Lunacharsky’s cultural department before the Soviet administration’s increasingly restrictive 

policies led him to return to Germany in 1920.  

140 I mention this with the proviso that the Constructivist artist Ilya Ehrenburg, on a 1922 visit to 

Magdeburg where Bruno Taut and Carl Krayl had been conducting an experiment with colourfully-

painted facades to soften oppressive urban structures, ‘commented with disfavour…on its 

disproportion and dadaistic hysteria’ (Ockman 1990, p. 81). Examples of the particular ‘Lissitzky-

esque or Constructivist’ designs to which I refer are Max Taut’s ‘Form Fantasy’ and ‘Concrete Halls’ 

(Whyte 1985, p. 83 and p. 127), and Krayl’s ‘The Tower of the New Cathedral’ and ‘Composition’ 

(ibid., p. 51 and p. 105). 
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architectural-theorist Paul Scheerbart, acknowledged as a ‘proto-Dadaist’141, and to Taut’s 

admiration of the architectural drawings of Ukrainian polymath Jefim Golyscheff. The link to 

Golyscheff is expanded upon in Ockman (1990), a paper which also highlights a theme of 

German conceptual architecture outside of the Crystal Chain, namely in the writings of 

Walter Gropius, founder of the Bauhaus school. Ockman (ibid., pp. 75 – 76) reproduces 

Gropius’ contribution to a pamphlet published for the Exhibition of Unknown Architects 

(held in Berlin in March 1919), in which he exhorts artists to: 

build in imagination, unconcerned about technical difficulties. The boon of 

imagination is always more important than all technique, which always adapts itself 

to man’s creative will. There are no architects today, we are all of us merely 

preparing the way for him who will once again deserve the name of architect (ibid., 

p. 76). 

In this statement, Gropius appears to share an idea held by both the Suprematists and the 

Constructivists, that one should produce designs which urge and inspire technological 

progress, and to contradict the importance of ‘technique’ to architectural art that was 

espoused by the Constructivists and El Lissitzky. He instead follows a line much more akin to 

that of Kandinsky, Taut, or the Paper Architects, preferring an improvisational architecture, 

devoid of rigid adherence to a stylistic dogma; the perceived stagnation of architectural 

creativity, and its subordination to cliental demands was precisely what Taut and, later, the 

Soviet (and post-Soviet) Paper Architects were protesting through their conceptual designs 

(see Whyte 1982, pp. 174 – 176; and Klotz 1990, p. 7). There is a certain irony to the fact 

that Gropius was, along with Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe, among the inspirations 

for the post-Stalinist Soviet urban planning and design system, whose restrictive dogmatism 

would engender its own creative protests.  

Whyte (1985, pp. 8 – 11) remarks on the essential conflicts within the group which emerged 

as a result of the clash between the Nietzschean high philosophy of members like Hermann 

Finsterlin and the nihilistic Dadaism of Krayl; however, he seems to place Bruno Taut on 

both sides of this divide, naming him as a key example of both the ‘Dadaistic and nihilistic 

 
141 Whyte (1982, p. 259, footnote 19) does not give a specific reference to evidence this 

acknowledgment but points to similarities between Scheerbart’s poetry from the 1890s and the 

works of Dadaist poets Richard Huelsenbeck and Tristan Tzara. 
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strain’ within the group, but also saying that there was a ‘disparity between the Dadaist 

blast…and…Bruno Taut’s desire to commune with the Beyond’. It is not, however, 

uncommon within avant-garde creative groups for individual artists to hold a variety of 

ideological or theoretical positions, as creative innovation and distaste for static and 

entrenched norms are among the defining features of avant-garde art; Taut in this respect is 

not dissimilar to El Lissitzky and his straddling of Constructivism and Suprematism. The 

interaction between absurdist or transrational artistic philosophies and architecture in the 

1910s presents a valuable example against which to compare the later relationship between 

conceptual art, stiob, and Paper Architecture in the 1970s and 1980s. The belief that 

architecture and design ought to be visionary, expressive, and free of commercial and 

political meddling provides a link between the two in ideological terms, and their aesthetics 

were connected by a fascination with the interplay of semantics and form. What I see as the 

central difference is that the ideas of Taut’s ‘new rationalism’ and a world of zaum’ rested 

on a belief in a true, socially-transformative value of the subversion and inversion of 

communicative and artistic norms; stiob and absurdist tendencies in Soviet unofficial culture 

of the late-1970s and 1980s were still playful and transformative, but generally lacked this 

faith in the possibility of real, structural change.  

 

 

Mass Housing 
 

As Socialist Realism took hold in the early 1930s, the official Soviet architectural aesthetic 

was pushed towards the imposing and somewhat romantic neoclassicism that, in the words 

of American historian, Heather DeHaan (2012, p. 90), ‘clearly served to represent Stalin’s 

authority’ and ‘used the landscape as a stage for the projection of state power’. From 

around 1935 onwards, Soviet city planning became increasingly centralised and concretised, 

with the reconstruction of Moscow forming the template which would be used in urban 

development throughout the USSR, albeit on a smaller scale. A primary objective of Soviet 

city planning was the provision of mass housing to accommodate the influx of the rural 

populations into towns and cities as they sought work and new opportunities. From the end 

of the 1920s, and with the introduction of the first Five Year Plans in 1928/1929 and 1932, 
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the socialisation of housing in the USSR became a priority for two main reasons: firstly, out 

of pragmatic concerns that the lack of appropriate mass housing would hamper the 

development and industrialisation of the country; secondly, to establish the USSR’s 

‘socialised’ alternative to the atomised and ‘bourgeois’ Western norms of single-family 

occupancy dwellings (see Attwood 2010, pp. 90-92).142 Attempts under Stalin to remedy the 

situation resulted in the kommunalka, or communal apartment, in which family units would 

have their own room but all facilities were shared; although some examples of purpose-built 

kommunalki were proposed, by architects like Nikolai Ladovskij and the Vesnin brothers, 

few were ever built, and most kommunalki were repurposed from the former homes of the 

pre-revolutionary elite (Attwood 2010, p. 92; Varga-Harris 2015, pp. 2-3).  

The Second World War143 saw the redirection of huge quantities of resources and labour 

towards mechanisation and the Red Army, at the expense of most other sectors of the 

Soviet economy. It also saw the large-scale destruction of existing buildings within the major 

cities caught up in the ruinous conflicts of the Eastern front, exacerbating the existing 

housing problems. Following the war, the extent of the destruction presented the Soviets 

with an arduous and sombre task in reconstruction, and yet an opportunity to reshape 

ruined cities in a new Soviet mould. The task of restoring the lost housing stock was not met 

quickly, however, and historian of Russian and Soviet society, Catherine Varga-Harris (2015, 

p. 4), observes that the Five-Year Plan of 1946-1950 saw the construction of ‘about two 

million square metres of living space’ in Leningrad, or enough for just under 160,000 

residents. As substantial as that may sound, the number of citizens who had lost homes 

during the siege of the city was closer to 700,000, and it was evident that a change of 

strategy was needed. Such a change was heralded by Khrushchev at a Jubilee Session of the 

CPSU in July 1957, with his commitment to a mass housing program on the principle of ‘one 

family, one apartment’ (ibid., pp. 2-3). As Susan Reid (2006, p. 232) points out, Khrushchev 

had already criticised the ostentatious neoclassical stylings of Stalinist architecture: 

In December 1954, over a year before Khrushchev denounced the Personality Cult, 

 
142 This was also an important point for the Zhenotdel (Women’s Department of the CPSU), who saw 

the Western model as chaining women to domestic labour and denying them agency.  

143 Or Velikaia otechestvennaia voina (Great Patriotic War), as it is more often known in Russian. 
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he condemned its architectural manifestations. In a historic speech to the All-Union 

Congress of Soviet Builders and Architects he denounced “excesses” (izlishestva) 

in building, demanding a radical break with the architectural practices of the 

Stalinist past, such as “superfluous,” historicist ornament and one-off designs. 

 

Instead, Soviet architecture and urban planning under Khrushchev would pivot towards a 

utilitarian model of form-over-function, prioritising cost-efficient materials, and relying 

heavily on rapidly-improving prefabrication and mass-production technologies; a model 

whose principles would not have been out of place in a publication like Lef some thirty years 

earlier. Importantly, however, this was not an ideological point for Khrushchev, but 

principally an economic or pragmatic concern. Despite this, his 1961 appeal to Soviet 

builders to construct buildings which were ‘economical and [structurally] sound, 

comfortable and beautiful’ shows that aesthetics were, rhetorically at least, still of some 

concern (Leninskoe znamia 1961, p. 2). The eventual results were the ubiquitous panel’ki144 

and the mikrorajon, or microdistrict, which were envisioned as a new model for units of 

settlement within a city; each was to contain housing for a specified number of citizens in 

the form of panel’ki, and a variety of local amenities to give the mikrorajony a degree of self-

sufficiency. In the atmosphere of post-Stalinist renewal and reconfiguration heralded by 

Khrushchev’s early years, Soviet architecture briefly regained some of the revolutionary 

creativity of its first decade and saw new waves of innovation in both construction methods 

and design, despite the drab uniformity of the district and housing plans that were 

eventually adopted.  

 

 

 

 
144 The Large Panel System buildings which abound in most formerly-socialist countries. In Russian, 

they are typically split into khrushchevki and brezhnevki, the former being the first wave of 3-5 

storey apartment blocks built under Khrushchev from the early 1960s, and the latter referring to the 

modified plans of those built under Brezhnev in the 1970s and 1980s which, amongst other changes, 

increased the average height to 8-9 storeys. 
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Shestidesiatniki, NER, and Soviet Youth 
 

With the Thaw and the subsequent ‘opening’, to a degree, of what had been an effectively 

closed country under Stalin, the late-1950s saw a flood of cultural exchanges between the 

USSR and parties formerly shunned as capitalist, bourgeois enemies. In 1957, the Sixth 

World Festival of Youth and Students was held in Moscow, bringing over 100,000 attendees 

to the city from across the world, and providing a host of opportunities for Soviets not only 

to learn about other countries first-hand, but to access books, music, and some consumer 

goods from the visitors which would be otherwise scarce or unattainable. The following 

year, the International Union of Architects (UIA) held its Fifth Congress in Moscow, 

informing Soviet architects of the trends and developments in American and European 

architectural thought. Connections established through events like these enabled some 

extended exchanges, particularly in terms of smuggling foreign literature into the USSR for 

samizdat circulation; of these, important publications in contemporary architecture 

included works by art and architecture critics such as Michel Ragon and Reyner Banham 

(Cohen 2018, p. 31). Alongside unofficial publications, certain Soviet journals began from 

1956 to feature coverage of international architecture in tones which were occasionally 

even laudatory (Panteleyeva 2018, p. 68). Exposure to the work of innovative contemporary 

architectural groups like Archigram in the UK and the Metabolists in Japan, in combination 

with research in the relatively new field of ekistics145, led to some comparatively radical 

visions for the future of the Soviet urban landscape. A particularly interesting alternative 

path for Soviet architecture was projected by a collective of students at the Moscow 

Institute of Architecture (MArkhI), known as Gruppa NER (N.E.R. Group). 

 

The collective which became known as Gruppa NER (henceforth NER) comprised nine 

students at MArkhI: Andrei Baburov, Alexei Gutnov, Stanislav Sadovskii, Andrei Zvezdin, Ilia 

Lezhava, Natalia Gladkova, Elena Sukhanova, Zoia Kharitonova and Nikolai Kostrikin. NER’s 

‘City of the Future’ (Gorod budushchego) was the first instance of a collective diploma 

 
145 The scientific analysis of human settlement from regional level to individual dwelling-

construction. The term was coined in 1942 by Greek architect Constantinos Doxiadis. 
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project in the history of the Moscow Institute of Architecture and, as noted by architectural 

historian Masha Panteleyeva (2018, pp. 59-64), caused a stir prior to its defence in winter 

1960 for its ideological divergence from Soviet institutional norms. The City of the Future 

would seek to address the housing crisis not through strictly regimented microdistricts, but 

through a redesign of the city model itself. The new city-alternatives, or New Units of 

Settlement (Novie Elementy Rasseleniia, hence NER), would split housing districts from 

industrial districts and emphasise urban-ecological balance and social health; these 

objectives presented stark contrast to the, by that point, deep-rooted associations the 

Bolsheviks had built between urbanisation, industrialisation and progress. Their approach 

centred on natural and organic influences, similarly to the Metabolists146, and was closely 

informed by sociological theories on the function of architecture and the social needs of a 

city. My final chapter outlines the rise of Soviet sociology in more detail but suffice it here to 

say that the field had been heavily repressed within the USSR under Stalin but was, in 1960, 

enjoying a brief window of relative tolerance. Despite the slight softening of approach to 

sociology as a discipline, Soviet institutional authorities were far from ready to welcome its 

inclusion into diploma projects, and NER faced ideological opposition to its proposals before 

the actual thesis defence. Panteleyeva (ibid., pp. 60-61) recounts the dispute:  

NER’s opponents fervently insisted that industry should never be separated from 

residential zone: after all, they argued, the working class formed the basis of Soviet 

society, and so the industrial buildings were necessary as an ideological 

manifestation of labor forces in an urban setting.  

 

Reconciliation of their project with Marxist thought was achieved by a sociologist, Georgy 

Dumenton, employed as a research assistant at MArkhI’s department of Marxist-Leninist 

philosophy, who pointed out that Marx himself had criticised the orientation of the city 

around the factory as an exploitative and ‘harmful capitalist idea’, and had written explicitly 

about the importance to the working class of access to fresh air and leisure (ibid., p. 60). 

Sociological thought had thus provided both inspiration and ideological protection for NER’s 

 
146 Lezhava was adamant in later interviews that the similarities were mostly surface-level, and that 

NER considered their work to be ‘irrational’ and ‘purely formal’, rather than a new urban philosophy 

(see Panteleyeva 2018, p. 92). 
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architectural vision, and Dumenton was accepted into the group for his theoretical 

contributions.  

The reappraisal of previously accepted interpretations of Marxism-Leninism is a theme 

across shestidesiatniki147 movements, encouraged by the CPSU’s attempts to self-redefine 

and distance itself from the horrors of Stalin. Sociologists148 attempted to promote 

alternative readings of Soviet ideology which were more in line with its Marxist roots and 

foundational principles, aimed at introducing a more equitable and accountable model of 

Soviet society. These aspirations were echoed widely across creative disciplines, due to the 

inherent links between societies and the art they produce, and to the historically oppressive 

and restrictive influences of Party dogmatism in the creative unions. There was the scope 

within architecture in particular, whose raison d’etre is the shaping of society through the 

creation and management of its constructed environment, to improve Soviet urban life 

through a reconfiguration of its city model; addressing the housing crisis whilst also setting 

out a bold new strategy to distinguish Soviet (and socialist) architecture from capitalist 

Western styles. Whilst NER’s City of the Future still owed significant debts to Modernist 

aesthetics and principles, with their housing blocks calling back to Le Corbusier’s Marseille 

Unité d’Habitation, it was an important starting point from which the group expanded into 

more experimental and original work. Vitally, although NER were utopian in certain aspects, 

they were not purely conceptual and their projects were designed with the intent that they 

were to be realised in some form for the genuine benefit of Soviet society. According to 

Pantaleyeva (2018, p. 93), ‘NER’s high emphasis on “buildable” pragmatism and social 

agenda in urban planning radically distinguished them from most Western neo-avant-garde 

urban proposals, which were largely provocative in nature’. Pragmatism and a defensible 

connection to Marxist theory were able to secure a reasonable degree of freedom for NER 

 
147 See Introduction, and Zubok 2009.  

148 Note that, prior to 1970, those who engaged in sociological research often did so under the 

auspices of a different field, usually economics. Tatiana Zaslavskaia’s creation of the NESSh 

(Novosibirsk Economic-Sociological School) in 1970 provided a new dedicated institution for 

sociological research but, as I explain in the following chapter, even this did not equate to full official 

acceptance of the discipline in the USSR.  



125 
 

in their experiments, but their relative success was still tempered by inconsistency and 

interference from Soviet authorities. 

De-Stalinisation and the tentative liberalisation of Soviet society under Khrushchev were 

politically and ideologically chaotic; the processes necessitated a large-scale redrawing of 

the lines of acceptability across all fields. As the CPSU deconstructed the myths and 

‘lichnost’’149 of Stalin, an autocrat whose personal identity was both actively and passively 

constructed as a keystone for Soviet social identity as a whole, they implicitly introduced 

into their own discourse that the CPSU as an institution was fallible, and that the boundaries 

of Soviet identity were still malleable. Khrushchev’s later years, and Brezhnev’s 

subsequently, were spent trying to redress this shift and shore up the Party’s reputation and 

power. The various attempts by the upper echelons of Soviet government to balance 

liberalising reform with the preservation of state power created great uncertainty amongst 

the lower echelons who were expected to implement and realise the Party’s directives. 

Panteleyeva (ibid., pp. 66-69) highlights some of the resultant contradictions within Soviet 

architecture in the middle of Khrushchev’s administration: a statement by eminent 

Constructivist Aleksandr Vesnin in 1957, that architects must create a ‘highly ideological 

socialist architecture – an architecture that is constructive, rational and yet artistic’; the 

lectures of Vladimir Krinsky at MArkhI between 1955-1956, in which he argued that the 

return of Constructivism was impossible; a critique in the Architects’ Union journal 

Arkhitektura SSSR in 1961 attacking ‘formalist frills and the search for form for the sake of 

form’, whose inclusion in architecture the author saw as ‘a typical expression of bourgeois 

ideology that is alien to our society’. The lack of coordinated and clear strategy from the 

Party was reflected in Soviet pedagogy, which had long been tied to the Party’s ideological 

line, and thus in a demographic vital to the study of Soviet nonconformism: the 

shestidesiatniki.  

 

Khrushchev’s Thaw introduced an ideological and political focus on Soviet youth, which is 

consistent with a regime looking to atone for, or more cynically to distract from, the terrific 

abuses of its recent past; children and youth have logical, natural associations with growth 

 
149 Identity or personage 
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and regeneration, and had also been bestowed associations with innocence and purity by 

19th-century Romanticism in Europe and Russia. Themes of youth had been employed 

consistently throughout Soviet rule, both in propaganda and in policy, in efforts to shape the 

New Soviet Person, but had aimed to do so more through discipline. The change with 

Khrushchev was in his relative lenience and attempt at a sort of compromise which would 

allow Soviet youth more agency. To the outside world, this was demonstrated through 

events like Moscow’s hosting of the World Festival of Youth and Students in 1957, allowing 

an opportunity for Soviet youth to meet a host of international peers. Within the Soviet 

Union, its implementation included a less-militarised atmosphere in the official youth 

organisations like the Komsomol, and a relaxation of policy surrounding the formation of 

youth clubs (Tsipursky 2013, pp. 1400-1402). It also included propaganda campaigns aimed 

at instilling into Soviet youth a sense of duty towards maintaining order and upholding 

model Communist values (idem). These conditions were in turn contributory factors in the 

formation of a Soviet generation which had been encouraged to, in effect, act as 

whistleblowers and call out deviations from the Soviet norm. Panteleyeva (2018, p. 67) links 

the refocusing of Soviet rhetoric and policy surrounding youth to an implicit, if inadvertent, 

validation of ‘the various unofficial groups composed predominantly of young professionals, 

including the NER group’. It also provided some official space for Soviet sociology to occupy, 

and helped to rehabilitate the discipline.  

By the late-1960s, three Moscow sociologists, Oleg Yanitsky, Leonid Kogan and Aleksandr 

Akhiezer, were publishing sociological articles on urban planning which echoed NER’s earlier 

criticism of the mikrorajon. In 1970, Kogan and Yanitsky, both formally trained as architects, 

were part of the Soviet delegation at the Seventh World Sociological Congress, and ‘urban 

sociology’ was added to the Soviet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy. Panteleyeva (ibid., p. 82) 

cites Kogan and Yanitsky as indicative of a ‘general relaxation’ on the part of the authorities 

towards ‘sociological and specifically empirical) research’. In 1977, Gutnov and Lezhava 

published Budushchee goroda (The Future of the City), a book which formed part of a series 

by the publishing arm of the construction union, Strojizdat, entitled Tvorcheskaia tribuna 

arkhitektora (The Creative Tribune of the Architect), which laid out their theories of urban 

planning in greater detail, including a variety of utopian imaginings of future cities from both 

the Soviet and Western canons. Although they were able to publish their work through an 
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official institution, and thus with a degree of political legitimacy, NER did not find much 

success in terms of encouraging the adoption of their ideas at any significant administrative 

level, and this was their last collective published work. Cohen (2018, p. 48) relates how, 

from the mid-1960s, the various members of NER had dispersed amongst different state 

institutions related to architecture, economics and sociological study, partly as a result of a 

crackdown on ‘excessively active youth’150 by the MArkhI Party Committee (Panteleyeva 

2018, p. 89), and partly in recognition of the fact that a widespread network might be able 

to exert broader influence. Cohen (2018, p. 48) describes this as an ‘infiltrat[ion]’ by the 

group into ‘the existing apparatus of architecture and urbanism in Moscow’, and 

Panteleyeva (2018, p. 90) asserts that it helped to differentiate the group’s ‘professional 

careers and their experimental work’. Cohen’s use of the term ‘infiltration’ is noteworthy 

here because of its implications for the relationship between NER, and similarly reform-

minded shestidesiatniki groups and individuals, and the post-Stalin state. NER were able to 

use their relative success, and the fact that they had dispersed between different 

institutions involved in Soviet urban planning processes, to continue their work into the 

1970s. They worked within the urban planning system in the hopes that they could help to 

reorient the field, to whatever degree, in line with contemporary urban sociology. Whilst 

nonconformist, NER’s objectives were not anti-Soviet; their proposed changes were radical, 

but ideologically well-considered. Their unified, collective output for the most part avoided 

indications of individual authorship in order to both remain relatively anonymous and not 

attract unwanted attention, and to not distract audiences and critics from the projects’ 

messages; this too was in the spirit of Socialist creative endeavour.  

Informal working groups of young professionals like NER had already been identified by 

Kogan, Yanitsky and Akhiezer (1969, p. 52), as a potentially decisive factor in mitigation of 

certain negative effects of urbanisation, such as social disconnection, writing that ‘they 

create the necessary social psychological environment for individuals while, at the same 

time, acting as the organising element in the behaviour of urban dwellers’. In opening up 

this space for youth clubs, the Soviet authorities had inadvertently created the conditions 

 
150 A euphemistic term for those young architects who were deemed to be thinking a little too far 

outside the box for the authorities’ liking, and part of an attempt to reign in some of the freedoms 

granted in the late-1950s.  
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for the development of tusovki, which Yurchak (2005, p. 141) defines as ‘non-

institutionalized milieus of people with some shared interest based on “hanging out” and 

interacting within such milieus’. Yurchak also provides several examples of (semi-

)institutionalised milieus which existed within or adjacent to official institutions, yet were 

much more flexible in their approach to unofficial culture. One of which is the literary club 

Derzanie151 based in the Palace of Pioneers in Leningrad, at which members were 

encouraged to freely and critically discuss a diverse range of topics, and whose former 

members recall being introduced to Silver Age poetry, and even Solzhenitsyn’s writing after 

his works were banned in the USSR (see Yurchak 2005, p. 136, and Lygo 2010, pp. 49-50). 

The Palace of Pioneers also hosted what became known as the Archaeological Circle from 

1972, an educational club for young aspiring archaeologists which involved field trips to 

various parts of the USSR; members of the Circle recount sitting around bonfires during 

these field trips, reading Silver Age poetry and singing the songs of Galich and Vysotskij. 

Both of these emphasised sincerity, critical analysis, and freedom of expression, all of which 

were values shared with another of Yurchak’s examples in the democratic intellectual milieu 

of students at the Leningrad Institute for Nuclear Physics; like Akademgorodok’s Klub pod 

Integralom152, their research, discussions and experimentation were facilitated by 

institutions of the state, but they were willing and able to extend their scope further than 

would have been permissible in contexts with more official oversight. Outside of state 

institutions, there were new cafes opened in Soviet cities in the 1960s which created a new 

environment for the emergence of youth groups which used favourite cafes as unofficial 

meeting places to hold their discussions and to socialise with other inakomyshlenniki153. 

Yurchak’s (2005, p. 142) example is the famous café in central Leningrad which came to be 

known as Saigon, and in which regulars formed distinct groups based on their primary 

interest or activity, rather than the larger, intermixed group that would be more typical of a 

 
151 Derzanie was first opened in 1937, but ‘became particularly active and popular in the 1960s and 

70s’ (Yurchak 2005, p. 136) 

152 As discussed in Chapter 3. 

153 Dissenters or, literally, ‘[those who] think otherwise’ (see Chapter 1). Though, relative to each 

other within the group, they would of course be edinomyshlenniki, or ‘likeminded people’ in the 

sense that they were all there in search of open discussion and debates which were unavailable in 

official Soviet society.  
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salon. The interest-based tusovka became more relevant in the late 1970s and 1980s, 

particularly in relation to unofficial music and, as I discussed in the previous chapter and will 

touch upon in the next, had special significance to the punk scene. 

 

The City of the Future 
 

Aside from the conditions which inspired and facilitated their experimental work, there are 

some notable points regarding the aesthetics and working philosophy of the NER which I 

raise here for reference in the next chapter. I look first to their philosophy, of which I have 

already made brief mention.  

There were two key aspects of NER, with respect to its value to my analysis of identity-

formation and creative self-expression: the importance to its members of presenting 

projects and work which were aesthetically and theoretically cohesive; and a genuine belief 

in the potential value of their ideas, were they to be realised. Dumenton was not merely a 

shield for the group to protect their formal experiments from ideological attacks, but an 

important and valued contributor to NER’s work. Their model of future human settlement 

was rooted in Communist values of anti-consumerism and ensuring all residents would have 

the material environment required for a good standard of living, and their experimentation, 

as noted by Panteleyeva (2018, p. 93), distinguished itself from contemporary Western neo-

avant-garde urbanist projects with its pragmatism. NER’s urban model rejected the 

widespread belief amongst European and Soviet planners in the 1960s that cities should be 

modelled after the new English cities of the 1950s, in turn based on a medieval core of 

administrative and commercial districts. Instead, they proposed that their New Units of 

Settlement be centred around social cores, community centres ‘similar to modern social 

clubs’ (Lezhava 2018, p. 156). The Units would be connected linearly154 along high-speed 

and high-capacity transport and communication arteries, likened in their work to a riverbed, 

 
154 Ideas of linear settlement were important to NER’s overall model and are touched upon in the 

following NISI case study. Unsurprisingly, the electrification of the Trans-Siberian Railway (from 

around 1957), and the development of the settlements along it, were a strong inspiration for NER’s 

project and would have formed the transport riverbed for a network of New Units of Settlement in 

the RSFSR.  
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and separated by green spaces, amenities, health and leisure facilities; all of which would be 

linked by branching channels from the main riverbed to industrial and research hubs, and to 

terminals for travel further afield in the USSR and abroad (ibid., pp. 154-155). Social health 

was central to the NER’s working philosophy, and their model for its organisation was the 

‘centre for interest-based socialising’, to which anyone would be able to go in search of a 

new pastime, skill, or social group, and generally attend to their needs as social beings. 

These proposed interest groups bear a marked similarity to the tusovki which had begun to 

form as NER were developing their ideas, and would certainly have had some impact on 

their theories of society.  

Aesthetically, NER are of interest here for two main reasons: their modification and, to 

some extent, creation of the language in which their models were theorised; and the free 

use of a variety of materials which were unconventional, or which were presented in 

unconventional manners. In moving away from the theoretical norms of Soviet architecture 

over the three decades prior to their thesis defence, NER also felt compelled to move away 

from the semantic and aesthetic languages in which those norms were couched. As their 

models were organised around a reconceptualisation of the city as a primary social unit with 

a much more porous border between the traditionally urban and rural, there was an 

increased focus on the ‘natural’ in terms of how humans should shape and interact with 

their environment. Additionally, great advancements were being made in cell biology and 

cybernetics in the 1960s, so borrowing and repurposing some of their associated concepts 

and terminology both capitalised on exciting technological developments and supported 

NER’s position as innovators and pioneers. This in itself is strongly reminiscent of the 

enthusiastic adoption and application of technology and science to avant-garde artistic 

processes in the 1910s and 1920s. For example, Gutnov proposed three divisions of the city 

environment which could be applied to ‘any architectural and urban planning system’ 

(Lezhava 2018, p. 153): carcass, fabric and plasma. The carcass being the stable, unchanging 

core, perhaps a historical centre or a major transportation channel; the fabric being semi-

stable areas with fixed layout of transport routes and neighbourhoods, but which 

experiences a continuous demolition and rebuilding of the structures within that layout; and 

the plasma being more fluid and plastic areas, containing gardens, parks, allotments, 

temporary structures, etc.  
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The new terminology was represented in their visualisations, prominently featuring 

rounded, flowing, organic forms with influences from cell microscopy and common 

biological and botanical structures such as spirals, helixes and branches/roots. Materially, 

NER made excellent use of plastiline155 to physically model organic forms which would have 

been much harder to convey with more rigid materials; this was combined with the use of 

‘nontraditional [and modern] materials, such as celluloid, Plexiglas and rigid foam’ 

(Panteleyeva 2018, p. 62). They also eschewed the ink wash methods by then traditional in 

Soviet architecture, favouring monochrome drawing and large-scale photographs of physical 

models, with a modern, high-contrast look (idem). Their publications are also notable for 

their free use of a wide variety of secondary visual materials, including scans and 

reproductions of designs by Western or early Soviet architects; as commented upon by 

Panteleyeva (ibid., pp. 102-105), these were usually uncredited and rendered somewhat 

hazy or indistinct by the gradual deterioration in image quality resulting from the limitations 

of available image-reproduction techniques. The former point ties into the group’s 

philosophy of holistic thinking, viewing urban planning as inseparably linked to human 

society and culture, which rendered virtually everything a potential source of influence and 

inspiration, lending their visual output a wide diversity and pastiche quality. In some 

respects, NER’s diversions from the aesthetic norms of Soviet architecture were no less 

radical and challenging than their theoretical writings, and the variety and flexibility of their 

visual language contributed to an eclectic body of designs which act more as vehicles for the 

group’s theoretical concepts, and experimentations in architectural form. They shared 

elements of the Constructivist and Modernist approaches in terms of the primacy of 

function and the unification of constituent elements, but lacked their drive for formal 

minimalism156. What was important to NER was not the actual concrete manifestations of 

their designs, but how the visual materials and language they used could help the viewer to 

spatialise the underlying theories and thus comprehend them better.  

 

 
155 A non-petroleum-based, functionally-identical analogue of plasticine.  

156 Which, in practice, often manifested as stacks of rectangles. 
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Concluding Thoughts 
 

I have looked here at several aesthetic and philosophical strands which bear relevance to 

and offer a context for my analysis in the following case study of Paper Architecture in 

1980s Novosibirsk. No informed study of late-Socialist architecture is possible without 

consideration of the architectural movements of the 1910s and 1920s in Europe and Russia 

and, for the purposes of this thesis, the differences in approach between Constructivism and 

Suprematism seem to be mirrored in differences between Paper Architecture in Moscow 

and Novosibirsk. Novosibirsk had a particular relationship to Constructivism, both in its built 

environment and the history of its urban planning. I propose in the following chapter that 

the often highly conceptual nature of Muscovite Paper Architecture has commonalities with 

Suprematism and follows a more general trend of conceptualism in the city’s nonconformist 

movements. Examples from the Crystal Chain, although not a Russian or Soviet group, chart 

an interaction between architecture and an urge to reject, parody or reinvent discourse, and 

ultimately even perceived reality, through a subversion of their contents and formulae. The 

earnest belief in reform and the opportunity to redefine Socialism which had been instilled 

in many of the Thaw generation encouraged post-Stalin Soviet youth to take advantage of 

their new freedoms in the 1950s and 1960s, tapping new sources of information and 

discussing them in the new contexts which had been made available. The social value of 

these interest groups and the clubs and unofficial hubs at which they met were reflected in 

the work of groups like NER, alongside the precariously reinstated field of Soviet sociology. 

Perhaps, to borrow NER’s own terminology, one could describe these tusovki as ‘New 

Elements of Socialisation’, forming the fabric of Soviet society and existing around the 

carcass of Soviet institutions.  

Despite being accepted into the Union of Architects, and being exhibited both within the 

USSR and abroad on multiple occasions, NER were not beyond state interference in their 

experiments (Pantaleyeva 2018, pp. 90-91). For one international event, the Japan World 

Exposition in Osaka, September 1970 (Expo ’70), NER’s design for a spiral city was 

considered too risky and adventurous for the State Construction Committee which was 

overseeing the preparation of designs to be submitted by the USSR delegation. NER were 

instructed by the deputy chief of the committee, Nikolai Baranin, to bring their designs 
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closer into step with contemporary Soviet urban policy by including five-storey panelki. NER 

ostensibly followed these instructions but ultimately submitted a project along the lines of 

their initial plans, without Baranin’s knowledge. According to Pantaleyeva (2018, p. 95), the 

deceit was not noticed in time to stop NER’s presentation at Expo ’70, and I have found no 

mention of consequences faced by the group afterwards. This shows two things: firstly, that 

figures of Soviet authority considered NER’s designs to be too far removed from Soviet 

norms, and intervened to ‘Sovietise’ the project; secondly, that NER were aware of this, and 

felt secure enough in either their moderately-successful status or in the inefficiency of the 

authorities to proceed in any case. The way in which NER used their professional capabilities 

and their ‘infiltration’ of Soviet planning institutions to continue their experimental work 

into the late 1970s presents an excellent example of the concept of ‘intrastate autonomy’ 

which I introduced at the beginning of the thesis.  

The application of concepts of transrationality to a range of creative media is not just a 

retrospective academic approach but, as with zaum’ and Dadaism, was argued for as part of 

the core idea. In keeping with the transformative urge which underlay many avant-garde 

movements at the turn of the 20th century, transrational artistic philosophy sought to 

capitalise on the social disruptions brought by the technological developments of the time; 

treating fundaments of communication, culture and human perception of reality as 

malleable material which could be recast in modern moulds. Aspects of the utopian visions 

of the 1910s and 1920s persisted to some extent in the USSR of the 1980s, but the overall 

tone had become more cynical. One can see echoes of the transrational in the work of stiob 

artists and performers like Kuryokhin, Conceptualists like Prigov, and with Letov and the 

punks, but their subversions were more provocation than genuine proposal for change. 

Having seen that the creative bursts of the Thaw had been stifled, and that the 

shestidesiatniki and members of the dissident movement had been either imprisoned or 

apparently subsumed into the system, change of that revolutionary magnitude was no 

longer expected. In the following case study, focussing on the NISI bumazhniki, I show how 

both tones were reflected in Soviet architectural fantasies in the 1980s, and how they can 

be used to articulate a difference between the Novosibirsk artists and their Moscow 

counterparts.  

 



134 
 

5. Paper Architecture in Novosibirsk 
 

‘We Were Punks’ (My byli panki) 
 

The notion that Siberian Paper Architects were linked to punk came as something of a 

surprise to me in June 2019 at my first meeting with Viacheslav Mizin, one of the first active 

bumazhniki in Novosibirsk, and Aleksandr Lozhkin, another former member and effectively 

the movement’s chronicler157.  My intention for this chapter had been to base it around 

longer and more focused conversations with Mizin and Lozhkin, as well as Igor 

Bespamiatnikh and other former NISI158 bumazhniki and artistic collaborators. The 

circumstances of the early 2020s precluded the opportunities to conduct these interviews 

properly, but it is my hope to return to them in the future to more fully address the points I 

raise in the chapter from here on. From my initial conversations, however, it was Mizin’s 

self-association with punk which stuck most in my mind and dispelled my first, in hindsight 

somewhat naïve, hypothesis of connections to avant-garde jazz. Jazz, for many young 

nonconformists in the USSR of the 1980s, was connected to the dissidents of the 1960s and 

1970s; the more cynical trend in late-Soviet culture, and the increasing estrangement of 

Soviet people from the prescribed Soviet social identity, required art more suited to its 

messages. I have already, in Chapter Three, discussed the significance of Siberian punk, and 

the ways in which punk theories and practice were created by and adapted to the 

conditions of the late-Soviet state. My aim in this chapter is to trace the influences of punk 

on NISI Paper Architecture, and outline how particular aspects of their working philosophy 

and aesthetics function as points of comparison and differentiation between Novosibirsk 

Paper Architecture, Moscow Paper Architecture, and the work of NER two decades earlier.  

Certain examples of the Paper Architects’ creative output are presented here (in the 

Appendix to this thesis) to illustrate points about aesthetics and artistic message which I 

believe to be crucial to the movement as a whole, particularly in its Novosibirsk variant; 

 
157 In November 2019, Lozhkin was appointed Chief Architect of the city of Novosibirsk, and Deputy 

Head of the Department of Construction and Architecture of the city administration. 

158 Novosibirskij Inzhenerno-Stroitel’nij Institut (Novosibirsk Engineering-Construction Institute), 

founded in Tomsk in 1930 as Sibirskij Stroitel’nij Institut (Siberian Construction Institute or Sibstrin) 

before being moved to Novosibirsk and renamed in 1933-1935. It is still often referred to as Sibstrin.  
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examples of Muscovite Paper Architecture have also been chosen, both to demonstrate the 

differences in style between the outputs of each city, and to give a better understanding of 

Paper Architecture as a broader phenomenon within Soviet architecture and art. The 

specific NISI examples have been selected from the dozens of images presented in Lozhkin, 

Mizin et al. (2019), on the basis of how far they represented what I consider to be key 

aspects of style and context for late-Soviet Siberian architectural fantasy: a ‘punk’ aesthetic, 

a sense of humour, and/or a grounding in a real-world architectural need or project. The 

examples of Muscovite Paper Architecture, a broad array of which can be found in Yuri 

Avvakumov’s 2019 book Bumazhnaia Arkhitektura: Antologiia, were chosen from among the 

entries to the Japan Architect international competitions to best represent the conceptual 

side of the Muscovite variant and to acknowledge some of the most famous names within 

Soviet Paper Architecture aside from Avvakumov: Joseph Brodsky, Ilya Utkin, Mikhail Belov 

and Maksim Kharitonov. 

A forthcoming monograph (Paper Architecture in Novosibirsk, due August 2023, published in 

English by Park Books), edited by Novosibirsk artist Anton Karmanov, along with Georg 

Schoellhammer and Ruben Arevshatyan, will present a far more detailed account of the 

movement than I could in this thesis. As such, I open with a brief introduction to the group 

and a recommendation to read Karmanov’s book for further information. Karmanov has 

worked with former members of the movement for years and has been very active in 

disseminating his research and raising awareness of NISI Paper Architecture as a cultural 

phenomenon, and I expect that his work will shed further light on the points I address in this 

chapter. 

 

The NISI Paper Architects 
 

I present here, by way of introduction to the Paper Architects of the Novosibirsk Inzhinerno-

Stroitel’skij Institut, a translation of Aleksandr Lozhkin’s preface to the 2019 reprint of a 

1997 publication entitled Neizvestnaia Arkhitektura Novosibirska 1982-1994. To my 

knowledge, this is its first publication in English.  

The start of the 1980s in art, including architecture and planning, was marked by the 

appearance of the so-called ‘new wave’. In the USSR, this ‘wave’ was represented by 
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youth groups of ‘paper architects’, working on projects which were of utopian 

content, unrealisable in nature, and which remained on paper as architectural-

graphic compositions with value in their own right. Within this movement, 

Novosibirsk was represented by a small but ever-expanding group of young 

architects – graduates of the NISI, named after Kujbyshev.  

The group was interested in matters of the new ‘cynical’ representation of form159, 

contemporary architectural plagiarism, free tectonic manipulation, and a range of 

works were produced which constituted the face of Siberian ‘paper’ architecture. 

The classical directives of architecture ‘function, durability, beauty’ freely mutated 

into, for example, ‘two beauties, one durability, and no function’. 

By the beginning of the nineties, the group was taking part in virtually all large 

exhibitions and events domestically and abroad, and were developing the principles 

of ‘sports-architecture’. (Lozhkin 2019, p. 2).  

The same publication identifies a total of twenty-six architects as members of or 

collaborators with the main body of NISI Paper Architects, and three distinct subgroups 

which were formed therein in the 1980s: 

GGCh – a group under the ‘leadership’ of Sergei Guliajkin which formed within the 

Novosibirsk OblKolkhozProekt160 (OKP) institute between 1983-1985. Main 

members: Sergei Guliajkin, Sergei Grebennikov, and Andrei Chernov. 

NAS – Novosibirsk Architectural Sector. Independent architectural collective, 

formed in 1985. Main members: Viktor Smyshlaev, Andrei Kuznetsov, and Viacheslav 

Mizin.  

‘Avrora’ – architectural and planning enterprise. The first legally independent 

architectural and planning office in Novosibirsk, 1987-1991. Main members: Andrei 

Kuznetsov, Viacheslav Mizin, Valerij Klamm, and Aleksei Stepanov.  

 

In late-2020, Karmanov, under the auspices of the Goethe-Institut Novosibirsk, conducted a 

series of podcast interviews on the topic of architectural modernism in Siberia, with a focus 

on the NISI bumazhniki (Sibirskij Modernizm 2020a, 2020b and 2020c). Among his 

 
159 Formoobrazovanie – literally, ‘form-creation’. 

160 Oblastnoj Kolkhoznij Proekt or Regional Collective-Farm Project.  
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interviewees were Andrei Chernov, Viacheslav Mizin, and Aleksandr Lozhkin, who very 

handily represent the first, second, and third waves or generations161 of Novosibirsk 

bumazhniki. Chernov, in his interview, speaks of the collective nature of architecture as a 

discipline, and how it usually required collaboration between multiple people. He recalls 

that his cohort at NISI was twice the size of previous years, and suggests that this higher-

than-average concentration of architectural students may have contributed to the 

development of Novosibirsk Paper Architecture. Chernov repeatedly refers to the NISI 

bumazhniki as a tusovka, and he, Lozhkin and Mizin all refer to the Studencheskij 

(Arkhitekturno-)Konstruktorskij Biuro162 (SKB) as their primary ‘tusovochnoe mesto’ or 

‘hangout’. While recounting the early days of the NISI Paper Architecture movement, 

Chernov highlights a pattern of younger students in the architectural faculty being drafted in 

by final-year students to help with diploma projects; this was a common practice, not 

specific to Novosibirsk, but it seems to have been a key aspect of how the tusovka 

developed. Ivan Shalmin had known Sergei Guliajkin before university, and recommended 

Chernov to him as an assistant for Guliajkin’s upcoming diploma, the three of them, with 

Sergei Grebennikov, forming the first wave of NISI Paper Architecture. Later, after Shalmin 

went to Moscow to work with Gutnov, a former leading figure of NER, he was visited by 

Mizin, Andrei Kuznetsov, Viktor Smyshlaev, and Evgenij Burov, whom he sent to Guliajkin 

and Chernov – these students became the core of the second wave. In subsequent years, 

the older bumazhniki, having graduated and moved into professional institutions, would 

hold seminars on theory and design for NISI students. Mizin and Lozhkin, in their interviews 

(Sibirskij Modernizm 2020a, 2020b), both mention the GPNTB (Gosudarstvennaia 

Publichnaia Nauchno-Tekhnicheskaia Biblioteka, State Public Scientific-Technical Library) as 

a source of inspiration and information. Only available to students in their final year, this 

resource shows another link between nonconformist activity and institutional facilities, as 

older students could access foreign literature, including the Russian reprints of Architecture 

du’Aujourd’hui, and share their discoveries with the younger students helping on their 

diploma projects. Kuznetsov set up the Fond Molodiozhnoj Initsiativy (FMI) in 1987 through 

 
161 Bear in mind, however, that the age difference here is only two or three years, but they are 

generations in the sense of academic cohorts. 

162 Student (Architectural) Construction Bureau.  
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a Komsomol program for the development of youth clubs and activities, and the bumazhniki 

were able to use this officially-recognised entity to conduct workshops for students and to 

organise small exhibitions. Chernov (Sibirskij Modernizm 2020c, c. 34:14) even says that the 

journal ‘Sovetskij Soiuz’ came to interview Kuznetsov and to write an article on the work of 

the FMI as a modern Komsomol intiative, although I have not yet been able to find one. In a 

similar manner to Klub Pod Integralom, the NISI bumazhniki were able to use Komsomol 

youth initiatives to partly legitimise and, more importantly, facilitate their tusovka’s 

interactions with a wider social circle and with other tusovki.  

The SKB was, in concrete terms, a student workspace within NISI for maquette-modelling 

and project planning. For the bumazhniki, it was a place with no real oversight in which they 

could sit and draw what they wanted to, developing purely graphic work based around their 

academic and professional projects. For Chernov,  

All of Novosbirsk Paper Architecture was linked to our hangouts…places where 

people could gather and socialise. They weren’t cafés or restaurants, but free places, 

in KolkhozProekt, in basements… The SKB was a tusovochnoe mesto because there 

was no oversight there expect [Igor] Gritsaj, and Gritsaj was ‘one of us’ (Sibirskij 

Modernizm 2020c, c. 29:40) 

If the meeting place was not SKB, it was at someone’s apartment or in a basement studio 

that one of the group had access to through some or other institution; the most important 

aspect was that the space gave the group the freedom to design interrupted. This follows 

the trend in Soviet society, from the mid-1950s onwards, of youth groups attempting to find 

room within the Soviet environment to construct and investigate separate formulations of 

social identity beyond that projected onto them by the state. As with NER and Pod 

Integralom, the bumazhniki were able to create these spaces within the institutions at 

which they studied, and then at the small planning and project offices at which they worked 

after graduation. The smaller institutions allowed more freedom for these societal enclaves 

because of their relatively low status and thus comparative lack of overt political supervision 

and meddling. Of OKP and SelStroj, an office for the planning of small new settlements 

(posiol’ki) at which he, Smyshliaev and Guliajkin also worked, Chernov says that ‘it was 

possible to draw what you wanted with no responsibility’, and that the creative atmosphere 

of early NISI Paper Architecture was inspired by days spent working together at these offices 

and evenings spent as Guliajkin’s apartment on experimental graphic work. The initial 
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student tusovka, having graduated, moved into local planning offices and formed intra-

institutional enclaves through which they could provide similar freedoms to the next 

generations.  

The planning offices of OKP and SelStroj were chosen because of their potential for 

experimentation and ‘real’ architectural and urban planning work. In Chernov’s words, ‘it 

was practically impossible to get your own individual objects [in the sense of personal 

design projects]. That’s why SelStroj was chosen… SibZNIIEP163, SelStroj, still worked on 

settlements’ (Sibirskij Modernizm 2020c, c. 13:34). The settlements on which the first wave 

of NISI bumazhniki worked are discussed later in the chapter, but this quote highlights a key 

aspect of the movement, namely its emphasis on real-life projects. The offices offered the 

chance to be involved in designing settlements which would actually be built164, and at the 

same time enough freedom to satisfy the members’ creative urges. Despite the importance 

to many of the group’s members of actually being able to practice the craft they had studied 

or, from another perspective, a frustration at the formal limitations of Soviet architecture as 

a whole, the bumazhniki’s designs were creative graphical fantasies and not meant as actual 

proposals. They are playful, first and foremost; inventive applications of technical exercises 

and flights of imagination which were produced for their own sake. Chernov makes a point 

of this, saying that 

the tusovka known as Paper Architecture was entirely based on graphics…. If you 

look at the work…there are no [project] drafts there…just images. It’s not 

architecture, it’s graphical work on the theme of architecture (ibid., c. 24:14). 

Similarly, when describing the activities of the NISI bumazhniki, Mizin talks of durachestvo, 

or ‘fooling around’, again emphasising their playful, unserious approach. Although there are 

similarities between them and, for example, NER, the NISI bumazhniki’s projects were not 

created in an attempt to redefine Soviet architecture and planning, but as an escape from it. 

Chernov (ibid., c. 13:10) ruefully recalls that he, Guliajkin and Shalmin graduated as ‘a group 

of rude youths’, looking to ‘break the back of Soviet architecture’ and propose a ‘type of 

 
163 Sibirskij Zonal’nij Nauchno-Issledovatel’skij Proektnij Institut (Siberian Zonal Scientific-Research 

Project Institute). 

164 Chernov mentions Singapai as an example, a small settlement built in Nefteiuganskij rajon, 

Khanty-Mansijskij autonomous region in 1980. 
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planning (proektirovanie) completely unlike [that of] Soviet times’, but this youthful idealism 

did not sustain much contact with the realities of Soviet planning. In fact, it is precisely the 

obstacles of Soviet architecture as a field in the 1980s to which Chernov attributes the 

fanciful nature of bumazhniki projects, answering a question from Karmanov about the lack 

of such designs among the work of famous Soviet architects Mel’nikov and Shchusev: 

‘perhaps they had more freedom…they could really design (oni mogli real’no proektirovat’) 

– but where were we without these drafts?’ (ibid., c. 30:44). The fact that the bumazhniki 

felt that they were not able to stretch their legs creatively through their professional 

channels contributed to a more fantastical aesthetic in their graphic work.  

At its heart, the NISI Paper Architecture movement was a social group, formed by students 

and young professionals around core interests of architecture and formal, graphical 

experimentation. It had no political objectives, no wider unified artistic objective other than 

the freedom to create, and was not a vehicle for overt social messages. There were distinct 

working groups and collaborations within the bumazhniki, but they all mixed together and 

shared influences and techniques. The highly social nature of NISI Paper Architecture was 

commented on by Chernov (ibid., c. 34:42) as a point of distinction between them and their 

Moscow counterparts:  

the Moscow tusovki, as far as I know, were ‘each for themself’ (kazhdij sam po sebe). 

They didn’t have such a group [as ours]. For us, it was like a cauldron of broth from 

which everything poured out. 

As Shalmin served as a point of contact between the Moscow and Novosibirsk bumazhniki, 

and as a link between the latter and NER by way of his studies and work with Aleksandr 

Gutnov, the groups were certainly aware of each other. It also appears that trips to Moscow 

by certain of the Novosibirsk bumazhniki, whether for work or leisure, were not rare 

occurrences and that they had good contacts both there and in Leningrad. Whether or not 

Chernov’s assessment is correct, it is a clear indication of the importance to him of the NISI 

bumazhniki’s tusovka, and the free creative space which it provided to him, his friends and 

colleagues. I discuss further differences between the two groups throughout this chapter, 

but I first return to Mizin’s comment about punk and how the concepts of punk so far 

discussed might be applied to architectural graphics. 
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Prefab Punk  
 

Peter Jones, in his 2002 essay on British punk in the 1970s, proffers a fitting and fascinating 

application of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of carnival, as drawn from the works of French 

Renaissance writer Francois Rabelais, to punk music and culture. Bakhtin’s outline of the 

project of carnival is quoted by Jones as being ‘to consecrate inventive freedom, to permit 

the combination of a variety of different elements and their rapprochement, to liberate 

from the prevailing point of view of the world, from conventions and established truths, 

from clichés, from all that is humdrum and universally accepted’ (p. 28). It can be 

understood as a time of inverted roles and transgressed norms and, in this context, it is 

often associated with scrutiny of authorities, procedures and hierarchies. Taken in its own 

right, such a summation could very easily be applied to any basic concept of punk, certainly 

in the context of a band such as GrOb (see Steinholt 2012). Jones continues, that ‘conflation 

and mixing of diverse elements and distinct realms…is central to punk and strongly informs 

its bricolage aesthetic, most evident in a visual style marked by incongruous combination’ 

(Jones 2002, pp. 29-30). This comment is one of a few made in Jones’ article which 

encourages the application of a punk theory to the works and creative process of the NISI 

Paper Architects, as incongruity and the merging of realms appear, from their preserved 

works, to have played a key role in their aesthetic and conceptual choices.  

Jones’ essay does appear, however, to limit itself to a certain interpretation of punk when 

making these comparisons. For instance, he suggests that punk’s ‘discursive negativity: 

nihilism, despair, (self-)hatred and a cynical laughter’ is incongruous with carnival’s duality, 

its embrace of ‘abasement and affirmation, destruction and renewal’ and ‘its overall 

celebratory thrust’ (ibid., p. 34, emphasis in original). The discursive negativity attributed 

here to punk as a whole only applies to elements of the first wave of punk, notably the Sex 

Pistols; as pointed out by Webb and Lynch (2010, p. 316), later groups such as The Clash and 

Crass were not actively nihilistic or despairing, but ‘critical, constructive…and informed by a 

rather more revolutionary historical rhetoric’. Furthermore, a framing which would suit the 

nihilism and cynicism identified by Jones can be found in Bakhtin’s grotesque. ‘Grotesque’ in 

a Bakhtinian sense being related to representations of the body (usually meant in a broader 

sense of a non-individualised body civic) and of degradation. Degradation is here linked to 
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ideas of ‘lowering’; the material realm, the earth, the womb, the guts, the genitals, and to 

fundamental realities. During carnival, a time of inversions, external elements penetrate the 

internal, and the insides extrude or are openly displayed. Aesthetically, these aspects can be 

represented through images of the body civic in states of vulgarity and debasement, but 

also more abstractly if the body civic is envisioned geometrically or spatially. The use of 

Bakhtin in the study of Russian and Siberian punk seems particularly apt; in addition to the 

general suitability of the principles of carnival and the grotesque for the task of 

conceptualising punk, Bakhtin enjoyed not insignificant esteem amongst students and 

intellectuals in the 1960s and 1970s and, if the reports in Kozlov (2019) about the 

intellectual heritage of Siberian punk are accurate, it is more than likely that they had some 

awareness of his writings in the 1980s. Mizin (Sibirskij Modernizm 2020a) has spoken about 

the importance of institutional resources like GPNTB for finding otherwise-inaccessible 

journals on art and architecture, identifying a route through which such materials could be 

accessed without samizdat. Of course, unofficial channels of information were also 

available, and Mizin also learnt about UK punk; he remembers (ibid.) that his first reaction 

to hearing Sex Pistols for the first time was to think ‘what is this shit?...nothing melodic 

there’, but that the deviant nature appealed to him. Mizin recalls the durachestvo of his 

youth, and the way he and his friends would look through journals and magazines and pick 

the bands, artists, ideas that nobody else was interested in. This desire to be different for 

the sake of difference is not unique to punk among youth subcultures, but it is a central 

theme within punk, and Mizin’s suggestion of a certain degree of indiscrimination in the 

process of finding new influences fits with punk’s broader ‘chaotic’ or anarchic trend. For 

example, Mizin says that ‘we165 listened to Polish punk because it was different’; it was 

important to them at the time that they were differentiated from the ‘mainstream’. In 

context, it appears that Mizin is referring to a mainstream of unofficial culture, so the 

cultural niche for which he and his circle were aiming was on the absolute peripheries of 

what was available to Soviet audiences at the time.  

As concerns the application of Jones’ writing to the topic at hand, the emphasis which 

carnival places on the grotesque body, on the opposition and interaction between the 

 
165 It is not specified whom this ‘we’ includes. My interpretation is that it is a circle of friends which 

included other bumazhniki, but I do not yet know how the other members associated to punk. 
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internal and external, ties into designs and conceptual explanatory texts for a number of 

NISI designs. Examples of this can be found in Andrei Kuznetsov’s ‘Bastion of resistance for 

the Melnikov family’166, submitted to the Japan Architect (JA) journal’s 1985 ‘Bastion of 

Resistance’ competition; and in Mizin’s 1989 design for the AVRORA167 administrative 

building, and his own submission to the aforementioned JA competition, ‘Bastion of 

resistance to the bastion of resistance’. Kuznetsov’s design is offered here as an example 

because of its accompanying text, which remarks on a contrast between an externally placid 

shell and ‘sensually-destructive interiorities’, ‘as behind bombast and coldness might live 

the romantic temperament of the man, for whose family the house was imagined’ (Lozhkin, 

Mizin, et al. 2019, p. 20)168. Similarly, Mizin’s AVRORA design justification centres around 

the vulnerability of the interior, whilst also invoking impassive bureaucracy:  

‘An intricate spiral, embodying that secret, intimate, so easily-wounded part of a 

person’s life. On the other hand, the outer side of the object is unapproachable and 

official, like the face of a political actor, and can be displayed to the general public’ 

(ibid., p. 38). 

In a more overt way, Mizin’s entry for the JA Bastion of Resistance (Fig. 4) competition lends 

itself to interpretation through the lens of the grotesque both visually and conceptually. The 

accompanying text reads: ‘Destroying the illusion of impregnability, sluggish volumes 

extrude from the bastion, as paint squeezed from a tube, reminding us of the constant 

 
166 This is also significant for its choice of inhabitants. As Mel’nikov had been one of the few people in 

Soviet history allowed to design and build their own home, designing an architectural fantasy for 

Mel’nikov’s family can be linked back to the NISI bumazhniki’s desire to be allowed to practice their 

craft.  

167 Notably, the AVRORA in question was the legally-independent architectural office established in 

1987 by Mizin along with Andrei Kuznetsov, Valerij Klamm and Aleksej Stepanov, the first of its kind 

in Novosibirsk. This lends a personal touch to the designs, and a comically grandiose undertone to 

the building’s immense scale and foreboding presence. 

168 I will note here that the texts produced in the 2019 edition of Neizvestnaia Arkhitektura 

Novosibirska may have been created and attached to the designs retrospectively. The publication 

lists Kuznetsov and Smyshlaev as the authors of accompanying texts (teksty k rabotam), so I am 

certain that the texts were produced by core members of the tusovka, but it does to some extent 

complicate the issue of reading the texts in connection with the images. As I have established the 

importance to the NISI bumazhniki of the collective, tusovochnij aspect of their work, I am treating 

the texts as ‘authentic’ irrespective of their contemporaneity with the production of the image, but 

it is certainly a caveat worth bearing in mind.  
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resistance to existing resistance’169 (Lozhkin, Mizin, et al. 2019, p. 21). The design itself 

shows a regular cuboid with regular window-like rectangular divisions, certainly a familiar 

shape in the context of Soviet brutalism and housing blocks, interrupted by jutting, angled 

shapes and a corrugated form reminiscent of photographic film. Its visual language is at 

once rigid, concrete, and strangely organic; a form presented in complete isolation, melting 

away into the darkness of the background on a vertical gradient. The primary grotesque 

element here is the extrusion, the internal becoming external. In the text, the final note 

about ‘constant resistance to existing resistance’ appears pertinent to the restrictive 

professional conditions of Soviet architecture, or even Soviet society as whole. Aside from 

the shadowy and somewhat unsettling composition which, whilst unorthodox, is not overtly 

fantastical or exceptionally experimental for the time, the title and accompanying text seem 

intentionally obtuse, appearing to mock both the premise for the competition and the 

submission itself. It is this sense of malleability, of the possibility of both serious intent and 

tongue-in-cheek humour, which leads me to the cultural theories of stiob and vnye 

described by Aleksei Yurchak. 

Yurchak’s Everything Was Forever Until it Was No More (2005) is, at this point, more or less 

indispensable in any investigation of late-Soviet alternative culture, with his theories of a 

third, neutral cultural space outside of (vnye) the dichotomy of pro- and anti-State spheres 

playing an undeniable role in contemporary scholarship on the subject. As the work and 

subsequent accounts of the NISI Paper Architects suggest no overtly anti-Soviet or anti-State 

motivation, I am led more towards the theory of vnye, as explained earlier in the thesis and 

here in an extract from Yurchak’s explanation of a joke associated with the 1980s Leningrad 

nonconformist artistic group, the Mit’ki (singular Mityok):   

He [the Mityok] fails to win not because he is not good enough but because the very 

discourse of winning and losing is alien to him. He does not lose either. He is simply 

oblivious of the competition, being not quite within the discursive field where the 

competition is articulated – he is vnye that field (p. 240). 

 
169 Razrushaia illiuziiu nepristupnosti, iz bastiona vykhodiat vialie ob’iomy, kak vykhodit iz 

szhimaemogo tiubika kraska, napominaia nam o postoiannom soprotivlenii sushchestvuiushemu 

soprotivleniiu. 
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Yurchak also writes about stiob, an intense form of irony associated with parodic over-

identification with the subject being mocked. According to Yurchak, ‘[t]he practitioners of 

stiob themselves refused to draw a line between these sentiments [of sincere support and 

subtle ridicule], producing an incredible combination of seriousness and irony, with no 

suggestive signs of whether it should be interpreted as the former or the latter, refusing the 

very dichotomy between the two’ (2005, p. 250). Again, the core of this concerns neither 

sitting on the fence, nor destroying the fence, but completely rejecting the idea of there 

ever having been a fence in the first place. This shared disavowal is pertinent to analysis of 

punk and similar bands from Socialist regimes, specifically Laibach170 from Slovenia and 

GrOb from the RSFSR, both of whom were accused of being fascist sympathisers due to the 

presence of Nazi iconography and references within their performances, statements, or 

associations. However, as Steinholt (2012, p. 410) notes, himself referencing Yurchak’s 

Everything Was Forever, these bands’ ‘aesthetics speculated in a lack of ideological 

explicitness, the whole point [being] to maintain a painfully disquieting ideological 

ambivalence. Ultimately, anyone who concludes that the phenomenon belongs to this or 

that side will be the laughing stock of the insider’. They both seem to have occupied a third 

space, formed from a superimposition of both extremes of an ideological dichotomy, using 

that standpoint to ridicule and unsettle the other two. I have, at points in this thesis, 

contested the extent to which one could be truly ‘vnye’ an authoritarian state, in which the 

political sphere is controlled so tightly by the state that a declaration of apoliticism is itself a 

political statement. In the case of stiob and the heightened sense of cognitive dissonance it 

could be used to create, I believe that this state of being vnye was actually made possible, 

but only to an extent; figures of state authority could recognise that something was wrong, 

that an act or product was deviant, but the layers of ambiguity and irony made it 

significantly harder to articulate precisely what or how.  

 
170 Not strictly a ‘punk’ band in terms of their music, but certainly bearing strong influence from punk 

ethos and industrial/post-punk aesthetics.  
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The cultural phenomena covered by Yurchak, including the Mit’ki, Yevgenij Yufit’s 

necrorealists, general practitioners of stiob, and the sudden surfeit of stishki-strashilki171 

which appeared in the 1970s and 1980s, are linked by a ‘reliance on producing the feeling of 

the uncanny’ (2005, p. 255). More specifically, they ‘staged little paradoxes and 

incongruities within the most mundane and familiar aspects of Soviet reality, making their 

audiences “dimly aware” that they themselves were intimately involved and enmeshed in 

these paradoxes and incongruities’ (idem). These practitioners of stiob in Leningrad have 

been linked to the Russian punk scene either directly (see Herbert 2019, p. 17, for the 

suggestion that Yufit was the one to introduce Andrei ‘Svin’ Panov to the Sex Pistols) or 

tangentially via, for example, the incongruous, irreverent aural chimaera that was Sergei 

Kuryokhin’s art-music project Pop-Mekhanika. In combination with the co-option of 

extremist and sometimes contradictory positions presented by bands like GrOb and Laibach, 

it seems appropriate to draw fairly close parallels between stiob and late-Socialist punk. As I 

discuss later in this chapter, I also believe that parallels existed with NISI Paper Architecture, 

particularly in Mizin’s projects, many of which are lent an uncanny or unsettling air by one 

or both of their images and accompanying texts.  

As far as situating NISI Paper Architecture in relation to stiob and punk, it seems from my 

research thus far that it contains a little of both: to my eyes, the designs lack the 

overidentification with form, specifically, by which stiob is usually characterised (as in 

Yurchak, pp. 256-264). Similarly, the NISI Paper Architects did not place themselves in direct 

opposition to the State and the status quo of the everyday, as is typical of punk movements, 

outside of the implicit opposition of nonconformism in authoritarian societies. There is, 

nonetheless, an overtone of mockery, or at least a sense of humour, present in some of the 

 
171 Couplets or quatrains, popular among the general population, which focussed on very dark 

humour, for example: 

“Little Alësha prepares a terrine,  

Whilst, legless, his father crawls from the scene.” 

(Mal’chik Alyosha varil kholodets, po polu polzal beznogij otets).  
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designs which, along with the often paradoxical and aesthetically crude designs172, 

encourages a reading of them in the context of stiob and punk.  

 

Institutions and the Extra-institutional 
 

Soviet Paper Architecture existed within and in relation to a specific context which is worth 

addressing in detail, namely the restriction of both personalised creative expression and 

opportunities for professional development which existed under the Soviet profsoiuzy173. In 

terms of architecture and engineering, this enforcement of strict design guidelines and 

common practices is most evident in the traditions of khrushchevki and brezhnevki, the 

prefabricated panel housing blocks which dominate aesthetic stereotypes of post-Stalin 

Soviet and Soviet-adjacent architecture. The uniformity of the mikrorajon (lit. ‘micro-

region’) housing developments which began to appear in cities across the USSR after the 

Second World War, and the buildings and apartments therein was a running joke even at 

the time174. Further to this regimentation of form, the profsoiuzy also acted as limiting 

factors through their perpetuation of professional hierarchies, ensuring that commissions 

and opportunities were awarded more often than not on the basis of seniority and 

reputation, to the detriment of early-career professionals. Some students, when faced with 

a situation whereby a substantial proportion, if not all, of their career output would almost 

 
172 Or perhaps ‘neo-primitive’, as per Timur Novikov and the Leningrad ‘New Artists’ (Novie 

khudozhniki).  

173 Profsoiuzy or professionalnie soiuzy were the professional ‘unions’ which, in somewhat simplistic 

terms, governed all fields of Soviet working life from the 1930s until the fall of the USSR. Whilst they 

were ostensibly workers’ unions, they in fact functioned as the arms by which the Central 

Committee controlled the norms and standards of, and exerted political-ideological pressure on, 

Soviet workers from farmers to factory labourers to poets. For more, see for example Blair Ruble, 

1981. 

174 As evidenced by the farcical comedy film and staple of Russian New Year television programming, 

Ironia Sudby ili ‘s liogkim parom’ (The Irony of Fate, or ‘Enjoy Your Bath’; Eldar Ryazanov, 1975), in 

which the protagonist mistakenly (and drunkenly) flies to the wrong city when attempting to return 

home. He successfully orders a taxi to a street which bears the same name as his own, finds a 

similarly identical apartment block, and an identical apartment which is opened by his key and which 

is identically furnished. An interesting discussion of khrushchevki and their impact on Soviet family 

life can be found in Susan E. Reid (2009). 
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certainly be confined to repetition of pre-approved designs, saw a kind of freedom to 

experiment in their personal work. For the Moscow Paper Architects, especially its best-

known practitioners Joseph Brodsky, Ilya Utkin and Yuri Avvakumov, this perceived freedom 

led to a spate of highly conceptual entries into international architectural competitions and 

for gallery exhibitions. In Utkin’s (2003) own words: 

I have material for competitions which was made by my father, George Gustavovich 

Vegman. For him, all competitions were real and all these projects could have been 

built. The competition system of the 1920s, with all its shortcomings, was very 

developed and lively. In our time, we knew very well that nothing could be done, 

nothing could be materialised. And so, we gave to our competition projects graphical 

value, perhaps a literary value. It was a substitute for emptiness, salvation from the 

lack of belief that real projects were possible. There was practically no political 

subtext. More accurately, our creativity was a shield against politics, against 

Komsomol informants, against the atmosphere of stagnation. All of these 

unpleasantnesses remained beyond the threshold, outside the pages. Our ideology 

of that time is shown well in 'Ship of Fools', where under the roof of a wooden tower 

stands a table with a group of friends drinking, and below them, a frightful 

megapolis. We wanted artistic isolation from that, and we had a life filled with 

creation and value, albeit a virtual one. 

As with the NISI bumazhniki, the obstacles of Soviet planning are presented as a catalyst for 

creative fantasy, but the response in this case is more introspective, isolationist and literary. 

The Muscovite bumazhniki channelled their creative energies mainly into international 

architectural competitions, the most prominent host of which, receiving mainly domestic 

submissions but open internationally, was the journal Japan Architect (JA). JA’s prompts for 

their two recurring competitions, the ‘Shinkenchiku Residential’ and ‘Central Glass 

International’, were explicitly conceptual and encouraged more fantastical designs.175 

Normally, submissions could not be entered into these competitions from the USSR without 

explicit authorisation, in order to avoid any unsanctioned representation of Soviet design or 

industry; stopping communications like this fell under the remit of the state’s mail 

censorship bodies. Mizin (2020a) names the censor as the reason that NISI ‘submissions’ for 

these competitions were never actually sent, in the belief that they would simply be 

 
175 Both of these competitions are still running, and most of the past winners can be found on their 

respective websites (Central Glass is more comprehensive in this regard than Shinkenchiku).  
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stopped or that trying to circumvent the censor, as the Muscovites had managed to do176, 

would be too complicated. The fact that the NISI designs were not even submitted to the 

competitions around which they were designed further underscores the playful, art-for-

art’s-sake character of Novosibirsk Paper Architecture. This section compares the ways in 

which one of these competition prompts, Central Glass International’s 1985 brief for a 

‘Space with an Atrium’, was interpreted by Paper Architects in Moscow and Novosibirsk to 

highlight the differences in their approach. 

From the MArkhI submissions, I have chosen that of Mikhail Belov and the joint submission 

from Mikhail Filippov and Nadezhda Bronzova. Belov’s project, Scala of Atriums, revolves 

around a physical representation of the seven-note diatonic C-major scale of Western 

music. The seven notes are each manifested as an architectural form, whose proportions 

are representative of their pitch; the tonic, C, being short (‘low’) and wide, and the subtonic 

B177 as tall, thin and snaky. Belov writes in the accompanying English text on the design that 

‘[i]f those forms overlap each other – places of interconnections create seven atriums 

between them and a big atrium in the center’. In the Russian text which accompanies the 

submission in Avvakumov’s (2019, p. 116) anthology, there is extra explanation which talks 

of the need to choose appropriate colours and materials for each architectural form, with a 

view to creating a ‘scale’ which architects could use to create in the same way that 

composers use musical scales. There is a lofty goal underpinning the project and the 

principles are explained relatively clearly, despite the highly conceptual nature. Most 

pertinently, the project appears genuine and serious in its tone and presentation; the 

proposed assemblage of structures is grand, but in the context of international architectural 

competitions it is not particularly unusual. The drawings themselves are rendered in clean 

 
176 Avvakumov (2019, pp. 26-27) writes about this process, saying that they managed to get the 

bureaucratic approval from Ministry of State Security and the military censor at GlavLit to send their 

first submissions ‘semi-legally through the international edition of the “Soviet Woman” journal’ to 

Japan in 1981. They were submitted for the ‘Exhibition-House on the Grounds of a Museum of the 

20th Century’ brief, which was won by Muscovites Mikhail Belov and Maksim Kharitonov. After that, 

they discovered that only one authorised document was needed rather than ‘dozens of bits of 

paper’, and that they could send future submissions ‘in streams’. 

177 Belov’s design uses the Germanic notation ‘H’. 
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linework, are legible and ordered, with a variety of different viewing perspectives, plans and 

breakdowns of the seven compositional forms.  

 Fillipov and Bronzova worked together on multiple ‘paper’ projects between 1984 and 

1987, primarily for Central Glass briefs. Their submission for ‘Space with an Atrium’ took 

first place in the competition, making them the third Soviet design team to win a Central 

Glass competition; Brodsky and Utkin had been the first in 1982 for the ‘Crystal Palace’ brief, 

then Dmitri Bush, Dmitri Podiapol’skij, Aleksandr Khomiakov in 1983 for ‘Glass Tower’. 

Fillipov and Bronzova’s ‘Space with an Atrium’ is oriented around ideas of architectural 

constancy and change, noting that ‘[a]triums of all epochs are decorated with columns. The 

combination of column and beam is an eternal architectural form. The remarkable evolution 

of this form is the theme of our round atrium’ (Avvakumov 2019, p. 169). The text speaks of 

the birth, death and rebirth of classical orders, of visitors engaging in costumed dances and 

intellectual pursuits in the surrounding park, and ends with the assertion that, in the central 

atrium, ‘[visitors] will feel contemporaneous with all times.’ As with Belov’s project, this 

shows a serious attempt at the brief, with detailed explanatory text, which explores a theme 

central to architecture, and to art in a more general sense; the passage of time, and the 

influence of past on present. Neither of these two MArkhI works is particularly hard to grasp 

in conceptual terms. Again, similar to Belov, the rendering of the image is clean, clear and, 

in this case, colourful178; the central atrium is shown from above with twenty-four arches, 

each designed around Western architectural styles from the three Ancient Greek 

architectural orders, moving chronologically anticlockwise through to the modern plate 

glass façade of the 1980s. In both Belov’s work and this, the concept is more or less 

apparent from an inspection of the image. 

Viktor Smyshliaev and Viacheslav Mizin produced three designs between them for the 

‘Space with an Atrium’ competition, one each individually and one collaboratively. Both the 

multiple interpretations of the brief and the cryptic accompanying descriptions attest to the 

ideas mentioned earlier regarding the use of these competitions as creative exercises, and 

the fact that, unlike their Moscow counterparts, the NISI bumazhniki approached them in a 

 
178 Fillipov and Bronzova were both excellent watercolourists, with Fillipov specialising more in 

traditional draught work and Bronzova preferring an illustrative, folk-art-influenced style.  



151 
 

tongue-in-cheek manner. Smyshliaev’s ‘Atrium House’ (Fig. 5) is complicated in its theory if 

not its design. Visually, the titular house is displayed in silhouette alone, and in series below 

where the houses appear to be on stilts of some kind. The writing on it, in English, speaks of 

the three elements of the design: wall, house, and non-house. It details how the walls are to 

stratify and lift the house into the air to display the non-house and, in the confluence of 

earth and air as exemplified by house and non-house, something ‘cherished to the people’ 

would be revealed. Its description in Neizvestnaia Arkhitektura is rather different, and reads: 

‘Who says that it is not an atrium, and who can confirm that it is a house? When houses 

become nothing, they reorient towards future life’179. The contrast between the simplicity, 

almost crudity, of the design and the cryptic philosophising of both of these texts, whose 

obscurity appears distinct from any translation issues, seems intentional and pointed. 

Certainly, it presents both a visual and a textual contrast to the MArkhI submissions. 

Mizin’s solo entry, entitled ‘Atrium-Cone’ (Fig. 6), depicts an elongated pyramid puncturing 

a pointed elliptical central building at a 45° angle and meeting a cylindrical tower at its apex 

on the other side. The elliptical building and tower look like relatively conventional office-

style buildings, joined by a walkway-like structure at the top. However, the pyramidal form, 

the titular atrium, appears devoid of windows or any sense of purpose within the ensemble; 

it is a void, piercing the body of the core building, and in this way suggesting overtones of 

Bakhtinian carnival, as discussed earlier in the chapter. In a similar vein to Chernov’s plans 

for Nizhnij Urium and Gusel’nikovo, the architectural content of the image is relegated to a 

background role, superseded by an homage to Edvard Munch’s ‘Der Schrei der Natur’ 

(commonly called The Scream) which dominates the foreground. Its accompanying text is as 

follows: ‘The atrium came to a point and merged with infinity. It speaks to itself but is silent 

about the infinite. It is worrying.’180 The description thus follows Smyshliaev’s example, 

being vague and conceptual, and adds Mizin’s characteristic undertone of stiob and a 

certain apprehension about the future.   

 
179 Kto skazhet, chto eto ne atrium, i kto mozhet utverzhdat’, chto eto dom? Kogda doma 

stanovyatsya nichem, oni opredelyayutsya k budushchej zhizni. 

180 Atrium ushiol v tochku i slil’sia s beskonechnym. On govorit v sebe, no molchit o beskonechnom. 

Eto trevozhit’. 
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Smyshliaev and Mizin’s combined project, ‘Atrium Columbarium’ (Fig. 7), is immediately 

evocative of the ‘industrial peripheries’ of which Lozhkin (2005c) writes, with its prominent 

chimney-like cylindrical form set into a spartan and blocky base. Its description, however, is 

as follows: 

Architecture is becoming old. Thoughts of this trace back to origins. Adolf Loos’ 

Chicago Tribune presented as an architecture columbarium contains desire for the 

non-being of the future and the surety of the past…The unity of these two aspects 

yields the atrium, where clarities of form and function are soon amalgamated into 

the uncertainty of the semiotic. 

This enables us to unpack quite a lot from an apparently simple design. The contract for the 

Chicago Tribune newspaper’s headquarters was awarded on the basis of a 1922 

international design competition, in a very similar vein to the contemporaneous spate of 

architectural competitions for landmark buildings in the USSR, albeit with very different 

patrons. Among the hundreds of submissions, which covered the gamut of emerging styles 

at the turn of the century as well as the tried and tested methods of the past, was one by 

Adolf Loos, an Austrian architect and important figure in the European development of 

modernist architecture. Loos’ projected tower played upon the idea of a newspaper’s 

columns, and took the form of a giant Doric column. As one of the major architectural 

competitions of the century, the Tribune Tower contest attracted an array of visions for 

what the future of architecture could be, including submissions from Bruno Taut, Max Taut, 

and Walter Gropius from the Glass Chain collective. As such, a direct reference not only to 

the contest, but to the playfully ironic submission by Loos, in conjunction with a comment 

about the ageing of architecture and the repurposing of the basic design as a 

columbarium181, says a great deal about Smyshliaev and Mizin’s attitudes towards the state 

 
181 Perhaps a ‘column’barium. Although the pun does not work in Russian (in which ‘column’ is 

kolonna), the work is titled in English and the choice of word, columbarium rather than mausoleum 

or similar, seems too apt for it to have been entirely coincidental. Cremation did, however, hold a 

particular significance in Soviet Russian society, as, subsequently, did crematoria in the history of 

Soviet architecture. As cremation is taboo in Eastern Orthodox faith, and an early goal of the 

Bolsheviks was to forcibly separate the Church from Russian society, cremation was strongly 

promoted by the State as an alternative to traditional burial. As part of this new drive for early-

Soviet infrastructure, several high-profile competitions were launched for the design of major 

crematorium projects, drawing submissions from a wide range of respected architects, including 

Ivan Fomin and Alexander Gegello. Brodsky and Utkin also produced two paper projects depicting 
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of their profession in 1985. The allusions to and reinterpretations of earlier works, such as 

this adaptation of Loos and the references to Maurits Escher, Bosch and Breugel in 

Chernov’s general plan for Nizhnij Urium, show a very keen awareness of and informed 

interest in the historical precedents for their own work. The second half of the text speaks 

of ‘desire for the non-being of the future and the surety of the past’, which one could 

interpret as either a nostalgia for the creative energy of early Soviet architecture on the part 

of the artist, or as a criticism of the cultural conservatism of Brezhnev’s leadership. The final 

line identifies form and function as clear, and ‘the semiotic’ as uncertain; in itself this could 

be read as a jab at abstract, conceptual trends within architecture. It could also be linked to 

the perceived loss of meaning in Soviet discourse and the increasing disjuncture between 

‘reality as lived’ and ‘reality as depicted’, themes of which are present across late-Soviet 

unofficial culture; a wish for the ‘non-being of the future’ contrasts sharply with the Socialist 

Realist optimism of a ‘bright’ future. Whilst the concept of this project has something in 

common with Fillipov and Bronzova’s submission, in its references to time and the impact of 

time on architecture, the resultant piece is starkly different.  

 

Siberian Particularities 
 

The key difference between the Muscovite practitioners and their Novosibirsk counterparts 

is outlined by Aleksandr Lozhkin in a piece written for the SibProekt journal’s special issue 

on Paper Architecture in 2005. He writes that: 

The majority of Novosibirsk paper projects were completed not for conceptual 

competitions, but for ordinary, fully real themes in different cities of the USSR. These 

works were closer to the practices of young Western teams but, under the 

conditions of regulated Soviet planning, their chances of realisation were nil. Many 

works were made especially for foreign exhibitions of paper architecture, occurring 

regularly in Europe at the end of the 1980s and start of the 1990s (Lozhkin 2005a). 

In contrast to the predominantly fantastical designs of the Muscovites, abstracted from the 

concrete reality of an actual construction project, the Novosibirsk bumazhniki grounded 

 
columbaria, ‘Columbarium-Architecturae’ (1984) for lost architecture, and ‘Columbarium-Habitabile’ 

(1989), ‘a reservation for little homes and their inhabitants in a big city’. 
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many of their works in just such conditions, whilst retaining the key characteristics of being 

both visionary and unrealisable. Lozhkin clarifies this in the same essay: 

The projects of the Novosibirsk bumazhniki never won any international 

competitions (but then, as a rule, they were not even sent). They were artistic, if you 

consider as artistry the ability of an author to experience events in the reality which 

surrounds them, and to represent these on the page. However…the sensation of 

surrounding space (in Siberia) strongly differed from the sensation in which the rest 

of the world lived at the time. The expectation of competition organisers from our 

authors of perestroika optimism, constructivist ardour, or Turgenevian pensiveness 

were deceived – our [work] broadcast to Europe the disorder of urban outskirts and 

industrial areas (idem). 

Although the reference to depiction of one’s surroundings is clearly not unique to Paper 

Architecture, the focus here on relaying ‘the disorder of urban outskirts and industrial areas’ 

as distinct from optimism, ardour, or pensiveness puts me in mind of two other movements 

in Soviet culture of the 1980s and 1990s: chernukha and necrorealism. Chernukha (a 

diminutive form of the adjective ‘black’) was a movement in Soviet film and literature which 

effectively presented itself as a reaction to and against Socialist Realism, portraying the 

mundane surroundings and contexts of contemporary life in exceptionally bleak and usually 

violent terms. In general, the relation that chernukha bore to Soviet reality can be seen as 

roughly equivalent to that borne by Socialist Realism, but in inversion. Necrorealism was an 

aesthetic movement in Leningrad, centred loosely around the underground films and 

provokatsii182 of Evgenij Yufit and a group of his friends, also including visual art produced 

by some members of the group. Yufit described his work as arising from a  

fixation, like that of any young man, to capture that which was happening around 

[him], maybe with some excessive elements of social grotesque and black humour. 

And what was around [him] was completely hypertrophied…and all but dead’ 

(UTROMEDIA 2016, c. 08:54).  

The reason that I associate these with Paper Architecture relates to the variety of reactions 

of perestroika society to the slow unravelling of the Soviet state, and the formalised norms 

and routines of late-Soviet society. All three of these movements eschewed the ‘perestroika 

optimism’ in favour of a more critical introspection, and all reacted to Soviet reality with 

 
182 Provocations. See Yurchak (2005, pp. 243-246) for examples.  
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varying levels of retreat into unreality. In response to rosy ideals of the perfect Soviet 

person and the perfect family, chernukha exaggerated the worst parts of human 

relationships and personality; reacting to the gerontocracy183 of the late-Soviet elite and the 

overly-regimented formalities and bureaucracies of Brezhnevian society, necrorealism 

depicted a half-dead reality, characterised by discord, and devoid of logic or even basic 

sanity. Paper Architecture responded to a restrictive and stagnant professional environment 

by designing structures which either withdrew from that environment into an isolated, 

dreamlike world, or challenged it with bombast and dissonance.  

To introduce a further example of the aspects of style where the Moscow bumazhniki 

differed from those in Novosibirsk, Figure 8 shows Brodsky and Utkin’s entry to the 

competition, ‘A Dwelling with Historicism and Localism’, which holds two particular points of 

interest in relation to its creators and their environment. The first point relates to the 

author’s choice of a single-occupancy house in the middle of a large city. For two architects 

living in Soviet Moscow, such a project was a pipe-dream from the outset. The only such 

construction project which was permitted in the city throughout the entire Soviet period 

was Dom Melnikova, the house designed by Konstantin Melnikov and completed in 1929 to 

house himself and his family, a privilege granted him for his work on both Lenin’s 

sarcophagus in 1924, and the USSR pavilion at the 1925 International Exhibition of Modern 

Decorative and Industrial Arts in Paris. It should be noted that the intended host city is not 

stated in the design notes but, given the project’s personal touches, the location could 

reasonably be inferred as Moscow. The most personal touch is their depiction of themselves 

in the dwelling, seated around the table in the kitchen.184  According to architectural 

historian Alla Vronskaya (2019, p. 151), these personal touches contribute to a ‘highly 

individualised architecture [designed for]…none other than its architects’. In the main panel 

which features Brodsky and Utkin, only two other figures are present: one, perhaps a guest, 

is moving to enter the dwelling; the other, seemingly a child, is in a room upstairs hiding 

 
183 The period between the leaderships of Khrushchev and Brezhnev, in which two General 

Secretaries of the CPSU, Yuri Andropov and Konstantin Chernenko, died in office, aged 69 and 73 

respectively. By the early 1980s, the average age of Politburo members was 70. See Lowenhardt et al 

1992, p. 131.  

184 This image was recreated in a photo in 1995, published in Proekt Klassika VIII-MMIII (Utkin 2003) 
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behind a curtain. The authors are seated alone, drinking in the kitchen, giving the image a 

feeling of isolation and disconnection; others are present, but they are removed. Even the 

nature of a private dwelling is, in the context of Soviet mass housing, linked to ideas of 

reclusion and being apart. A supplementary page of notes and sketches (see Appendix) 

details the customisable nature of the design and the reasons therefor. The notes give three 

reasons why such things are important. Firstly, ‘a nostalgia for a home of one’s own. A 

person living in a big city means by “my home” no more than a few windows lost in an 

ocean of the same windows on the huge façade of an apartment building’. Secondly, that 

life in a big city frustrates a natural desire of people to ‘decorate their houses distinctively to 

make them different from all the others’. Finally, that most people in a large city have 

‘especially dear places’, close to which they would like to live, but that the limitations of 

mass housing mean that this desire cannot always be satisfied. For these issues, they 

propose the following solutions. Only certain elements of the structure are to be fixed, with 

modular flooring inside so that the owner may decide for themselves the 

compartmentalisation of the interior space in much the same way as with a modular 

shelving unit. Similarly, the ornamentation on the roof is to be ‘something made by hand’ by 

the owner in order to give them the opportunity to decorate and differentiate their house 

from those around it. The dwelling is to be almost entirely self-contained and serviced by an 

external company which caters to utility needs; thus, they may be ‘scattered throughout a 

large city’, allowing ‘the kind of freedom possible in fields and forests’. All of the above 

constraints are broadly applicable to any large urban area and are not unique to a Soviet 

context but, given the uniformity of Soviet planning and provision which greatly limited the 

variation possible even in furnishings and interior touches, the appeals to creative freedom 

resonate particularly strongly. The central theme in this project of self-sufficiency and 

autonomy supports Chernov’s characterisation of the Moscow bumazhniki as ‘kazhdij sam 

po sebe’, or each for themselves, with individuals and small, tight-knit working groups 

seeking their own space within the looser tusovka. 

The NISI architects that I believe are the most representative of this aspect of Siberian Paper 

Architecture, in their reflection of what Lozhkin (2005c) considers the particularly 

Novosibirskan environmental elements of ‘industrial peripheries, the greyness of 

khrushchevki, the gravity of local constructivism, [and] the disorder of a reactively-growing 
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city’, are Andrei Chernov, Viktor Smyshliaev, and Viacheslav Mizin. As a counterpoint to the 

Moscow Paper Architects and their proclivity for high-concept designs for conceptual 

competition briefs, Chernov is fascinating for his production of similarly extravagant designs 

for real-world state competitions. One of the best examples of this is his project for the 

village of Nizhnij Urium (Fig. 1). The detail in the bottom right is a clear reference to M.C. 

Escher’s 1935 work ‘Hand with Reflecting Sphere’, substituting Escher and his study in the 

reflection with Chernov and his apartment; the skewed perspective and black and white 

floor tiles are similarly reminiscent of Escher’s fondness for visual illusions and tessellation. 

Coupled with the midground chaos, populated by grotesque characters which echo the 

worlds of Hieronymous Bosch and Pieter Breugel the Elder, the general plan of the proposed 

settlement serves as a backdrop, almost an afterthought. Without the additional 

architectural context provided by the title, it could easily be written off as a collection of 

geometric abstractions. Similarly, his general plan for the village of Gusel’nikovo (Fig. 2) 

seems more like a sketch of a wild goose with houses for detail. Closer inspection of each, 

however, shows a consideration of real principles of urban planning and architectural theory 

presented within an aesthetically-flamboyant design.  Both projects fit very closely with 

Lozhkin’s (2005b) characterisation of Paper Architecture as ‘profession as a hobby’, whereby 

‘the most important thing was not to submit a project [to a competition jury], but to create 

it for your own enjoyment and that of your comrades’. They were outlets for creativity and 

self-development, investigations of composition and form, but were produced in dialogue 

with the more experimental areas of architectural research which they could not explore in 

professional work. According to Lozhkin (ibid.): 

It was obvious that the mentality of young, local architects did not coincide with the 

worldview of the older generation of Soviet architects which sat on the juries of 

national competitions…In the 1980s, ‘Paper Architecture’ was an attempt to return 

to the profession – not to that profession, which had been cultivated in 

‘grazhdanproekty’185  and the Gosudarstvennij Institut Proektirovaniia (State Institute 

of Design), but to that profession which had remained outside the state system of 

design since the 1920s. [Its purpose was] not for income, but to feel oneself an 

architect. 

 
185 Institutes of grazhdanskoe proektirovanie, or ‘civic design’, which planned and oversaw civic 

building projects such as schools, hospitals, residential complexes etc.  
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The competition briefs were used as thought exercises and opportunities to explore areas of 

architecture which were unavailable to them within the confines of State-approved design. 

The use of artistic embellishments and drawing influence from natural forms is not 

uncommon in architectural design, but in the case of these fantastic designs by Chernov 

those elements are dominant rather than supplementary. Importantly, however, there is 

still a functional settlement plan at the core; there is demarcation of building plots, open 

spaces, roads, and some ideas for the individual structures therein. It is architectural 

fantasy, but that fantasy is still to some extent grounded in the reality of its environment.  

Viktor Smyshliaev, in his Paper Architecture work, often collaborated on projects with 

Viacheslav Mizin. Along with Andrei Kuznetsov, Evgenij Burov and Andrei Tarasov, the pair 

worked on the first of the Novosibirsk Paper Architecture projects, the response to the brief 

for the Dutch international design competition ‘Touring Theatre’ (Gastrol’nij teatr in 

Russian, Rondreizend Theater in Dutch) in 1982.186 This project set a distinct tone for the 

Novosibirsk bumazhniki in terms of their relationship with Soviet society and contemporary 

zoning and design paradigms for two distinct reasons: firstly, it was placed directly in front 

of the Novosibirsk State Theatre of Opera and Ballet, a cultural and architectural landmark 

of the city; and, secondly, that proposed site was (and remains) occupied by the city’s main 

statue of Lenin. Even setting aside the aesthetic particulars of the design, in the socio-

political context of the gerontocracy and before the partial legitimation of State-critical 

activity under Gorbachev’s perestroika, the mere location of this structure was no small 

statement. Looking at the perspective view in the left-centre panel of Fig. 3, it seems as 

though the courtyard in the Touring Theatre is almost a negative-space equivalent of the 

existent Opera House, roughly matching the cruciform elements of the structure but 

countering the impressive dome with a stark pyramid. Where the Opera House extrudes 

from a core into the surrounding space, the Touring Theatre encloses and shuts itself off; its 

tall walls and tight courtyards reminiscent of the housing blocks in a typical Soviet 

mikrorajon. Additionally, the panels in the bottom right corner, particularly the final two on 

the bottom row, present an atmosphere of darkness, isolation and estrangement which is 

 
186 It is worth noting that at this point, as I understand it, Mizin was a first-year student brought in to 

help draught the older students’ project, and I am unsure as to the extent of his influence on the 

design. Although I believe I saw the original work on my visit to his studio in 2019. 
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unsurprisingly atypical of most architectural projects, but especially anathema to the ideals 

of Soviet mass entertainment. As the project was, from its very beginning, a purely 

hypothetical exercise with no prospects beyond the paper it was drafted on, the authors 

were granted, or granted themselves, the freedom to imagine a radical change to their 

surroundings and explore what consequences that might have. In this respect, it is also 

interesting to note the variety of styles used in the constituent panels: some look like 

standard architectural draughtsmanship, some much more abstract, functioning almost as 

evocative comic strips. Here again we see a tendency towards pastiche and the combination 

of a wide variety of influences which had been present in the work of NER, and which is also 

typical of punk aesthetics.  

The folding of references and references to references into their art is an aspect of the 

Novosibirsk Paper Architects which I associate with postmodern creative thought and, in the 

Soviet art world, the Moscow Conceptualists of the 1970s to early-1990s. In the preceding 

example, for instance, the Atrium-Columbarium is a fanciful architectural project seemingly 

based around wordplay, which plays on a fanciful architectural project based around 

wordplay. The reproduction or reinterpretation of works which were, by the time of their 

creation, established cultural touchstones such as Bosch, Breugel, Escher, and Munch, and 

their repurposing in the context of apparently unrelated projects may have its own 

message. From one perspective, the relegation of the architectural content of the images to 

a secondary, background role can be seen as an acknowledgement of the fact that that 

architectural content was not going to be viewed on its own merits in the system under 

which they were studying and would be working. These explorations of form and 

composition were, in a sense, doomed to remain a hobby, confined to the arena of the 

nonprofessional. One could also view the pastiche of other artworks as a commentary on 

the restrictions which were placed upon Soviet architecture, and the preponderance therein 

of prefabricated structures and recycled designs; perhaps lamenting the fact that the 

authors felt they were not permitted to produce their own masterpieces187.  

 
187 Some particularly interesting examples of this can be found in the work of Iskander Galimov, a 

graduate of MArkhI, who produced several designs for buildings made of buildings; that is, in which 

each ‘brick’ or constituent volume was a miniature rendering of, for example, St Paul’s Cathedral or 

the Parthenon.  
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The preponderance in NISI Paper Architecture for dark and even crude imagery also has its 

roots within the institutional experience of Soviet architecture. Mizin, in an interview for the 

Sibirskij Modernizm (2020a) podcast, explicitly mentioned the poor quality of the 

monochrome reproductions of foreign architectural journals which were available to older 

students through institutional libraries, and how the images in them had deteriorated in the 

process of reproduction. This is much the same issue as NER had encountered in the 1960s 

when these journals were first introduced into the USSR and, like NER, the NISI bumazhniki 

to some extent adopted that indistinct, murky aesthetic into their own unofficial work.  

There is an interesting parallel to be drawn here between these deteriorated images and 

Bakhtin’s grotesque, in the shared theme of degradation. The original image, lowered in 

resolution and contrast by repeated and cheap reproduction, is rendered grotesque through 

the degradation of its fidelity and the resultant alienation from the concept or object which 

it signifies. Degradation in a Bakhtinian sense can equally be applied to a lowering of realm 

from the heavenly (conceptual, utopian, romantic, divine) to the terrestrial (the ‘real’, 

everyday, biological, natural), and again corresponds to aspects of NER and the NISI 

bumazhniki; namely in that both groups centred their work around actual needs which 

could be met by architecture and urban planning. Even if neither group expected their 

designs to be manifested as they had been drawn or modelled, the core of their projects 

was still social utility. Due to the nature of their research and professional work in NISI, the 

portfolios of the Novosibirsk bumazhniki contain plans for small local settlements, 

accommodation for collective farms, parks and recreation areas, social clubs, all rooted in 

Soviet byt. Whilst there was no grand, overarching theory as there had been with NER, 

which aimed at the transformation of Soviet byt through a reconfiguration of its material 

environment, there is still a connection to a pragmatic understanding of the role of 

architecture and urban planning. It also shows a certain relation to the institutions in which 

they worked: although the institutions were often dogmatic and restrictive, they also 

provided certain freedoms and inspiration. Their time at NISI granted the Novosibirsk 

bumazhniki access in their final years of study to foreign architectural journals and 

monographs, and their early professional engagements in institutions for the planning of 

regional infrastructure (e.g. OKP) afforded them stable income and enough free time to 

work on their own personal and group projects.  
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Conclusions 
 

All cultural movements are products of their times and societies, and Paper Architecture as 

a phenomenon is no different, whether in Moscow or Novosibirsk or even Tallinn, whose 

architectural fantasists I have not had the space here to address. The fundamental ‘cause’, 

or what appears to be the most prominent underlying condition, of Paper Architecture was 

the detachment of Soviet architectural and urban planning practice from the innovative and 

experimental areas of the field, as were able to be freely explored in countries like the 

United States, the United Kingdom and Japan. Paper Architecture in the RSFSR was also 

differentiated by space, with marked differences in the approach and aesthetic styles 

between the movements in Moscow and Novosibirsk. Both movements were spurred by the 

feeling that their members could not freely create within such a strictly-planned system. 

However, having seen the limited impact of previous revolutionary architectural 

phenomena like NER and Constructivism, and recognising that they were unlikely to be able 

to effect change, they resolved to find their own outlets. Whilst the Muscovites, according 

to Avvakumov (2019, p. 27), initially did not expect anything to come from the competitions, 

their participation and multiple prizes between 1981-1988 garnered them recognition both 

internationally and domestically, and motivated them to continue. Towards the end of the 

1980s, both the Moscow and NISI bumazhniki were able to hold their own exhibitions, 

thanks partly to their institutional affiliations and partly to the loosening of state control 

over such events as perestroika developed. Accordingly, as their ability to produce and 

display their own projects in the USSR and occasionally abroad188, both groups moved away 

from the JA competition prompts and towards local affairs, personal and group work. 

Inspiration was found by both groups in the Japan Architect competitions, but the fact that 

the NISI designs were produced despite the fact they would never be submitted suggests to 

me a point of distinction between them and the Muscovites: the emphasis in Novosibirsk on 

the work as a group activity, and the collaborations as vehicles for creative, expressive social 

activity. Whilst I do not feel able to say whether or not the Muscovite bumazhniki truly 

lacked this melting pot environment which Chernov remembers so fondly, I have not found 

 
188 Continuing a trend at the Milan Triennial of visionary Soviet architectural exhibitions. Soviet 

architecture was represented at the Milan Triennial on three occasions: by Mel’nikov in 1933, by 

NER in 1968, and by Paper Architecture in 1988 (Avvakumov 2019, p. 32). 
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indications in their work or their subsequent writings of a place analogous to the SKB at 

MArkhI, or of a tusovka to the same degree of closeness as that of the NISI bumazhniki. 

They certainly collaborated with each other, but usually in the same configurations as 

groups within the group. In combination with the sense of nostalgic romanticism and 

themes of isolation which are prominent in their projects, especially those of Brodsky and 

Utkin, this would appear to support Chernov’s claim about the particularity of the 

Novosibirsk tusovka. Returning to Goffman’s theories of identity, a main difference between 

the constructed identities of the Moscow and Novosibirsk bumazhniki lay in their identity 

reference groups. Neither formed a negational identity in relation to the Soviet state, that is 

used the state-sponsored Soviet identity as a negative reference group against which to 

define themselves, but the NISI bumazhniki appear to have functioned as its own reference 

group, perhaps out of scarcity of alternatives, or perhaps as a result of the local tusovka 

already being diverse. To some extent, the Muscovites’ eagerness to engage with wider, 

non-Soviet reference groups, for example by participating in international competitions, 

diluted their vnye identity by compelling them to follow state-prescribed routes and 

procedures; Novosibirsk’s tusovka, in contrast, was mostly self-sufficient in this respect.  

The second point of distinction, not that I rank these in a particular order of significance, is 

the tone. Amongst the Moscow bumazhniki, there is an earnest approach to the briefs 

provided in the JA competitions; the images are in most cases meticulously rendered, and 

the explanatory texts frequently have a conceptual, as Avvakumov attested ‘literary’, 

quality. They are fantastical in quite a literal understanding of the word. The sincerity of 

tone is accompanied by clear visual and spatial layouts, in line with the norms and standards 

of the competitions’ usual submissions, and with clear efforts made to show that the Soviet 

submissions belonged in the competition and were worthy of consideration, even if they did 

not actually expect to win. By contrast, the NISI projects are often rough, moody and 

expressive, with texts which range from almost parodic to intentionally cryptic. The brief is 

addressed, but in an unorthodox, sometimes whimsical way, and serving more as an excuse 

for the authors’ graphical studies than as a full, conceptual thought experiment.  

I consistently get the impression from interviews with Mizin and Chernov in particular that 

their paper projects were simply fun; that there was no ulterior motive for them beyond a 

creative activity to enjoy with a preferred social group, their tusovka. Vronskaya (2019) 
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makes this same assertion about the Moscow bumazhniki, referring to Brodsky and Utkin’s 

‘Dwelling-House for Winnie the Pooh’ as one example of a playful side to their work. 

Perhaps, then, the distinction is the nature of the play. Vronskaya (ibid., pp. 155-157) also 

makes a point of distinguishing between the absurd, characterised by a lack of sense, and 

nonsense, defined by Deleuze as originating from an overabundance of sense, arguing that 

the work of the Moscow bumazhniki aligns more with the latter. I suggest that the NISI 

paper projects are better understood in relation to the absurd, as I mentioned when 

discussing their links to punk, which is supported by the frequency of cryptic or obtuse 

explanations and apparent conflict between elements of image, concept and text. The 

available interviews with and writings of their creators suggest that the unrealisability and, 

effectively, pointlessness of those designs189 outside of the pleasure of creation was very 

much the point. To avoid a lengthy semantic tangent on the distinctions between nonsense 

and the absurd, I propose viewing the difference as two distinct forms of play: an 

internalised fantasy in Moscow, and an externalised, primarily social activity in Novosibirsk. 

 Mizin remains an active artist in Novosibirsk and, with his activity in collectives like the 

absurdist performance art group Sinie Nosy (Blue Noses), he has shown a consistent 

fondness for ‘fooling around’. He and Lozhkin, along with Karmanov, Arsenij Toskin, Artiom 

Pol’skij, and Martun Pogosian, also collaborated as SibKul’tKommuna on a 2019 project, 

‘Compulsion to Culture’ (Prinuzhdenie k kulture), as part of a project led by NER: History of 

the Future190. Compulsion to Culture imagined a commune complex along the lines of 

Nikolai Kuzmin’s191 ‘Commune for 5140 miners’, which was designed between 1928-1929, 

and was an attempt to redefine Soviet social life through the use of architectural planning. 

SibKul’tKommuna’s version of this was an absurdist, occasionally transrational, manifesto 

presenting a wide variety of cryptic statements on the nature of art and society. It is an 

 
189 In that they would certainly not be built, and would not even be sent for review – they had no 

utility outside of graphic intrigue.  

190 NER: Istoriia budushchego. An educational project headed by Aleksandra Goutnova, daughter of 

Aleksei Gutnov, and Masha Panteleyeva, whose work on the history of NER was of great value to the 

previous chapter.  

191 Kuzmin was something of a legend of Soviet architecture, and was teaching at NISI in the 1980s. 

Mizin (Sibirskij Modernizm 2020a) remembers his lectures, but says that he was already quite old at 

that point and was no longer working along such radical lines.  
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explicit parody of the utopian projects of NER, Le Corbusier, Krutikov, and other visionaries 

of urban futures, in which the authors ‘[do] not try to create another utopia, but [are] ready 

to dream irresponsibly on this theme’.192 It is illustrated with digital collages depicting the 

Novosibirsk Opera Theatre as a robotic landing craft, and miniature copies of Moscow’s 

Bol’shoj Theatre on caterpillar-tracks, Suprematist forms rendered in the middle of busy 

streets, horizontal skyscrapers capped with busts of Pushkin and Dostoevsky. Other images 

include a photograph of a radiographer with an x-ray, where the x-ray has been replaced 

with one of NER’s cytology-inspired settlement plans. These post-Soviet activities of former 

NISI bumazhniki demonstrate a continuity of approaches to creative endeavour from their 

student years into their later careers, in which central tenets are absurdist humour and play. 

The more cerebral and isolated approaches of the Muscovites were also continued after the 

Soviet Union dissolved, with its main practitioners moving into conceptual projects for 

exhibitions, and commercial work for the new private developments of post-Soviet Russia.  

The final point of distinction is their connection to real-world planning projects and 

institutions. I can find no mention of a formal or semi-formal institutional space for the 

MArkhI tusovka which appears to have fulfilled the same function as SAKB for the NISI 

tusovka. If such a place existed, then it does not appear to have played as important a role 

in the movement, as it is absent from the reminiscences of the actors involved. Instead, an 

emphasis is placed among Moscow bumazhniki on individual’s apartments and kitchens, 

which would further support a view of their tusovka as less cohesive than in Novosibirsk. 

Also absent is the direct connection to real-life planning offices and minor institutions which 

were so important to the NISI bumazhniki. While the Muscovites make little or no mention 

of their activities outside of their competition and exhibition projects during the 1980s, this 

is not true of the Siberians. These sub-institutions were important for two main reasons: 

firstly, their provision of a stable and moderately creative job which inspired and allowed 

time for group experiments; secondly, because the relative or complete lack of direct official 

supervision in these small offices created free spaces, enclaves for the developing tusovka. 

The relationship between Soviet research institutions and nonconformist thought is 

 
192 The source of this is a booklet prepared by SibKul’tKommuna for publication in English and 

Russian. I was asked to check the translation, and thus acquired a copy, but I do not know if or when 

the material is to be published.  
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explored further in my next chapter, which addresses the rise of Soviet sociology in 

Akademgorodok.  
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6. Soviet Sociology: Fashioning ‘Intrainstitutional Autonomy’ in Akademgorodok 
 

 

Introduction 
 

In the course of investigating modalities of self-expression and nonconformism in the last 

Soviet decades, this thesis has engaged with groups which explored these modes of 

behaviour and actions in different spaces within Soviet society. I have looked at punks, 

operating on the very fringes of society, hardly even acknowledged by Soviet officialdom 

and press; I have also looked at the NISI Paper Architects, young professionals in a respected 

but non-elite field. Whilst these two groups shared some stylistic similarities193  of approach 

and can be compared through the same, or at least analogous, lenses, their modes of 

operation within and outside the system of Soviet governance were markedly different. This 

chapter, via its focus on the field of sociology in the USSR and several of its notable figures, 

investigates the conceptualisations and manifestations of non-conformist self-expression 

which existed within an elite stratum of Soviet society, that of the Academy of Sciences and 

its institutions. I have frequently engaged with Yurchak’s theory of vnye in this thesis, as an 

important trend within self-perception and identity-construction in late-Soviet society, even 

if it not a realisable mode of living. In this chapter, however, I look further into the role of 

institutions in late-Soviet nonconformism which I have addressed in earlier chapters, here 

informed by the writings of Tatiana Zaslavskaia, one of the most prominent Soviet 

sociologists. My working term for this nuance is ‘intrainstitutional autonomy’, and I use it to 

describe the way in which authority or status in small institutions and offices could be used 

to provide spaces for nonconformist activity. The importance of Novosibirsk and 

Akademgorodok to sociology in the USSR, particularly in a crucial stage of the discipline’s 

development from 1970 to 1985, presents a salient link to the predominantly Novosibirsk-

centric groups already discussed, whilst also building on earlier context provided in relation 

to the academic and socio-political atmosphere of the region. This chapter does not 

presume to provide a complete picture of the development of Soviet sociology and all the 

 
193 Referring in part to their individualistic approaches to the forms and conventions of their media, 

often adopting a cruder aesthetic and playing with recontextualization and decontextualization of 

Soviet and historical Russian norms.  
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particulars of Novosibirsk’s and Akademgorodok’s role therein, as not all the important 

figures and events can be adequately addressed in the space of one thesis. I will argue, 

however, that sociology matters above other areas of Soviet science in this study of self-

expression and nonconformism, as a result of two main qualifications: firstly, its own 

investigational focus on the opinions of ‘ordinary’ people and on the relationship between 

reality-as-presented, in official Soviet communications, and reality-as-experienced, 

according to surveys of the Soviet population; and secondly, the increasing prominence of 

the field in the 1980s in relation to the widespread socioeconomic reforms of perestroika.  

Sociology represents a particularly useful branch of social science in relation to this thesis’ 

primary research question, namely the nature of the relationship between Soviet authorities 

and nonconformists whom one could not describe as ‘dissident’. As noted in Chapter One, 

the Soviet dissident movement, dissidenty, sought to reform Soviet society and 

governmental conduct by holding officials and institutions to account for breaches in Soviet 

legal code, and hold the state to its own proclaimed standards, as detailed in the Soviet 

constitution. Soviet sociology, despite being aggressively suppressed for most of the Soviet 

Union’s first fifty years, was able to re-establish itself as a discipline after the Thaw, growing 

out of the Siberian division of the USSR Academy of Sciences’ Institute of Economics and 

Organisation of Industrial Production (IEOPP). A prime contributor to this was Tatiana 

Zaslavskaia, whose work as head of the Institute’s Department (for the Study) of Social 

Issues (Otdel sotsial’nykh problem194) from 1967 led to her establishment of the Novosibirsk 

Economic-Sociological School (NESSh) in 1970. By its nature, any research department 

claiming to investigate social issues must investigate the relationship between state and 

society, identifying perceived failures, shortcomings, or other areas for improvement. Many, 

though of course not all, examples of societal problems stem from a mismatch between 

code and conduct, that is the letter of a law and its implementation, and plenty of 

opportunities for such disparities arose as a result of the combination of ambitious Soviet 

economic planning and deficiencies of resources or infrastructure195. As such, a comparison 

 
194 In Russian, the word problem (problema/problemy) can mean problems in the sense of 

undesirable occurrences/processes to be overcome, but also questions in general without an 

inherent negative connotation. 

195 A robust account of this can be found in Peter Rutland’s The Myth of the Plan (1985).  
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may be drawn between researchers within the Department of Social Problems and the 

NESSh, and the dissidenty and Human Rights Watch, in the sense that each group was 

concerned with ensuring that the relevant branches of the Soviet system196  operated 

according to their constitutional rules and limitations, in a way which aligned with the best 

interests of the Soviet people. Both operated on the principles of identifying and redressing 

disparities between the USSR’s image of itself and reality as experienced by Soviet citizens. 

The difference between them is their level of interaction with and integration into the 

institutions of state: the dissidenty presented themselves in opposition to the state, and 

were targeted for it by the authorities; Soviet sociology was attempting to act from within 

the state, using the freedoms and mechanisms available to them through their institutions. 

An effective way to do this was to rise to a sufficient level of prestige within an institution, 

which could be a much faster process in a smaller institution, to allow for the creation of 

working groups or the provision of research spaces. 

Within the Academy of Sciences, considerable prestige was afforded to full members, or 

akademiki.197 Particularly during the Soviet era, akademik status afforded a great many 

more opportunities than were available to even high-ranking institutional professors. In 

particular Zaslavskaia, who became an akademik in 1981, and Abel Aganbegyan, upon 

whose invitation Zaslavskaia had moved to Novosibirsk and who became an akademik in 

1974, both held very significant positions within their fields and were state policy advisors 

under Gorbachev. The key questions to be considered here are whether notable figures like 

Zaslavskaia attributed their success to themselves and the groups with which they identified 

or acknowledged the role of the system of which they were critical; and how they 

attempted to resolve the dissonance, either for themselves or for a wider audience, 

between their constructed identity and their role within the Soviet state. To what extent 

could one remain critical of or vnye a system in which one enjoyed an unusual amount of 

respect, authority, and comparative privilege? I argue that Zaslavskaia’s writings and career 

show the development of an intrainstitutional autonomy which she used to try and create a 

 
196 In this case key socioeconomic institutions and the Soviet judicial system respectively 

197 This does not correspond to the general English noun ‘academics’, as it is an honorary title with 

significant authority and additional financial remuneration. 
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space for Soviet sociology to find stable footing, outside of the direct supervision of the 

Institute of Economics.  

In order to discuss these questions, this chapter engages with the available interviews and 

personal communications of Zaslavskaia and to a lesser extent some of her colleagues in 

Akademgorodok, with a particular focus on the ways in which they characterise themselves 

and the Soviet state, and any group-identifying devices which are used to demarcate in-

groups and out-groups.198 A point of contrast is provided in Vladimir Shlapentokh, perhaps 

the most acclaimed of Soviet émigré sociologists, whose memoirs and communications are 

compared with those of Zaslavskaia and non-émigré sociologists in tone and discussion of 

identity. Prior to his emigration, Shlapentokh worked alongside Tatiana Zaslavskaia and 

others in the IEOPP in Akademgorodok from the early 1960s, before moving to the ISI. After 

his emigration, Shlapentokh wrote a number of works on sociology and the Soviet Union, 

including several which interrogated the relationship between Soviet ideology and the 

society which it was intended to direct. By juxtaposing Shlapentokh with Zaslavskaia, this 

chapter hopes to address the question of how the constructed identities of Soviet 

sociologists differed between émigrés and non- émigrés, and whether one can still be said 

to hold an ideologically vnye position after emigration given that an émigré has, at least 

geographically, removed themselves from the grip of that ideology?  Beyond the fact that 

Shlapentokh was an accomplished and respected sociologist, his status as an émigré, with 

both specialist knowledge from inside the USSR and an external position from which to pass 

free comment, confers on his work from the 1980s a perspective which is valuable to this 

chapter.  

 By identifying how, and in respect to what, these prominent individuals constructed their 

identities and how they framed their disavowal of those aspects of the Soviet regime with 

which they took issue, we can establish a clearer picture of how vnye and similar identities 

were maintained at higher levels of Soviet society. As memoirs and recollections will form a 

significant part of the primary sources used here it is, as ever, important to bear in mind 

that memories can be fickle and that time, changing opinions, and a variety of other factors, 

 
198 There is more to extract from Zaslavskaia’s letters in relation to questions of gender in mid- to late-Soviet 
society, but the pertinent passages I have found do not relate directly to her work or her professional career 
and, as such, I consider them beyond the scope of the present work. 
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both internal and external to the individual author, can impact on the reliability of such 

sources. However, the process of writing one’s memoirs usually includes revisiting and 

reappraising past writings, such as diaries and letters, often including extracts from them in 

the process which may not be available elsewhere, and offering fresh perspectives on 

existing material and accounts. In a letter to sociologist and former teacher at the NESSh, 

Boris Doktorov, Zaslavskaia (2007, p. 124) herself wrote:  

I should let you know that, in the process of working with the documents, diaries and 

correspondence [whilst writing her memoirs] I am learning much about myself. 

Above all, of course, about events in my life, that is, what, where, and how things 

happened. “What” - because some events I completely did not remember, “when” – 

because many events in my memory seemed jumbled together in time, and “how” – 

because often interesting details had completely slipped my mind. 

In her own words, then, Zaslavskaia highlights some of the inherent issues when dealing 

with reminiscences and past selves. A secondary issue may be encountered with conscious 

attempts to obscure, omit or alter details of one’s biography in light of later regrets or 

changes in one’s opinions or self-identity. This can be moderated for, to some extent, by 

cross-referencing and corroboration with other relevant sources. Identifying any 

discrepancies, however, can also still be of use when considering questions of self-identity, 

as the nature of, and reasons for, any changes may shed light on key changes in the 

construction of that identity over a person’s life. Before turning to the interrogation of the 

primary sources; however, it is important to offer the reader a brief overview of the 

evolution of sociology as an academic discipline in the USSR, as this presents an important 

backdrop to the analysis. 

 

A Brief History of Sociology Before Gorbachev 
 

Sociology emerged in Imperial Russia in the 1860s, following the Crimean War and the 

emancipation of the serfs, and progressed slowly but with relatively little hindrance beyond 

the politically-motivated exile of some outspoken sociological writers, for example Petr 

Lavrov. After the overthrow of the Tsarist government, sociology sat somewhat uneasily 

within the Bolshevik system until the field’s resistance to the hegemony of Marxist-Leninist 

approaches to the social sciences led to its repression. In 1922, the Bolshevik authorities 
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expelled by special order more than 200 intellectuals, among them philosophers and 

sociologists, including Pitirim Sorokin, who became a famous sociologist in the USA after his 

exile and was spared the brutalities inflicted on some of his peers who stayed in the 

RSFSR199 (Titarenko and Zdravomyslova 2017, p. 23, p. 34). From this point until the 1950s, 

sociology was effectively dead in the USSR. Its revival in the official sphere was, according to 

Dmitry Kurakin (2017, p. 401), at least partly a political decision, spurred by the need for the 

USSR to have a representative body at international sociological conferences and 

congresses. Kurakin (idem) also notes that this representative body, the Soviet Sociological 

Association (SSA, founded 1957), ‘was created a decade before the first large sociological 

institute in the Academy of Sciences’, referring to Zaslavskaia’s Novosibirsk Economic-

Sociological School founded in 1970; in doing so, he suggests that political-ideological 

motivations surrounding global influence and image-management were more prominent 

factors in its creation than any earnest desire amongst Soviet officialdom for genuine 

sociological research. It is hard to assess, without detailed archival research, the ‘true’ 

reason for the creation of the SSA, but the negative, or at least ambivalent, attitude of the 

state towards sociology before Gorbachev has been corroborated by many of those who 

worked in or adjacent to the field. For example, speaking of Soviet officials in the early 

1980s, and in particular the Department of Science of the CC CPSU, Zaslavskaia (2007, p. 32) 

says that they were ‘in general, not stupid people, and the majority of them understood 

what sociology was’. She (idem) explains that: 

the recommendations of sociologists had a predominantly managerial nature, 

but…real management was already beyond the grasp of party leaders, and “not to 

know” about the decay of society was more convenient for them than “to know” and 

not be able to do anything. 

 
199 For example, Alexander Chayanov, a sociologist and agrarian economist openly critical of the 

Bolshevik collective farm drive, was sentenced to five years in a Kazakhstan labour camp in 1932, 

following a show trial. Upon his release in 1937, he was arrested once again, sentenced, and shot the 

same day. Nikolai Kondratiev, an eminent economist, involved in sociological research, who had 

enjoyed some esteem under Lenin and had been a significant figure in designing the New Economic 

Policy, fell out of favour when Stalin began consolidating his power and using debates around 

industrialisation to eliminate his political competitors. He was imprisoned, like Chayanov, between 

1930 and 1938 and was summarily executed after a show trial in September 1938, during Stalin’s 

Great Purge. 
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This attitude of wilful ignorance in state departments to prominent sociologists’ research 

and recommendations is significant because of the relationship it establishes between 

sociology and the state under Brezhnev. A sociologist working in an environment in which 

their presence or the image of their work takes precedence over the actual research content 

and the policy recommendations within can more easily frame themselves against their host 

institutions. If one works under the assumption that one’s institution and the political 

framework in which it operates does not value one’s output then, especially if that output is 

of particular significance to the researcher, that mismatch of values facilitates an othering of 

the institution and state, against which a vnye or otherwise contrarian self can be more 

consistently constructed. The increasing acceptance of sociology as a scientific discipline 

recognised by the state under Gorbachev and, crucially, the promotion of some of its key 

figures to advisory positions in government calls this construction of identity into question 

as the boundaries between the self and other against which it is defined are blurred.  

 

Modalities of Identity-Construction 
 

The construction of identity is, of course, a highly individualised and subjective process. 

However, as identity is often formed around (self-)inclusion or (self-)exclusion from a 

specific group or groups, and junctures in identity are often linked to some manner of 

inciting incident, there are commonalities in both the structure of identity and in the 

purpose for its creation200; or, at least, it is possible to compare and contrast the formation 

of identities by different individuals according to relevant, external socio-political variables. 

There are some necessary caveats here, particularly given tendencies within popular 

representation of citizens in authoritarian societies to view the population as a monolith. 

Firstly, as Sheila Fitzpatrick (1999) has explored in her writings on the ‘usable self’, even 

within highly repressive societies, with intrusive and coercive state-driven identity-shaping 

policies, individual and group identities are neither static nor immutable; changes to an 

 
200 For further reading on the relationship of the constructed self to individual or institutional Others, 

Erving Goffman’s The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1956) offers excellent explanations of the 

ways in which expectations of others are shaped by and impact upon an individual’s identity. 
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individual’s presented identity can be elicited by changes in their status, their environment, 

external expectations and pressure, and a host of other variables.  

This section uses the writings, both personal and academic, of Shlapentokh, Zaslavskaia and 

a selection of their peers to identify key themes and devices within the construction of 

identity in the Soviet Union, particularly in relation to the construction of the identity of a 

scientist or scholar (uchenyj). At least since the 19th century this identity, including in the 

context of Russia, presupposed the ability to pursue an ‘independent’ intellectual enquiry, 

while operating at both the national and transnational levels (Tolz 1997). Even though 

contemporary scholars question and deconstruct this notion of ‘independence’ from the 

political and social contexts within which scholars in any society and in any period have 

been operating (see, for example Adams 2008; Alam 1977), for many scholars of the past, 

including those in the USSR, this above-described, arguably idealised, identity of uchenyi 

was important. 

 I focus on three of what appear, from my sources, to be the strongest pillars of identity-

construction within the Soviet scientific community and, to some extent, the Soviet 

intelligentsia as a whole: relationship to the regime and to the Imaginary West; national 

and/or ethnic identity; and relationship to science/truth, including relationship with 

international organisations and movements. I do not propose that these three are the only 

important factors, but they have emerged from my analysis of the primary materials as the 

most prominent in this context. I examine the texts as primary sources, indicative of an 

authorial intent to present a certain image, either of themselves or of important aspects of 

their cultural milieu; that is to say, what is important about these texts is not the factual 

accuracy of the statements within them, but what those statements can tell us about the 

author’s own opinions and identity. This analysis finds that both Shlapentokh and 

Zaslavskaia drew definite separations between the Soviet regime and the aspects of, or 

individuals in, Soviet society which they admired or otherwise supported. In this way, they 

carved out their own ‘Us versus Them’ dichotomy, which could include family, friends, 

colleagues, and other perceived inakomysliashchie, all of whom could reside within the 

Soviet Union yet be distinct from it as a socio-political entity. Some degree of observance of, 

or service to, the state was recognised as inevitable within the context of an omnipresent, 

authoritarian system, and as long as one’s approach was as honest as possible, i.e. 
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concordant with one’s scientific observations or genuine views, work conducted for the 

state could be reconciled with one’s opposition to its mechanisms. The following 

subsections explore ways in which Shlapentokh and Zaslavskaia differentiated themselves 

from the Soviet state, both having been raised in key cities, Kyiv and Moscow respectively, 

and having felt compelled to move to regions in which they could pursue their work more 

freely: for Shlapentokh, this was the United States; for Zaslavskaia, it was Akademgorodok.  

 

1. Relationship to the Regime and the Imaginary West 

Since the early days of Russian nation-building in the 18th-century, the country has 

frequently been compared, and has compared itself, with the West. These comparisons, 

both favourable and critical, and from a wide variety of perspectives, have been essential in 

shaping ideas of Russian national identity, particularly among the country’s intelligentsia 

(see Tolz 2001). With the October Revolution, the separation of Russia from the West was 

reinforced by the ideological distinction of socialism from capitalism. In Tsarist Russia, and in 

the USSR, discussions of the regime were often informed by discussions on the West, and 

vice versa, with the two topics becoming closely intertwined. For most of the existence of 

the USSR, reliable information about the West was difficult if not impossible for its citizens 

to obtain; state propaganda portrayed Western countries as suffering from the worst 

excesses of capitalist debauchery, and in discourse critical of the regime, the tendency was 

towards an overly-generous depiction of Western freedoms and opportunities.  

Perhaps the most important vector of comparison throughout Russia’s relationship with the 

West, amongst those who were unable to travel and see for themselves, was European and, 

later, American classical and popular culture. In Tsarist Russia, the prominence of French 

and German culture in the 18th and 19th centuries gave weight to the writings of authors 

such as Stendahl and Goethe as keystones for the Russian intelligentsia’s image of Western 

society. Under the Soviet regime, the 1950s and 1960s in particular saw an influx of works 

by authors like Ernest Hemingway, JD Salinger, Conan-Doyle and Agatha Christie, along with 

recorded popular music and films, though these were rarer and usually far harder to obtain. 

An excellent appraisal of this phenomenon of Western popular culture’s influence on the 

20th-century USSR, and primarily the RSFSR, is given in Eleonory Gilburd’s book To See Paris 
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and Die (2018). It also looks at the prestige and sophistication which were associated with 

knowledge of Western cultural keystones, and their importance to certain poles of identity 

within Soviet society. The main problem with constructing one’s images of a place and a 

society around predominantly fictional or fictionalised accounts is, of course, that, while the 

narratives may be ‘authentic’, they cannot be complete surrogates for actual nuanced 

understanding and experience of what they depict. Compounding this has been the 

tendency of audiences to fixate on and idealise those representations within media, 

refracting them through their own interpretations, expectations and desires. 

The absence or, at best, scarcity of reliable materials and information on the West, in 

combination with its frequent evocation by the Soviet state as the despised Other, 

encouraged the projection onto Western societies of a variety of qualities and 

achievements, depending on the projector’s attitudes towards or position within the 

regime. As one might expect, supporters of the regime, or those who were expected 

because of their position to support the regime, were more likely to attribute to the West all 

the negative aspects which were spread by Soviet propagandists. Those who were already 

critics of the Soviet system were more likely to assume the opposite of the state’s 

assertions, and idealise the West as the embodiment of everything they wanted from a 

society. As such, given the Soviet state’s prominent and critical references to the West in 

official discourse, consideration of an individual’s self-expressed impressions of their 

Imagined West is an important aspect of unpicking their identity-construction vis-à-vis the 

state. Such a situation, where a state identifies a foreign Other to use as a scapegoat and 

present a unifying ‘enemy’ for its own citizens, is not unique to the Soviet Union. However, 

the nature of Russian and Soviet authoritarianism and the longstanding and long-suffering 

resistance to it lends a peculiar significance to the Imaginary West in Russia; pre-Soviet, 

Soviet and indeed post-Soviet. This section elaborates a little on the effect of 

authoritarianism on identity-building before going on to engage with Shlapentokh and 

Zaslavskaia’s writings before 1990, with a specific focus on their descriptions and opinions, 

expressed either directly or obliquely, of the West. 

It is impossible to live under an authoritarian state, nor by extension a totalitarian one, 

without developing or adopting some sort of relationship to it. By reason of their pervasive 

influence and constant involvement in the lives of their citizens, such states or regimes 
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necessitate interaction between themselves and the citizen, such that the citizen is 

compelled to take some manner of position towards the state in the course, or as a result, 

of those interactions. Such a position could be conscious ambivalence, an attempt at simply 

ignoring it or of interacting with it as little as possible, as in the case of groups like the Mit’ki 

in 1980s Leningrad, or it could be anywhere else on a spectrum from complete hostility to 

complete support; but it must be a position. In the case of an attempt at ambivalence 

towards the system, this is still a choice which one must make consciously when that system 

is authoritarian and all-pervasive. Moreover, the tendency of authoritarianism regimes to 

have a privileged or otherwise exalted in-group, along with at least one reviled out-group, 

either domestic or international, contributes to a strong ‘us versus them’ dynamic and 

creates clear poles against which individuals can define identities. Especially prominent 

when emigrating, or in a certain sense ideologically ‘defecting’, 201 from an authoritarian 

state to its principal ideological rival, there can be an expectation from either community or 

from the émigré themselves to construct themselves clearly in opposition to their former 

state. 

In the case of individuals living within an authoritarian state and finding themselves at odds 

with regime but either being unable to leave or choosing to stay, 202 their relationship to the 

regime must have a different character, by virtue of the fact that they remain within the 

state and are thus bound by the necessity of interaction with it in some capacity. Under 

these circumstances, should one wish to express a dissenting opinion or condemn some 

aspect of the state which is held sacrosanct or otherwise off-limits to criticism, it must be 

done in a way which does not invite unmanageable official repercussions. An important 

point here is that a negative attitude towards a regime does not have to correlate with a 

negative attitude towards the country or nation, although the omnipresence of an 

authoritarian regime within a nation can make a clear distinction between the two 

significantly more difficult to make. One notable identity-creation device which can be 

 
201 To clarify, I mean here that emigres across ideological ‘borders’ such as the so-called Iron Curtain 

are frequently presented as defectors by both sides, as either traitors or Damascene converts 

accordingly; this is particularly true when they are intellectuals or prominent figures. 

202 Or at least choosing not to undertake the process of emigration, which was for most of the 

existence of the USSR an incredibly difficult if not impossible task. 
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identified in regard to this, the reconciliation of a negative attitude towards the regime with 

a more positive attitude towards the country or nation, is a conscious separation of the two. 

In the Soviet case, this was seen in ethnonationalism, not only in the peripheral republics, 

but in Russia as well, despite the clear Russocentrism of the USSR’s central organs. Not only 

was the idea of Russia separated from the idea of the USSR and RSFSR in the process of late-

Soviet identity creation (Brudny 2000), but so was socialism in the abstract, as shown by 

Zaslavskaia’s recollections of the early 1980s, discussed in detail later in this section.  

In relation to one’s attitude to the state as a Soviet citizen, one could not really avoid having 

some perception of the West, that is, the USA and Western Europe. As the ideological Other 

in Soviet and broader socialist rhetoric, the countries which were seen as the leading forces 

of world capitalism were both denounced in official discourse for their bourgeois 

decadence, and venerated in unofficial discourses for their relative liberties and consumer 

goods. For many in the USSR without direct or reliable indirect contact with this Other, its 

image was heavily distorted by state propaganda, counter-propaganda from sources like the 

BBC World Service; Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty and the Voice of America, as well as 

anecdotes and rumour (Johnson and Parta 2010).  Particularly in underground circles, the 

West could be a blank slate upon which an individual or group could inscribe any and all 

desirable attributes. The desirability of these attributes for a Soviet citizen was most easily 

defined relative to their paucity or absence in the USSR, as one’s opinions of one’s own 

state and its perceived shortcomings necessarily inform one’s desires for a ‘better’ state.   

Reading the works of Vladimir Shlapentokh, his opinion of the Soviet system is usually quite 

clear; in the introduction to his 2001 monograph ‘A Totally Normal Totalitarian Society’, 203 

he openly states that ‘[his] attitude toward the Soviet state … was anything but 

affectionate’, and that ‘[he] spent much of [his] adult life loathing the Soviet system’ 

(Shlapentokh 2001, p. xi). Two parts of his accounts of his life in the USSR stand out as being 

particularly interesting with regard to the creation of an identity in relation to the regime. 

 
203 Shlapentokh uses the term ‘totalitarian’ in relation to the USSR, which he does in line with earlier 

scholars such as Hannah Arendt. I prefer the term ‘authoritarian’ as a broader characterisation of the 

Soviet system as, whilst recognising that certain periods within the regime’s history were 

totalitarian, Stalin’s premiership being the clearest example, I do not believe that one could 

accurately so characterise the entirety of Soviet history.  
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Firstly, he writes that he emigrated from the Soviet Union to the United States ‘with great 

joy’ in 1979, something which he had dreamed of doing since the late 1940s, having 

‘realised that the totalitarian essence of Soviet society was no different from that of Hitler’s 

regime’ (idem). The idea that a turning point in Shlapentokh’s opinion of the Soviet state 

came in the late 1940s is no surprise; Stalin’s ‘war on cosmopolitanism’ from 1948, primarily 

in response to concerns that the newly-created state of Israel was allying too closely with 

the West, was a very thinly-veiled anti-Semitic campaign which reminded Soviet Jews of the 

Germany of twenty years before (Zubkova 1998). That Shlapentokh would have decided at 

this moment that he would emigrate seems more questionable, as emigration from the 

USSR in the 1940s was, as he notes, ‘a fantasy which seemed as feasible as a voyage to 

Mars’ due to the fact that the USSR was a closed state. Whilst it cannot be said for certain 

that Shlapentokh only made this decision later in life, and although he mentions it with the 

acknowledgement that it was only a fantasy at the time, it is worth considering that this 

statement may be a retroactive embellishment to his autobiography in order to strengthen 

his identity as an opponent of the Soviet regime. Notwithstanding the fact that plenty of 

people in the USSR were provided with a wealth of reasons to hate the Soviet state in the 

1930s and 1940s, establishing that one had been against the regime from an early point can 

legitimise or augment an oppositional identity. It also serves the function, in this case, of 

positioning Shlapentokh among those prescient of the revelations of de-Stalinisation, and 

affording him and his anti-Soviet identity an added degree of authenticity. 

He had consistently rejected Soviet ideological lines, and never joined the Communist Party 

of the Soviet Union, a decision to which he seems to attribute at least in part the difficulties 

he faced in advancing his career in the USSR (Doktorov 2015, p. 45). Although membership 

of the Party was a requirement for the post of Director of an institute within the Academy of 

Sciences, this role was primarily administrative and severely restricted one’s ability to 

conduct research as a result of the added executive responsibilities; as such it was not a 

particularly desirable position for a committed scientist, particularly when one could enjoy a 

similar level of prestige in research-focused positions. Many scientists, up to and including 

highly-regarded and influential academics like Andrei Sakharov, never joined the CPSU, and 

suffered no significant discrimination as a result of that alone. Bespartijnost’ is, however, a 

powerful device for the construction of an oppositional or dissenting identity within the 
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context of Soviet society, as it can be presented as a signifier of not having betrayed one’s 

ideals by not fully ‘complying’ or ‘collaborating’ with the system.  

Shlapentokh’s disdain for the Soviet state in his works from the 1980s is paired with a fairly 

bleak view of Soviet society as a whole. Common topics include the moral decline of society, 

alcoholism, and a professed belief in a ‘moral vacuum’, as a result of which ‘people are 

deeply indifferent to the life of “others” and … are absorbed only by their own egotistical 

interests’ (see Shlapentokh 1984, pp. 254 – 255; and 1988, p. 107). Whilst there were 

certainly problems with alcohol dependency and with behaviour perceived as delinquent in 

the USSR in the 1970s and 1980s, these same trends were also prominent in social 

commentary on Western societies, along with concerns along similar lines, such as the use 

of recreational drugs; figures like Mary Whitehouse in the UK were bemoaning a similar 

‘moral decline’ in the West in the 1970s and 1980s, and doing so with the express intent of 

censoring material they considered inappropriate. The two situations are not identical, but 

they are sufficiently similar to warrant consideration, and Shlapentokh’s treatment of this 

does seem to frame it as though it is a specifically Soviet issue. Whilst the works cited here 

are not intended as comparative analyses of the USSR and USA’s respective societies, 

Western societal norms and reference points are considered relevant and used in the 

discussion of Soviet society as Western readers are the works’ primary intended 

audience.204 He goes on to talk about Soviet culture in the same vein, saying that: 

‘[t]he arts and literature also suffered during this period. “Hack” books have flooded 

the market, which are neither bought nor read. The prestige associated with writers 

and other intellectuals declined during this period, accelerating the process of 

artistic decline. Theater and Soviet movies have perhaps experienced their worst 

time since the end of the last war’ (1988, p. 63).  

To condemn Soviet movies of the 1970s as emblematic of artistic decline is to condemn 

Andrei Tarkovsky, Aleksei German, Elem Klimov and others who would influence world 

cinema to significant degrees. Criticising the influx of ‘hack’ literature in the USSR is similarly 

one-sided, as a comparable wave of such work, sometimes referred to as ‘airport novels’, 

also occurred in the West and cannot be seen as indicative of a specific downwards trend in 

 
204 Both of the works cited here were first printed in English, and in the USA and UK, rendering an 

assumption of the intended audience fairly safe. 
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the quality of Soviet cultural production as is implied by Shlapentokh. This is unless, of 

course, he did not consider those artists producing high-quality work to be ‘Soviet’. 

Shlapentokh (2004) does say in connection to the Soviet Union that he ‘always admired the 

remarkable writers, musicians, film directors, and actors of that time’, but in conjunction 

with his earlier comments, unless this represents a later change in the presentation of his 

opinions, this would imply that he drew a distinction between these ‘remarkable’ creators 

and the general output of Soviet culture. This is reinforced by the fact that he does not refer 

to his favoured group as ‘Soviet’, but instead as having lived and worked in the Soviet 

period, thereby distinguishing them from the Soviet system. Such a device aids, or may stem 

from, the construction of an identity in opposition to the Soviet regime, as it can help to 

separate aspects of the society which were valued from those which were not; the latter 

being ‘Soviet’ and the former being oppositional to, or merely happening to coexist with, 

the regime.   

In relation to state interference in individuals’ lives, Shlapentokh (1989, p. 18) makes 

another questionable statement when he writes that ‘it is virtually impossible to speak 

about official rules of behaviour and thinking set by U.S. government bodies for its citizens’. 

This idea, as it is articulated by Shlapentokh, is just wrong; every society with a form of legal 

system or some generally-accepted code of conduct has ‘official rules for behaviours’ and, 

although it is debatable whether or not they would constitute ‘official rules of…thinking’, 

most states set educational curricula and promote schools of thought along ideological or 

socio-political lines. The point that I suspect Shlapentokh was making here is that the 

severity of the consequences for the transgression of these rules, and perhaps the extent to 

which they invaded on Western ideals of civil liberties, was greater in the USSR than the 

USA. Whilst there is an argument to be made for this, the phrasing used by Shlapentokh is 

again exceptionalising the Soviet Union to a questionable degree, though in this case the 

criticism is implicit and presented more via the overly generous characterisation of the 

United States’ government. Shlapentokh made a very pertinent point in this regard when he 

said, writing in 1984, that ‘[b]ecause the range of expected behaviour is narrower in the 

Soviet Union [than in the USA], the actions of the Soviet people - even when essentially 

identical to those of their US counterparts - are likely to be labelled and treated as deviant’ 

(Shlapentokh 1984, p. 248). It is interesting to note that, despite Shlapentokh’s recognition 
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of the possibility for skewed analyses of the behaviour of Soviet citizens in relation to US 

citizens, by sheer virtue of their Sovietness, it is a trap into which he himself appears to fall 

in his writings from the late 1980s. Although his comments do not paint Soviet citizens as 

deviant, rather the opposite, it is certainly a comparable double-standard. The relevance of 

these negative, generalised representations of the Soviet system lies in their value to the 

process of constructing, if not an anti-Soviet, then at least an un-Soviet identity, through an 

over-identification with his own impressions of American society.  

Shlapentokh (1988, p. 63) suggests that the 1970s and early 1980s were a low point in 

Soviet intellectual activities ‘in all spheres of the economy’, writing that ‘Soviet scientists 

have been reduced (primarily because of a mass “inferiority” complex on the part of Soviet 

scientists) to merely imitating Western achievements.’ This as an argument is reductive at 

best; it is simply too broad of a generalisation to assert that the entirety of Soviet science 

and the Soviet intelligentsia produced a mere imitation of what was published in the West. 

In the context of this chapter’s argument, this over-criticism can be seen as an othering of 

Soviet society in support of an individual’s identity-creation and, in Shlapentokh’s specific 

case, a justification for, or affirmation of, his decision to emigrate. As a Soviet researcher 

critical of the USSR, and an émigré primarily on the grounds of anti-Semitic persecution by 

the state,205  an inclination to over-criticise on Shlapentokh’s part is understandable and 

closely-linked to the part those biographical details played in the construction of his identity 

in the decade after his emigration.  

These comments and comparisons by Shlapentokh are not raised here simply to contradict 

them, but to give an indication of Shlapentokh’s view of the West. As that view had been 

constructed in relation to Soviet society and the limited, second-hand information on 

Western society which was available to him prior to his emigration, his criticisms of the 

former can provide information on his expectations and imaginings of the West. I propose 

here that Shlapentokh’s Imagined West is outlined in negative by his criticisms of the Soviet 

Union, a position reinforced by the overly optimistic framing of the West on the occasions 

 
205 A topic which will be discussed in further detail in the following subsection. The inter-relation of 

Shlapentokh’s Jewish identity and his relationship to the Soviet state are so closely interlinked that 

they must really be discussed alongside one another; the subdivisions here are presented to aid 

comprehension, not with any suggestion that these factors existed independently of one another. 
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when he references it directly. For Shlapentokh, as an avowed non-Soviet, his identity was 

for many years defined on a national level by negation rather than affirmation, a position 

which, as I discuss later, he says only began to change after his emigration. His vision of the 

West and, particularly, the United States was of a social system which was the ‘best in the 

modern world’ and in which the many faults he found with the Soviet system simply could 

not exist (Shlapentokh 2004, Conclusion).206 The bipolar world of the Cold War encouraged 

an atmosphere in which an individual who defined themselves negatively against one pole 

was more likely to align, or be associated, with the other.  

Having spent some time on Shlapentokh’s anti-Soviet tendencies in his writing from the 

1980s, it is only fair to state that he did notice this himself, commenting on it in an 

autobiographical work of 2004. He writes that he was slow to realise that many of his 

assumptions about life in the United States had been incorrect, and that similar problems to 

those he identified in Soviet society also existed in the West (Shlapentokh 2004, 

Conclusion). Shlapentokh (idem) calls his disproportionate criticism ‘vulgar anti-

communism’,207 from which he retreated after his ‘American experience made [him] 

reconsider some of his dogmas’, including the realisations that US market economics and 

bureaucracy were far from fail-proof, and that ‘American society is not less ideological than 

the Soviet one was’. His relationship to the Soviet state is directly linked by him, in the same 

work, to the formation of his identity in the early years following his emigration: 

No matter how one looked at it, I had been one of the leading figures in the 

sociology of a great power regardless of what they [Americans in general, but 

especially American sociologists] thought about the professional level of Soviet 

sociology. To a certain extent I foresaw such a turn of events and I, unlike many of 

my compatriots, did not try to escape the connection to the old country. On the 

contrary, I deliberately paraded my “Soviet origins.” To be sure, there was something 

 
206 Unfortunately, at the time of writing, I only have access to an extract of this work, specifically 

Chapter 6, in a long-scroll webpage format, with no page numbers or page breaks. As such, I am 

limited in my citation of it to giving the chapter subheading, pending future access to the full book.  

207 This appears to be an allusion to ‘vulgar sociologism’, a term of derision and ideological attack 

formulated in the 1930s as a means to stigmatise sociological thought which was considered 

reductive and overly dogmatic (see Bystrov and Kamnev 2019). If so, Shlapentokh’s use of such a 

specifically Soviet frame of reference presents an interesting contrast to his personal identity, 

otherwise consciously constructed around non-Sovietness or anti-Sovietness.  
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wicked in the fact that I hated the Soviet system, but used it to better my interests 

(idem). 

Shlapentokh recognised the duality of his interactions with the Soviet system and concepts 

of ‘Sovietness’, although it appears to have taken place only after the dissolution of that 

system, and understood that emphasizing certain aspects of his identity could stand him in 

good stead in his new country. Notably, he once again positions himself here as one who 

had the foresight to predict a change in attitudes before those around him. With this 

experience of the realities of the United States’ society, Shlapentokh swung from being a 

vocal proponent of it as ‘an almost ideal democracy and the main hope of the world in its 

opposition to Soviet totalitarianism’ to being more critical of the flaws he had come to 

notice; this in turn was significant to the creation of his identity as an accepted member of 

the American sociological establishment and moving away from his identity as an émigré 

(idem).208  

This exaggeration of the best and worst qualities of the West and the USSR, respectively, 

speaks to the importance of two things: firstly, the nature and strength of Shlapentokh’s 

perceptions of Western society prior to his emigration; and secondly the role which these 

ideas played in his perceptions of Soviet life. I would not presume to claim that 

Shlapentokh’s harsh criticisms of the USSR were without good foundation, but it seems 

reasonable to suggest that an idealised, romanticised view of Western society would offer 

an unfair point of comparison, from which Soviet society was to be judged. It is hardly 

surprising that Shlapentokh, as a sociologist, draws frequent direct or implied comparison 

between the societal structures and norms of capitalism and state-socialism. What is 

interesting about these comparisons and the change in them over time, is their portrayal of 

Shlapentokh’s engagement with ideas of the Imagined West turning to engagement with 

the ‘Experienced West’.  

 
208 Here, it is pertinent to raise the question of where self-reflection differs from identity-
construction. I view self-reflection as a primarily, if not exclusively, internal process, and identity-
construction as an outward-facing process. Whilst the act of writing a memoir requires the former, 
the memoir itself is the latter; earnest self-reflection should entail an unfiltered dialogue with one’s 
past self/selves, but one would not assume when reading a memoir that the information presented 
was similarly unfiltered. Whether for editorial reasons or the simple desire to not divulge all of one’s 
innermost thoughts to a public audience, the narrative comprises curated facts and impressions. 
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Despite not sharing Shlapentokh’s hatred of the Soviet regime, Zaslavskaia was still aware of 

problems with the system in her early life; she tells of an uncle Stepan who  

was a Communist, spent the war [in an artillery battery],209 and worked as a tractor 

driver on a collective farm; when Stalin died and [some of] the women [in the family] 

began to cry, he said: “What are you howling about, you should be glad the 

monster’s dead.”210 (Zaslavskaia 2007, p. 20). 

Regardless of anything like this which could be regarded as an ideologically dangerous 

influence, Zaslavskaia in her recollections of the early 1980s asserted that she was 

‘absolutely loyal to the socialist system, considered its completion both necessary and 

possible, and never thought of its dismantling or undermining’ (ibid., p. 34). This gives an 

interesting insight into Zaslavskaia’s sense of identity in relation to the Soviet regime, 

especially as a statement made in 2007, at which point not even a perfunctory nod to past 

support for socialism would have been expected. Given the constant barrage of affirmations 

from Soviet discourse about the inherent link between the Soviet Union and Marxist-

Leninist socialist ideology, it may even have been more advantageous from the point of view 

of managing an identity which had been critically constructed in relation to the state, to 

have said, like Shlapentokh, that she had always been opposed to the system. Instead, 

Zaslavskaia separates the ideological content in the abstract from the concrete reality of the 

Soviet state, allowing a reconciliation of her fondness for certain aspects of her life in the 

Soviet Union with her criticism of the regime. The core of this approach was also found in 

de-Stalinisation under Khrushchev, where the ‘bad apples’ of the previous decades were 

symbolically cast out in an attempt to repair the image of, and public trust in, the Soviet 

regime and its project.  

In her letters from the 1960s and 1970s, Zaslavskaia makes fairly frequent reference to 

societal problems in the Soviet Union, which is not particularly unusual for a sociologist, but 

which can tell the reader something about her perception or framing of those issues. In a 

letter to friend and former colleague in Moscow, Tamara Kuznetsova, dated 6th October 

1963, Zaslavskaia comments on food shortages in Akademgorodok, and the general financial 

 
209 Na “katyushe”. 

210 O chem vy reviote, radovat’sia nado, chto izverg podokh. 
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worries of those who had moved there, writing that ‘everyday life and the economic 

situation here are far from heavenly’211 (Kuznetsova 2013, p. 227). In the same letter, she 

tells of the construction of a ‘fantastically beautiful and huge’ shopping centre, but adds 

that ‘what worries us is what exactly it will sell’212; regardless of these problems, she 

describes the general atmosphere as ‘quite cheerful’. There is no particular, directed 

criticism of the USSR in her letters from the 1960s, although she did write in November 1963 

about the statistical incongruencies in agricultural productivity reports between 1958 and 

1962 (ibid., p. 232); this topic is discussed further in subsection 3 of this chapter.  

In a letter to Kuznetsova from 14th January 1973, Zaslavskaia is more openly critical about 

the relationship between the USSR’s scientific bodies and the regime which was supposed 

to heed their research. Advising her friend on career decisions within the Soviet Academy of 

Sciences, she writes that: 

Although the suggestions of this department,213 as with other state organs (with the 

possible exception of the Committee for Labour Resources), most likely will not be 

realised, you would still become acquainted with all the mechanisms of the system 

[and understand why] … not a single sensible suggestion can be implemented (ibid., 

p. 240) 

Clearly, Zaslavskaia had by this point observed a separation between the recommendations 

of the Soviet scientific apparatus and the state. Despite this, she begins the letter by telling 

Kuznetsova not to waste time worrying about ‘the ulcers of the social system’, saying that 

‘it’s true, the system is filthy, but where are the better systems?’ (ibid., p. 239). Her overall 

tone in the letter is that, although the system may be faulty, it is the one in which she and 

her correspondent must exist, and they need to ‘somehow adapt, search for sources of joy – 

spiritual, material, physical – outside the sphere of “official activities”,214 if the latter is spat 

upon and polluted’ (idem, p. 240). In this, we see the pragmatic dissociation from the state 

 
211 V bytovom i finansovom polozhenii zhizn’ zdes’ daleko ne raiskaia 

212 A nas, bednyx, volnuet vopros o tom, chem zhe on budet torgovat’ 

213 Unfortunately, I am unable to ascertain what department Zaslavskaia meant here. The only 

information given is that, in January 1973, the staff allocation was nearly complete, and that it was 

being set up by someone to whom Zaslavskaia referred only by the initial ‘S’.  

214 Osnovnaia deiatel’nost’ – a term used in the Soviet Union for an individual’s job or primary 

function within the state.  
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which was common amongst late-Soviet intellectuals, but the question ‘where are the 

better systems?’ suggests that either: Zaslavskaia’s Imagined West was less utopian than 

Shlapentokh’s, and there was no extant system which she considered better; or that she 

saw no viable ways for the Soviet state to address its failings in the short-term, and no 

means to leave it for a state with a better system. In such conditions, where one is pursuing 

work with the aim of improving societal conditions but doing so within a state apparatus 

which is bureaucratically bloated and heavily conservative, such a separation of one’s work 

from that apparatus is effectively a necessity if one is not to lose hope and motivation.  

In establishing Zaslavskaia’s working relationship with the state and how she reconciled that 

with her critical attitude towards it, it is important to know how she viewed the state’s role 

in her professional career. She gives a firm indication of her opinion on this in the 

introduction to the third book of her memoirs, writing that “[i]t is not…a question of 

whether my life was successful. I know that, overall, it was. [But rather a question of] how I 

myself built my life in the circumstances offered me by fate” (Zaslavskaia 2007, pp. 5 – 7. 

Emphasis in original). As examined in Subsection 3, Zaslavskaia received support at key 

points in her career from colleagues and, occasionally, regional officials at the Siberian 

Branch of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, but this is always framed in her writings as 

coming from them as individuals rather than as representatives, in whatever capacity, of the 

Soviet state or Soviet institutions. Her eventual influence at the highest levels of Soviet 

government, she charts via a succession of events in which the quality of her work or simple 

good fortune carried her career forward. I have seen no obvious suggestions in her writing 

that she considered the Soviet state itself to have been instrumental in her career success, 

outside of having motivated her to correct its shortcomings. I suggest here a modification to 

Yurchak’s concept of vnye, or perhaps just a term which is more applicable to cases such as 

Zaslavskaia’s: intrainstitutional autonomy. Vnye carries with it implications of ignoring the 

Soviet system as far as possible within an authoritarian context, and does not adequately 

describe those who were earnest advocates of the Soviet ideal but critical of the heavy-

handedness with which the Soviet authorities attempted to realise that ideal; those who 

were not engaging with the state on a purely pragmatic basis, but who were still attempting 

to reform a system with which they genuinely identified. In order to properly represent this 

group, among which can be included many figures in the foreground or indeed the 
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background of the shestidesiatniki generation, in academic discourse, I believe that an 

alternative categorisation is necessary to set them apart as a separate component in the 

configuration of late-Soviet society.  

Zaslavskaia’s self-affirmed Sovietness and Shlapentokh’s fervent anti-Sovietness are useful 

in their contrast to one another by emphasizing two things. In the case of the former, the 

distinction which could be made between the pragmatics of existing within the Soviet state, 

and subscribing to the ideological components as espoused whilst remaining critical of the 

state apparatus which was ostensibly to implement those components effectively. Given 

that the CPSU had always held, and was even constitutionally ascribed, primacy in relation 

to ideological and governmental concerns in the USSR, criticism of it or its institutions as a 

committed Soviet was no small matter. This same entanglement caused problems for 

Gorbachev and his reforms by the late 1980s as he struggled to protect the CPSU from the 

revelations of glasnost’ and his own attempts to redefine socialism in a way which he felt 

could fix the USSR’s economic problems. For Zaslavskaia to have realised this mismatch as 

early as 1973 (and arguably even a decade earlier; Kuznetsova 2013, p. 240 and Zaslavskaia 

2007, p. 26) was not too unusual, as criticism of the CPSU’ efficacy in realising socialism 

existed for more or less as long as the party itself did. However, the continuation of earnest 

and critical work despite this knowledge that it would likely be ignored by the organs of 

government shows a determination and commitment to Zaslavskaia’s ideas of what Soviet 

society could be, which appears to have been bolstered by the working environment and 

support she received from the Siberian Branch of the Academy of Sciences at 

Akademgorodok. It displays characteristics of vnye in that the work was being done of the 

individual’s own convictions, often in spite of, or at least with an ambivalent attitude 

towards, the state in whose institutions it was conducted. An ambivalence towards the 

tangible manifestations of state authority and bureaucracy does not, however, have to 

correlate with ambivalence towards the Soviet project on the whole, which leads me to 

favour the characterisation of Zaslavskaia along the lines of ‘intrainstitutional autonomy’.  

 In Shlapentokh’s case, it appears that the strength of his opposition to the Soviet 

regime rendered impossible his co-existence with it in the same manner as Zaslavskaia’s. 

Whereas Zaslavskaia was able to find some solace and relative academic freedom in 

Akademgorodok, Shlapentokh faced more resistance, and did not find any such space to 
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express intellectual creativity within the USSR. Part of this is likely to stem from attitude, as 

Zaslavskaia’s belief in the goals of the Soviet project made it easier to tolerate the problems 

of the state apparatus, but Shlapentokh, according to both his own accounts and those of 

his friends, faced additional difficulties in relation to his Jewish heritage. The following 

subsection expands on this and other relevant biographical details of both Shlapentokh and 

Zaslavskaia.  

 

2. National and Ethnic Identities 

Both Shlapentokh and Zaslavskaia were born in Kyiv into families with intellectual 

inclinations. Shlapentokh in 1926 to a Jewish family whose origins, that is maternal 

grandparents who owned a small number of pharmacies and paternal grandparents who 

were homeowners, were considered bourgeois by the emergent Soviet state. His mother 

taught piano, his father was a doctor, and according to Boris Doktorov (2015, p. 45), a close 

friend and former colleague, the Shlapentokh family was keenly interested in foreign 

languages and music. From this early environment, Shlapentokh became both an 

accomplished linguist and by the age of 24 held two university diplomas in history and 

statistics from the University of Kyiv, but was prevented from securing work in Kyiv because 

of his Jewish heritage (idem). After teaching in Stalingrad and Saratov for a number of years, 

he moved to Novosibirsk in 1962 to teach statistics and the history of economic science at 

the university; at this point, ‘sociology’ as such was not offered for study at Soviet 

institutions, and such research was conducted under the auspices of economic and agrarian 

affairs. From 1969 to 1979, he worked in Moscow at the Academy of Sciences’ Institute for 

Sociological Research (Institut sociologicheskij issledovanija, ISI).215  

Zaslavskaia was born in 1927, also in Kyiv, and moved to Moscow aged 5, being briefly 

evacuated to Uzbekistan between 1941-1942, after her mother was killed in the first 

 
215 This institution held several names. Initially, on its foundation in 1968, it was named the Institute 

of Concrete Social Research (Institut konkretnykh social’nykh issledovanij), then renamed to the 

Institute of Sociological Research (Institut sociologicheskikh issledovanij) in 1972, before being 

renamed again in 1988 to the Institute of Sociology (Institut sociologii). Each renaming shows an 

increasing, if begrudging, tolerance by the Soviet regime of sociology as a distinct and respectable 

discipline, rather than the conservative view of it, as a potentially troublesome branch of economics. 
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bombing of Moscow. Her maternal grandfather, Georgij Georg’evich de Metc, was a 

professor of physics at Kyiv St Vladimir University elevated to the nobility in the early 1900s 

for his academic services. Zaslavskaia’s mother studied philology at the University of Kyiv, 

knew a range of European languages, as well as Latin and Classical Greek, and ‘successfully 

studied music’ (Zaslavskaia 2007, p. 19). The academic inclinations of Zaslavskaia’s family, 

especially here in regard to a multilingual and enthusiastically culturally-engaged 

upbringing, were similar to those of Shlapentokh’s, as were the ideologically-fraught links to 

pre-revolutionary status and ‘bourgeois’ activities. Zaslavskaia’s case was helped to some 

extent in this regard by the fact that her father came from a peasant family and was a 

veteran of conscription in the First World War. He later graduated from the Philosophical-

Pedagogical Institute of Kyiv University and, in 1941, became a professor of the Moscow 

Pedagogical Institute for Foreign Languages. 

Neither spending the first decades of his life and receiving his education in the Ukrainian 

SSR, nor his early adult life in the RSFSR awoke in Shlapentokh any sense of either Ukrainian 

or Russian identity. In his memoirs, he states that his ‘collectivist gene started to work at the 

national level’ only when he moved to America, and that he ‘regarded Russia as [his] 

stepmother’ (Shlapentokh 2004, Conclusion). He makes no mention of Ukraine or Ukrainian 

identity in relation to himself, and all references to his time pre-emigration which are not 

framed as ‘Soviet’ are characterised in relation to ‘Russia’. About Soviet supranational 

identity, he said he never felt patriotism for the Soviet Union, and that he saw ‘the Soviet 

country as a whole…as something inimical’, over whose successes in economics, sports or 

the arts, he ‘never experienced joy’ (idem).  

Zaslavskaia also speaks of herself as Russian when not as Soviet, despite her Ukrainian roots, 

although, having left Ukraine at an early age and spending most of her life in the RSFSR and 

Russian Federation, this is not all that surprising. She does make particular note of being 

Soviet, as previously mentioned, but this understanding of Sovietness seems distinct from 

the Soviet state apparatus and cognisant of the separation between the ideological image of 

Sovietness and the realities of existence in the USSR. The ideological subordination of ethnic 

national identities to the Soviet identity during most of the USSR’s history, with strong 

nationalist movements in the republics only really gaining significant ground in the late 

1980s, as well as the promotion the pan-Russian nationality, subsuming all Eastern Slavs, in 
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the late-tsarist period (Miller 2003), have both contributed to the historical misidentification 

of Ukrainian figures as Russians. But they have also impacted the self-identification of 

individuals born in Ukraine in times when Russian dominance blurred, downplayed, or 

attempted to erase the boundaries between the two entities. Zaslavskaia (2007b, p. 20), in 

fact, gives the ‘Ukrainianisation of education’ in Kyiv in 1931 as a key factor in her father’s 

decision to relocate the family to Moscow, but does not go into further detail; a reasonable 

inference from this could be that he believed it would entail a reduction in either quality or, 

more likely, esteem in comparison to education in the Russian language. After the Cultural 

Revolution which ended in 1931, Russian language and culture had been elevated by Stalin’s 

government to a position of dominance within the Union as it had been in the Empire. 

Subsequently, it would not have been unreasonable to worry about the emergence of a 

hierarchical system which privileged those with Russian education over those educated in in 

other languages, and to expect Russian-language educational institutions to have a better 

provision.  Furthermore, even though, according to the official Soviet propaganda, the USSR 

was an anti-imperial and an anti-colonial state, the Soviet reality was still quasi-imperial, 

which means that it was the imperial centre, i.e. the two main Soviet cities within the 

Russian republic – Moscow and Leningrad – that held particular attraction in terms of 

educational and career opportunities for those across the USSR, including even the people 

who lived in the comparatively well-provisioned capitals of the non-Russian Union (see 

Lieven 1995; Turoma and Waldstein 2013). Whatever the exact reasoning, what is important 

here is the connection between an intervention of the Soviet state and Zaslavskaia’s sense 

of identity at an early age.   

 

2.1 Soviet Jews and the State 
 

Shlapentokh’s experience of the Soviet state in relation to ethnic identity was coloured by 

the persistent presence of anti-Semitism, whether in the CC CPSU or lower officialdom. He 

saw the anti-Semitic campaigns to “expose the Zionist conspiracy” and “fight against 

cosmopolitanism” in the late-1940s, the latter of which was described by Zaslavskaia 

(2007b, p. 298) as ‘practically becoming a state-wide pogrom against Jews’. Victor Zaslavsky 

and Robert Brym’s 1983 work on the emigration of Soviet Jews from the USSR in the 1970s 
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is an invaluable resource on this topic, detailing trends in Soviet nationality policies and the 

state’s scapegoating and use of Soviet Jews in its geopolitical strategies, as well as covering 

the concurrent and seemingly paradoxical over-representation of Soviet Jews in societally 

prestigious positions, compared to the proportion of Jews in the country. Of particular 

interest is their book’s focus on the waves of Jewish emigration from the USSR starting from 

1971. In the dozen years between 1971 and the book’s publication, the authors describe the 

emigration of over a quarter of a million Soviet Jews, and detail two broad perspectives on 

the factors which caused this (Zaslavsky and Brym 1983, pp. 1-8); it is important to note that 

they do not consider these perspectives mutually-exclusive. Firstly, the extrinsic factors 

related to heightened national consciousness on the part of the Jewish people, sparked in 

part by Israeli gains in the Six Day War of 1967, and by mounting international pressure on 

the Soviet authorities to allow Soviet Jews the right to aliyah, or emigration to Israel. 

Secondly, the intrinsic factors resulting from the state’s desire to cut down on the scale of 

scientific bureaucracy and the size of the expanding urban middle class, in both of which 

groups were Jews proportionally over-represented, by encouraging the emigration of some 

Soviet Jews.  

Zaslavsky and Brym add to their discussion of the extrinsic factor an interesting point which I 

feel is misplaced. Observing that the Soviet Jewish community was ‘a body of people who, 

for a variety of reasons, [were] in but not of their society’, the authors highlight a 

widespread belief within that community that the lot of Soviet Jews was not likely to 

improve; neither through the extension to them of national rights, nor through a broader 

democratisation drive within the country (ibid., pp. 3-4, emphasis added). This, being a 

direct consequence of internal Soviet policies, is to my mind an intrinsic factor. That aside, it 

is also very pertinent to the case of Shlapentokh and his construction of identity. The idea of 

‘in but not of’ is clearly represented in Shlapentokh’s writings and accounts of his time in 

and relationship to the Soviet Union, and it also marries very well with the lack of 

meaningful connection to, or interaction with, the state which is characteristic of vnye 

identities. Both intrinsic and extrinsic factors support Shlapentokh’s own assertions about 

the role of his Jewishness in the difficulties he faced in the USSR. In combination with the 

increasingly anti-Semitic policies introduced under Brezhnev, as a result of which the 

authors state that ‘the average annual rate of growth in the number of Jewish scientific 



192 
 

workers [in the USSR]’, which had between 1956-1960 been 7.2% and between 1961-1966 

risen to 11.5%, ‘fell precipitously 4.3% over 1966-70 and even more steeply to 1.6% over 

1971-5’ (ibid., p. 21). This lends credence to Shlapentokh’s claims of persecution and 

professional humiliation by the Soviet state apparatus in the 1970s, which were not limited 

to his own professional life, but also to the educational opportunities provided to his 

daughter Sasha (Shlapentokh 2004, Fears in Moscow). Shlapentokh’s (idem) allegations that 

Sasha was intentionally failed at the entrance examinations for Moscow University’s 

Mechanical-Mathematical Department as a result of her Jewish heritage, along with his own 

spurning for positions in Soviet sociology commensurate with his experience, are bolstered 

by the precipitous drop in Jewish scientific worker growth rate shown by Zaslavsky and 

Brym, as well as recent research on the discrimination of Jewish applicants to prestigious 

Soviet universities (Isaakyan, 2008, pp. 839-841). 

The highly-prestigious Mechanical-Mathematic Department (MechMat), entrance to which 

often provided an access route into Soviet academia, is singled out as being a particularly 

notorious example of selecting out Jewish applicants in favour of Russians and other Soviet 

nationalities (ibid., p. 841). Applicants turned away from MechMat were redirected, 

implicitly or explicitly, towards lower-prestige institutions like the Institute of Oil and Gas 

(colloquially known as Kerosinka), where no such route into a higher academic career was 

available. Isaakyan’s collected testimonies also show that the core of Soviet anti-Semitism in 

this context was focussed in and perpetuated by powerful individuals (ibid., p. 843). This is 

not to say that Soviet anti-Semitism was simply ‘a few bad apples’, it was certainly systemic, 

but Deans and administrators of institutions were those responsible for the implementation 

of anti-Semitic policies within the Academy of Sciences, and could effectively block most 

attempts to circumvent the policies by supervisors and academic allies of Jewish students. 

Of particular note in relation to Shlapentokh are Isaakyan’s comments on the distinctions 

between social and STEM sciences in Soviet academia; she writes that  

[i]n general, it was particularly difficult for Jews to enter humanities or social 

sciences because the anti-Zionist propaganda, with its anti-Soviet image of “the 

corporate Jew” or “the Jewish 5th column”, created additional benevolent conditions 

for positive Russian discrimination in this domain. For some time, “the last channel” 

of Jewish mobility was science and technology…[despite] considerable evidence of 

cleansing even in this area (ibid., p. 837).  
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Shlapentokh in turn supports the assertions of Zaslavsksy and Brym regarding the sense of 

isolation and lack of expectation for change in the circumstances of Soviet Jews under 

Brezhnev. He wrote that his supervisor Yurii Semenov ‘regularly informed [him] that 

conversations about [Shlapentokh’s] alleged Zionism were going on at the party bureau of 

[their] Institute’ (Shlapentokh 2004, Moscow in the 1970s). On the nature of the Soviet state 

at the time, Shlapentokh (idem) wrote: 

The gloomy state of mind in the mid-1970s was profound and hopeless. Naturally, 

we could not even dream about restructuring the Soviet system or about its 

demise…We clearly understood that changes could be initiated only from the 

Kremlin’. 

He identifies the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 as a turning point, signalling the 

end of the mild liberalisations following the death of Stalin, and refers to the subsequent 

period as the ‘hopelessness of autumn’. He writes that attacks on his works and restrictions 

on his opportunities for travel in the early 1970s ‘strengthened in [his] mind [his] alienation 

from the society [he] lived in. But far more important was a feeling of total isolation from 

the external world’ (idem). These comments are interesting in two ways: firstly, his framing 

of Soviet society not as his society, but as the society in which he lived; secondly, by 

reiterating his desire for travel outside of the USSR and participation in the international 

scientific community. Shlapentokh repeatedly ties these obstacles he faced in Soviet society 

more to his Jewishness than to any concerted ideological attacks on his actual work. It is not 

clear that the strength of his Jewish identity was the reason for his lack of national 

attachment to Ukrainian or Soviet identity, but he is consistent in identifying increased 

surveillance and harassment by the Soviet state, motivated by anti-Semitism, as a primary 

motivator for his emigration in 1979. 

 

3. Relationship to Science and ‘Truth’ 

The previous sections discussed factors which include or comprise entirely elements which 

are circumstantial to one’s birth or upbringing, such as ethnicity or the regime in which one 

is raised, and the agency of an individual is limited in relation to these elements and their 

impact on personal identity-creation. Nationality and ethnicity are extrinsic social identities. 
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I turn now to elements more fully within the agency of individuals: their principles, beliefs, 

and the manifestation of these in the creation of personal identities. 

 Initially studying physics like her grandfather, at Moscow University, Zaslavskaia switched to 

the faculty of economics after realising that her true interests lay in the research of societal 

mechanisms. She would later say that this time in the physics faculty instilled in her a 

scientific thought process which she valued highly and applied to her societal and economic 

research; combined with the ‘humanitarian upbringing which [her] mother strove to provide 

for her and her sister’,216 this cultivated in Zaslavskaia a respect for, in her words, ‘a moral 

equilibrium with the world (my formula for a “clear conscience”), as well as personal honour 

and dignity’ (Zaslavskaia 2007a, p. 18). Moving from physics to economics, however, 

highlighted for Zaslavskaia the incongruities between the Soviet methodological approaches 

to natural and social sciences. Having been first educated in the former school, she had 

adopted a method of thinking according to which, for example, ‘a law of nature is a law 

because it is always observed’ (ibid., p. 22). After hearing lectures in the faculty of 

economics on ‘the law of planned and proportional development of Socialist economics’ 

which, she notes, ‘is not always in operation’, she began to question why ideological 

theories were being applied as if they were reliable rules (ibid., p. 23). Raising these 

questions too openly, or perhaps even raising them at all,217 nearly prevented her from 

pursuing academic work after university (idem). 

In 1973, following the appointment of Mikhail Rutkevich as director the previous year, the 

department was restructured along more traditional hierarchical-administrative lines; a 

process which saw many sociologists dismissed from the institute. Doktorov (2015, p. 45) 

quotes Shlapentokh as saying that ‘at that time, those who could – Levada, Shubkin, Grushin 

and others, found refuge in other academic institutions. [He], despite [his] attempts, clearly 

in the power of antisemitic state policies and [his] bespartijnost’,218 perhaps because of [his] 

 
216 Maya Cheremisina, who moved to Novosibirsk with her sister and also became a professor, 

specialising in Slavistics and Siberian languages. 

217 Moi vystupleniia protiv partorga fakul’teta lishili menia dazhe napravleniia na rabotu v vuz. 

218 Non-membership of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. This subject will be revisited later 

in the chapter. 
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dossier219…agreed to work in the department of sociological research methodology’. In this 

position, it was a group of young colleagues and postgraduates ‘which helped [Shlapentok] 

survive the unpleasant time [between 1973 and 1979] and engage in professional 

sociology’, and he found that methodology was at least temporarily a field in which he could 

work both creatively and honestly, divorced to the extent that it was from the actual, 

socially-critical content of sociological reports and thus the associated political pressure and 

ideological oversight (idem).  

On the topic of truth, Shlapentokh (1984, p. 249; 1988, p. 64) attributes to the Soviet 

individual a habitual dishonesty, or at least the capacity for such, which he connects with a 

broader position on a dual state of being in Soviet society. Despite some ungenerous 

generalisations in his depiction of Soviet society, Shlapentokh’s observations on this 

dichotomy complement well Yurchak’s theory of ‘living vnye’, and Wraclaw Havel’s ‘living as 

if’ (see Chapter One), splitting the Soviet individual’s reality into a mythological or 

ideological level and a pragmatic level (Shlapentokh 1988, p. 66). The pragmatic level 

comprised actions and interactions which bring rewards or are associated with material 

goals, whereas the ideological level related to ‘the substance of political behaviour, its 

meaning and messages’, which are ‘completely in the domain of the mythological’ 

(Shlapentokh 1989, p. 97). Shlapentokh (idem) posits that, by this mechanism of mental 

duality, ‘the Soviet individual is able to balance him or herself in the economic and political 

spheres’, but that it also encouraged a permanent readiness for dishonesty, which he treats 

as undesirable but as a consequence of the cognitive dissonance to which the Soviet 

individual was regularly subjected. He writes that ‘[p]eople easily lie to protect their private 

life because they are forced to lie regularly in their professional work, faking reports on their 

production activity, pretending to fulfil orders, and participating each day in the various 

rituals [of Soviet political behaviours]’ (Shlapentokh 1989, p. 159). Note that there is no 

mention here of loyalty or particular obedience to the system; Shlapentokh states this as a 

reality for any Soviet individual, resulting from the necessity to reconcile official 

representations and expectations of reality with their own perception of reality and the 

 
219 Referring to the folder of information held on him by the Soviet authorities, as with any citizen 

deemed worthy of monitoring by the state, which would hold any recorded information of known 

affiliations, ideologically-questionable activities, etc.  
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material conditions of their lives. One could be a loyal Soviet citizen and still recognise that 

things in your everyday life were not commensurate with the picture which official outlets 

painted of the country. 

The dichotomy to which Shlapentokh refers was emphasised to Zaslavskaia after her own 

research did not align with the statements of Khrushchev at the 22nd Party congress in 

October 1961. The findings of her project, begun in 1959 with colleague Margarita Sidorova 

and terminated prematurely in 1961, were that, by the end of the 1950s, agricultural 

productivity was 4 – 5 times higher in the USA than the USSR; Khrushchev, however, had 

reported only a threefold difference (Zaslavskaia 2007a, p. 26). Zaslavskaia says that, shortly 

thereafter, ‘the Central Committee’s department of science ordered [her research] team to 

return to the institute, place all copies of the report in a safe and seal it, and that ‘[t]hey 

confiscated all of [the team’s] quantitative materials’; a monograph on their findings, which 

was almost ready, had to be abandoned (idem). Still, Zaslavskaia considered herself and her 

team relatively lucky for the time, as they were allowed to remain at the institute, they were 

not demoted, nor were they officially reprimanded either by the Party or the 

administration. Zaslavskaia’s (idem) closing comment on this matter is significant: nashi 

uchiteli nas zashchitili, or ‘our teachers protected us’.  

The support of friends and colleagues within the Academy of Sciences, or of the institute as 

a whole, arises frequently as a topic in Zaslavskaia’s letters and interviews, and ties closely 

into the questions of intellectual freedom raised in previous chapters. When discussing her 

career, Zaslavskaia mentions several instances when academic colleagues were key to her 

own progression past political obstacles. When her challenges to dogmatic theoretical 

models in the faculty of economics proved an obstacle to her academic career in 1950, her 

supervisor and future dean of the faculty, Mikhail M. Sokolov threatened to resign were she 

not permitted to work in Soviet institutes of higher education (Zaslavskaia 2007a, p. 23). 

Later, in 1963, it was the invitation of Abel Aganbegyan to work in the IEOPP which allowed 

her a route out of agriculturally-focused work in Moscow to the Department of Economics 

in Akademgorodok, giving her broader scope for the exploration of sociological ideas 

(Kuznetsova 2013). I consider this a political obstacle because of the organised nature of 

Soviet administration and employment, and the limits which this imposed upon an 
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individual’s ability to work where they wished.220 Much later, it was Aganbegyan again who 

helped to facilitate the seminar in Akademgorodok in April 1983, at which Zaslavskaia and 

her team presented the report which became known as the ‘Novosibirsk Manifest’, and who 

ensured that it was distributed amongst the seminar participants despite receiving 

instructions prohibiting this from the censors a few days before the seminar (Zaslavskaia 

2007a, pp. 32 – 33). The report was a sharp criticism of Soviet economic and industrial 

planning, which linked the poor performance of both sectors in the Brezhnev period to 

social rather than purely economic factors. According to Zaslavskaia (2007b221), 

In our view, [our research] indicated the necessity of a restructuring of the principles 

of the entire [Soviet] system of socio-economic relations, namely, a shift from 

administrative management methods towards the economic regulation of the 

national economy. 

This was an incredibly daring suggestion for the time, and caused quite a stir amongst the 

attendees, and amongst local Party officials. Zaslavskaia had been personally warned by the 

chair of the Siberian Division of the Academy of Sciences, Valentin Koptiug who had studied 

the report carefully and had his own objections to it, to remove certain passages about 

which he was particularly concerned; he did not, however, attempt to obstruct the paper’s 

presentation, on the grounds that it was ‘the author’s business’ (v tselom eto delo avtora 

[2007b, p. 33]). The copies of the report which were distributed amongst the attendees 

were marked ‘for official use only’, and were each numbered and assigned to an individual 

attendee; this was partly as a precautionary measure to mitigate the response from Party 

authorities which was sure to follow disobedience to the censor. Zaslavskaia (idem) recalls 

around 140 attendees, from Novosibirsk and other cities across the USSR, and writes that 

the report caused such interest that ‘participants in the seminar who had not received a 

copy, borrowed them from other participants and transcribed them by hand overnight’. 

 
220 Zaslavskaia comments on this herself in a letter (7th April 1973) to Mikhail Rutkevich, in response 

to his offer of a job at the ISI in Moscow, saying that ‘as a member of the Academy, I am not at my 

own disposal [ia ne vol’na rasporiazhat’sia soboj]: I may only be directed to work in a given 

institution by the economics department, to which I am assigned’ (Kuznetsova 2013, p. 107).  

221 Discussion of the Novosibirsk Manifest appears in Chapter 8 of Tome 3 of Zaslvaskaia 2007b. 

Unfortunately, I am unable to give an exact page reference for this passage, but the text may be 

found here: http://www.cogita.ru/a.n.-alekseev/publikacii-a.n.alekseeva/god-oruella-v-zhizni-

tatyany-ivanovny-zaslavskoi. 
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About the consequences, Zaslavskaia (idem) writes that two copies were missing after the 

seminar, and that representatives of the KGB came to her office looking for them; ‘it was 

not just all examples of the report which were taken [by the KGB] from the institute, but all 

of my preparatory materials. I only met my ‘Manifest’ and was able to read it once more 

after seven years had passed, when it was awarded to me as a present by the BBC London 

Service’. Beyond this, Zaslavskaia and Aganbegyan were subjected to a severe and, as 

Zaslavskaia remembers it, degrading reprimand at the hands of the Novosibirsk Regional 

Committee (ObKom) of the CPSU. However, Aganbegyan later told Zaslavskaia that the First 

Secretary of the ObKom, Aleksandr Filatov, had apologised to him for their treatment, 

claiming that it had been necessary to make an example of them. These two interactions 

with authority, professional and political, show the potential for tolerance of non-normative 

views in Soviet academia, and the importance of personal networks within institutions; 

Koptiug did not prevent the seminar despite his personal reservations, and Filatov was quick 

to make personal reparations with Aganbegyan, a respected akademik. Interestingly, 

Shlapentokh (1988, p. 128) refers to the Novosibirsk Manifest in near-contemporaneous 

writings, saying that ‘the circumstances of the appearance of this memorandum suggest 

that it reflected views supported in the Kremlin’, and it is certainly true that the next leader 

of the CPSU, Mikhail Gorbachev, was keen to restructure the country’s economy. This may 

then be an example of political factions within the CPSU exploiting the fact that Soviet 

research was prepared to occasionally test the limits of political tolerance, implying a 

degree of mutuality to the relationship between the state and the Academy.  

A few months after the seminar, in late-July 1983, Zaslavskaia (ibid., pp. 33-34) was 

informed by Koptiug that the report had been published in English in the United States by 

Washington Post and, in her words, felt that she had been ‘much against [her] will, played 

against [her] own’. That Zaslavskaia still considered the Soviet people to be svoi (her own), 

and that she would be genuinely distraught at having been used as a political weapon 

against the USSR, even having produced the document which was so critical of its sluggish 

and bureaucratic operation, is key to my understanding of her self-fashioned 

‘intrainstitutional autonomy’. 

Another pertinent example of institutional support is found in Zaslavskaia’s recollection of 

the circumstances of her induction as an akademik. First nominated for the position in 1978 



199 
 

or 1979 and falling only one vote short of approval, she was nominated again in 1981, both 

times for a Moscow vacancy in the department of economics; there was no question of 

being inducted as a sociologist. There was a political attempt to intervene, which she 

describes thusly: 

The department of science of the [CPSU Central Committee] did not object to me 

personally, nor to sociology, but backed another candidate: saying “yes, we know 

Zaslavskaia and in principle support her, but she will wait until the next elections and 

you must induct comrade X now.” The leadership of the [Siberian] Division [of the 

Academy of Sciences] backed me to the hilt,222 not so much from personal 

sympathies as from a reluctance to induct X (Zaslavskaia 2007a, p. 31). 

The defence was stubborn enough that the Central Committee created, under informal 

conditions, a new vacancy in economics within the Siberian Division into which Zaslavskaia 

could be inducted, on the understanding that their “comrade X” would be elected in the 

Moscow seat. Zaslavskaia was duly elevated to akademik, but the vote in Moscow still went 

against the Party’s candidate and, though this ‘evoked a terrible anger at the [CPSU Central 

Committee]’, the secret ballot was an inviolable privilege of the Academy (idem).  

Interestingly, Shlapentokh paints a somewhat different picture of Aganbegyan based on his 

own time in Novosibirsk. Despite saying that Aganbegyan had petitioned Lavrent’ev223 to 

give him a ‘decent position’ in the Institute of Economics, Shlapentokh (2004, Introduction) 

goes on to say that Aganbegyan had a ‘ridiculous cult of personality’ constructed around 

him, and that he was openly discriminatory of Shlapentokh. Shlapentokh presents 

Aganbegyan as a ‘great organiser’ and ‘manipulator of the highest caliber’, but an academic 

‘who had little to do with scholarship’. He writes that  

[Aganbegyan] always supported liberal tendencies in scholarship and in politics as 

for example in the new field of sociology, but only as long as the authorities did not 

object. However, as soon as the authorities turned to being conservatively inimical, 

he changed his position without delay and in the most radical fashion (idem).  

This apparent instinct for self-preservation on the part of Aganbegyan, coupled with the 

anti-Semitism of late-Khrushchev and Brezhnev’s USSR would go some way towards 

 
222 Stoiali za menia nasmert’  

223 Shlapentokh (2004, Introduction) characterises Lavrent’ev as an ‘undisguised anti-Semite’. 
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explaining the different ways he was perceived by Shlapentokh and Zaslavskaia. Any matters 

of personal favour aside, support for a Russian sociologist could be troublesome, but overt 

support for a Jewish sociologist in the context of the times could have been seen as, above 

all, a hopeless and potentially career-damaging pursuit.  

The protection afforded by the Academy was certainly not insignificant, but it was selective 

and only extended so far. Zaslavskaia (2007a, p. 28) notes that publishing work was 

incredibly difficult for her and her colleagues in her first years of working in Siberia, and that 

the chief censor (the head of the regional LITO, or censor’s office) inspected their work 

personally. Having had substantial parts of her work removed by censors during her career, 

Zaslavskaia like many other Soviet researchers was very aware of the need to present her 

work carefully enough that it could pass through the redaction process as close to 

unscathed as possible. She attributes a specific importance in this regard, however, to 

Akademgorodok whose creation, she suggests, was accompanied by an ‘unspoken 

agreement’ between akademik Lavrent’ev and Central Committee member, and first 

secretary of the Novosibirsk Regional Party Committee, F.I. Goriachev that they would not 

meddle in each other’s affairs (idem). In this ‘oasis of freedom’, one could ‘say and write 

that which would not be permitted in other places’; social sciences were afforded less 

protection than natural sciences, but it was sufficient to ensure that ‘Novosibirsk Party 

leaders were reluctant to enter into polemics’ with the researchers of Akademgorodok 

(idem). Regarding her later career after becoming an akademik, Zaslavskaia (idem) states 

that her academic status also helped to shield the work of her department from some 

political intrusion, as ‘the censors feared challenging the scientific systems and conclusions 

of members of the Academy, and did so rarely’.  

It appears that the identity of ‘intrainstitutional autonomy’ that I propose in order to 

understand the approach to self-fashioning among independent-minded sociologists in 

Novosibirsk, as well as to some degree the NISI bumazhniki, could have taken shape only 

within some specific spaces within academia. In fact, it is Shlapentokh who offers us a 

striking description of such a space in his accounts of Akademgorodok. In his account, up to 

1968, when the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and the end of the Prague Spring trigged a 

major political and ideological crackdown in the USSR, in Akademgorodok there had been 

‘an atmosphere of genuine insatiable curiosity’ and a ‘limitless respect for culture in all its 
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manifestations.’ (Shlapentokh 2004, Introduction). Thus, the identity constructed by 

individual Soviet scholars was closely intertwined with imagining particular institutions and 

departments within the USSR Academy of Sciences as ‘islands’ of intellectual freedom and 

relative safety in the sea of repressive and conformist Soviet society.224 The fashioning of 

personal identities and those of the spaces that they inhabited went hand-in-hand.  

In the ways described above, an identity created around science could act as a partial shield 

for an individual’s professional and sometimes personal freedoms in the USSR. That is, 

provided one did not stray too far from the permissible, and were successful enough in 

one’s field to achieve the levels of prestige which made that identity significant enough to 

the state apparatus so as to afford the shield. It was a balancing act in some respects, 

whereby the value of some academic figures afforded them a degree of leniency from the 

state. This did not mean immunity from persecution; Sakharov was exceptionally important 

to Soviet science, but he was still subjected to a form of exile in response to his increasing 

role in the dissident movement of the 1970s (see Zubok 2009, pp. 301-303, 331). It also did 

not eliminate the possibility of professional rivals using Party politics against each other, but 

it could at least offer some defence to the maintenance of a vnye or similar identity by 

discouraging meddling from less powerful authorities, and thus maintaining the impression 

of differentiation from the state. 

As an addendum to this section, I will divert briefly to mention Zaslavskaia’s stated positions 

on spirituality and meaning outside of her research. In a letter to her friend, Yuri Sokolov, 

dated 10th February 1973, Zaslavskaia writes of the staunch atheism of her early years, 

before having a spiritual experience in Vladimir Cathedral, Moscow, in 1948 (Reprintseva 

and Nikulina, 2019, pp. 91 – 93). She recounts writing to a friend at the time, describing the 

experience, adding that:  

he was already a Communist by then, and my searching for God troubled him deeply. 

We laughed about it together later...but now I don’t know whether there was anything 

 
224 See, for example, a scholar of medieval Rus, and now prominent Russian writer, Evgeny 

Vodolazkin, comparing the Department of Medieval Rus Literature in the Institute of Russian 

Literature in Leningrad/St. Petersburg to an ‘island’, which a person attempts to reach during a 

storm. Vodolazkin notes that throughout the Soviet period, the department was nicknamed ‘an 

island’ (ostrov) by its employees (see Vodolazkin 2014). 



202 
 

to laugh at. Our state took religion away from the people, but whether it was right to do 

so is another question (ibid., p. 92). 

Zaslavskaia lists what she sees as the major societal problems around her at the time, 

including spiritual emptiness, growing alcoholism and crime, and asks whether these are not 

‘the result of certain values being lost and there being nothing to replace them’ (idem). She 

asks ‘who [still] reads the “Moral Codex of the Builders of Communism”225, bemoaning a 

void of meaning in late-Soviet society; although saying that she ‘probably’ does not believe 

in God, she is evidently searching for a level of meaning beyond the everyday (idem). In this 

regard, she shares something with other groups of Soviet nonconformists, including the 

Tolstoyans; inspired by the writings of Lev Tolstoy, they were initially a mostly-Christian, 

leftist movement226 of the late-19th and early-20th centuries which prioritised notions of 

individual conscience, rejected unjustified hierarchies (organised religion and oppressive 

states), and favoured pacifism. Although this first period of Tolstoyanism was repressed, and 

surviving Tolstoyans driven into hiding, under Stalin, the 1970s saw a resurgence of 

Tolstoyan themes among the Soviet hippy community and some areas of the late-Soviet 

nonconformist milieu, including Konstantin Zvezdochetov and Vladimir Mironeko of the 

Moscow art-group Mukhomory (Gordeeva, 2017). The later generation of Tolstoyans had 

few, if any, ties to the original movement, and its prevailing philosophies were much more 

varied, drawing on the human rights movement, south- and east-Asian religions, Western 

occultism, and the beginnings of New Age mysticism. It kept, however, the core tenets of 

favouring individual conscience over top-down prescription of moral norms, ‘ideas of non-

violence and a free search for the truth’ (ibid., p. 499). The search for ‘truth’ in late-Soviet 

society was wide and variegated, but it shared a common catalyst in a recognition that 

something was missing; that there was a disparity between the socialist utopia of promise, 

the state of the USSR as depicted by the state, and the lived-experience of the majority of 

Soviet citizens. 

 
225 An example of Soviet attempts to construct a ‘Soviet’ identity, produced in 1961, following the 

22nd Congress of the CPSU, the Moral Codex of the Builders of Communism (Moral’nij kodeks 

stroitelia kommunizma) was a document which included a list of twelve principles that a ‘good 

Soviet’ ought to uphold; this codex was taught in Soviet schools and promoted by the Komsomol 

until it was quietly dropped from the Programme of the CPSU after the 28th Congress in 1986.  

226 Though the term movement is used here very loosely. 



203 
 

Concluding Remarks 
 

This chapter has attempted to cover a lot of ground and has, in the process, had to offer 

fairly brief summaries of some topics which are very complex. To do proper justice to the 

intricate parts that, for example, national and ethnic identities played in the construction of 

even late-Soviet identities alone would take several books. What I hope to have shown 

through the analysis of Zaslavskaia and Shlapentokh, however, is a range of the conflicts 

which existed in late-Soviet intelligentsia, and complicated the attempts of intelligenty to 

reconcile criticism of the state with their existence within it and, in some cases, their service 

to it. 

Whilst using Yurchak’s conceptualisation of vnye throughout this thesis, finding it an apt 

characterisation of many of the other individuals discussed, I believe that cases like 

Zaslavskaia’s require a different term. Yurchak does not specifically exclude from his 

definition of the term those who were disillusioned by the state structures but still believed 

in the tenets of socialism; that said, his examples do tend to portray Soviet citizens who are 

more or less fully detached from the ideological trappings of the USSR and are just going 

through the motions of its constituent rituals. Zaslavskaia retained her belief in and 

commitment to socialism at least up to the affair surrounding the Novosibirk Manifest in 

1983,227 despite what seems from her letters to be a significant erosion of any faith in the 

competence and capacity of state institutions, and this seems to me to be a significant 

enough departure from the general understanding of vnye to be worthy of consideration on 

its own terms. I have proposed the somewhat clunky ‘intrainstitutional autonomy’ within 

this chapter, but I don’t doubt that a better term could be formulated.  

Aside from broader themes of non-conformism and antagonism between the state and 

intelligentsia, the example of Shlapentokh and Zaslavskaia adds to earlier discussions of 

Novosibirsk and Akademgorodok. The latter’s reputation as an oasis of freedom is 

supported to some extent by Zaslavskaia, who was certainly taken by the science district’s 

vision, ethos and community; her memories of it are fond, if not always happy, and the 

 
227 It is unclear from my reading of her work whether she still believed in the ideals of the USSR after 

its collapse. 
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general impression from her writings is that she was supported there personally and 

professionally. Occasionally this support was born more of bloody-mindedness on the part 

of ranking academics towards Party bureaucrats than any personal interest in Zaslavskaia or 

the safeguarding of her work, but it was nonetheless an improvement in comparison to 

being at the mercy of the apparatchiki. Shlapentokh, on the other hand, found refuge in 

Akademgorodok only until 1968, after which point he says that the state and the Party 

began to intrude into the liberal and relatively open space which had been fostered from 

within the Academy of Sciences’ Siberian Branch (Shlapentokh 2004, Introduction). 

Shlapentokh (idem) wrote that the political situation in Akademgorodok became particularly 

tense following an open letter of protest at the trial of Yurii Galanaskov and Aleksandr 

Ginsburg228, and after the campus’ hosting of figures like Aleksandr Galich at the Festival 

avtorskoi pesni229. The reinvigoration of anti-Semitic policy under Brezhnev worsened this 

situation for Shlapentokh and other Soviet Jewish academics, but the effects of the intrusion 

into the oasis of Akademgorodok by the Soviet state are also evident from Zaslavskaia’s 

increasing cynicism over the years. There was an extent to which an institution like the 

Siberian Branch of the Academy of Sciences could, or perhaps would, shield those under its 

wing from the meddlings and intrigues of Soviet political ideology, but it was finite. Some 

level of autonomy was slowly established for Soviet sociology, but the discipline frequently 

butted heads with officialdom and propagandists, such that those working earnestly in the 

field could little avoid confrontations between the realities of Soviet society as their 

research showed it, and Soviet society as was depicted at a national and international level 

by the state.   

Whilst I have not delved far here into the sociological works of either Zaslavskaia or 

Shlapentokh, their significance lies more in their suitability as exemplars of the archetypal 

responses to the contradictions between their work and livelihood and the narrative of an 

authoritarian state. One could, like Shlapentokh, renounce the lot and try one’s best to 

 
228 The two, along with Aleksei Dobrovolsky and Vera Lashkova, were arrested in January 1967 on 

charges of anti-Soviet agitation, having the previous year published the ‘White Book’ (Belaia kniga), 

a samizdat denunciation of the Siniavskii-Daniel Trial of 1957 which eventually made its way to the 

West for publication 

229 See Chapter Two. 
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leave,230 staying beholden only to the personal relationships made with individuals in that 

state. Or one could, like Zaslavskaia, continue working to the best of one’s abilities within a 

system which one knew to be ineffectual, even corrupt, and effectively hope for the best. In 

both cases, the core of each figure’s response to their situation centred around a pillar of 

their identity; Zaslavskaia’s own commitment to the ideals and principles of socialism, and 

Shlapentokh’s Jewishness, which drew to him more scrutiny and persecution than he would 

likely have suffered otherwise, compounding his lack of national affection for the country of 

his birth. It was only by the late 1980s that Soviet sociology began to be taken seriously at a 

national policy level, and only in the midst of reforms which aimed to rewrite all prior 

definitions of Soviet socialism and the Soviet project, at which point the old ideological 

dogmas of Marxism-Leninism were already a ghost of their Brezhnevian selves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
230 Or, given how difficult leaving the USSR was for most people for most of its existence, to become 

an active opponent of the state, with all the associated threats of official reprisals and harassment.  
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Conclusion 
 

There were many modalities of interaction between the Soviet state and its citizens who 

criticised or deviated from its norms. The outdated binary model of early scholarship and 

conservative journalism, placing all Soviet and other Socialist nonconformists together in an 

adversarial relationship with their ever-tyrannical states, has been rightfully dismantled by 

more nuanced analysis of post-Stalin subcultures and identities (see, for example, Yurchak 

2005; Furst and McLellan, 2016; Groys 1992). The state changed following Stalin’s death, 

altering its methods of societal control and the extent to which control was sought by the 

Party, and so Soviet nonconformists changed too; in harder times retreating from state 

oppression, and in more liberal times exploiting new opportunities for establishing a space 

they could consider their own. As I have shown via the example of Tat’iana Zaslavskaia, and 

the varying degrees of interconnection of nonconformist youth culture with local branches 

of the Komsomol, notions of ‘conformist’ as a unified opponent to these varieties 

nonconformism are similarly inadequate. As with many aspects of human sociability and 

development, conformism is best understood as a spectrum and, to a large extent, its 

meaning depends on internal perceptions and definitions, at an individual and group level, 

of the norms to which members of a group are expected to conform.  

Whilst a lot of research has been conducted in the Soviet and post-Soviet period into the 

activities and networks (or lack thereof) of nonconformists in Soviet Moscow and Leningrad, 

the so-called peripheries of the USSR have generally received less attention. A large-scale 

phenomenon such as nonconformism, which can be reasonably expected to have some 

level of representation across a society and a territory, cannot be adequately described with 

a focus on two cities. Although, in the Soviet example, Moscow and Leningrad were 

certainly different from each other, they still represent a small and non-representative 

cross-section of Soviet society, both in terms of their cultural atmosphere and their much 

more developed social infrastructures. Novosibirsk is a valuable location for further study in 

relation to wider understandings of late-Soviet nonconformism because of how it differed 

from Moscow and Leningrad and their respective cultural environments, aspects of which 

had been developed over centuries. In particular, the city’s much newer history, strongly 

influenced first by Constructivism, then by the rapid growth of the Soviet scientific 
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establishment under Khrushchev. Novosibirsk’s high density of research institutions, as a 

consequence of scientific policies under Khrushchev, drew intellectuals from across the 

USSR and, because of its relatively small size and comparatively underdeveloped social and 

cultural networks, it encouraged these intellectuals to mix with each other and with locals 

from outside their academic circles.   

My central research questions asked what light the activities of nonconformists in 

Novosibirsk could shed on broader relationship dynamics between the Soviet state and 

nonconformists who were not dissidenty; how useful the concept of apoliticism is to the 

study of nonconformism in authoritarian contexts; and what specific role Novosibirsk and 

Akademgorodok played in the development of their nonconformist communities. The 

relationship between the Soviet state and non-dissident nonconformists in Novosibirsk is 

marked by a consistent use of minor institutional spaces to enable socialisation and 

collaboration between likeminded individuals at varying levels of social prestige, and to 

afford a level of protection through relative privacy or tangential legitimation. The case 

studies presented in this thesis show a spectrum of interaction and cooperation with the 

state, itself containing a spectrum of opposition to Soviet governance. They challenge 

monolithic views of both nonconformism and the conformist core with which it is often 

contrasted, and support the view that a more flexible interpretation of both concepts is 

needed to reflect the diversity of late-Soviet sociocultural dynamics. 

As to the concept of apoliticism and its value in the study of authoritarian societies, I argue 

that its primary function was performative; an authoritarian state, at least discursively, 

imposes definitions of the political, and those definitions have historically proven very 

plastic. One cannot truly be apolitical in an authoritarian context, as the permeation of state 

power through authoritarian societies, and the accompanying compulsion to conformity, 

precludes meaningful agency in that regard; if anything can be deemed ‘political’ at the 

whim of a sufficient state authority, then apoliticism in all but name becomes an untenable 

position. In name only, however, it still serves an important function in the formation of ego 

and personal identities, as a self-signifier of otherness and means of differentiation from the 

imposed dichotomy of the state. Beyond notions of the political, what appears to have been 

more important to the nonconformist activity covered in my case studies is a search for a 

kind of authenticity or ‘truth’, which I cover in more detail below.  
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In relation to the third question, I view Novosibirsk as a distinct, and in some senses unique, 

environment for late-Soviet nonconformist thought. Although the cultural and intellectual 

manifestations of nonconformism in the region had counterparts or analogues elsewhere in 

the USSR, Novosibirsk distinguished itself in two main ways: its location and its development 

as a city. The former provided a good degree of distance from the central authorities in 

Moscow and Leningrad, as well as a wealth of opportunities for social and research 

excursions into the surrounding landscape, through which most surveillance by local 

authorities could also be avoided. I consider the development of Novosibirsk important in 

terms of its youth, which meant that there was no established pre-Soviet intellectual milieu 

or institutional network in the city as there were in much older cities like Moscow, 

Leningrad, or Tomsk; and in its augmentation in 1957 with the addition of Akademgorodok, 

which drew a range of academics and support staff to the city, encouraging and providing 

spaces for them to interact. Examination of Novosibirsk’s nonconformist atmosphere 

therefore presents interesting perspectives on Soviet nonconformism, perhaps less-

influenced by Imperial Russian contexts and structures; in this sense, it is distinguished from 

the centres of authority231 both spatially and temporally. 

My investigations of nonconformist activity in late-Soviet Novosibirsk, now the third most-

populous city in Russia and in many respects undeserving of the term periphery, have 

identified three common factors among the nonconformist groups investigated in the 

construction and maintenance of their relationship to the Soviet state. Between them, these 

offer interesting perspectives on my research questions. They are, in no particular order: 

attempts to use institutional provisions, particularly in academic institutions such as 

universities and the Academy of Sciences, to create spaces for nonconformist thought 

and/or activity; a desire among late-Soviet nonconformists to define their identities 

independently of the state, in other words to seek social identities beyond the ‘Soviet’ 

identity prescribed by the state; and a search for, or respect for, ‘truth’ and the ‘real’, which 

explicitly drove or informed their nonconformist practices. I address each in turn to 

summarise my findings.  

 
231 Authorities here include regional and cultural intellectual tradition, which can be continued and reinforced 
through institutional legacies. 
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Institutions 
 

My three case studies represent a varied spectrum of late-Soviet society, from underground 

music, through regional urban planning offices, to the more privileged circles of the 

intelligentsia. Although, on first inspection, little would seem to connect these spheres of 

Soviet life, they were all to some degree enabled by institutions of the state. New spaces 

opened up as the result of a range of reforms under Khrushchev, including the liberalisation 

of regulations surrounding youth gatherings and clubs, and the creation of a wave of new 

branches and institutes of the Soviet Academy of Sciences. These youth clubs and minor 

departments in regional institutes were further removed from the direct oversight of Soviet 

authorities than, for instance, official Komsomol gatherings or the major research institutes 

of Moscow and Leningrad. Supervision was more likely to be deputised or left to 

institutional staff, and this meant that a club or an institution whose management was 

supportive of, or merely indifferent to, any nonconformist activity which took place therein 

could serve as a shelter and a meeting place for inakomysliashchie, or ‘those who think 

differently’. Additionally, as a settlement which only began to develop seriously in the 

1920s, Novosibirsk’s social infrastructure232 was (and remains) much less developed than in 

Moscow and Leningrad; this meant fewer options for social spaces and therefore a higher 

concentration of people in the spaces which were available. I argue that this functioned as 

an intensifying modifier for social bonding between creatives and intellectually-curious 

individuals from disparate backgrounds as they sought an environment in which to develop 

their identities independently of the Soviet state.  

As shown by the inaugural performances of GrOb and IpV (see Chapter Three), punks 

struggled to use institutions in this way because of the nature of their nonconformist 

activity: their aggressive sound and often openly-provocative lyrics were so obviously 

‘other’, that a response from any state authority present was inevitable. The nature of their 

activity was more likely than, for instance, that of the bumazhniki, to be seen as threatening 

to civil and societal order because their aesthetic language and abrasive attitude were more 

overtly and publically disruptive of Soviet norms. Despite this, attempts were made to use 

institutional spaces and opportunities, demonstrated by the formation of the Tiumen’ Rock 

 
232 In terms of cafes, social clubs, and informal meeting places. 
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Club (Katsmel’bogen 1997), and the fact that bands like Putti and Letov’s short-lived project 

Adolf Gitler were able to play public shows at venues in Akademgorodok. The fact that the 

Rock Club’s core members were dispersed by the KGB, and that the Akademgorodok shows, 

in 1983 and 1987 respectively, were halted by local authorities before either band had 

managed to make it past the first few songs, demonstrates that institutional tolerance had 

its limits, even by the third year of perestroika. In order to benefit from the new spaces, 

nonconformists’ actions needed to be less overtly norm-breaking. Punk rock was able to be 

performed more freely from 1988, as the cultural liberalisations of perestroika both reduced 

overt censorship and led to the creation of new privately-run venues.  

 

Novosibirsk Paper Architects were able to use small institutions and offices as enclaves in 

which they could produce personal work without direct supervision, or under the 

supervision of an amenable figure; as Andrei Chernov (Sibirskij Modernizm 2020c) recalls, 

the head of their local design office, SKB, was ‘nash chelovek’ (‘our guy’). As long as they did 

their professional work in line with the offices’ purposes, they were mostly left alone. They 

were restricted, but not actively repressed; their designs would have been considered 

unsuitable for official purposes by the Union of Architects, and may have been denied 

clearance for submission into international competitions, but they would not have been 

seen as a threat in the same manner as punk rock or political dissidence. Neither did they 

overtly criticize state practices, as the latter, nor did they engage with the larger publics as 

the former. It is particularly in relation to such cases of nonconformism as Novosibirsk’s 

Paper Architecture that the post-Stalin Soviet state became more tolerant in the studied 

period than it had been in the 1930s and the 1940s. It is noteworthy that the inability to 

submit the personal projects they had produced together to international competitions 

does not seem to have bothered the Novosibirsk bumazhniki; their recollections focus on 

the benefit of offices like SKB and OblKolkhozProekt for their social and creative lives, 

valuing the tusovka of the time above the graphic works themselves. Where the Muscovites, 

likely aided by their proximity to central organs of authority in the capital, had been able to 

find the means to submit their designs and therefore secure an outlet to satisfy their 

creativity, the core creative outlet for the NISI bumazhniki was the local tusovka itself.  

 

Sociology was able to develop in many respects thanks to the Academy of Sciences 
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protecting its own (svoi). As a scientific discipline that began to be officially recognized in 

the 1950s, it faced repression and interference throughout its life, but was able to establish 

itself through offshoots of the Institute of Economics and, later, explicitly sociological 

institutes. Through working in the Institute of Economics, integrating into the academic 

community in Novosibirsk, and benefitting from institutional affiliation with the Siberian 

Division of the Academy of Sciences, Tatiana Zaslavskaia managed to establish her own 

institution, The Novosibirsk Economic-Sociological School, in 1970. Interventions on her 

behalf by established figures like Abel Aganbegyan, and by the leadership of the Siberian 

Division in the matter of her induction as akademik in 1981 shows that the Academy of 

Sciences, and the higher-ranking institutional staff within it, had a meaningful degree of 

autonomy in the late-Soviet period. The matter of the Novosibirsk Manifest demonstrates 

that, even in relation to serious ideological challenges, Soviet science could find room for 

expression, though it is somewhat complicated by the potential that Zaslavskaia’s work may 

have had some support in certain sections of the CPSU. Once more, however, that 

autonomy had its limits, as demonstrated by Vladimir Shlapentokh’s account of the 

increased pressure placed on Akademgorodok by the state after it was linked to dissident 

open letters in 1968. Under the anti-Semitic employment and social policies implemented 

by the Brezhnev regime in the 1970s, the Academy was unable or unwilling to adequately 

support Shlapentokh’s self-proclaimed un-Sovietness, as he was not only a nonconformist, 

but a Jewish nonconformist and therefore twice the threat in the eyes of the Soviet 

authorities of the time.  

Minor institutes, and the moderate protection and resources which they were able to 

afford, were utilised by various nonconformist groups within post-Stalinist Soviet society, 

including those discussed in this thesis. The capacity of institutes to defend nonconformist 

activities against the intrusion of state power depended significantly on the overtness and 

disruptiveness of the activities; the main exception to the trend which I have raised here is 

the relative lack of reprisals following the presentation of the Novosibirsk Manifest, and 

carries the caveat of potential ‘positive’ interference from Party reformist factions. My 

research suggests that nonconformism and freedom of expression in Novosibirsk were 

particularly well-served by the high density of research and cultural institutions in the city 

and its scientific district, Akademgorodok, and by the not insignificant degree of authority 
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which the Siberian Division of the Academy of Sciences was able to assert over its own 

affairs.  

 

Social Identities 
 

All of the groups on whom I have focussed in this thesis formed around social identities; the 

desire to be with svoi, and to decide for oneself who svoi were. The punks and NISI 

bumazhniki were primarily tusovki, social groups united by a shared interest and passion for 

creation. Whilst Zaslavskaia is less obvious in this regard, it is clear from her writings that 

there is at times an ‘us and them’ dichotomy in her vision of the relationship between 

science and Soviet politics, and that she was very close to many of her colleagues. Whether 

creative partnerships or working partnerships, there is a sense of community in all three 

case studies; Shlapentokh presents a sort of exception to this, but he also differentiates 

between Soviet culture at large and “the good ones” within Soviet culture, indicating he had 

some form of svoi in the USSR, at least for a time.  

A particularly important factor in relation to the formation of social identities and finding 

svoi in the academic circles of Akademgorodok is geography, or at least spatiality. Firstly, it 

was far removed from both the centralised Party organs and the main offices of the 

Academy of Sciences in Moscow, allowing the Siberian Division of the Academy some 

freedom from direct supervision. Secondly, though it has spread out further over time, 

Soviet Akademgorodok itself was very compact; the institutes were close together, as were 

the housing blocks, encouraging the comingling of different groups and different research 

disciplines. The growth of Novosibirsk as a main regional city and the development of 

Akademgorodok and the Siberian Division of the Academy of Sciences led to a high 

concentration of intellectually-curious people, thousands of miles from the USSR’s 

administrative centres, creating a fertile environment for finding svoi. 

It is these communities of svoi which I view through Goffman’s tripartite theory of identity, 

seeing them as pockets of small, self-defined social identity within a larger, extrinsically-

imposed Soviet social, or supersocial, identity. After the revelations of Khrushchev’s de-

Stalinisation campaign, the work that had gone into constructing the Soviet identity in the 

1920s-1940s was tarnished, and there was no longer the same degree of fear attached to 



213 
 

conformity as there had been under Stalin. Clearly, open opposition to the state still had 

serious and dangerous consequences for individuals, but the forfeit was much less likely to 

be one’s life. In conjunction with the new social spaces created in Soviet society following 

Khrushchev’s Thaw, the change in atmosphere made it easier and safer to create or 

facilitate these pockets of self-expression and identity-creation independent of the state. 

Disillusionment with the Soviet state from Brezhnev’s regime is a factor common to all of 

the groups considered, and was demonstrated on a wider scale through Soviet society of 

the 1970s and 1980s (see Yurchak 2005). For some, this meant a detachment from the 

officially-endorsed Soviet identity233 and a search for a shared identity which better aligned 

with their ego identity or their desired personal identity; that is who they felt themselves to 

be, or how they wished to present themselves. 

 

The concept of vnyenakhodimost’, or vnye, as derived by Yurchak from Bakhtin describes a 

position which places itself, to some degree, outside of society or outside of politics. As I 

have argued, this position is not actually tenable within the Soviet-type of an authoritarian 

society, as actors within such a state cannot self-define as apolitical; the nature of an 

authoritarian state is that it assumes the position of sole arbiter in relation to what it, and 

therefore the society at large, considers political. Ideas of vnye are very useful, however, in 

the construction of personal and social identities, as an actor’s perception or projected-

perception of self and a means of indicating ‘otherness’. Perceptions and representations of 

the self as vnye the Soviet system served to differentiate those actors from Soviet society 

en-masse, and can help them to find svoi.  

 

For those like Zaslavskaia, disillusioned with the Soviet apparatus, but not the Soviet ideals 

and identity with which they had grown up, svoi could be found in intellectual communities, 

engaged in frank and open discussion about the country’s problems. Zaslavskaia serves as 

 
233 Gleb Tsipursky (2008, p. 630) defines the New Soviet Person, as envisioned by the state, as 

‘faithful to socialism and the Party, cultured and moral’, collectivist and patriotic’. As an example of 

Soviet attempts to construct a ‘Soviet’ identity, in 1961, following the 22nd Congress of the CPSU, a 

document called the Moral Codex of the Builders of Communism (Moral’nij kodeks stroitelia 

kommunizma) which included a list of twelve principles that a ‘good Soviet’ ought to uphold; this 

codex was taught in Soviet schools and promoted by the Komsomol until it was quietly dropped 

from the Programme of the CPSU after the 28th Congress in 1986.  
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an excellent example of my proposed term, ‘intrainstitutional autonomy’; her proficiency in 

her field, and the increasing levels of protection which came with her rise through the 

Institute of Economics to managing an institute of her own, provided her with enough 

freedom to conduct the work she wanted, even if she could not always guarantee that the 

results would not be confiscated by the authorities.  Her position allowed her to investigate 

the failings of the Soviet system from within, with the earnest intention of improving social 

conditions throughout the country. Zaslavskaia was able to conduct meaningful research in 

accordance with her own convictions, using the institutions of the Soviet state in an attempt 

to improve it, even if her findings were considered ideological heresy by some 

representatives of the political authorities.  

 

‘Truth’ and ‘Reality’ 

 

Though the subjects of my case studies are in many ways disparate, a loose unifying 

framework can be found in their shared search for authenticity or truth. Despite differences 

in the degree of their antagonism towards the state, the Siberian punks, bumazhniki and 

Akademgorodok sociologists all had criticisms of the society around them, and understood 

that the self-image projected by the state both internationally and domestically did not 

match their experiences of reality. The recognition of this disjuncture seems to constitute a 

common thread between these apparently distinct manifestations of nonconformist 

thought and activity in late-Soviet Novosibirsk, and throughout the USSR. 

The driving force behind Zaslavskaia’s thorough investigation of socioeconomic problems in 

Siberia, and across the USSR, was a desire to uncover the ‘reality’ of Soviet society in order 

to effectively address causal factors. Her memoirs, as well as her personal letters 

throughout her career, attest to this search for the ‘truth’ of Soviet economics. Zaslavskaia 

was not fundamentally opposed to the Soviet system, but frustrated with the Soviet system 

as it was, and the way in which certain managers would rather ignore a problem than 

acknowledge it and admit they could not, or would not fix it. From her project on the 

harvests of the late-1950s and the subsequent coverup of her findings, to the research and 

repercussions of the Novosibirsk Manifest in the early 1980s, Zaslavkaia was occasionally 
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targeted by the state as a result of her work; the only purpose this appears to have served 

was to convince her that she had been looking in the right places.  

The Siberian punks, similarly to contemporaneous underground movements in Moscow and 

Leningrad,234 reacted to the lies of state narratives and myth-making. Not only could punks 

see the discrepancies between the state’s depiction of itself and people’s lived reality, but 

through their tusovka they also had access to a relative wealth of information via friends 

and acquaintances with institutional access to resources like the restricted foreign texts at 

the Novosibirsk GPNTB.235 Their emphasis was on the real, on doing, on calling out problems 

and hypocrisies in Soviet society. In order to shock, confuse and unsettle Soviet society, they 

utilised what they saw as truth, as well as irony and hyperbole, to criticise whilst 

maintaining enough ambiguity to make it difficult for their own critics to consistently attack 

them. 

 

Bumazhniki worked on and around real projects to ground their graphical experiments. 

Their main objection to the Soviet architectural system of the 1980s was that it did not 

permit them to engage in real architecture and urban planning, as so much of every project 

was predetermined by the plan. They were not allowed to properly practise their 

profession, by which was meant the investigation of concrete problems in urban planning 

and design, and the freedom to propose and design innovative solutions. Although the NISI 

bumazhniki produced designs for the Japan Architect competition briefs, they were mainly 

made to exercise their creative muscles which could not be employed in their professional 

work. The value of small planning offices like OblKolkhozProekt, aside from their social 

benefits, was that they were about as close to this ‘real’ architectural work as the 

bumazhniki could find in Soviet planning in the 1980s. One particularly striking difference 

between Paper Architecture and earlier Soviet utopian architectural planning and design, 

such as the NER Group, and one which I think can be extrapolated more broadly across late-

Soviet nonconformist art (for example, the relationship between the work of Dmitri Prigov 

and Daniil Kharms), is related to belief or faith. Whilst earlier radical and visionary 

 
234 For example, the ‘parallel cinema’ (parallel’noe kino) of Leningrad’s Yevgenij Yufit or Mscow’s 

Alejnikov brothers. 

235 The State Public Scientific-Technical Library. See Chapter Three. 
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movements had approached their work in an earnest belief that it could and would be 

revolutionary, comparable late-Soviet movements are characterised more by a cynicism 

born of re-Stalinisation from the late-1950s and early-1960s; more prominent was a 

presupposition that their work was being done primarily for its own sake and its own 

authenticity. 

 

Final Comments 
 

In analysing a range of case studies, this thesis has been limited in the extent to which each 

could be considered individually. I have not had the space to discuss all elements in the 

detail they deserve, and have needed to restrict my focus within each case study in order 

that they provide more than a surface-level representation of their subjects.  Despite this, it 

is the diversity of my case studies which demonstrates that the use of institutions in relation 

to nonconformist activity was part of a broader trend in late-Soviet Novosibirsk, worthy of 

further research. Further, the case studies highlight a theme in late-Soviet nonconformism 

of searching for a truth or a sincere mode of existence within Soviet society, distinct from 

the image promoted by state discourse.  

I see the main contribution of this thesis to the field of cultural history in its framing of the 

complexities of nonconformism, within and even in cooperation with a system which 

idealised conformity. Study of nonconformism as a cultural phenomenon must acknowledge 

that definitions of nonconformism and conformism are malleable and, particularly in 

authoritarian societies, are subject to change at the will of the relevant 

authority/authorities. The extent to which conformism is compelled is also variable, and at 

multiple levels from rhetoric to policymaking to local enforcement; my studies show that 

individuals in late-Soviet society were able to exploit state institutions, periods of relative 

liberality, and personal connections to local authorities to provide spaces for nonconformist 

thought and activity. Although the success and longevity of their efforts depended to a 

considerable extent on the prestige of the institution and their status within or with respect 

to it, they were able to create at least temporary autonomous zones for their 

nonconformism even if not all had the same success in externally legitimising their work as 

Zaslavskaia. Zaslavskaia’s example underpins my formulation of intrainstitutional autonomy 
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as a term for nonconformists within a system who attempt to engage with it earnestly in 

order to improve it; still believing in the plan but critical of its flawed or inadequate 

implementation, and hoping to correct the course of state management from within. This is 

distinguished from dissidence in the Soviet context by the dissidents’ open confrontations 

with the state in the cultural and political spheres. It is not the subsurface disobedience 

described by Kotkin (e.g. 1995), though it carries a similarly pragmatic undertone, nor is it 

quite Boym’s (1994) banal self, as it relies on some degree of active belief in the stated goal 

of the Soviet project in order to justify the effort of working against political and 

institutional impediments. Although sharing some key elements with Natalia Roudakova’s 

(e.g. 2008) writings on the legal and journalistic professionals in Soviet and post-Soviet 

Russia, in that esteemed institutions of the state can carry an inherent authority able to 

mitigate a degree of political meddling, Roudakova’s framework concentrates on the use of 

positions in such institutions to influence the state through explicitly political means, 

requiring direct political action in a way intrainstitutional autonomy need not. I view 

intrainstitutional autonomy not as a broad descriptor for any swathe of Soviet society, but 

as one of a wide range of expressions of Soviet identity and agency, which could be 

inhabited and utilised by citizens seeking a way to reconcile their opposition to the state 

with their function and status within it. 

Most of the primary sources I have engaged with in the thesis are personal reminiscences 

from the nonconformists studied; personal letters, interviews, and retrospective writings. 

Whilst these sources are appropriate and effective for the study of identity-creation, they 

clearly cannot offer the perspective of the state. This study would have benefitted from 

access to archival materials from Novosibirsk local authorities, including the Komsomol, the 

Regional Committee (ObKom), and the administration of the Siberian Division of the 

Academy of Sciences. Incorporating internal communications and reports on nonconformist 

activities in the region would help to present a more complete and balanced account of the 

situation which this thesis describes; outstanding questions in that regard include which 

groups were considered a threat, who was being monitored and why, and the extent to 

which political authorities in the region had their own autonomy from Moscow. 
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I would have liked to investigate the under-studied Novosibirsk punk bands Bomzhi (Bums) 

and Putti236 (formed in 1983 and 1984 respectively), to see if their experience was any 

different from that of Letov and GrOb, and how institutions factored into their activities and 

philosophies. Similarly, I have suggested, based on their writings and the reminiscences of 

Andrei Chernov, that the tusovka of the Moscow bumazhniki was qualitatively different 

from that in Novosibirsk, and that this was in part due to the importance of planning 

institutions to the latter. Further exploration of potential differences in the relationship 

between state institutions and tusovki in the Soviet peripheries versus the centres of 

Moscow and Leningrad may yield interesting results for the study of identity in the USSR; 

particularly with respect to interactions between nonconformists and the state.  

  

 
236 A play on the word puti or paths/ways.  
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Figure 1: Development plan for the village of Nizhnij Urium. Vladimir Chernov, 

1984. 

Appendix: Selected Paper Architecture Projects 
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Figure 2. Gus'. Development for the settlement of Gusel'nikovo. Vladimir Chernov, 1984. 

Figure 3: Project "Gastrol'nij Teatr". Smyshlaev, Mizin, Kuznetsov, Tarasov, and Burov, 1982-1984. 
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Figure 4. Bastion of Resistance to the Bastion of 

Resistance. Viacheslav Mizin, 1985. 

Figure 6. Atrium with a cone. Viacheslav Mizin, 

1985 

Figure 7. Atrium Columbarium. Viacheslav Mizin 

and Viktor Smyshliaev, 1985. 

Figure 5. Atrium House. Viktor Smyshliaev, 1985 
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Figure 8: Dwelling House of Winnie the Pooh in a Large City. Aleksandr Brodsky and Ilya Utkin, 

1983. 


