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Short Abstract

Setting out from the premise that legislation is performative, this study
initially explores the relationship between state cultural policy, censorship, and
theatre production. The case is made that following the so-called ‘conservative-
authoritarian turn’ in Russia in 2012, there has been a gradual return to an
interventionist cultural policy qualitatively similar in some respects to that of Soviet-
era Socialist Realism. I identify and describe the period in question — which is
characterised by intensified censorship in its numerous guises, a new highly
prescriptive cultural policy, and arbitrary repressions of nonconformist elements in
society — as the period of High Putinism.

Having established the environment in which contemporary theatre in Russia
operated during the second decade of the twenty-first century, surveys of the field are
combined with close analysis of a dozen productions from the period. Collectively,
these works all demonstrate in various ways what Jacques Ranciére calls ‘dissensus’,
which is to say they resist, circumvent, and transgress the norms of the ideological
consensus set out by the state cultural policy. What they develop instead are
alternative ways of thinking, seeing and doing that look beyond the horizons of the
status quo. They achieve this through a variety of means, including aesthetic
experimentation, audience participation, digital technology, contemporary dance and
music, as well as radical postdramatic staging devices — in short, a hybridisation of
genres, styles, disciplines, and media. The resulting thesis is a cross-section of a vivid
contemporary theatre scene existing largely on the margins of cultural life. From this

position of marginality, a diverse set of emancipatory performance practices emerges.



Long Abstract

In ‘Russian Theatre in the Age of High Putinism: Politics and Aesthetics’, |
set out to interrogate Russian drama and text-based theatre in the second decade of the
twenty-first century. Initially keen to explore the normative nature of dramatic
realism, my thesis developed a more fundamental shift of focus away from dramatic
text altogether. The resulting work is a combination of updates on the situation in
text-based theatre on the one hand, and explorations of text-decentred performance
theatre on the other hand. The latter represents a small but significant trend in
contemporary Russian theatre, and is an underrepresented field of research.

One of the biggest problems that I came up against was finding ways to write
about performance where no text or recording was available. The challenges that this
presented were firstly approached by turning to general theatre theory and
contemporary performance criticism, and secondly by finding and creating alternative
primary sources (such as by taking interviews with the creators of the works in
question, and collating online reviews with audience responses on social media). My
aim was to investigate what it is that theatre performances do, and to what extent they
are reflections of and responses to the world around them. The questions that run
through this thesis are: how do politics and aesthetics interact in contemporary
Russian theatre, and what is the result of that interaction, where it occurs?

As a way in to approaching these questions, I initially set about analysing the
legislative changes that have taken place over the past decade, and particularly since
2012, when, as various scholars have noted, something of a ‘conservative-
authoritarian turn’ took place. The purpose of this was to establish the context in

which theatre production existed over the course of the decade, so that the interaction



of politics and aesthetics would be more visible. My conclusions from this initial
investigation were that there was a gradual intensification of censorship — in
numerous guises — from 2012 onwards, which combined with an increase in political
repressions to create a hostile environment for nonconformist theatre making. This
resulted in a situation where a number of theatre makers and managers feared for their
safety and freedom. These are not inconsequential factors when considering the
specific works of theatre themselves, and the locations of their occurrence. Restrictive
legislation designed to curtail so-called ‘non-normative’ or ‘non-traditional’ views
and behaviour — in favour of unquestioning support for the state and its policies — has
resulted in the unavoidable impression that some of the basic tenets of the Soviet-era
artistic policy ‘Socialist Realism’ have been reinstated, in a new hybrid form. Given
that Russia is now a globally-integrated capitalist country — albeit in a form that is still
dominated by the state — I have called the new state cultural policy ‘Capitalist
Realism’, which both establishes the historical link to Socialist Realism, whilst also
drawing a line between them, as separate but related systems. Furthermore, to
distinguish my usage of the term from the general Western political theory of
‘capitalist realism’ popularised by British critic Mark Fisher, the new Russian state
cultural policy Capitalist Realism is capitalised (following the convention of Socialist
Realism), whereas the political theory ‘capitalist realism’ is placed in inverted
commas and is uncapitalised.

Throughout the thesis, the post-2012 era is described as the period of High
Putinism, to distinguish it from the more liberal politics of Putin’s first two terms as
president (2000-08). I considered this a necessary distinction not only for practical
reasons, but also for reasons that relate to the history of theatre in the twenty-first

century. The first decade of the so-called ‘HoBast npama’ movement was a period of



unprecedented prosperity, growth, freedom, and financial investment in the cultural
sphere, which culminated in the major investment programmes of Dmitrii
Medvedev’s presidency (2008-12), dubbed a ‘golden age’ for Russian theatre by one
critic. From the vantage point of 2020, the contrast between the two periods is more
apparent. The sharp turn away from investment in contemporary art and culture — and
the persecution of those recipients who did not accept political loyalty as a condition
for receiving state funds — is a completely different cultural environment to that of
pre-2012. The era of High Putinism is therefore characterised by the exacerbation and
intensification of the restrictive, intolerant tendencies that were occasionally glimpsed
in the early Putin years, but have since manifested themselves to a greater degree,
reflected in both domestic and foreign policy. Due to the anthropological nature of
documentary theatre, which takes its source material from social reality, it has a
tendency to address socially and politically relevant themes more than other forms of
theatre do. This makes it a useful bellwether for the times, and as such it is a logical
starting point for my exploration of the interaction of politics and aesthetics in
Russian theatre in the 2010s. The majority of Western scholarship on twenty-first
century Russian theatre has understandably focused on the two major and interrelated
developments to have emerged in that time — ‘HoBast npama’, and documentary
theatre. Addressing the existing scholarship, my first chapter provides an update on
the situation in documentary theatre nearly one decade after the conservative-
reactionary turn that led to a new era in the history of the antagonistic relationship
between the state and the theatre in Russia.

In dedicating half of my thesis to an analysis of performance practices where
no playscript is present, I have attempted to redress a current gap in the field. The

focus on drama and text-based theatre in existing scholarship is logical and justified,



but I considered that there was a need to look beyond these forms to some of the
experimental, hybrid forms of text-decentred and participatory performance that have
been taking place in recent years. The originality of the thesis lies in this attempt to
shift the field on to new ground. For reasons that are possibly due to the ephemerality
of these kinds of performances and the lack of text or video recording of the event,
these works go overlooked more often than not. I hope that my documentation of a
few of these occurrences can serve as a partial corrective to the existing deficit in the
literature. Over the course of the thesis, I introduce a number of terms that are
unfamiliar to the field of Russian theatre studies: new documentarism; Actionist
theatre; High Putinism; Capitalist Realism. These phenomena are explored in detail
and given due consideration for their novelty and contribution to our evolving
understanding of contemporary Russian theatre as it continues to develop in the
twenty-first century. Additionally, my chapters on documentary theatre and ‘HoBas
npama’ respectively offer significant updates on the situation for text-based theatre at
the end of the second decade of the century.

From four major research trips over a three-year period (2017-19), it became
clear to me that the contemporary theatre scene had changed since the heyday of
‘HoBast npama’. Some of the reasons for this are mentioned above, but nonetheless I
have tried in my writing to capture something of the vitality of the scene that I
experienced during those years. I was keen to avoid the well-known names of the
‘HoBas npama’ movement, many of whom have by now become established
mainstays on the stages of state theatres throughout the country. Instead, I sought out
the innovations and evolutions that have taken place since the well-known
breakthroughs of the first decade of the ‘Hosas nqpama’ movement. These occurred

not on the main stages of the big, well-funded state theatres, but rather on the margins



of the theatre scene, largely unnoticed or ignored by critics. That said, however,
whilst marginality is a significant aspect of many of the works that feature in the
thesis, it is also true that the horizons of my research did not extend much further than
Moscow. In spite of my intentions to give due consideration to regional theatre as
well, it proved beyond the scope of this thesis. All of my research trips combined
were not exhaustive of the capital’s theatre scene, and for this reason it was difficult
to get beyond it. It is the case that a number of annual theatre festivals held in the
capital bring the best of regional theatre to the city, meaning that a certain degree of
knowledge of the theatrical landscape of the country as a whole can be gleaned from
being based for extended periods of time in Moscow alone. This is evidenced by the
fact that many of the plays and playwrights mentioned in the thesis hail from diverse
cities across Russia. It is also the case that the ‘HoBas npama’ movement was founded
in Moscow, and the city has continued to be its spiritual home, centred around the
annual Liubimovka Festival of Young Dramaturgy, and its host venue Teatr.doc.
Thus, whilst Moscow would inevitably feature prominently in any study of
contemporary Russian theatre, I nonetheless perceive it as a weakness in my argument
that [ have little firsthand experience of theatre beyond the capital to support my
conclusions.

On a general level, my close readings of a dozen works of theatre from recent
years have once again demonstrated the age-old ability of art to detect and depict
changes in society ahead of time. Art’s ability if not to see the future then to see the
present moment before it has become visible in other spheres makes it worthwhile
engaging in detailed study of cultural production as it takes place in the present day,
as well as from the recent past. It became clear to me that nonconformist

contemporary theatre makers in Russia were engaging with the political ideology of



the state in ways both subtle and overt, developing forms of discursive resistance to
its hegemonic norms and processes. In my attempts to understand how these works
achieved this, something approaching a coherent set of emancipatory performance
practices emerged.

In giving overdue critical attention to a number of disparate works of text-
decentred performance theatre, it is hoped that this will be a starting point for
broadening the field beyond the traditional logocentrism of theatre criticism. With a
background more in literature than theatre, I say this out of a conviction that the value
of contemporary theatre lies not only in what it has in common with literature, but
also in what it alone can do that other art forms cannot. In an age of the mediatisation
and virtualisation of public and private life, theatre’s unique ability to engage
spectators with others plays an important role in facilitating unmediated interpersonal
exchange. Theatre can create meaningful interactions between strangers, provisionally
building community through performance in the otherwise atomising worlds of virtual
reality, social media, and — most recently — the global pandemic. At the time of
writing in late 2020, it is impossible to avoid the events of the past year, which have
brought about huge changes in the ways that we interact with each other. Whilst the
lasting consequences of these changes are not yet known, new habits and advances in
technology make it unlikely that there will be a return to the old norms. The huge
increase in online communication and social isolation caused by the global pandemic
has brought short-term challenges and long-term opportunities for theatre, once it
becomes possible to gather and interact in person again (to say nothing of the
possibilities for digital theatre, which has flourished under ‘lockdown’ conditions).
Participatory forms of theatre will have a unique role to play in bringing people back

together, to explore collective trauma and navigate ways through the common



concerns of the future. This thesis shows that contemporary Russian theatre has the
potential to take up that mantle, embracing the needs of the day as it has done

throughout the century thus far.
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Prologue

On 31 May 2019, a young man stood in Red Square, the heart of the Russian
capital and in plain view of the seat of state power, the Kremlin. He held in his hands
a small placard with three words on it: ‘[Ipotus cuctemsl Ctanucnabckoro’. His
protest lasted for seven minutes, before he was arrested and taken to Kitai-gorod
police station, along with the camerawoman who had been filming him. What the
police who arrested him did not know was that this action was being livestreamed to
an audience sitting in the Teatr na Taganke a couple of kilometres away, as part of an
experimental theatre performance taking place there. The proceedings were captured
on video, and later that day the story was picked up and reported on by a variety of
media platforms.' Whilst the incident itself is perhaps amusing, reflecting the
absurdity of the law enforcement agencies in their zero-tolerance approach towards
public protest, even when the cause is as esoteric as opposition to Stanislavskii’s
system of theatre, the consequences were less so — the managing director of the Teatr
na Taganke cancelled the remainder of the project, expelled the organisers and all the
participants from the building, and demanded a public apology from the organisers for
the incident. They refused, instead publicly declaring their support for the arrested

theatre makers and for the artistic merit of their work.? The irony of this incident

" There were at least eighteen different news reports on the incident. See, for example, ‘Na
Krasnoi ploshchadi zaderzhali rukovoditelia “Teatra na vynos” s plakatom “Protiv sistemy
Stanislavskogo™’, Novaia gazeta, 31 May 2019
<https://novayagazeta.ru/news/2019/05/31/152146-na-krasnoy-ploschadi-zaderzhali-
rukovoditelya-teatra-na-vynos-s-plakatom-protiv-sistemy-stanislavskogo> [accessed 23
December 2020].

* The action was called ‘Tpuauats mepsas’, by Aleksei Ershov and Veronika Nikul’shina,
and was a part of the project ‘Cmemenne’, curated by Viktor Vilisov. The managing director
of the Teatr na Taganke is Irina Apeksimova. Vilisov’s comments can be found on his
Telegram channel @apollonia, 1 June 2020, as well as in an article by Ul’iana Bondarenko,
‘Dovol’no unylyi teatr: V chem smysl spektaklia s zaderzhaniem na Krasnoi ploshchadi’, The
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taking place during Russia’s so-called ‘T'ox Teatpa’ was not lost on some
commentators, exemplifying the atmosphere of cultural intolerance and increasing
censorship at the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century.” How theatre in
Russia arrived at this point of radical artistic experimentation brushing up against
official reactionary conservatism — and the antagonistic relationship between these
two forces — is the subject of this study.

It is fair to assume that the police did not arrest the young man in Red Square
on account of his opposition to Stanislavskii. They arrested him for the act of carrying
out an action that drew attention to itself adjacent to the Kremlin, ostensibly on the
charge of conducting an unsanctioned protest, even though technically speaking one-
person pickets do not require pre-approval with the authorities. However, the full
irony of the proceedings was only appreciated by those sitting in the audience inside
the Teatr na Taganke at the time — being arrested by the police for publicly declaring
opposition to the hegemony of the Stanislavskiian system in Russian theatre seemed
perfectly to demonstrate the extent of the problem faced by contemporary theatre
makers in their battle for legitimacy against the intransigence of the theatrical
establishment. After the participants in the project were unceremoniously escorted
from the theatre premises along with their belongings, the antagonistic nature of this
relationship between the traditional and the contemporary was on full display. The
message was clear — there is no place for free experimentation in state-funded

theatres.

Village, 2 June 2019 <https://www.the-village.ru/city/react/352175-teatr-na-taganke>
[accessed 23 December 2020].

’ The ‘Tox Teatpa’ was critiqued, for example, by three cartoons on the contemporary theatre-
dedicated Telegram channel @NemirovichandDanchenko (14 March 2019), one of which
depicted the masks of the Golden Mask award behind prison bars and surrounded by a wreath
of barbed wire.
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The choice of venue — Red Square — was clearly a significant factor in the
arrest and the ensuing scandal. After all, on the other side of the city, another
performer was standing in a park with exactly the same placard — an action that drew
no noteworthy attention and passed off without issue. Being the site of many of the
most famous performance actions in post-Soviet Russian history, by the likes of E.T.I,
Aleksandr Brener, Pussy Riot, and Petr Pavlenskii, Red Square carries a symbolic
weight that was too much to bear for the management of the Teatr na Taganke. The
failure of the theatre management in this case to support artistic freedom represents a
broader ecology of intolerance and impermissibility that has gradually taken hold of
Russia since 2012, when Vladimir Putin controversially returned to the presidency for
a third term in office. The fact that this happened at the ‘Taganka’ of all places —
which was one of the most daring and revered theatres of the late Soviet era under the
artistic directorship of Iurii Liubimov — is indicative of this trend. Prior to any
analysis of individual works of theatre, this new ecology must be given due

consideration.
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Introduction

Although 2012 has been identified as the year of the ‘conservative-
authoritarian turn’ by critics, this study starts a little earlier, in 2010, when a short
play called Yac socemmnadyams premiered at Teatr.doc in Moscow.' This was a
turning point in the history of contemporary Russian theatre for reasons that are
explored in Chapter One, demonstrating the age-old ability of art to capture shifts in
society and politics ahead of time. In this thesis, a total of twelve works will be
considered in detail, six of which are text-based plays, and six of which are text-
decentred performances, where no script as such is readily available.” The final work
of the twelve occurred at the end of 2019, meaning that the temporal scope of this
project broadly covers the whole of the second decade of the twenty-first century,
although all the close readings of specific works are drawn from the latter half of the
decade. There is a practical reason for this — the fact that my research trips were

conducted over a three-year period from 2017 to 2019 brought to light the more

" The ‘conservative-authoritarian turn’ has been noted by critics such as Lena Jonson, Nikolai
Petrov, Paul Robinson, and Kate Langdon and Vladimir Tismaneanu. See Jonson, Art and
Protest in Putin’s Russia (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016); Petrov, ‘Putin’s Neo-Nomenklatura
System and its Evolution’ in Stubborn Structures: Reconceptualizing Post-Communist
Regimes, ed. by Balint Magyar (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2019), pp.
179-215; Robinson, Russian Conservatism (Ithaca: Northern Illinois University Press, 2019);
Langdon and Tismaneanu, Putin’s Totalitarian Democracy: Ideology, Myth and Violence in
the Twenty-First Century (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020).

? The texts for the six plays can all be found online (in order of appearance): Elena Gremina,
Dmitrii Bel, and Mark Ravenhill, Voina blizko (Moscow: Bookmate Originals, 2020), ebook
<https://ru.bookmate.com/books/xyiqgKbIw> [accessed 20 December 2020]; Zarema
Zaudinova, Ekaterina Kosarevskaia, and Aleksei Polikhovich, Pytki (Moscow: Bookmate
Originals, 2020), ebook <https://ru.bookmate.com/books/TJktP50X> [accessed 20 December
2020]; Zarema Zaudinova, Anna Dobrovol’skaia, and Elena Gremina, Qiub (Moscow:
Bookmate Originals, 2020), ebook <https://ru.bookmate.com/books/WcgMj9re> [accessed 20
December 2020]; Dmitrii Danilov, ‘Chelovek iz Podol’ska’, Novyi mir, 2 (2017)
<https://magazines.gorky.media/novyi_mi/2017/2/chelovek-iz-podolska.htmI> [accessed 23
December 2020]; Valerii Pecheikin, Filosofy, ili Velikaia orgiia (unpublished playscript,
2016) <http://lubimovka.ru/istoriya/31-2016/285-uchastniki-lyubimovki-2016> [accessed 23
December 2020]; Ol’ga Shiliaeva, 28 dnei (unpublished play script, 2018)
<http://lubimovka.ru/istoriya/42-2018/516-short-list-2018> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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recent works that were premiering and being discussed during those years. Although
the Russian repertoire system allows works to be seen many years — and even decades
— after they were first made, the specificity of contemporary Russian theatre (and
contemporary theatre in general) tends towards the capturing of the present moment,
rather than towards timeless universality.” This means that productions of new works
tend to age quickly, although there are of course exceptions to this. Another factor to
consider is the tendency in contemporary theatre towards ‘event-ness’ — the
singularity of the event, and the unique experience for each spectator that arises from
it.* This is at odds with the nature of the traditional repertory system and the idea that
a show can be repeated indefinitely, unchanged. Many of the works that feature in this
study were one-off events or only had a handful of performances that varied from one
another, and these were conscious decisions taken by the theatre makers for artistic
reasons rather than out of necessity. Furthermore, I would argue that the emphasis on
works produced in the latter years of the decade better captures the extent of the
changes in the conditions for cultural production that have taken place — and the
corresponding artistic response to those changes — as the effects of the conservative-
authoritarian turn intensified over the period in question.

In what was the first monograph in English to approach the theme of
specifically twenty-first-century Russian theatre, Birgit Beumers and Mark

Lipovetsky advanced a thesis in 2009 that the phenomenon of so-called ‘HoBas

* The repertoire system means that at the Teatr na Taganke, for example, it is still possible to
see four different works directed by the late Iurii Liubimov that premiered variously in 1964,
1968, 1974, and 2007.

* ‘Event-ness’ is a term used by German theatre scholar and theorist Hans-Thies Lehmann.
See Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, trans. by Karen Jurs-Munby (Abingdon: Routledge,
2006), p. 106.
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npama’ in Russia was characterised by an overarching discourse of violence.’

Violence, for the authors, had three functions in ‘HoBas apama’:

First, violence demonstrates the disintegration of the Soviet social order,
indicating cultural chaos. Second, violence arises as a reflection of new, post-
Soviet social practices connected with the redistribution of authority, property,
symbolic and economic capital. Third, violence functions as a denotation of
the sacred, of the ritual of transgression.

Since its publication, this monograph has defined the field of contemporary Russian
theatre scholarship in English, and it remains the best overview of the first two
decades of Russian theatre after the end of the Soviet Union. However, whilst
violence is certainly a defining trait of many works of post-Soviet Russian theatre, a
number of people have objected to the rather structuralist attempt broadly to
categorize a disparate group of dramatic texts under a single concept. Amongst them
was the well-known theatre critic Kristina Matvienko, who, in an article entitled
‘ITyreBoauTENH 1O 3a0TyXKAeHUSAM U OTKpBITUSAM , argued that the authors disproved

their own claim, stating:

Torma BEIXOAWT, 9YTO aBTOPBI «HOBOM JAPaMbD» TMPEICTABISIIOT COO0MH
OJIHOPOJHYIO MaccCy, KOJUIEKTUB, KOTOPBIA MUIIET COYMHEHNS HA 3a/IaHHbIC
TEMBbI. A HE 3TO JIM OMPOBEPraeTCs HAa TPEXCTAX CEMUIECATH CTPAHUIAX
«ITephopmancon Hacwus»?’

Furthermore, Beumers and Lipovetsky came to the conclusion that the brightest
figures of the ‘HoBas npama’ movement were moving into film, where the authors

considered that their innovations were more effective, and suggested that ‘Hoas

> The only major monograph in Russian to have preceded this was theatre critic Marina
Davydova’s Konets teatral’noi epokhi (Moscow: Zolotaia maska; OGI, 2005).

% See Birgit Beumers and Mark Lipovetsky, Performing Violence: Literary and Theatrical
Experiments of New Russian Drama (Bristol: Intellect, 2009), p. 43.

7 Kristina Matvienko, ‘Putevoditel’ po zabluzhdeniiam i otkrytiiam’, Oktiabr’, 2 (2013)
<https://magazines.gorky.media/october/2013/2/putevoditel-po-zabluzhdeniyam-i-
otkrytiyam.html> [accessed 20 December 2020].
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npama’ as a theatrical phenomenon might have run its course.® The decade that
followed their publication revealed this not to be the case, as a new generation of
original voices emerged, such as those of Pavel Priazhko, Anna Iablonskaia, and
laroslava Pulinovich, and then another generation after them, including Natal’ia
Zaitseva, Polina Borodina, and Masha Kontorovich. On the one hand, the biggest
names from the first wave of ‘HoBast npama’ have moved on to the larger stages of
state theatres, somewhat bearing out the prediction by the authors that it would grind
‘to a halt, [...] ending in the commercial cycle’.” On the other hand, the ‘Hosast
napama’ movement, centred around the Liubimovka Festival of Young Dramaturgy
and Teatr.doc, has demonstrated its capacity for renewal, primarily through the
discovery of new generations of playwrights.

The second decade of ‘Hoas npama’ has been discussed by a range of
scholars in New Drama in Russian: Performance, Politics and Protest in Russia,
Ukraine and Belarus, edited by J.A.E. Curtis and published in 2020. In her
introduction to that volume, Curtis remarks on how political developments in the
region, including the annexation of Crimea by Russia and the subsequent war with
Ukraine, have hastened the demise of ‘HoBast npama’ as a ‘transnational project’,
which formerly encompassed Russian-speaking Ukraine and Belarus.'* In the same
volume, Noah Birksted-Breen argues that 2014 was the “birth” of Ukrainian New
Drama’.!" Likewise, Tania Arcimovich cites 2018 as the year when a distinct
playwriting culture and language emerged in Belarus, where the use of the Belarusian

language has become a symbol of resistance to the regime of Aleksandr

¥ Beumers and Lipovetsky, pp. 304-05.

? Ibid., p. 305.

1% J.A.E. Curtis, ‘Introduction: Recent Developments in Russian, Ukrainian, and Belarusian
Drama’, in New Drama in Russian: Performance, Politics and Protest in Russia, Ukraine and
Belarus (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), pp. 1-22 (p. 18).

"'"Noah Birksted-Breen, ‘The Watershed Year of 2014: The “Birth” of Ukrainian New
Drama’, in Curtis (ed.), New Drama in Russian, pp. 121-40.
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Lukashenko.'? This has been intensified by the events surrounding the disputed 2020
presidential elections there, in which the Kremlin’s public backing of Lukashenko —
coupled with the provision of financial and technical support, as well as rumours of a
plan for deeper integration with Russia — have intensified questions of language and
national identity. What is clear, though, is that in spite of many attempts to consign it
to the past, ‘HoBas npama’ has had a remarkable ability to reinvent itself, changing to
meet new needs and demands in different contexts. Indeed, given that the term was
initially adopted as a Russian version of British ‘new writing’, it is possible — even
probable — that in the future it will come to signify little more than new plays,
although in one sense that is what it only ever meant in the first place."’

Integral to the development of the style and language of ‘HoBas npama’ was
the emergence and proliferation of documentary theatre, which was at least partly
inspired by a series of workshops run in Russia by London’s Royal Court Theatre in
1999 and 2000. Documentary techniques, such as the verbatim method (the recording,
transcribing, and assembling of real speech into text for performance,
characteristically using Dictaphones or similar recording devices), fed into fictional
dramatic writing, which sought linguistic verisimilitude and ‘hyper-naturalism’ — the
latter of which has been defined as the overidentification with a Naturalist aesthetic
that locates the drama ‘where the toilets are, the scum’ which is ‘now the new

> 14

“sacred”, the proper truth, that which explodes norms and rules’.”™ Documentary

techniques undoubtedly allowed for the shattering of linguistic, cultural, and sexual

> See Tania Arcimovich, ‘The Transformation of the Language of “New Drama” in Belarus,
as a Reflection of a New Model of Identity’, in Curtis (ed.), New Drama in Russian, pp. 213-
22.

1 Celebrated ‘Hosast npama’ theatre director Kirill Serebrenikov has stated that the term
means merely ‘new plays’. See Kirill Serebrennikov, ‘Foreword’, in Beumers and
Lipovetsky, pp. 9-11 (p. 9).

' Hans-Thies Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, trans. by Karen Jurs-Munby (Abingdon:
Routledge, 2006), p. 117.
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taboos on stage, in ways that were shocking at the time. Arguably, however, this
process was just theatre catching up with the cinema, where the shattering of such
taboos had already occurred in the 1990s with the flood of Western films into the
country, and the emergence of Russian equivalents by directors such as Aleksei
Balabanov. Theatre was still in need of its own separate identity in the new post-
Soviet cultural landscape, one that distinguished it from film. The emergence of
documentary theatre as a major force in Russian culture is one of the ways that this
was achieved. In the only work to date that exclusively addresses the history of post-
Soviet Russian documentary theatre, Molly Flynn argued in her 2020 monograph
Witness Onstage: Documentary Theatre in Twenty-First-Century Russia that the form
has a ‘unique capacity to speak to a number of core cultural anxieties in contemporary
Russia’."” For Flynn, these anxieties include ‘the evidentiary status of documents, the
sincerity of testimony, and the performance of justice, as well as the country’s fraught
relationship with its Soviet past’.'® These issues are explored specifically in the space
of the theatre more than elsewhere for reasons to do with finance (the cost of making
a film can be prohibitive) and, more recently, as a result of tightening censorship. This
has affected film and television most of all, which as finalised products are easier to
regulate than theatre and which, due to their wider audience reach, are more closely
monitored. Theatre can therefore do and say things that film and TV cannot.
However, Russian documentary theatre makers have in the second decade of the
twenty-first century also found ways of making their work separate and distinct from
the documentary modes typical of the screen. Flynn charts the shift in documentary

theatre from its pursuit of objective ‘Truth’ in the first decade of this century to

"> Molly Flynn, Witness Onstage: Documentary Theatre in Twenty-First-Century Russia
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020), p. 2. I am thankful to the author for sharing
the book manuscript with me prior to publication.
16 110:

Ibid.
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explorations of subjectivity and ‘subjective truths’ in the second.'” Although her
temporal scope spans the first two decades of the twenty-first century, Flynn
acknowledges that her research was primarily drawn from the 2008-12 period. This
was the period of the so-called Medvedev ‘thaw’ and thus mostly predates the
conservative-authoritarian turn. In my first chapter, close readings of three
documentary plays from more recent years consider developments that have taken
place aesthetically and politically in the form since then.

Besides the three major studies mentioned above, there is a general paucity of
book-length works in English or Russian dedicated to contemporary Russian theatre,
although there are a couple in French.'® Theatre critic Pavel Rudnev’s monograph
Ipama namamu: Ouepxu ucmopuu poccutickou opamamypeuu, 1950-2010-e gives
some consideration to the twenty-first century."” Instead of ‘violence’ (Beumers and
Lipovetsky), Rudnev employs ‘memory’ as his determining conceptual framework.
Relevant to this study are his useful essays on the work of Priazhko, Pulinovich, and
documentary theatre. It is also worth mentioning Marina Davydova, whose essays on
a range of topics from European, North American, and Russian theatre were recently
gathered together in a collected volume.” Davydova is also the editor of the theatre
journal Teatr, which provides by far the best dedicated coverage of news and
developments in Russian theatre and the broader performing arts. Contributors such
as [I’mira Bolotian, Natal’ia Zaitseva, and Nika Parkhomovskaia ensure that good

journalistic writing fills some of the gaps in academic research.

" Flynn, p. 116.

'8 See Les Nouvelles Ecritures russes, ed. by Marie-Christine Autant-Mathieu (Pézenas:
Domens, 2010); see also Le Thédtre neo-documentaire: résurgence ou réinvention?, ed. by
Lucie Kempf and Tania Moguilevskaia (Nancy: NLO, 2013).

% See Pavel Rudnev, Drama pamiati: Ocherki istorii rossiiskoi dramaturgii, 1950-2010-¢
(Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2018).

0 See Marina Davydova, Kul tura zero: Ocherki russkoi zhizni i evropeiskoi stseny (Moscow:
Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2018).
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Given that one of my chief objectives was to investigate the extent to which
contemporary Russian theatre has moved away from the text-based drama that was
characteristic of the ‘HoBast npama’ movement towards more hybrid forms, the range
of key sources inevitably extends to various different but related fields, mainly
performance studies and art history. Lena Jonson’s 2016 work Art and Protest in
Putin’s Russia, which is focused on fine art, proved informative as I developed my
approach towards this topic.”' Furthermore, art historian Claire Bishop and theatre
scholar Andy Lavender separately offered stimulating ways of thinking and writing
about performance.”” On a separate note, although it has been regarded with
scepticism and a certain degree of disdain by the Russian theatrical and academic
community, it is worth mentioning theatre critic Viktor Vilisov’s 2019 book Hac scex
mowmnum: Kax meamp cman cospemennvim, a mvi 9mo2o ne samemunu.” This is the
first and only book-length work by a Russian author to analyse all the biggest names
in European and North American theatre and to try to set out what it is about
contemporary theatre that is different from previous eras. Although Vilisov is
dismissive of contemporary Russian theatre and makes some erroneous claims about
British theatre that reveal a lack of knowledge, he nonetheless offers some useful — if
regrettably brief — insights into his domestic scene. Vilisov undersells the vitality of
the contemporary scene in his home country, not giving due credit to the small but
noteworthy group of experimental theatre makers actively working there.

If the first chapter explores developments in text-based documentary theatre

over the past decade, then the second chapter looks at recent experiments in hybrid

*! See Jonson.

2 See Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship
(London: Verso, 2012); and Andy Lavender, Performance in the Twenty-First Century:
Theatres of Engagement (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016).

3 Viktor Vilisov, Nas vsekh toshnit: Kak teatr stal sovremennym, a my etogo ne zametili
(Moscow: ACT, 2019).
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forms of text-decentred documentary performance. The third chapter considers
‘HoBas npama’ at the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century, reflecting
on the attention paid to the body and corporeal forms of subjectivity in playwriting of
the period. The plays examined in this chapter will perhaps shed some light on the
status of Russian ‘HoBas apama’ as it reaches the two-decade mark. Continuing with
an orientation towards the body, the fourth and final chapter of this study is dedicated
to a novel development in contemporary Russian theatre, which is ‘postdramatic’ in
nature, and resists easy categorisation as it breaks new ground for the spectator.”*
Labelled by its creators as ‘Actionist theatre’, it fuses performance art with theatre to
create works that reflect one of the chief preoccupations of this study — the interaction
of politics and aesthetics in contemporary Russian theatre.

The text-decentred works that feature in both the second and fourth chapters
of this study are part of an emerging, rather overlooked field in Russian theatre
studies, which has thus far predominantly focused on text-based drama. Some of these
performances take place on stages in theatre houses, whilst others re-locate to
temporary spaces or out on to the city streets. Without a written playscript to refer to,
alternative approaches to their analysis are required. Whilst these works remain
marginal, largely ignored by the theatre establishment, this study argues that in fact
they represent the most original attempts in contemporary Russian theatre to escape
from the shadow of film, and finally to discover new modes and forms that capture
what it is that theatre can do that other artistic media cannot. Perhaps these works

offer Russia’s answer to the questions of where theatre’s place is in a world

** “Postdramatic theatre’ is a term coined and popularised by Hans-Thies Lehmann. It broadly
advances a thesis that many forms of contemporary theatre since the 1970s have broken from
the dramatic model of theatre, instead employing hybrid forms of performance and
technology to create works that perhaps draw from the dramatic tradition but cannot be said
to be a part of it. For Lehmann, ‘drama’ is a genre of theatre, and ‘postdramatic’ theatre is the
shift to a new aesthetic paradigm that is not bound by the conventions and rules of the
dramatic genre. See Lehmann, ‘Prologue’, in Postdramatic Theatre, pp. 16-28.
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dominated by the moving image, and what it is that is unique about the theatre in the

first digital century.

Capitalist Realism: The New Model of State Cultural Policy”

It is difficult to separate cultural production from the social, economic, and
political environment in which it takes place. As noted by scholars, the rise in
immersive ‘experiences’ in theatre in Europe and North America is connected to the
neoliberal economic policies that have dominated there for the past few decades or
50.® Writing about art and artists in a broader sense, Bojana Kunst traces how
neoliberal capitalism has defined artistic modes of production in recent times.*” In this
regard, contemporary Russian theatre is no exception. The patronage-based system of
Russian state capitalism that has come to dominate the economy under Putin plays a
defining role in theatre production, which is still highly dependent on the state for
funding, as well as for the distribution of property (i.e. theatre houses, studios,
facilities, etc.), and for appointments to senior managerial positions in the top state
theatres. It is therefore important to understand what the regulatory regime is that
determines certain factors when it comes to producing a work of theatre in Russia in

the present circumstances. A grasp of cultural politics provides the necessary context

 An earlier draft of this section was previously published as an article. See Alexander
Trustrum Thomas, ‘From Stalinist Socialist Realism to Putinist Capitalist Realism: Tracing
Cultural Ideology in Contemporary Russia’, in Curtis (ed.), New Drama in Russian, pp. 53-
68.

*6 This has been noted separately by Adam Alston, Andy Lavender, and Jen Harvie. See
Alston, Beyond Immersive Theatre: Aesthetics, Politics and Productive Participation
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); Harvie, Fair Play: Art, Performance and
Neoliberalism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); and Lavender.

*7 Bojana Kunst, Artist At Work: Proximity of Art and Capitalism (Winchester: Zero Books,
2015).
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for a fuller interpretation of a dramatic text or performance, one that does not isolate
the work from the broader environment that it emerged from and with which it is
often in dialogue. The interplay of politics and aesthetics, then, is a key concern
throughout this study.

Since the inauguration of Putin for his third presidential term in 2012, at least
a dozen different laws have been passed that can be said to directly or indirectly affect
cultural production in Russia.”® Perhaps the three best-known of these, collectively
dubbed the ‘censorship laws’, all appeared within a year of each other over the course
of 2013 and 2014. They relate to language usage (the so-called ‘3akon o mate’), to
sexual orientation (‘3aKoH o 3ampere rei-npomnaranast’), and finally to religious

feelings, or more specifically the prohibition of anything that causes offense to such

2 1n chronological order, these include:

1) °O zashchite detei ot informatsii, prichiniaiushchei vred ikh zdorov’iu i razvitiiu’, N
436-F3, 29 December 2010.

2) ‘O vnesenii izmenenii [...] v chasti regulirovaniia deiatel’nosti nekommercheskikh
organizatsii, vypolniaiushchikh funktsii inostrannogo agenta’, N 121-F3, 20 July
2012.

3) ‘O vnesenii izmenenii [...] v tseliiakh zashchity detei ot informatsii,
propagandiruiushchei otritsanie traditsionnykh semeinykh tsennostei’, N 135-F3, 29
June 2013.

4) ‘O vnesenii izmenenii [...] v tseliakh protivodeistviia oskorbleniiu religioznykh
ubezhdenii i chuvstv grazhdan’, N 136-F3, 29 June 2013.

5) ‘O vnesenii izmenenii [...] v sviazi s sovershenstvovaniem pravovogo regulirovaniia
v sfere ispol’zovaniia russkogo iazyka’, N 190238-6, 5 May 2014.

6) ‘Ob utverzhdenii Osnov gosudarstvennoi kul’turnoi politiki’, N 808, 24 December
2014.

7) ‘O deiatel’nosti na territorii Rossiiskoi Federatsii inostrannoi ili mezhdunarodnoi
nepravitel’stvennoi organizatsii, v otnoshenii kotoroi priniato reshenie o priznanii
nezhelatel’noi na territorii Rossiiskoi Federatsii ee deiatel’nosti’, N 129-F3, 23 May
2015.

8) ‘O gosudarstvennoi programme ‘“‘Patrioticheskoe vospitanie grazhdan Rossiiskoi
Federatsii na 2016-2020 gody™’, N 1493, 30 December 2015.

9) ‘Strategiia gosudarstvennoi kul’turnoi politiki na period do 2030 goda’, N 326-r, 29
February 2016.

10) ‘O vnesenii izmenenii [...] dopolnitel’nykh mer protivodeistviia terrorizma i
obespecheniia obshchestvennoi bezopasnosti’, N 374-F3 & N 375-F3, 6 July 2016.

11) ‘O vnesenii izmenenii v Kodeks Rossiiskoi Federatsii ob administrativnykh
pravonarusheniiakh’, N 28-F3, 18 March 2019.

12) ‘O vnesenii izmenenii v stat’iu 15-3 Federal’nogo zakona “Ob informatsii,
informatsionnykh tekhnologiiakh, i o zashchite informatsii”’, N 31-F3, 18 March
2019.
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feelings (‘3akoH o 3ammre 4yBcTB Bepytoumx’).” These laws coincided with a
significant change in cultural policy around the same time, in line with the broader
domestic and foreign policy shifts of Putin’s return to the presidency, a period which
was characterised by the annexation of Crimea, military intervention in eastern
Ukraine, the consolidation of power in the hands of the federal security services, an
information war both internally and with the West, as well as a renewed hard line
against protests and political opposition in general. Before addressing the implications
of the conservative-authoritarian turn, it is worth considering what preceded it, which
was an unprecedented period of financial and political investment in the cultural
sphere, and the genuine materialisation of promises made by then President Dmitrii
Medvedev to invest in the contemporary arts as the foundation of future social
cohesion.

This ‘golden age’ in the history of post-Soviet Russian theatre — which was
true not only in financial terms, but also in terms of the number of premieres, the
number of spectators, and other indicators — ran from 2011 to 2014.>° After this, the
three-year funding cycles ran out and, rather than being renewed or built upon, were
replaced by a new cultural conservatism, epitomised by policy statements from the

new Minister of Culture, Vladimir Medinskii, as well as the passing of the

* These names are how they are colloquially known and referred to in the media, rather than
how they are officially worded in law.

%0 Theatre critic John Freedman wrote about the golden age’ of Russian contemporary theatre
in a 2010 article, midway through the Medvedev years. See Freedman, ‘Contemporary
Russian Drama: The Journey from Stagnation to a Golden Age’, Theatre Journal, 62, 3
(2010), 389-420. Furthermore, the journal Teatr dedicated an entire issue to the theatre of the
Medvedev years, and gives the following statistics: ‘J{ns cpaBaenus: eciu B 2007 romy 308
rocyJapCcTBEHHBIX TeaTpoB nposenu 64300 meponpusaruii juis 145 575 000 3purenei,
3apabotas mpu 3ToM 2 622 325 000 py6ueii u moryuans 9 307 200 000 Gr0KETHBIX ACHET, TO
yxe B 2011-m TeatpoB ctano Ha 20 60ibIre, a KOIHIESCTBO MEPOIPHATHI BO3POCIO OOJIBIIIE,
geM Ha necathb Teicsad (75100). Uuco 3puteneii Takke yBennauiaoch 10 168 394 000, na u
3apaboTanu Tearpsl HamHOTO OostbmIe (5 109 456 000). B 2011 roxy mo cTpaHe BBITyCTHIIN Ha
230 HOBBIX TIOCTAaHOBOK OOJBIIE, TPaB/aa, M CpeaHsas IeHa Omera Bo3pocaa co 180 go 303
pyOueii.” See Nika Parkhomovskaia, ‘2008-2012: Teatral’nye innovatsii v deistvii’, Teatr, 32
(2017), 16-20 (p. 19).
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aforementioned censorship laws.”' This culminated three years later in the scandal
surrounding the celebrated theatre director Kirill Serebrennikov and his company
Cenpmas ctynus, which was both born out of and was a major beneficiary of the
Medvedev cultural investment programme. In many ways, the history of Ceapmas
cryaus and the three-year legal case around it (known in the media as ‘TearpanbHoe
neno’) epitomised the extent of the shift in cultural policy from Medvedev to Putin,
and illustrates the major challenges faced by the cultural sphere in the post-2012 era.
There are other factors that put external pressure on theatrical production
besides overbearing state legislation, municipal-level harassment, and the use of
financial threats and deprivation, one of these being the ever-growing and
increasingly assertive power of the Russian Orthodox Church. This has been cited as
the greatest problem facing the cultural sphere in the current era by Boris Mezdrich,
the theatre manager who was fired from the Novosibirsk Opera House after Orthodox
activists picketed a production of Tannhduser there in 2015.%* The problem, which is
widely acknowledged by theatre professionals, is that there are no effective
mechanisms of defence for cultural production from conservative-nationalist, and
religious activists. Moreover, the laws that have been passed since 2012 have had the
opposite effect, emboldening those elements of society that see so-called ‘non-
traditional’ culture in purely negative terms (most unfortunately this included the

former Minister of Culture Medinskii himself). The two crucial documents here,

3! Vladimir Medinskii became Minister of Culture in May 2012 and was replaced by Ol’ga
Liubimova in January 2020. He was well-known for his outspoken statements and criticism of
contemporary art, and for his support of a military-patriotic cultural agenda in the arts. He
complained of a culture of ‘He3mopoBsril mMubepanu3m’ in the theatre. See ‘Medinskii
“zhaleet” khudrukov, dopuskaiushchikh netsenzurnuiu leksiku v teatral’nykh postanovkakh’,
TASS, 15 November 2018 <https://tass.ru/kultura/5797454> [accessed 23 December 2020].
32 Mezdrich was subsequently persona non grata in state theatres and it was three years
before he was able to find a new position, at Praktika in Moscow. For the scandal, see
‘Novosibirsk: Direktor uvolen iz-za “Tangeizera™, BBC Russian, 29 March 2015
<https://www.bbc.com/russian/russia/2015/03/150329 russia_novosibirsk theatre director>
[accessed 23 December 2020].
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called ‘OcHoBbI TOCynapcTBeHHOH KynbTypHO# monutuku’ (2014), and ‘Crparerus
rOCy/IapCTBEHHOW KyIbTYPHON MOMUTHKH Ha repuos o 2030° (2016) — are both
legislative ‘white papers’ that received official Presidential approval, but do not
contain legally binding criteria or statutes (they will henceforth be referred to
respectively as OcuoBbl and Ctpaterusi). These documents function as instruction
manuals for the new state ideology, indicating how cultural production should
manifest itself, the direction it should take, and the kind of language that should be
used in approaching the formulation and implementation of cultural policy at the
institutional and regional level.

Focusing on these two pieces of legislation that specifically address cultural
policy, we can observe a clear somatic turn, or in other words there is a turn towards
the body of the individual as the site of policymaking. This was one of the trademark
features of Soviet-era Socialist Realism as a doctrine, shaping cultural ideology in
similar ways through treating the body as the raw material in its processes. It is
perhaps unsurprising to see this focus re-emerge now, given that a similar shift has
already occurred in other areas such as education and national security, as the
emphasis on political loyalty and the corresponding patronage network continues
inexorably to extend into all areas of civic life. It is perhaps worth recalling that the
former KGB officer Putin (b. 1952) and his inner circle are all people whose adult
lives were largely shaped by the Soviet system, so a return to these kinds of top-down
structures is both comfortable and familiar for those in power and for their chief
support base, the older population demographic.

The absence of real targets or policy commitments in these two documents
should not belie their significance — they transparently reveal the desire of the

government to bring the cultural sphere into line behind the state apparatus, as it has
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already done so successfully with the media, business, and the Church, thereby
reinforcing its own power structures and the ‘managed democracy’ of the political
system.”> The Ocuoser document sets out as its aims the regulating of ‘mporieccsr
KyJIBbTYypHOTO pa3BHUTHUs, in order to, amongst other things, ‘obecreunts 6osee
BBICOKOE KauecTBO obmiecTBa’. This is with the aim of ‘hopmupoBanme
HPABCTBEHHOM, OTBETCTBEHHOM, CAMOCTOSATEIBHO MBICIIAIIEH, TBOPUECKOM
muanocTH . In the final instance, it sees cultural policy as being ‘HeoThreMiemast 4acTh
CTpaTeruy HaIlMOHAIbHOMW Oe3onacHocTH Poccuiickoit @enepanuu’, which can
achieve the ‘rapmonm3anus o0IIeCTBEHHBIX OTHOIIEHHI and ‘COXpaHEHHE eIMHOTO
KyJIbTYPHOTO IPOCTPAHCTBA H TEPPUTOPHANIBLHON HenocTHocTr Poccun’.**

The concept of ‘culture’ is defined as ‘coBokynmHOCTH (pOpMaIbHBIX U
HeQOpMaJIbHBIX UHCTUTYTOB, SIBJICHUI U (PAKTOPOB, BIUSIONIMX HA COXPAHEHHE,
MPOM3BOICTBO, TPAHCIISILIUIO U PACIIPOCTPAHEHHE JyXOBHBIX IIEHHOCTEH (ITUYECKUX,
SCTETHYECKUX, HHTeIIIEKTYalbHbIX, IPAKAAHCKUX 1 T. 1.)".> ‘Culture’, as narrowly
defined by this state legislature, is to be utilised to further political ideology on
multiple fronts (domestic, foreign, social, and economic). There are strong currents of
Russian exceptionalism running through the decree, with reference to its position ‘kax
cTpaHa, o0beuHsromas a8a Mupa — Boctok u 3aman’. This includes Russia’s
‘uctopuueckwnii myTh’ that has defined its ‘kynpTypHOE cBoeoOpaszue’ and the alleged
‘0cOGEHHOCTH HalHOHAMBHOro MenTamuTera’.”” These vague notions, whilst often
repeated and held up as truisms, are never defined in any concrete way, existing more

as signifiers for how the document should be read and understood. They are indicators

 The ‘managed democracy’ of the post-Soviet Russian political system has been described
in detail by Andrew Wilson in Virtual Politics: Faking Democracy in the Post-Soviet World
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005).

* Osnovy gosudarstvennoi kul turnoi politiki, pp. 1-3.

¥ Ibid., p. 4.

3 Ibid., p. 2.
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of intended meaning, establishing a feedback loop between the state-author and the
reader, whose responsibility it is to interpret and implement the policy, repeating the
language that it uses. Indeed, although the OcHoBrI are not a legally binding
document, it is the case that in theatres that do not have a strong, independent-minded
leadership, the document already functions as the determiner of artistic policy.”’
Tellingly, the editor of the journal Teatr, Marina Davydova, stated that the experience
of reading the OcHoBbl document felt like reading a resolution by the Central
Committee of the Soviet-era Communist Party.”® This is the new language of the high
period of Putinism (henceforth High Putinism), and it must be learnt, much as one had
to learn to ‘speak Bolshevik’ (partly through the interpretation of decrees) in the early
Soviet Union.*

Starting from the premise that legislation is performative, the passing of a new
policy into law, which is to say the moment at which it becomes a part of the legal
code that defines the officially-sanctioned zone of cultural permissibility, is an act of
redrawing, a redefining of the Norm. This performative dimension of lawmaking
extends down to the level of language usage in the text itself. A good example of this
is the introduction and subsequent proliferation, through citation and reiteration, of a
constructed linguistic binary ‘traditional/non-traditional’. This first appeared in 2013

as a single-sentence addendum to the 2010 law ‘O 3ammre nereit ot nHGOpManuy,

37 This fact was told to me on separate occasions by two leading theatre managers in Moscow
in 2018, which confirmed the prediction made at the time of the document’s passing in 2014
by director Boris Pavlovich, who said, ‘CumBosnngeckas 1o xka4ecTBy, 3Ta Oymara s
pEeTHOHANBHBIX BIIACTeH OyeT nMeTh crity 3akoHa’. See ‘Obsuzhdenie “Osnov
gosudarstvennoi kul’turnoi politiki RF”’, Meyerhold Centre, Moscow, June 2014. The
unpublished transcript of this public discussion at the Meyerhold Centre was generously
shared with me for the purposes of this research project.

* “Korna naunnaenrs gntath mpoekt « OCHOBY», 0COBEHHO MEPBHIC CTATHH I TE3HCHI, TO
BO3HHKAET OITyIIeHNE, 9TO 3TO Kakoe-To moctanosienne LK KIICC’. Marina Davydova, in
‘Obsuzhdenie’.

¥ See Steven Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization (Berkeley; London:
University of California Press, 1995), pp. 191-221.
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NPUYMHSIONIEH Bpe UX 3/I0pOBBIO U pa3BUTHIO’, but it has its origins in earlier Duma
debates from 2003 and 2009, as a result of which it entered political and public
discourse.*’ This new clause wrote into law that material harmful to children’s health
and development includes information ‘oTpumaromas ceMeiHbIe IIEHHOCTH,
NpoIaralaupyoInas HeTpaJAuIIMOHHbIC CEKCyalbHbIC OTHOIICHUS U POPMUPYOLIast
HEYB@XCHHUE K POUTEIIAM U (1an) apyrum wieram cembi’.” This clearly raises a
number of serious questions, not least relating to the problematic conflation of notions
of sexuality, family hierarchy, and ‘values’ broadly conceived, but my attention here
is on the appearance of the term ‘non-traditional’ [Herpaauumonssiii]. The immediate
consequence of this legislative intervention is that this term becomes a real, legitimate
language usage in political and cultural discourse, drawing an officially-sanctioned
ontological distinction between ‘types’ of sexuality — traditional and non-traditional —
a distinction that did not previously exist in law as such.*> What we see as a result of
this is that the notion of the ‘non-traditional’, which is here applied specifically to
sexual relations (i.e. homosexuality), then gets taken up and applied more generally to
other spheres, and ultimately reaches as far as cultural policy. This appeared in a late
draft of the OcHoBbl document seen by leading cultural figures, where in open terms
an opposition was drawn between so-called ‘traditional’ culture as being good and
healthy, and non-traditional culture as being ‘nceBpokynbTypa’ — by implication bad,

not real culture, and undesirable. Although the word ‘niceBnokynbsTypa’ does not

“ Dan Healey claims that the ‘traditional/non-traditional’ opposition had been circulating ‘in
media and popular sexological discourse for some twenty years’ before the introduction of the
new law in 2013. See Healey, Russian Homophobia From Stalin to Sochi (London; New
York: Bloomsbury, 2018), p. 10. For an overview of the genealogy of this new term, see
Healey, pp. 6-13.

<O zashchite detei...’ (2013 ed.), p. 4.

2 However, a distinction between types of sexuality has existed previously, and can be traced
back to Stalin’s re-introduction of the pre-revolutionary law against sodomy in 1933-34,
which had been repealed during the wave of progressive social policies in the 1920s, and
which was repealed again in the 1990s during Boris El’tsin’s liberalisations.
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appear in the final version of the document that was officially approved, it
nonetheless speaks volumes about the policymakers’ view of art and culture in
general that it was present in the text until a very late stage of the document’s
formation.* This notion of ‘mceBmokyasrypa’ had been publicly echoed by the
Minister of Culture himself in 2013, when he negatively assessed contemporary art as
being akin to the emperor’s new clothes, and as such not something that the state
should be financing.** The abstract notion of ‘tradition’ subsequently became a
guiding principle in cultural policy, and proliferates in both the Ocnosst and the later
Crparerus. This is significant because it becomes the premise for an actively
interventionist cultural policy, especially relating to youth culture and educational
development, and also as a more general justification for imposing upon the body of
the individual through legislation. Given the conservative nature of Soviet-era
Socialist Realism, which propounded neo-classicism in architecture and realism in art,
recent state cultural policy would appear to be adopting a similar ideological
standpoint in relation to questions around what culture is, how it should be produced,
and what function it should play in society.

Another example of legal language working performatively appears in the
OcHogsl, where it is stated early on that one of the main aims of the new state cultural
policy is ‘opmupoBanue rapMoHEUHO pa3BuToi munoctr’.” This phrase and its

derivatives have a history that traces back at least as far as the 1920s, when it was

* This word was clearly present in the draft seen by director Kirill Serebrennikov, who
criticised its usage and demanded its removal during the aforementioned public discussion at
the Meyerhold Centre in 2014. See ‘Obsuzhdenie’.

* See Aleksei Iablokov, <V 2014 gody gosudarstvo vser’ez voz metsia za kul’turu’,
Vedomosti, 11 October 2013 <www.vedomosti.ru/lifestyle/articles/2013/10/11/v-2014-godu-
gosudarstvo-vserez-vozmetsya-za-kulturu> [accessed 23 December 2020].

45 Osnovy, p. 5.
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used in Proletkul’t theory.*® It became a central tenet of Socialist Realism, in which
artists were expected to be ‘uHkeHepsI yenoBeueckux ayur’, and engage in
‘BOCIHTAHHE TPYIAIX Mojeil B xyxe comuammsma’.”’ Furthermore, when this new
cultural policy aim is placed alongside the opposition of the traditional and the non-
traditional, it becomes clear that artists are essentially once again expected to be
‘WHKEHEPBI YelloBeUeCKuX Aymn’, proactively taking a correct, moral, patriotic
approach to their art in accordance with state political ideology. There is talk of the
need for the ‘kagecTBeHHOE OOHOBIIEHHE JIMgHOCTH in order to achieve the aims of
the new cultural policy.*® The deployment of this sort of language recalls the notion of
the ‘positive hero’ so central to Socialist Realist aesthetics.” Once the ‘06HOBICHIE
muaaocTH has been achieved, this idealised, renewed person would have a textbook
knowledge of correct and pure ‘3TanoHHBIN pycckuil TuTepaTypHbIi 361K (Which
they would use at all times, acknowledging no other registers of language), as well as
a commanding grasp of the moral, ethical and aesthetic principles of art and culture
(of the purely ‘traditional’ kind), grounded as these should be in the traditional family
unit as the foundation of all social values.” The question of language norms — and
who defines ‘standard’ and ‘literary’ language — has its own history, which traces
back to 1920s debates that informed the later development of Socialist Realist literary

dogma.”!

* See Konstantin Rudnitskii, Russian and Soviet Theater, 1905-1932, trans. by Roxane
Permar (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1988), p. 45.

*7 Andrei Zhdanov, speaking at the First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers in 1934,
Abridged text available on VikiChtenie <https://biography.wikireading.ru/184434> [accessed
23 December 2020].

“® Osnovy, p. 3.

* See Régine Robin, Socialist Realism: An Impossible Aesthetic, trans. by Catherine Porter
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1992), p. 299. See also Katerina Clark, The Soviet
Novel: History as Ritual, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985).

0 Osnovy, p. 8.

>! In 1928 Viktor Shklovskii criticised Maksim Gor’kii, who played a key role in the defining
of what became Soviet Socialist Realist literary language norms in the 1930s, stating that ‘he
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In recent legislation, these debates resurfaced in the 2014 ‘3axon o mate’,
which banned all so-called ‘neniensypnas 6pans’ from the public realm, printed or
spoken (including books, cinema, theatre, music, and public performance of any
kind).”* Like Socialist Realist doctrine, this is a fundamentally infantilising approach
to cultural policy, as pointed out by the late Elena Gremina in her commentary on the
OcuoBsl document. For Gremina, most damaging of all is that such legislation
becomes a way of depriving nonconformist art, and work deemed to be immoral or
even merely amoral, from receiving state subsidies, thereby functioning as another
mechanism of censorship on cultural production (known informally as ‘financial
censorship’).” There are other notions in the Ocrossr that feed into this, such as the
assertion that the cultural sphere is a part of national security and that it therefore
must be regulated and serve a military-patriotic agenda. This dogmatic, prescriptive
view of culture was set out by Medinskii in his 2015 article ‘KTo He KOpMHUT CBOIO
KyJbTYpy, OyAeT KOPMHUTH dyxyro apMuio’.”* Gremina best captured the sense of the
OcuoBsl document with her assessment: ‘KynbTypy BUIAT CITy>KaHKOW HI€0JIOTHH, C
IIOMOUIBIO ATOI'0 JOKYMEHTA KYJbTYpY MbITAIOTCS BTUCHYTh B “IIPOKPYCTOBO JIOKE”
ueosorun’.”” The metaphor of the Procrustean bed is ideal for conceptualising the

effect of the stream of restrictive new laws and cultural policy documents that have

takes the prose of the eighteen-nineties as his linguistic norm. He takes purely temporary
rules, and practises [them] as literary dogma’. See Robin, pp. 176-77.

%2 Work that does contain language considered obscene is strictly prohibited to minors, and
must visibly show a warning sign on the front cover (if printed material) or at the venue
entrance (the exception to this is film/cinema, where there is zero tolerance). Lexicon defined
as ‘obscene’ by state communications department Roskomnadzor includes all Russian words
derived from four widely-known root words — prudishly listed as those beginning with ‘6’,
‘m’, ‘x’, and ‘e’. See ‘Roskomnadzor poiasnil zhurnalistam, chto takoe mat’, BBC Russian, 25
December 2013

<https://www.bbc.com/russian/russia/2013/12/131225 roskomnadzor obscene words_list>
[accessed 23 December 2020].

>* Gremina, speaking at the Meyerhold Centre in 2014. See ‘Obsuzhdenie’.

> Vladimir Medinskii, ‘Kto ne kormit svoiu kul’turu, budet kormit’ chuzhuiu armiiu’,
Izvestiia, 17 June 2015 <https://iz.ru/news/587771> [accessed 23 December 2020].

> Gremina, quoted in ‘Obsuzhdenie’.



34

appeared over the years since 2012. With the inscription of each new law, the
parameters of the Norm are pulled in towards the regulatory centre of power (the state
apparatus), making legally Other that which was previously comfortably the Norm.
According to the myth, Procrustes forced his victims to fit his iron bed by stretching
them out or by cutting back their limbs. The ‘one size fits all’ cultural policy
contained in this document requires a similarly violent Procrustean amputation of the
inherently heterogeneous cultural sphere in order to fit it into the rigid frame of a
homogenous, normalising political ideology.

The sheer impossibility of conformity to the model of the ‘rapmonuuno
pa3BuTast TMuHOCTH’ is akin to the ‘new Soviet person’ trope in Socialist Realism —
both are the generic products of ideology, rather than existing in any reality. This
unrealisability of the transition from ideology to life necessitates and generates
transgression of its norms. As such, a legislative policy based on such an impossible
model of homogeneity is itself entirely cynical. It demands a pathological multi-
polarity from the individual who is subjected to it, which is necessary in order for
them to be able to perform acts of conformity whilst simultaneously not ever truly
conforming. This is how the technical power to determine cultural ideology achieves
its aims, through the ‘othering’ of the subject, who is caught in a state of permanent
instability. On the one hand, for Hannah Arendt a ‘state of permanent instability’ is an
inherent characteristic of totalitarianism.’® Her argument can be extended to Socialist
Realism, as a totalitarian artistic ideology, one which Régine Robin describes as an
‘impossible aesthetic’.”” On the other hand, for cultural theorist Mark Fisher, the

contemporary condition of ‘capitalist realism’ — in which ‘it is easier to imagine the

> Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1951; repr.
Schocken Books, 2004), p. 509.
>7 See Robin.
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end of the world than it is to imagine the end of capitalism’>® — is likewise determined
by ‘capitalism’s perpetual instability’.”’

Given that post-Soviet Russia is a capitalist state, not a socialist one, any
comparison between cultural policy now and Socialist Realism has definite limits.
However, by considering the current order of things as a ‘capitalist realist’
phenomenon, the new cultural policy developed under High Putinism can
productively be called Capitalist Realism, which both establishes the connection to,
and distinguishes it from its Socialist Realist predecessor. To distinguish my usage of
the term from the general Western political theory of ‘capitalist realism’ popularised
by Fisher, the new Russian state cultural policy Capitalist Realism is capitalised
(following the convention of Socialist Realism), whereas the political theory
‘capitalist realism’ — when it is referred to — is placed in inverted commas and is
uncapitalised. To my knowledge, the term capitalist realism has not been applied to
post-Soviet Russia in a cultural context previously, although it appeared as early as
2001 in the field of architecture, where it was used to describe the new market forces
driving the construction sector and urban planning policies in Russian cities.” It is
interesting to note this previous usage; however, given the significant deviation in the
respective applications of the term — to present-day state cultural policy on the one
hand, and to the market conditions for the construction sector in the 1990s on the
other — a fruitful comparison is a subject for a separate study. Whilst the degree to
which Putin’s Russia is capitalist or not — and the precise form that it takes —is a

subject for continued debate, on a basic terminological level the distinction between

% This phrase is attributed by Fisher to both Fredric Jameson and Slavoj Zizek. See Mark
Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? (Winchester: Zero Books, 2009), p. 2.
* Fisher, p. 54.

50 See Bart Goldhoorn, ‘Sources and Structure of Capitalist Realism’, Project Russia, 24
(2001), 6-11. See also Bart Goldhoorn and Philipp Meuser, Capitalist Realism: New
Architecture in Russia (Berlin: DOM Publishers, 2006).
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Socialist Realism and Capitalist Realism is a useful one to make regardless, in terms
of thinking and writing about state cultural policy then and now.

Comparing the cultural policies under Stalin and Putin respectively reveals the
common generic categories that underpin Socialist Realist and Capitalist Realist
aesthetics. An emphasis on the ‘rapmorn4yHO paszBuras IM4HOCTH , the ‘positive hero’,
and the ‘new person’ appears across both systems. Fisher diagnoses ‘capitalist
realism’ of the twenty-first century in words that could easily have been written about
twentieth-century Socialist Realism: ‘the effect of permanent structural instability, the
“cancellation of the long term”, is invariably stagnation and conservatism, not
innovation’.®' The conservative-reactionary turn to ‘tradition’ in cultural policy under
both Stalin and Putin would seem to bear out this diagnosis.

Alongside the introduction of the ideologically contingent concepts of
‘HeTpaJMIUOHHbIC CEKCYaJIbHbIC OTHOMICHUS and ‘3TaJIOHHBIN JIUTEPATYPHBIH A3bIK,
the notion of ‘history’ has also become no less subject to the machinations of state
legislative power. We see in the post-2012 legislation a concerted effort to take
‘history’ as such in hand, which is to say, to control historical narratives through the
performative act of legislating. In the opening pages of the OcnoBwl, it is stated that
the purpose of the document is to create a new cultural policy in order to avert future
social catastrophe — ‘yrposa rymanutaproro kpusuca’ — in Russia.®” Such a crisis
would apparently be characterised by ‘HeraTuBHas OlleHKa 3HAYUTEIIBHBIX MIEPHOIOB

OTEYECTBEHHON MCTOPHUH, [H]| pacnpoCTpaHEeHUE JIOKHOTO PEACTaBICHUs 00

8! Fisher, p. 76.

52 Osnovy, p. 3. This phrase is repeated exactly in the Crparerus. See Strategiia, p. 6.

The idea of creating a new cultural policy will be later developed in the Strategy into the
officially titled ‘HoBast Mmomens KynbTypHO# monmuTukn . It is defined as, amongst other things,
‘pactpoCTpaHeHHE TPAAUIIMOHHEIX JUIsl POCCHICKOTO o0IecTBa IeHHocTel” and
‘TapMOHMYHOE COYETaHNE HMHTEPECOB HAIIMOHAIBHOW 0€301MacHOCTH, eINHCTBA KYJIbTYPHOTO
MIPOCTPAHCTBA M THOKYJIBTYPHOTO MHOTO00pa3us cTpaHel'. See Strategiia, p. 35.
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ucropiueckoit orcranoctu Poccun’.” Here are the first signals of what is later
developed in the Ctpaterus into a juridico-legislative outlawing of the possibility of
evidence-based historiography, especially if it negatively evaluates the dominant
trope of neo-Soviet great-power triumphalism, in which positive memories of the
Soviet era are an integral feature. History, therefore, is ‘remembered’ by the ruling
elite, who hold the technical mechanisms of power for determining and reinscribing
national history as a singular narrative, leaving all alternative, competing narratives
outside the parameters of the politico-judicial space. This attempt to set historical
narratives in stone, and the total denial of their contingent nature as narrative
constructions, does not necessarily erase the collective memory of society, although it
does in time come to dominate it, especially given the firm state control of two other
important societal memory transmitters — education and the media. The act of
collective forgetting, then, becomes an important feature of this particular aspect of
state censorship as well.®* In the context of the new Capitalist Realist cultural policy
under Putin, however, this is perhaps unsurprising. For Fisher, the conditions of
neoliberal capitalism generate ‘ontological precarity’, in which ‘forgetting becomes
an adaptive strategy’.®® For Lydia Ginzburg, ‘adaptation’ is the key to understanding
how it was that people, particularly free-thinking intellectuals, lived through the social

upheaval of the 1930s, which saw the imposition of Socialist Realist dogma in the

realm of cultural policy, and the mass political repressions that targeted

63 Osnovy, p. 3; Strategiia, p. 6.

% Yuri Lotman considers ‘forgetting’ as one of three forms of collective memory in any given
culture, which is to say that forgetting is no less active a process than remembering, and is
just as important. See Yu. A. Lotman and B. A. Uspensky, ‘On the Semiotic Mechanism of
Culture’, New Literary History, 9, 2 (1978), 211-32 (pp. 215-16).

% Fisher, p. 56.
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nonconformist artists and thinkers.®® Whilst these epochs are entirely different in
terms of the violence of the respective regimes, it is the case nonetheless that selective
memory and forgetting are survival strategies of adaptation in the ontologically
unstable conditions of High Putinism, just as they were during the period of High
Stalinism.

It is important to view this ‘petrification’ of history and the introduction of the
notion of the ‘traditional’ into political discourse as part of one and the same trend.
‘History’ and ‘tradition’ are actively employed as the conceptual weapons of the state
in the fight against a perceived culture of ‘mponarania Bce103BOJICHHOCTH U
nacumus’.”’ Daphne Skillen states that “all-permissibility’ [Bceno3sonenrocTs], with
its Dostoevskian undertones of ‘egoism, narcissism and random acts of violence’, is a
pejorative word in Russian.®® In cultural Putinism — closely allied as it is with the
resurgent Russian Orthodox Church — history and tradition are the forces of enclosure
and social cohesion that protect Russian society from a harmful culture of liberal
permissiveness associated with the ‘godless gay West’.*

Further manifestations of a preoccupation with history appear in the
Crparerus in relation to the fostering of the so-called ‘rapmonnuHo pa3Buras
muaHOCTR , two key elements of which, we are told, will include ‘yBekoBeueHue

naMsTH Norudmux B rojel Benukoit OTeuecTBeHHOM BOMHBI, and ‘U3y4eHHE U

5 See Lydia Ginzburg, ‘At One With the Legal Order’, trans. by Alyson Tapp, in Lydia
Ginzburg’s Alternative Literary Identities: A Collection of Articles and New Translations, ed.
by Emily Van Buskirk and Andrei Zorin (Oxford; New York: Peter Lang, 2012), pp. 383-99.
67 Strategiia, p. 7.

5 Daphne Skillen, Freedom of Speech in Russia: Politics and Media from Gorbachev to Putin
(Abingdon; New York: Routledge, 2017), p. 18. In several of Fedor Dostoevsky’s novels,
from Ilpecmynaenue u naxazanue (1866) and becwr (1871-72) through to bpames
Kapamasoswr (1879-80), the young male protagonists arrogantly and deludedly claim ‘all-
permissibility”’ for themselves, i.e. the right to exercise free will in an untrammelled way —
with tragic consequences.

% Peter Pomerantsev, ‘Non-Linear War’, LRB Blog, 28 March 2014
<https://www.lrb.co.uk/blog/2014/march/non-linear-war> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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MOMYJIIPU3AIHs, B TOM YHUCIIE Yepe3 MEAHANPOEKThI, HCTOPUH OTEUECTBEHHOM
KyJbTYPBI M OTCYECTBEHHOMN MCTOPHH, BKJIIOUAs BOCHHYI0 ucTopiio’.”” Both of these
policy initiatives involve the “petrification’ of historical narratives in the image of the
dominant political agenda, which, with the continual invocation of the officially-
sanctioned memory of the Great Patriotic War and the rehabilitation of the figure of
Stalin, increasingly resembles a neo-Soviet chauvinism.

The rehabilitation of Stalin is exemplified in the Ministry of Culture-
sponsored film, Tauxu (2018), which Medinskii described as ‘ouenp npaBuibHOE
kuHo’.”' He said this as a rebuff to historians and journalists, some of whom had
criticised the fabricated plotline and rewriting of history to fit the current ideological
trends of the day. In the film, a group of tank drivers manages heroically to escape
from Nazi pursuit on the frontline in 1940, and they end up victoriously parking their
tanks in Red Square, where Stalin himself is there to greet them. The working title for
the film — Yeuoems Cmanuna — reveals its intention by underlining the centrality of
the figure of Stalin as the anchoring motif of the film, and the carrier of its ideological
message.”” There is a rich history of Stalin appearing at the end of films in the former
Soviet Union — namely in the staliniana ‘cult of personality’ classics of Socialist
Realist cinema, where Stalin fulfilled a similar role to that seen in Taunxu. In Mikhail
Chiaureli’s classic I1aoenue bepauna (1949), for example, once Red Army soldiers
have taken Berlin, Stalin arrives at the scene and delivers an impassioned victory
speech, which then turns into a rousing glorification of Stalin himself as the great

leader. The glaring historical inaccuracy in such films was of little concern in the

" Strategiia, pp. 31-32.

' Anton Dolin, ““Tanki” Kima Druzhinina: nash otvet fil’mu Smert’ Stalina’, Meduza, 23
April 2018 <https://meduza.io/feature/2018/04/23/tanki-kima-druzhinina-nash-otvet-filmu-
smert-stalina> [accessed 23 December 2020].

72 Furthermore, this film was released on Victory Day in 2018 and was seen as a patriotic
response to the controversial British satirical comedy The Death of Stalin, which was banned
from release in Russia at around the same time. See Dolin.
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pursuit of the higher truth-value of propagandistic-symbolic imagery. The Socialist
Realist artistic model is echoed in Medinskii’s statement on Tanxu, that it is
‘mpaBuiibHOE KMHO', Where its value as ‘npaBuibHoe’ is the justification for any
historical inaccuracies or fabrications in the name of a higher ideological Truth. The
re-writing of history in Tanxu, the re-fetishisation of the figure of Stalin in popular
culture, and the military-patriotic agenda being promoted by the Ministry of Culture
are all part of the new Capitalist Realist cultural policy, which is the ideological
successor of Socialist Realism. This is a strictly normative environment in which art
and culture are evaluated by standards of ‘correctness’, or in other words, by the
degree to which they conform to the political norms determined by the state.

The questions that repeatedly arise to a critical reader of the OcroBbr and
Crparerus legislative documents are: Which memories? What history? Whose
culture? These are questions that are left wholly unanswered in the policy documents,
where vague generalizations and unsupported assumptions are often made
uncritically. The lack of specificity in the definitions of key terms gives the
policymakers, propagandists, and ideologues of the regime a free hand in their
interpretation and implementation of cultural policy, and this has had major
consequences for the conditions of cultural production in recent years.

Bound up with the notion of the ‘rapmonnuHO pa3BuTas TMUHOCTSH’ is a focus
on youth, and on the human body in the process of development. This is one of the
main developments in the Ctpaterust when compared with the earlier OcHoBbI — a
shift towards the body of the child as the performative site of policy inscription in the
shaping of the next generation of citizens. Early in the Crparerus, it is stated that new
programmes directed at ‘obecriedeHne Bcex BUIOB KYJIbTYPHOU JesteabHoCTH Will

include ‘pa3BuTHE IETCKOTO M MOJIOJIC)KHOTO JABMKEHUS , as well as ‘marpuoTnueckoe
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BocruTanue Moxoxexu’.> The patriotic development of citizens — with a particular
focus on youth — had its own separate policy document, which covered the years
2016-20.”* Passed into law only two months before the Crparerus, its language feeds
into the elaboration of the latter document. The emphasis in these policies, which is
on the so-called ‘matpuornyeckoe Bociutanue’ of young people, is placed heavily on
the military — military history, military culture, and the effective militarisation of
youth culture. This process of militarisation through education is nothing new in
Russia, and in fact, as Michel Foucault convincingly demonstrated, military discipline
is the genealogical origin of discipline in many other European social(ising)
institutions, including the school, the hospital, and the prison, meaning that these
seemingly disparate institutional structures have much in common.”

Nonetheless, the evidence from these cultural policy documents shows that in
recent years the militarisation of youth culture and education in Russia has
accelerated and become an active government priority. The Crparerus states that this
will be achieved through ‘coznanue cucreMbl MOHUTOPHHTA U CUCTEMBI
KaueCTBEHHBIX M KOJMYECTBCHHBIX MOKa3aTenei’ to assess cultural output based on
empirical data. One such indicator is ‘yAenbHBIN BeC YUCICHHOCTH MOJIOJIBIX JIFOJICH B
Bo3pacTte oT 14 10 30 neT, y4acTBYIOIIMX B MEPOIPUITUSAX 110 NATPUOTHUECKOMY
BocruTanmio’.'® There are parallels here with the Soviet Komsomol system, which
had a similar military-patriotic function and extended its definition of ‘youth’ up to
the age of twenty eight. This imposition of the state’s political ideology on to young

people as they are still developing is clearly part of one and the same trend as the

7 Strategiia, pp. 4-5.

™ It is entitled ‘O gosudarstvennoi programme “Patrioticheskoe vospitanie grazhdan
Rossiiskoi Federatsii na 2016-2020 gody”” (N 1493, 30 December 2015).

> Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. by Alan Sheridan
(London: Allan Lane, 1977; repr. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), p. 140.

7 Strategiia, pp. 36-37.
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aforementioned laws on ‘reii-npomarannga’ and ‘mat’, which are both specifically
directed at the control and censorship of material available to minors. Indeed, the
debates around the introduction of these laws and other similarly restrictive measures
are always framed in narratives of child and youth ‘health’.

Fisher describes ‘capitalist realism’ as ‘more like a pervasive atmosphere,
conditioning not only the production of culture but also the regulation of work and
education, and acting as a kind of invisible barrier constraining thought and action’.”’
It is this same atmosphere that pervades High Putinist society, which in turn
conditions theatrical production. To borrow an idea from Simone de Beauvoir, we can
say that one is not born, but rather becomes Other.”® For Beauvoir, ‘Only the
mediation of another can constitute an individual as an Other’.” This is to say that the
theatre makers associated with ‘Hoas qpama’ and other nonconformist or non-
normative forms of contemporary theatre in Russia are not Other intrinsically, as state
cultural policymakers and the Ministry of Culture would have people believe. Their
art is not alien to Russian cultural values, or a foreign seed fallen on Russian soil, as it
is often framed.*® It is Other only extrinsically, which is to say, circumstantially, due
to the ever-narrowing paradigms of the Norm in the political, social and cultural

realms.

"7 Fisher, p. 16. Italics in original.

™ The original is ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, woman.” See Simone de Beauvoir,
The Second Sex, trans. by Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier (London:
Vintage, 2010), p. 293.

" Ibid.

% Theatre critic Grigorii Zaslavskii, for example, described ‘Hosas apama’ in 2004 as ‘a
foreign bottle with poisoned ink’ that had ‘sailed from England’. See Beumers and
Lipovetsky, p. 36.
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Policy in Practice: ‘Teampanvuoe oeno’

It is impossible to write about the past decade of theatre in Russia without
addressing the scandal surrounding CenpMmas ctyaus and its internationally renowned
director, Kirill Serebrennikov. The case, which came to be known colloquially as
‘TearpanbHoe aeno’, erupted in the spring of 2017, when a number of
Serebrennikov’s colleagues were arrested. It finally ended more than three years later
in the summer of 2020, when the main figures in the case — including Serebrennikov —
were given varying lengths of suspended sentences and heavy fines. ‘Tearpanbpaoe
neno’ is demonstrative of how censorship of the arts functions in contemporary
Russia under Putin. In relation to the hardening of cultural ideology through the
paradigm of the traditional/non-traditional binary, the scandal over Serebrennikov’s
ballet Hypees at Moscow’s Bol’shoi Theatre in 2017 is also revealing. The ballet’s
subject matter was Rudolf Nureyev, the world-renowned Soviet ballet dancer who
came out as gay after he defected to the West in 1961. The depiction of his sexual
orientation in Serebrennikov’s biographical ballet caused the production to be
repeatedly delayed, before the director was conveniently arrested in August 2017 on
unrelated and evidently spurious charges of embezzlement.®' He was placed under
house arrest, where he remained for over a year and a half. Serebrennikov’s arrest was
the culmination of a number of years of rising tension between the director and the
authorities, as the question of whether state funding for theatres should entail political
loyalty to the regime or not reached a head — a battle that Serebrennikov fought hard

but inevitably lost. The production of the ballet was completed without him and

81 For a brief history of the troubled production, see ‘Otmena “Nureeva™: tri versii
sluchivshegosia’, BBC Russian, 10 July 2017 <https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-
40372730> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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performed twice in late 2017 before an audience of the political and cultural elite.
Despite winning the Golden Mask award for ‘best ballet’ in 2019, and tickets for the
show being in high demand, Hypees has only been performed a handful of times in
the three years since the premiere.*

Although the production did not break any laws as such, the depiction of
Nureyev’s homosexuality on stage fell beyond the boundaries of the narrowing norms
as set out in the Ocnossl and Crparerus. The question of history is significant here
too, in that an attempt has been made to control the collective memory of a historical
figure, rewritten according to the ideological norms of the present political regime. In
the new-old conservative-reactionary paradigm, Nureyev’s biography as a gay man
must be redacted and made to fit the ‘Procrustean bed’ of High Putinist ideology,
where any figure of historical significance is either heterosexual or firmly in the
closet. The authorities brought the meanings of this production under control through
the crude yet typical devices of power — by removing the embodiment of the idea
(Serebrennikov himself) from the public sphere, by regulating the ‘abnormalities’ in
the production, and finally by restricting its performance and thus tightly controlling
the number of people who were able to see it, despite the considerable demand for
tickets.

Serebrennikov was no stranger to the machinations of state cultural policy
prior to Hypees. In 2013, two of his productions for the theatre — Ommoposxu, based
on a novel by Zakhar Prilepin, and Martin McDonagh’s The Pillowman — were the

subject of police investigations on suspicion of breaking new so-called ‘anti-terrorist’

¥ See Golden Mask website <https://www.goldenmask.ru/fest 25 195.html> [accessed 23
December 2020]; see Bol’shoi Theatre website
<https://www.bolshoi.ru/performances/1025/roles/#20171210190000> [accessed 23
December 2020].
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laws.® The pressure on theatres to conform to the new laws and to the social norms
set out within them in turn fosters a culture of self-censorship, where the instability
generated by apprehension and legal uncertainty performs the work of the censor. A
number of prominent theatre makers have cited self-censorship as a real and
significant problem, a part of the new reality for cultural production in contemporary
Russia.* The case of a group of actors in the provincial town of Pskov is an example
of this: they simply refused to act in Varvara Faer’s verbatim drama banwux in the
wake of the aforementioned scandal surrounding a production of Wagner’s
Tannhduser at the Novosibirsk Opera House in 2015. The latter production had
provoked demonstrations and threats of violence from local Orthodox Christian
fundamentalists, and as a result the Pskov actors were not prepared to take the risk of
being caught up in a similar scandal.® This incident set a highly problematic
precedent, and the fact that neither the Ministry of Culture nor the local authorities did
anything to support or protect the actors in either case further confirmed to cultural
figures that they were no longer safe to freely practice their profession in the current
political climate.

Unfortunately, with state funding making up over seventy per cent of theatre

budgets on average, and covering as much as ninety per cent of the cost of a ticket in

8 See ‘Spektakl’ Serebrennikova “Chelovek-Podushka” proveriaiut sledovateli’, RIA Novosti,
3 July 2013 <https://ria.ru/culture/20130703/947409699.htm1> [accessed 23 December 2020].
% This has been stated, for example, by Marat Gatsalov of the Aleksandrinskii theatre, Mark
Zakharov of the Lenkom theatre, and Konstantin Bogomolov of the Teatr na Maloi Bronnoi.
See, respectively: ‘Khudruk Novoi stseny Aleksandrinki: “Samotsenzura ub’et teatra kak vid
iskusstva’, Rosbalt, 13 April 2015 <https://www.rosbalt.ru/piter/2015/04/13/1388293.htmI>;
Artur Solomonov, ‘Mark Zakharov: samotsenzura igraet vse bol’shuiu rol”’,
Artursolomonov.ru, 24 December 2014 <https://artursolomonov.ru/mark-zaharov-
samotsenzura-igraet-vse-bolshuyu-rol/>; Shestakova, Anna, ‘Chto takoe politicheskii teatr:
Opros izvestnykh moskovskikh rezhisserov i khudrukov’, Teatr, 8 (2012)
<http://oteatre.info/chto-takoe-politicheskij-teatr-opros-izvestnyh-moskovskih-rezhisserov-i-
hudrukov/> [all accessed 23 December 2020].

% See ‘Pskov: teatr ne otmenit spektakl’ iz-za zhalob akterov’, BBC Russian, 14 April 2015
<http://www.bbc.com/russian/society/2015/04/150414 pskov_theatre play scandal>
[accessed 23 December 2020].
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some theatres, there is little chance for the performing arts to resist such pressures on
their work to conform, a problem that is only compounded by hardening state cultural
policy.*® Owing to the stranglehold of financial censorship, which presents a major
obstacle to the work of nonconformist theatre, the conservative-reactionary turn in
cultural ideology and the accompanying wave of legislation restricting freedom of
expression will continue to dominate and determine cultural production for the

foreseeable future.

Summary

There are three primary mechanisms of censorship upon theatre in
contemporary Russia — legislative (the passing of restrictive laws and policy
documents), financial (restricting funding to nonconformist theatres and tying funds
to political loyalty), and self-censorship (where artists censor their own work to avoid
potential problems). The very pervasiveness of these three censorship mechanisms
working simultaneously has presented and continues to present particular difficulties
for independent theatre making. The passing of laws concerning sexuality, language,
religious feelings, and the interpretation of history have had the cumulative effect of
instrumentalising culture in the service of the broader political aims of the state. This
brought it into line with other social spheres that had been politically instrumentalised

during Putin’s previous terms in office, such as the media and the Orthodox Church,

% See Strategiia, p. 8. See also Transparency International’s report on the state funding of
theatres, by Igor Sergeev and others, ‘Kak rukovoditeli gosudarstvennykh teatrov platiat
gonorary sami sebe’, Transparency International Russia, 23 October 2017
<https://transparency.org.ru/special/teatr/> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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as well as the education and welfare systems.®” This is expressed as such in the
Crparerus, which states that current planning policies ‘He B momHON Mepe
VUHTBIBAIOT CTPATErMUECKYI0 3HAYMMOCTb [OTEHIHANA KynbTypsr’." One of the
primary aims of the ‘HOBast MO/i€JIb KYIBTYPHOI MOJUTUKH, as it becomes known in
the Ctparerus, is the ‘rapMoHUYHOE COUETaHHE UHTEPECOB HAI[MOHATHLHOU
6e3omacHocTH, [1] eIMHCTBA Ky/IbTypHOro mpoctpanctsa’.” The perception of the
cultural sphere as a latent branch of national security, combined with the belief in the
necessity of ‘emuHCTBO’ as a prerequisite for its realisation, goes some way towards
explaining the coercive means that the regime has adopted towards cultural policy
since 2012. The eradication of the heterogeneous nature of culture, therefore, and its
replacement with ‘emuHCTBO’, Or in other words consensus, has become — to borrow
Robin’s term for Socialist Realism — the ‘impossible aesthetic’ of High-Putinist
Capitalist Realism.

On the one hand there is Capitalist Realism — the ‘HoBast Moaenb Ky IbTypHOI
nonutuku’ — which amounts to something akin to Socialist Realism on a capitalist
economic base. This has gradually taken shape since the conservative-authoritarian
turn brought about by Putin’s return to the presidency in 2012. On the other hand
there is the political theory of ‘capitalist realism’ expounded by Mark Fisher, which
applies broadly to all the countries where neoliberal capitalism is the prevailing
economic model. For Fisher, ‘capitalist realism’ relies on hopelessness to sustain its
own illusion — that there is no alternative to the status quo. As he states, ‘it is now
impossible even to imagine a coherent alternative’.”® In Russia, therefore, there is a

doubling of the ‘no alternative’ message — there is no alternative to Putin, just as there

¥ For evidence of the latter, see Eleanor Bindman, Social Rights in Russia: From Imperfect
Past to Uncertain Future (Abingdon; New York: Routledge, 2018).

8 Strategiia, p. 10.

8 Strategiia, p. 35.

% Fisher, p. 2. Italics in original.
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is no alternative to the neoliberal economic order his regime thrives on. As a result,
Putin and the economic order have become conflated as symbolic extensions of each
other, and go hand-in-hand as the basis of the social contract.

For Fredric Jameson, postmodernism is the ‘cultural logic of late capitalism’.”’
Following from this, Socialist Realism can be thought of as the cultural logic of
Stalinism, whilst its successor Capitalist Realism is the cultural logic of High
Putinism. In spite of the hopelessness and powerlessness that this logic engenders,
some artists and theatre makers have gone about responding creatively in ways that
resist and circumvent the censorship mechanisms of the political consensus, instead
opening up alternative discourses and spaces of “dissensus’.”> What emerges in the
chapters that follow is a cross section of some of these spaces of ‘dissensus’ that were

to be found in contemporary Russian theatre in the latter years of the previous decade.

*! Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London:
Verso, 1991).

2 ‘Dissensus’ is Jacques Ranciére’s term. In Ranciére’s writings, ‘dissensus’ is opposed to
‘consensus’, where ‘consensus’ is ‘the presupposition according to which every part of a
population, along with all of its specific problems, can be incorporated into a political order
and taken into account’. Conversely ‘dissensus’ is that which ‘resists juridical litigation and
creates a fissure in the sensible order by confronting the established framework of perception,
thought, and action with the “inadmissible’”’. For Ranciére, a consensus must be policed, and
this policing is carried out on many levels, comprising everything that goes into the regulation
and maintenance of the status quo. Dissensus is the site where real politics emerges, and as
such it challenges and breaks through the consensus. See Gabriel Rockhill, ‘Appendix I:
Glossary of Technical Terms’, in Jacques Ranciére, The Politics of Aesthetics: The
Distribution of the Sensible, ed. and trans. by Gabriel Rockhill (London: Bloomsbury
Revelations, 2013), pp. 83-98 (pp. 8§7-9).
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1) Post-Zero: Documentary Theatre after Yac éocemnaoyams

Such has been the leading role of Moscow’s Teatr.doc in the emergence and
evolution of documentary theatre in Russia over the past two decades that it is
difficult to separate one from the other. Whilst documentary theatre can now be found
practised across the whole country, in terms of innovation and impact Teatr.doc
remains at the centre of any discussion. This is perhaps unsurprising given the fact
that it continues to be the only theatre space in the country dedicated to the
documentary form, in all of its varieties. There have always been exceptions to this,
however, such as the premiere of Ivan Vyrypaev’s celebrated play Kuciopoo (2003),
and more recently two of the works of drama from Teatr.doc’s repertoire that feature
in Chapter Three, Dmitrii Danilov’s Yerogex uz [loooavcka (2017) and Ol’ga
Shiliaeva’s 28 oueu (2019). As these three fictional dramas demonstrate, the theatre’s
focus on the documentary mode does not preclude non-documentary forms. Rather,
there exists an interplay and dialogue across the spectrum of live performance. As an
alternative to Teatr.doc’s brand of documentary theatre, French scholar Lucie Kempf
has written about the documentary forms pioneered at the KnAM theatre in
Komsomol’sk-na-Amure since the 1980s." In addition to this, documentary plays
sporadically appear in the repertoire of independent theatres around the country,
alongside their usual offerings. This is true in Moscow theatres such as the Meyerhold

Centre and Praktika, as well as in St Petersburg and in regional independent theatres.”

' Lucie Kempf, ‘Giving Testimony in the Face of an Authoritarian Regime: The Evolution of
Documentary Forms at Teatr.doc, the KnAM Theatre, and the Belarus Free Theatre’, in New
Drama in Russian: Performance, Politics and Protest in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, ed. by
J.A.E. Curtis (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), pp. 41-52.

? One issue of Teatr journal is dedicated to exploring the varied landscape of independent
theatre companies throughout the country, of which there are many. It features twenty six in
St Petersburg alone (the vast majority of these companies operate without a permanent
performance space). See Teatr: Geografiia nezavisimosti, 35 (2018). It is worth noting that
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It remains the case, however, that there is no theatre space in Russia dedicated to the
documentary form in the way that Teatr.doc is. This is in part due to the determining
role that the theatre played in the emergence of the ‘HoBas apama’ movement after
the turn of the century, and in part thanks to geographical factors, it being based in the
Russian capital. Perhaps most significant of all was the leadership and driving force
behind the theatre for the first sixteen years of its existence — the indomitable pair of
theatre makers Elena Gremina and Mikhail Ugarov. Their sudden passing in 2018 was
an incalculable loss, and it is difficult to overstate the importance of these two figures
for the development of contemporary theatre in Russia since the turn of the century.

The work that Gremina and Ugarov did in Moscow with the most famous
basement theatre in Russia, Teatr.doc, did not start out as a political project, although
it appeared to become more so in its latter years, as the realities of the authoritarian
slide of Putin’s third term began to affect the freedom of the cultural sphere in ways
outlined above. The theatre, however, always rejected any claims that it had become
more political — as Gremina stated in 2018 during what turned out to be one of her last
interviews, ‘MbI He n3MeHIITUCH. Teatp.doc Bee Tak ke Oepercs 3a Toobie
aKTyasbHbIe TeMbl. Ho H3MeHHIICS meii3ax BoKpyr Hero’.” It seems reasonable to state
that no Moscow-based theatre has responded more actively to the challenges of the
new paradigm for artistic production in Russia than has Teatr.doc. Taking a long view
of the theatre’s history, Mark Lipovetsky claims in his foreword to the collected

works of Gremina and Ugarov that from the very beginning of its existence it was

the situation has changed since the publication of the journal. For example, a significant
regional player, Teatr 18+ in Rostov-on-Don closed in 2020 due to financial difficulties as a
result of COVID-19, as has the ‘Kvartira’ project in St Petersburg.

* Elena Gremina, quoted in Elena Racheva, ‘Issledovanie ada v golove sovremennogo
cheloveka’, Novaia gazeta, 15 March 2018
<https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2018/03/16/75819-issledovanie-ada-v-golove-
sovremennogo-cheloveka> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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impossible to separate Teatr.doc’s art from politics, however much the theatre makers

themselves denied it;

I'maBHo#1 3amaueit Tearpa.doc sBIsETCS HE CTONBKO COIMANTbHAS
anTponoorus (0e310MHbBIE, OJUTrapXu, MOJIEIH, TOTUTTeXHOIOTH, TB-
MIPOJIFOCEPHI U T.11.), CKOJIBKO NoJIUTUKA. OCOOEHHO OTOMY, UTO CHOXKETHI,
MepBOHAYAIIBHO UMEBIIIHUE COIMOJIOTMUYECKUI HHTEPEC, — HANpUMep, TeH U
romo(odus — TeMa 0JJHOTO M3 PaHHMX CIIEKTAKJIeH Tearpa — CTaHOBSTCS
JTUHUEH MOJUTUYECKON KOH(DPOHTALIMU U, COOTBETCTBEHHO, MOJIUTUICCKUX
HpecneﬂOBaHHﬁ.4

What Lipovetsky terms the ‘nunus monutudeckoit konppoHTanuu’ can also be
viewed in another way: the specificities of the conditions for cultural production in
Russia are such, with censorship in all its guises and corresponding political pressure
from all sides, that social theatre — and indeed socially engaged art in general — is
conflated with politics and political activism to a significant degree, both by the
authorities and by the viewing public.

Kempf claims that part of the resistance to the political label by theatre makers
in Russia is situated in the Soviet experience, where political theatre was used by the
state for propaganda purposes from the early revolutionary period onwards, rather
than being a tool of protest as it historically has been in the West. This much is
seemingly affirmed in Ugarov’s words from 2012 when he was speaking on the radio

about his theatre’s newest work, Yac socemnaoyame:

KoneuHno, 310 Tearp NoauTUYECKui, XOTs 5, HAIIPUMED, 1 TAK BOCIIUTAH, YTO S
MyTarCch ITOro cjaoBa. MHe Bce BpeMst O0OBSCHSIIH, YTO TO JOJKHO OBITh YTO-
TO OYEHb BBICOKOXYI[O)KGCTBGHHOG.S

* Mark Lipovetsky, ‘Predislovie’, in Elena Gremina, Mikhail Ugarov: P’esy i teksty, ed. by
Elena Koval’skaia (Moscow: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2019), pp. 5-26 (p. 19).

> Mikhail Ugarov, in ‘Istoriia Sergeia Magnitskogo na stsene teatra v spektakle “Chas
vosemnadtsat’’, Radio Ekho Moskvy, 5 June 2010
<https://echo.msk.ru/programs/kulshok/684833-echo/> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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Ugarov’s aversion to the word ‘political’ is for reasons specific to Russian theatre
history, more precisely to the culture and teachings of the Soviet-era theatre
establishment, which promoted the ‘BricoxoxynoxectBenHoe’ in state theatres. It was
this system and culture of theatre that ‘HoBast npama’, spearheaded by Teatr.doc, had
rejected and set out to overcome in the early 2000s. Regarding ‘political theatre’ in

Russia, Kempf writes:

It becomes possible to understand these artists’ visceral suspicion of political
theatre, even when their artistic practice positions them de facto in an attitude
of protest, whether direct or indirect, in relation to the state ideologies.6

A further issue lies in the low opinion of politics held by Russians in the post-Soviet
period, to the extent that the word is often used pejoratively, with a corresponding
desire to avoid being tainted by the ‘political’ brush. Additionally, the past decade has
seen opposition to the Putin regime become a genuinely life-threatening activity, as
witnessed most recently by the poisoning of opposition figure Aleksei Naval’'nyi, so
there is possibly also an element of shrewd judgement and adaptation at play in the
refusal of the political label. It is worth noting that a rejection of politics is hardly a
Russian phenomenon — indeed, for Fisher it is one of the defining traits of ‘capitalist
realism’, which is a global phenomenon. Postmodernism in art was also characterised
by political apathy, as the ‘commitment’ of High Modernism went out of fashion.
This is not the case with Teatr.doc, however, whose practice is unequivocally one of
social commitment whilst they disavow the political label, preferring instead to call
their work ‘civic theatre’ [rpaxkganckuii rearp]. This is more than mere wordplay —
‘civic theatre’ is capable of encompassing a broader range of socially engaged topics,

such as gay subjectivity (Bsitimu uz wxaga, 2016) and teenage experience

6 Kempf, p. 45.
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(Byoywee.doc, 2018), than ‘political theatre’ can. In this respect, Gremina is justified
in saying that her theatre has not changed, but rather the world around it has changed.
Teatr.doc makes theatre that engages with pressing social issues, and it is for others to
label their work political, perceiving in it something other than the paralysing
apoliticality of mainstream art and culture funded by the state budget.

Hand in hand with ‘civic theatre’ goes another key term in the evolution of the
aesthetics and discourse of Teatr.doc in its mature period — so-called ‘witness theatre’

[cBunerenbckmii Teatp]. This was described by Ugarov in 2012 as follows:

CBuzeTenbCcKkuil TeaTp — pa3HOBUAHOCTH T€ATpa J0KyMEHTaIbHOro. OH
MPEIoiaraeT, 4To Ha CLIEHE HaXOATCS peabHbIe JI0AHU, KOTOphIe ObUIH
CBHUJIETEJISIMU TOTO MJIM MHOTO COOBITHS, O KOTOPOM UAET Pedb. ITO MOTYT
OBITH AKTEPEI, a MOTYT ¥ HE-aKTephI.’

This form of theatre, which is also a staging technique, marks part of the general shift
away from the ‘zero position’ [HoJb-TO3UIMSA| — meaning a neutral, non-judgemental
stance — promoted by Teatr.doc for the first eight years of its existence.® As Molly
Flynn observes in her pioneering study of documentary theatre in Russia, the ‘zero
position’ was spectacularly broken by Gremina in 2010 with her work Yac
socemnadyams, which was ‘the first production in which the artists at Teatr.doc

consciously abandoned their attempts at a zero position’.” For Flynn, ‘the shift away

’ Mikhail Ugarov, in Anastasiia Lisitsina, “““Veriu” Stanislavskogo peremestilos’ v
grazhdanskuiu ploskost’: Interv’iu Mikhaila Ugarova’, Gazeta.ru, 24 July 2012
<https://www.gazeta.ru/culture/2012/07/24/a_4691369.shtml> [accessed 23 December 2020].
¥ The ‘zero position” itself derives from Roland Barthes’ theories of ‘writing degree zero’.
Barthes’ essays were translated into Russian and became influential in the early 1990s. See
Elena Koval’skaia, ‘““Zhivoi zhurnal” Mikhaila Ugarova: “I tak, i tak™’, Teatr. Mikhail
Ugarov: Teoriia, praktika, politika, pedagogika, 34 (2018), 144-91 (p. 145). Writing Degree
Zero was first published in French as Le degré zéro de [’écriture in 1953, and in English in
1967. See Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, trans. by Annette Lavers and Colin Smith (London:
Cape, 1967).

’ Molly Flynn, Witness Onstage: Documentary Theatre in Twenty-First-Century Russia
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020), p. 48. It is no coincidence that Flynn called
her book Witness Onstage, which is the translation of one of Ugarov’s important concepts —
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from attempts at a zero position has, in part, allowed Russia’s documentary theatre
artists to interrogate the limitations of their own artistic practice’.'’ This has had the
effect of ‘releasing themselves from an unattainable goal of objectivity’."!

The treatment of Magnitskii’s death on stage serves as the marker of a
transitional phase for Teatr.doc ahead of the conservative-reactionary turn that came
with Putin’s return to the presidency in 2012, which ushered in an era of active
persecution and the blacklisting of the theatre by the authorities. This chapter
considers the period from 2010 to 2019, which has seen Teatr.doc move in directions
that can in some respects be labelled as ‘postdramatic’ and ‘post-documentary’.'* The
latter relates to the hybridisation of fact and fiction in contemporary art and culture,
blurring the boundaries between documentary and other genres, as seen for example
in Gremina’s Yac socemnadyams, which drew from documentary materials to create
fictionally reconstructed scenes. Carol Martin calls this the ‘theatre of the real’, which
encompasses ‘both theatre about real events and the way real events are
conceptualised using diverse means, including fiction clearly identified as such, in the
service of nonfiction”."

The history of Teatr.doc can be separated into three phases: the first, from

2002 to 2010, was the period of the so-called ‘zero position’; the second, from 2010

to 2018, was the partial break with the ‘zero position” and the aforementioned shift to

‘cBunerens Ha cuene’ — and was the name of two symposiums on documentary theatre held at
Teatr.doc in Moscow in the 2010s. However, Flynn does not directly address the emergence
and development of ‘witness theatre’ as a staging technique in her study, using it more to
refer to her personal involvement in some of the productions she discusses.

" Ibid.

" Tbid.

2 See Marie-Christine Autant-Mathieu, ‘The Story of Russian-Language Drama Since 2000:
PostDoc, the Postdramatic and Teatr Post’, in Curtis (ed.), New Drama in Russian, pp. 23-40.
"3 Carol Martin, ‘History and Politics on Stage: The Theatre of the Real’, in Not Just a
Mirror: Looking For the Political Theatre of Today, ed. by Florian Malzacher (Berlin:
Alexander Verlag Berlin, 2015), pp. 32-43 (p. 42). See also Martin, Theatre of the Real
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).
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‘civic’ and ‘witness’ forms of theatre; the third phase is the post-Ugarov/Gremina
period from 2018 to the present, in which the theatre’s remaining directors have each
taken their own path and the theatre has devolved to a collective structure without
overall artistic direction. This has included, for example, the writer and director
Zarema Zaudinova creating her own theatre company under the Teatr.doc umbrella,
called Otnen 6omu Tearpa.doc. It should be said that although this chapter is
interested in post-°‘zero position’ plays, such works are by no means the new norm in
documentary theatre making. On the contrary, post-‘zero position’ works remain
marginal and few in number. As Kempf points out, plays reflecting a traditional ‘zero
position’ continue to be made at Teatr.doc, such as Nana Grinshtein’s Buitimu u3
wixagha (2016), directed by Anastasiia Patlai."*

This chapter analyses three plays, separately at first and then in parallel. The
first is one of Gremina’s last productions for Teatr.doc, Boiirna 6:u3xo, which deals
with the highly taboo subjects of the wars in eastern Ukraine and Syria and of
Russia’s annexation of Crimea. The other two are from the post-Ugarov/Gremina
period, although both had significant involvement from Gremina before her passing in
May 2018: ITetmku, about the ‘Ilen3enckoe neno’, a scandal around torture in Russian
prisons; and Or6, about the trial of Oiub Titiev, the Chechen human rights activist.
What these three documentary plays demonstrate is an affinity with the ‘theatre of the
real’ (Carol Martin) and an ‘aesthetic of startling’ (Hans-Thies Lehmann) that places
them firmly in the current of global trends in contemporary socially-engaged theatre

practice. Together these plays reflect the ways that documentary theatre has adapted

'* Kempf, p. 47. Anastasiia Patlai is undoubtedly the torchbearer for the tradition of the ‘zero
position’ in documentary theatre making in the present day. In addition to Beuimu u3 wkaga,
two of her other recent works — Kanmepao (2016), and Murocepoue (2018) — also
unwaveringly maintain this position.
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and responded to the challenges for theatre making in Russia under the conditions of

High Putinism.

How Teatr.doc Became ‘Political’

The evolution of Teatr.doc’s new genre of ‘civic theatre’ started with the
abandoning of the ‘zero position’ in Gremina’s play, Yac eéocemnaoyams (2010),
about the torture and death of Russian lawyer Sergei Magnitskii in police custody in

2009. Gremina explained this shift some years later:

«Yac BoceMHaI11aTh» ObLI MOUM MEPBBIM 3HAKOMCTBOM C TEM, UYTO
MPOUCXOAUT C Nt ibMH, KoTopbie cuasaT B CU30. C Tem, HACKOJIBKO OHU
OecrpaBHBI, HACKOJIBKO UX MOTYT IIPECCOBATh INIOXUMH YCIIOBHSIMH,
HEOKa3aHUEM MEJUIIMHCKON MOMOIIH U T.J. Moe 4yBCTBO CIPaBEIJIMBOCTH
OBLIO IOTPSICEHO, ¥ HOJIB-TIO3UIINS MHE U3MEHUIIA, TOTOMY YTO TPYIHO
aCCOILIMMPOBATH CEOSI C YEIIOBEKOM, KOTOPBIH MBITAET U OBET.

Gremina’s sense that the zero position ‘let her down’ [u3menuna] when approaching
this topic, and that it was inappropriate for the task because of the difficulty of
associating with a person who ‘nsitaer u Opet’, is an issue that will resurface
throughout this chapter and the next, as the limits and corresponding evolution of the
documentary genre in Russia are explored in the shifting landscape of the 2010s. The
dropping of the ‘zero position’ in Yac 6ocemnaoyams and the emergence of ‘civic
theatre’ in its place — which openly took an active stance on issues — continued with
landmarks such as the experimental tribunal performance Xamcyo: IIpodonxcenue
(2012), and Polina Borodina’s verbatim work, boromnoe deno (2015). Xamcyo was a

one-off event that simultaneously represented a significant milestone in the

15 . . .
Gremina, quoted in Racheva, ‘Issledovanie ada’.
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emergence of the genre of ‘witness theatre’ being developed by Teatr.doc during that
period. It brought lawyers and journalists connected with the Pussy Riot scandal
together onstage and was a moderated discussion in real time. Those on stage
represented only themselves and spoke for themselves, rather than standing in for an
absent other. In so doing, Teatr.doc demonstrated to its critics that the documentary
genre had the capacity to evolve and respond to the challenges of the times.
Accusations of appropriation, objectification, and ‘othering’ — all criticisms of
traditional verbatim-style documentary theatre in recent years — could not so easily be
levelled at Xamcyo: IIpodonacenue, or indeed at later manifestations of ‘witness
theatre’ such as Zaudinova’s Tpu cecmpwi (2019), an event held in support of the
Khachaturian sisters in their ongoing trial for the murder of their father after many
years of abuse.'® ‘Witness theatre’ is clearly not a representational mode of art — there
are no stage sets, props, costumes, actors, or make-believe of any kind — and in this
regard it fits the trends identified in contemporary theatre by Lehmann (‘postdramatic
theatre’) and Martin (‘theatre of the real’). Xamcyo: IIpodonscenue became a scandal
when Orthodox Church activists, accompanied by a state-media camera crew from
NTV, entered the auditorium and tried to break off the discussion.'” Boromnoe deno,
on the other hand, caught the attention of the authorities due to its treatment of the
(evidently taboo) topic of the infamous 2012 protest on Bolotnaia Square in Moscow.
Police attended the premiere of the play (where Gremina allegedly managed to put an

officer to work distributing programmes), and it was not long before the theatre had

' Tpu cecmper is available to view on YouTube. See Novaia gazeta, (18+) Teatr.doc — TRI
SESTRY. Aktsiia v podderzhku sester Khachaturian, online video recording, YouTube, 2 July
2019, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uOMYr7-6Lbw> [accessed 23 December 2020].
' This event has been well covered by Maksim Hanukai in his article ‘After the Riot:
Teatr.doc and the Performance of Witness’, TDR: The Drama Review, 61, 1 (2017), 43-55.
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been evicted from its premises for the second time in as many years, leaving it in a
state of limbo with which it is by now all too familiar.'®

In contrast to the Anglo-American tradition of documentary theatre, which is
historically representational, Russian documentary theatre has often sought other
modes of transmitting the text to the audience, which do not involve actors getting
into character and acting out the lines of a script. Derek Paget, in his most recent work
on documentary theatre in the UK, analyses the phenomenon of the rehearsed reading
— he describes how the actors rehearsed the parts by getting into character.'” Russian
documentary theatre, on the other hand, has a varied relationship with the kind of
representative mode that sees performers acting the people whose words are being
used. After all, one translation of Teatr.doc’s motto is ‘The theatre in which no one
acts’ [Teatp, B koTopom He urpaiot]. Instead, what was developed by documentary
theatre makers over the course of the first decade of this century in Russia was a
‘postdramatic’ approach to text; one which negated the representational mode of
acting that is traditional of drama, in favour of an aesthetics of ‘the real’.” In her
monograph on the subject, Flynn calls this a ‘non-illusory’ acting style.”' The
difference between the British and Russian approaches to documentary text is

commented upon by Flynn in her experience observing a rehearsal for a reading of a

Natalia Vorozhbit play in London by artists from the Royal Court, where she recalls:

' For an overview of Teatr.doc’s history up to 2018, see Chapter Six of Flynn, Witness
Onstage, pp. 141-63.

¥ Derek Paget, ‘Acts of Commitment: Activist Arts, the Rehearsed Reading, and
Documentary Theatre’, New Theatre Quarterly, 26, 2 (2010), 173—-193 (pp. 182-84).

%% On the close connection between Lehmann’s conception of the ‘postdramatic’ and that of
‘the real’, he states, ‘Postdramatic theatre means: theatre of the real’. See Hans-Thies
Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, trans. by Karen Jurs-Munby (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006),
p. 103.

2 Flynn, Witness Onstage, p. 17.
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I was struck by the conversation between performer and director in which they
imagined what the speaker of the monologue might have felt at certain
moments in the story and discussed how best to portray the character. This
conversation appeared to me particularly paradoxical in part because I had
become so accustomed to the non-illusory approaches used at Teatr.doc and
other Russian documentary theatre venues, but also because the original
speaker who in this case happened to be the playwright was also seated in the
rehearsal room.*

Flynn points out here the paradox of the representational mode of theatre, in which
the actor must always get into character in order to create the ‘reality effect’ of the
play’s fictional world.”®> The Russian documentary mode, on the other hand,
developed techniques in the late 2000s that sought to neutralise the verbal
transmission of the verbatim document in its journey from performer to spectator. It
did this as an ethical act of responsibility to the unknowable — and thus
unrepresentable — experience of the real people whose words made up the text. In
other words, this was an early attempt at overcoming the problems of appropriation
and objectification — perhaps even fetishization — of these real people, who were often
drawn from marginal or precarious socio-economic groups, and whose experiences
then somewhat problematically provided the material for the documentary play. The
ethics of representation are key to the subsequent evolution of ‘witness theatre’ at
Teatr.doc in the 2010s.

In Yac socemnaoyams, which was a fictionalized reconstruction of events
based on documentary materials, the text was acted out by actors, but certain devices
were employed by Gremina to avoid the representational fallacy of attempting
literally to depict Magnitskii’s suffering on stage. Instead, the unfathomable

magnitude of Magnitskii’s pain is indicated — symbolically gestured towards — by the

22 :

Ibid., p. 19.
 The ‘reality effect’ is Roland Barthes’ term, introduced in his 1968 essay of the same name.
See Barthes, ‘The Reality Effect’, in The Rustle of Language, trans. by Richard Howard
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), pp. 141-48.
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act of pouring boiling water over the hands of the judge who condemned him to

suffer. Mark Lipovetsky commented on this moment in the play as follows:

3putesib B 3TOT MOMEHT JIOJDKEH BMECTE C Cybel 3akpuuath oT 6o1u. U ecnu
00JIb 3TOTO HETOISIS BRI3BIBAET TAKOE COCTPaaHue, TO OO0 3aMyUEeHHOTO
3TUM CYy/IbEH, 3TUMU BpayaMu, STUMHU OXpaHHUKAMH HH B UYeM HE BUHOBHOTO
MarauTckoro — oHa KakoBa, e ee «o3HauaeMoe»? Ero HeT u ObITh He
MO)KCT.243Ta 00J1b HAXOIUTCS 3a TPAHBIO BBIPA3UMOTO, 32 TPEeIIaMU JTF000TO
SI3bIKA.

The spectator’s reaction, triggered by the anticipated pain of the judge, functions as an
indicator towards the unknowable and unrepresentable experience of Magnitskii’s
painful and protracted death in custody, which is, in Lipovetsky’s words, ‘3a
npenenamu Jro6oro s3eika’. Gremina therefore finds effective theatrical solutions to
this problem of representation, which does some measure of justice to the person
whose suffering is being represented — namely, by finding a different form of
theatrical language, one that is not representational but symbolically indicative.

The production of Yac socemnaoyams has been extensively covered by Flynn,
much of which informed my understanding of this older work and its significance as a
predecessor of the more recent documentary plays considered in depth later in this
chapter.” In her analysis, Flynn argues that this work was a turning point for
Teatr.doc because it reflected a new concern for the active ‘pursuit of justice’ by its
theatre makers, in place of their prior concern for a more balanced depiction of the
different sides to a story.”® However, she stresses that this ‘pursuit of justice’ in the

space of the theatre is not straightforward:

* Lipovetsky, ‘Predislovie’, p. 23.

 See Chapter Three of Flynn, Witness Onstage, pp. 74-96. See also Flynn, ‘The Trial That
Never Was: Russian Documentary Theatre and the Pursuit of Justice’, New Theatre
Quarterly, 30,4 (2014), 307-317.

% Flynn, Witness Onstage, p. 94.
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By pulling texts from various published and unpublished sources, using those
sources to compose monologues that blend fact and fiction, and then
proceeding to present these texts as evidence, the creators of One Hour
Eighteen Minutes exploit the suspect nature of documentation in contemporary
Russian culture and confront the complexities of theatrical testimony as an
instrument of justice.”’

Exploration of the ‘suspect nature of documentation” and documents in general is
undoubtedly a core contemporary concern the world over, in the age of the extensive
mediatisation and virtualisation of reality by commercially- and politically-driven
technology. Flynn’s description conforms to Martin’s definition of the ‘theatre of the
real’, which is only the latest attempt by theatre makers to try to make sense of the
world around themselves and their place within it. Martin cites a number of
contemporary works of theatre from around the world that reflect this same concern
and use similar techniques of blending fact and fiction in their production of
authenticity, demonstrating that this is not an exclusively Russian phenomenon.®
Flynn concludes that Yac 6ocemnaoyams shows ‘how Russian theatre artists use
documentary forms to explore the intricacies of injustice’, and that ultimately
‘through their shared experience of both speaking and hearing the testimonies
provided, the participants [...] negotiate collaboratively a renewed conception of
justice’.*” Broadly speaking, it would appear that the ‘pursuit of justice’ identified by
Flynn forms part of what Curtis sees as a wider shift in Russian documentary theatre
over the past decade towards human rights activism, ‘whether it is explicitly political
or not’.*’

In 2016, Mikhail Ugarov expressed an idea that sought to respond to the

growing political persecution of Teatr.doc — the ‘appeal to the norm’ [amemsiust k

7 Ibid., pp. 83-84.

*¥ See Martin, ‘History and Politics On Stage’, pp. 35-41.

* Flynn, Witness Onstage, pp. 94-95.

O JAE. Curtis, ‘Conclusion: Summer of 2019°, in New Drama in Russian, pp. 259-66 (p.
261).
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nopme]. The phrase first appeared in a Facebook post, and is a useful paradigm for
making sense of why the theatre appeared to have become more political whilst its
artists continued to disavow politics and claimed to be solely theatre makers. For
Ugarov, it seems, art is political only contextually, and it is only in a context of
extreme deviation from ‘the norm’ that any appeal to alternative normative codes can

appear revolutionary or extremist, as he wrote on Facebook:

B Hameil ctpane, ¢ ee 1IeBUaHTHOM BIIACThIO, C IEPBEPCUEN HA BCEX YPOBHSIX,
— ameJUTSIHSA K HOPME MOYET FPO3UTh OOBHHEHHEM B SKCTPEMH3ME.”

To speak about ‘the norm’ is simultaneously to reveal the presence of previously
invisible yet nonetheless existing normative paradigms. In this regard, the act of
unveiling the contingent nature of High Putinist ideological norms becomes of crucial
importance in Teatr.doc’s ‘civic theatre’. There is a line at the end of Ow06, in which
Titiev condemns the absurdity of the fabricated case against him by saying that such a
case can only occur in today’s Russia: ‘Takoe MoxeT GbITh TOIBKO y Hac’, he says.>
He then appeals to European colleagues outside of Russia to seek ‘mepsr
YHHUBEpCaJIbHOH ropucaukimu’ to counteract the failure of the Russian judicial
system.> Titiev is pointing out the divergent normative codes that exist inside and
outside of Russia, which is itself an act of unveiling. As outlined earlier, law and
order are performative acts, and are without essential origin, yet they rely on claims of
universality and consensus to sustain their status as norms. The systemic structures
that these codes rely on for their production and maintenance — the political,
legislative, judicial, and penal systems — are the structures that must remain

unchallenged if dominant ideological norms are to stay invisible and yet firmly in

*' Mikhail Ugarov, Facebook post, 18 March 2016.
2 Oiub.
* Ibid.
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place. Such acts of unveiling the contingent nature of these structures and the
ideological consensus they police clearly come with risks for the unveiler. In the same
Facebook post as above, Ugarov continued: ‘[Ipocto Hago TBepauth 0 HOpMme. U
Oyzenb, caM TOro He xenas, peBomonnoHepom’. Echoing Gremina’s view mentioned
previously, Ugarov always maintained the position that he and his theatre had not
changed and that if they appeared to have become more political then this was only a
result of the radicalisation of the political class and its organs of power.

As is well-known, charges of extremism became widespread over the course
of the Putin third term and carried potentially serious consequences, including years
of real time in prison. Even more serious are charges of terrorism, of which the
figures at the centre of Bouna 6ausko and ITeimku were accused and convicted. This
saw them kept in pre-trial detention centres for years before their court verdicts, after
which they were transferred to prisons to serve long sentences, where many of them
remain at the time of writing and will for a long time to come. Extremism and
terrorism are accusations that appear in all three of the plays in this chapter, and in
one way these are the leitmotifs of the High Putinist period. There are already signs
that the regime has overused the charge of ‘extremism’ during the repressions of the
Putin third term. Pavel Chikov, head of the human rights organization Agora, has
spoken about the ‘devaluation of extremism’ in the sheer quantity of charges brought
against internet users for ‘likes’ and reposts on social media, and even against
videogame players.* Once charges of extremism reach a certain critical mass and

become the object of public derision, they undermine confidence in the rule of law (if

M Sergei Smirnov, ‘Vlast’ ozabochena seichas, chem zaniat’ silovikov. Liuboi otvet na etot
vopros — plokhaia novost’: Pavel Chikov predchuvstvuet novuiu real’nost’’, Mediazona, 21
May 2019 <https://zona.media/article/2019/05/21/pchikov> [accessed 23 December 2020];
“Lovtsa Pokemonov” vnesli v spisok ekstremistov i zablokirovali ego scheta’, RIA Novosti,
14 June 2017 <https://ria.ru/20170714/1498494928. .htm1> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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it had not already been sufficiently undermined) and, no less significantly, cease to be
something that only happens to other people.

The so-called ‘Tlenzenckoe nemno’, which is the subject of ITeimxu,
demonstrates how a group of young men who played airsoft together became accused
of training for terrorist activities and were subsequently tortured into giving false
confessions of guilt. The ‘Ilen3enckoe neno’ was just one of a number of fabricated
extremist networks allegedly discovered by the security services in the run-up to the
2018 presidential elections and the football World Cup held in Russia that year. This
renewed wave of repressions primarily targeted marginal social groups, in this case a
group of anarchists. It was enough merely to possess anarchist literature to be labelled
as such. Viktor Filinkov, a computer programmer from St Petersburg, was unknown
to anarchist collectives in Russia until he was announced on state media as the leader
of an international network of anarchists with intentions to commit acts of terrorism.
Filinkov, who was in reality little more than a programmer who supported open
source coding, exemplifies this devaluation of extremism and terrorism in the latter
half of the previous decade due to the arbitrary application of the terms and their
overuse by the state security services. More public examples of this include variously
the scandals around TV channel Dozhd’ for its counterfactual poll regarding the siege
of Leningrad in 2014, Maria Motuznaia’s trial for reposting an allegedly blasphemous
meme on social media site Vkontakte, and the persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses as

members of an ‘extremist organisation’.>> In the year 2018 alone, more than 75 per

35 ‘prokuratura ishchet ekstremizm v oprose pro blokadu’, Dozhd’, 30 January 2014
<https://tvrain.ru/teleshow/novosti_sajta/prokuratura_ischet ekstremizm v_oprose pro_blok
adu-361646/> [accessed 23 December 2020];

‘V Barnaule nachalsia sud nad Mariei Motuznoi. Ee obviniaiut v ekstremizme iz-za kartinok
“VKontakte™’, BBC Russian, 6 August 2018 <https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-45082507>
[accessed 23 December 2020];
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cent of cases relating to Criminal Code Article 282 on extremism were connected to
the use of Vkontakte.*® In the same year, according to the Russian human rights group
Agora, more than four hundred people were charged for publications on the internet,
forty three of whom received real time behind bars.’” Clearly, in a context where
internet users can be sentenced to time in prison for ‘likes’ and reposts on social
media on charges of extremism, the word itself rapidly loses its intended meaning, as
people realise that a so-called ‘extremist’ can in the new paradigm be anyone, and if it
can be anyone then the semantic power of the word has been broken, even if its legal

power has not been. Assessing the situation in 2019, Chikov stated:

Ceituac yxe 00BUHEHHE B SKCTPEMHU3ME HE 3BYUUT KaK YTO-TO OTACHOE,
HENPUATHOE, PEIyTallMOHHO BpeaHoe. ONMacHOCTb AKCTpEMHU3Ma
neBanbBUpoBaack. CeMb-BOCEMb JIET Ha3a/l HAIOJIHEHUE ITOr0 TEPMHUHA
OBUIO COBCEM JpyruM. PaHbIIIe «9KCTPEMHUCT» — 3TO OBbLT OOpOAATHIA
BOOPYKEHHBII 70 3y00B 00E€BUK B KaMyJisike, a Terepb — OOTaHUK B OYKaX
3a KOMIIOM.

As the word skcTpemusm loses its connotations of marginality and abnormality, it
shifts from the periphery to the centre, and opens up the ground for contestation of the
norm. It is on this ground opened up by the general devaluation of extremism and
terrorism as a result of the indiscriminate repression of ordinary citizens during the
High Putinist period that Teatr.doc’s ‘civic’ plays operate.

Another popular concept circulating in contemporary Russian cultural

discourse is that of the dichotomy of ‘horizontality’ and ‘verticality’. In the theatre,

Petr Kozlov, ‘Chto meshaet iskliuchit’ “Svidetelei legovy” iz rossiiskogo spiska
ekstremistov?”’, BBC Russian, 12 February 2019 <https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-
47216797> [accessed 23 December 2020].

36 <Bol’shinstvo ekstremistskikh del v 2018 godu byli sviazany s “Vkontakte™, Radio
Svoboda, 9 April 2019 <https://www.svoboda.org/a/29871214.htmI> [accessed 23 December
2020].

7 Ibid.

3% pavel Chikov, in Smirnov.
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this relates on the practical level to staging, the gaze, atmosphere, and mood, as well
as on the more general level where it is an artistic philosophy by which theatre makers
approach their practice. Horizontality fundamentally relates to de-hierarchization, and
opposes the traditional verticality of art and culture in modernity. As Ugarov said in

this regard:

BepTukanbHOE HCKYCCTBO — 3TO KOT/1a JIF000H pa3sroBOp CBOAUTCS K
uepapxuu: bor, ax u 1 nocepenune. Ha 3Tom Bes Klaccuka NOCTPOEHA, U 3TO

XO0pomo, HO YKC CIIMIIKOM MHOTI'O ICACBPOB B TaKol cucteMe KOOpAUHAT

CHATO U CI:.II‘pa.HO.39

In contrast to ‘vertical art’, horizontality tends to privilege the particular over the
universal, in line with poststructuralism and postcolonialism. Ironically, however, it is
non-particularity that Teatr.doc is accused of by some critics, who claim that
documentary theatre reduces the singularity of individual experience to the general
level of representation, where the person speaking is framed as the representative of a
broader social group. In other words, it is accused of appropriation and objectification
of the subjective experience of the social ‘other’. Writing in 2009, Beumers and
Lipovetsky stated that documentary theatre ‘remains focused on group identity (with a
limited number of social groups available)’.** They go on to conclude that “this
explains in part why the documentary trend has shifted largely into cinema’, where
according to the authors there is ‘a recognition of individuality, and with it a possible
dialogue rather than the series of monologues typical of New Drama’.*!

It is worth considering more closely these assertions regarding firstly group

identity versus individuality, and secondly monologues versus dialogues. Whilst it is

* Mikhail Ugarov, speaking in St Petersburg in 2010. Quoted in II’'mira Bolotian,
‘Antislovar’ Mikhaila Ugarova’, Teatr, 34 (2018), 122-30 (p. 124).

“ Birgit Beumers and Mark Lipovetsky, Performing Violence: Literary and Theatrical
Experiments of New Russian Drama (Bristol: Intellect, 2009), p. 235.

' Ibid., p. 236.
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true that absent presence is always a defining feature of theatre, especially in the
representational genres, there are various ways in which documentary practitioners of
‘HoBast npama’ have approached this problem — the ‘zero position’ being one, and the
concept of ‘witnessing’ being another. Beumers and Lipovetsky rightly point out the
artistic fallacy of any claims to objective truth or reality, because these are concepts
that only exist in culture, defined by the epistemological horizons of the time.*
Whilst this may have been the case for Russian documentary theatre in the early years
of the twenty-first century, when it perhaps demonstrated something of the naivety of
what Ellen Rutten calls the ‘new sincerity’ of millennial culture in the post-Soviet
space, this was clearly in retreat by the end of the decade.* Beumers and
Lipovetsky’s publication narrowly preceded Gremina’s Yac socemnaoyams, which
made the decisive break in this regard — Teatr.doc was definitively no longer
attempting to represent reality ‘as it really is’. There is no sense in which the figure of
Magnitskii is reduced in the play to a representative of a social group or to any other
generalised form. The particularity of the suffering of Magnitskii is witnessed by the
audience precisely as an absent presence, and it is the awareness of the particularity of
the absent other that emerges in the performance.

The particularity of the individuals who are the focus of the three texts in
question here (Oleg Sentsov, Oiub Titiev, Viktor Filinkov and many others) becomes
an ethical priority for the theatre makers. It is the documentary device of the
monologue, in contrast to dialogue, that actively works against the representational
forms inherent to drama. It is the monologue that emphasises particularity, as

characters do not purely serve the expositional purposes of author or plot, but rather

42 :

Ibid., p. 214.
 Ellen Rutten, Sincerity After Communism: A Cultural History (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2017).
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are given the space and time to speak and be heard in their own words. Derek Paget
terms this ‘speaking for’, instead of ‘standing for’.** If dramatic dialogue is a
communication process between two performers on stage, which the spectator
observes and in the act of observance becomes a third party in the interaction, then the
monologue short-circuits the dialogic model of communication, directly confronting
the spectator with the address aimed at them. When the performers speak to the
audience rather than to each other, the dialogue is between the performer and the
spectator. The spectator silently engages in this dialogue through the act of listening,

as a witness to the act of the word being said. In this regard, the act of spectating is

not a passive process, but an active one, as Ranciére points out:

Being a spectator is not some passive condition that we should transform into
activity. It is our normal situation. We also learn and teach, act and know, as
spectators who all the time link what we see to what we have seen and said,
done and dreamed.*

A monologue is really nothing of the kind — where there is a performer and a
spectator, there is always dialogue. In theatre, therefore, the monologue is a form of
unmediated dialogue between performer and spectator. This is not the aside or
soliloquy of pre-modern and early modern drama, where there is a knowing pretence
of artistic unity on stage. In the postdramatic monologue found in Russian
documentary theatre, there is a direct communication between the performer —
speaking for the absent other — and the spectator, who is confronted with the ethical
challenge of accepting responsibility for the absent other from the performer. The
direct mode of address implicates the spectator in the performance, and the spectator

must choose whether or not to actively create dialogue for themselves in the absence

* Paget, p. 181.
* Jacques Ranciére, The Emancipated Spectator, trans. by Gregory Elliott (London: Verso,
2009), p. 17.
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of dialogue on stage, and thus whether or not to become a co-creator of the work’s
meaning.

The documentary mode described here is positioned firmly in the ‘theatre of
the real’, in which the boundaries between reality and performance become blurred.
The direct monologue is a postdramatic device that activates this uncertainty in
performance. In this sense, to criticise documentary theatre, and indeed theatre in
general, in terms of the cinematic medium is to deny the very different realms of
discourse in which they operate. Cinema cannot break beyond the limits of the
projector screen without becoming performance and no longer being strictly cinema,
whereas theatre can incorporate film and projectors or do away with everything
entirely besides one performer and one spectator and still remain theatre. There are
evidently things that theatre can do that cinema cannot, and vice versa. A
documentary film about Magnitskii’s death in custody would be very different to
Gremina’s play, for example. Neither is it the case that any of the three documentary
plays under consideration in this chapter are about group identity or social groups.
These are plays about concrete individuals who each maintain their subjectivity whilst
secondarily generating discourses around broader social phenomena that the theatre
makers feel a responsibility to address, such as the problem of systemic torture in
Russian jails and prisons.

At the rehearsed reading of ITetmxu at the Liubimovka Festival in 2018, one
audience member’s scathing assessment of the work during the post-performance
discussion was: ‘He xBataer xynoxectserroctr’. ' This is a familiar refrain for

documentary theatre makers in Russia and indeed it has been heard throughout the

% The performance and discussion of ITeimku is available to view on YouTube. See Festival’
Liubimovka, Pytki: Obsuzhdenie p’esy Ekateriny Kosarevskoi, Alekseia Polikhovicha,
Zaremy Zaudinovoi, online video recording, YouTube, 25 September 2018
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b9WhaomchwM> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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history of Teatr.doc’s existence. A similar view is apparent in Beumers and
Lipovetsky’s criticism of Russian documentary theatre. However, it is precisely in the
fragmentary nature of the ‘series of monologues’ typical of Russian documentary
theatre that a discursive resistance to the normalising and coercive mechanisms of
censorship in its many guises can be located. This will be considered more closely
later in regards to /Jezmxu. In general terms, however, it is the monologue structure of
these plays — which is the opposite of monologic — that is of crucial importance in any
interpretation of their tactics of resistance and of the alternative narratives about

important events inside the country that they are able to tell us.

Bouna onusko

Elena Gremina’s anti-war project Boiina 6auszko premiered on the stage of
Teatr.doc in August 2016 when the theatre was still in its third incarnation on Malyi
Kazennyi pereulok. After the latest eviction in September 2018, the theatre
euphemistically ‘went on tour’ whilst it searched for a new home (its fourth in as
many years). Bouina 6nusko was performed in a number of temporary locations whilst
the theatre was homeless, before eventually transferring to the new premises on
Sadovnicheskaia naberezhnaia — named ‘DOC na ostrove’, in reference to its position
on Bolotnyi Island. It played in the repertoire there until the freeing of Oleg Sentsov,
in a prisoner exchange between Russia and Ukraine in September 2019.

The play is comprised of a triptych of texts: the first is a war diary from the
besieged city of Luhans’k sent to Teatr.doc by local resident Dmitrii Bel; the second

text is a short specially-commissioned piece called Your Voices by British playwright
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Mark Ravenhill that starkly reflects on the information war in the Syrian conflict; and
the final part is a documentary text assembled by Gremina, based on the court
materials from the trial of Sentsov in Rostov-on-Don in 2015. The latter text
originally appeared as a standalone play called /Jomonsxa but was included in its
entirety in Botina 6au3sko, so it is the full stage production of the triptych that is
considered here.*’” Boiina 6iusxo, broaching as it does multiple taboo topics at once —
the war in eastern Ukraine, the use of chemical weapons in Syria by the Russian-
backed Assad regime, the legitimacy of the annexation of Crimea, and the torture of
pre-trial detainees by the security services — takes on radical overtones contextually.
Only in an environment where it is forbidden to discuss these matters, and where
severe legislative measures are in place to prevent or discourage people from doing
so, does a moderate anti-war play become radical and dangerous. Indeed, in
November 2019, some three years after its premiere, and when the theatre had already
performed the show for the last time, it was announced that the police were
investigating Teatr.doc for possible propaganda of terrorism in connection with the
play, charges of which were fortunately dropped the following January.*®

Boiina 6ausko is to my knowledge the only example of a Russian play about
the Ukrainian conflict that has managed to cross the border and be performed in
Ukraine itself, although it has to be said that there are very few plays about the
conflict to be found in Russia anyway, as the official Kremlin narrative continues to
be that the country is not at war with its neighbour. The play was read outside the
Russian Embassy in Kyiv in an abridged version by Ukrainian playwrights and

founders of the ‘HoBast npama’ movement Natal’ia Vorozhbit and Maksim

‘" The script for Ilomonsxa can be found in Koval’skaia (ed.), Elena Gremina, Mikhail
Ugarov, pp. 699-716.

* “Politsiia ne nashla propagandy terrorizma i narkomanii v spektakliakh Teatra.doc’, TASS,
14 January 2020 <https://tass.ru/obschestvo/7518057> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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Kurochkin, along with other Ukrainian cultural figures. This was done both in
memory of Gremina and as an act of protest against the continued imprisonment of
Oleg Sentsov in Russia, who at the time was on hunger strike. The abridged play was
subsequently read many times at various different actions throughout Ukraine in
support of Sentsov and other Ukrainian political prisoners being held in Russia. In an

article for Novaia gazeta, Vorozhbit wrote about the play:

A Boo0OI1Ie €€ HY)KHO CTaBUTh M YUTATh BE3/IE, 7€ CYIIECTBYET PEKUM,
MBITKH, c(haOprKOoBaHHBIE OOBUHEHUS, IICH3YPa, MOPAILHOE U (PU3HUECKOE
JlaBJICHUE 32 HOPMAJIbHOE, B 0011eM, TPaBO OBITH CBOOOJHBIM. UTOOKI 3pUTENH
OLIYIIAJ MTOYTH Ha (PU3UYECKOM YPOBHE, YTO 3TO MOXKET OBITh PO HETO, U
XOTCJI CONTPOTUBJIIATHCH.

The fact that the play had the power to unite people on both sides of the protracted,
bloody conflict, through its performances in both Russia and subsequently on the
streets of Ukraine, is testimony to Gremina’s sensitivity in handling the material and,
as Vorozhbit makes clear, to the universality of the play’s themes that emerges out of
the particular stories that it tells.

Whilst the death toll of Russian soldiers in Ukraine and Syria mounted, and
repressions of Tatars and other dissenters in Crimea continued, a state of war became
politically normalised inside the country. If, on the one hand, the state lost control of
the meaning of certain words such as ‘extremism’ as a result of overexploitation,
other words such as ‘patriotism’ were more successfully co-opted and brought into
the arsenal of wordplay that it used to dominate public discourse in the political and

cultural realms. Speaking in 2015, film director Pavel Lungin made this clear:

* Natal’ia Vorozhbit, in ““Gremina — tak emko pishut tol’ko o smerti”: Teatr.doc vypuskaet
sbornik p’es, postavlennykh za 18 let’, Novaia gazeta, 22 May 2020
<https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2020/05/22/85489-gremina-tak-emko-pishut-tolko-o-
smerti> [accessed 23 December 2020].



73

VY Hac maTpHOTH3M CTal Kak OyITO KaKO-TO BElIbi0, Kak OyITO UM BIajieeT
BJIACTh, KaK Oy/ATO ObI MBI HE BIIa/IeeM MaTPHUOTH3MOM, Kak OyaTo OBl MBI BCE
HE HATPHOTEL Y HAC OTOOPATH MATPHOTU3M.

The concept of patriotism arises in the contestation of the norm in Teatr.doc’s work,
and in the subsequent reaction to this act of contestation by the authorities and the
public alike. Indeed, ‘2wmnuxu’ (officers from the state counter-extremism department,
Lentp D) attended the premiere of Boiina 6.1u3ko, and later that year Gremina was
informed by a police officer that the theatre was being investigated on account of
‘anti-Russian plays’ in the repertoire: ‘Y Bac e 3T0, aHTU-POCCHUICKUE CTICKTAKIIH
uayT’, she was told.”'

The day that the theatre world learned of the sudden passing of Mikhail
Ugarov in April 2018, a block of ten tickets was bought for a performance of Boiina
oausko, and in place of a name on the online order form was written: ‘IlarpuoTs!
Poccuu npuzer [sic] Bac musauts’.”> The idea of ‘Russianness’ and “patriotism’ are
closely entwined and both are tightly controlled and dominated by Putinist ideologues
working through state media. If, as Lungin claims, the regime took patriotism away
from the individual and claimed exclusive rights over its definition, then Teatr.doc
sets out to reclaim patriotism and open up its semantic possibilities. In the context of
Botuina 6nusro, the dominant normative paradigm would have us believe that it is

simultaneously ‘anti-Russian’ and “unpatriotic’ to contest the state-sponsored

% Pavel Lungin, speaking on TV channel Dozhd’. See Tikhon Dziadko, ‘Pavel Lungin o tom,
pochemu 84% - eto ne liubov’, i zachem on podpisal pis’mo po Krymu’, Dozhd’, 13 March
2015
<https://tvrain.ru/teleshow/harddaysnight/rezhisser pavel lungin o svoem_seriale rodina p
atriotizme_ljubvi i proshlogodnem pisme v podderzhku pozitsii putina po ukraine i kry
mu-383818/> [accessed 23 December 2020].
>! Anastasiia Medvedeva, ‘““Pokhorony i menty, menty i pokhorony”: kak vlasti neskol’ko let
pytaiutsia zakryt® Teatr.doc’, OVD-Info, 10 April 2019
<https://ovdinfo.org/articles/2019/04/10/pohorony-i-menty-menty-i-pohorony-kak-vlasti-
?zeskolko-1et-pytayutsya—zakryt> [accessed 23 December 2020].

Ibid.
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valorisation of the separatist cause in eastern Ukraine, in addition to the cover-up of
the scale of lives of Russian soldiers lost in the conflict, and the normalisation of
violence that comes with the political justification and promotion of foreign war. In
contrast to the perception held by state-backed nationalist groups such as SERB (who
targeted and disrupted the final performance of Boiina 6ausxo in November 2019),
theatre critic Pavel Rudnev describes documentary theatre as ‘cambiii
ATPUOTHYECKHUIT TPEHI COBPEMEHHOTo Teatpa’.”> Gremina’s ‘appeal to the norm’ in
her play, then, is the challenge to the positive validation of the Russian state’s recent
foreign interventions and land grabs, as well as the reclaiming of patriotism through
anti-war discourse.

The production aesthetics of Boiina 61usxo are typical of Teatr.doc, playing
with a minimalist, non-realist style that works within its modest means efficiently and
powerfully to generate discursive meaning. Examples of this include the dozen or so
chairs that are gradually piled high in the centre of the stage as the description of the
descent into war and destruction in Luhans’k plays out, symbolically indicating
something akin to the barricades and rubble of the destroyed buildings. The pile of
chairs is then dismantled and neatly rearranged over the course of the final section,
Ilomonsxu, as the stage transforms into a court room for the Sentsov trial. Another
example of effective symbolic staging is the presence of red-and-white striped police
tape across the front of the stage at the start of the performance, which acts as a
visible physical barrier between performers and spectators. The spectator’s attention
is particularly drawn to this tape in a moment during Ravenhill’s bleak yet lyrical

Syria monologue:

> Pavel Rudnev, Drama pamiati: Ocherki istorii rossiiskoi dramaturgii, 1950-2010-¢
(Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2018), p. 474.
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KpacCHas JIMHUA IEPCCCUCHA

KpacHasl JINHUs [IepeceyeHa MHOTO pa3
HETY KpacHOU AR

These words appear to refer to the much-derided ‘red line’ repeatedly cited by
Western leaders during the Syrian conflict. They are then repeated later in the play by
one of the performers in /lomonexa, as he cuts the tape with scissors in preparation for
the torturing and extraction of false testimony from one of the figures in the trial,
Genadii Afanas’ev — because there is no red line for the FSB. In this way, Gremina
subtly wove together the different texts in the triptych to create moments of continuity
between them and to bring out their similarities.

In the process of Afanas’ev and one other figure, Aleksei Chirnii, being
tortured by the FSB into giving evidence against Sentsov, both men are forcibly
dressed in t-shirts with the slogan ‘Kpeim nam’ branded in bold red letters across the
front. When Afanas’ev later stands up in court and renounces his testimony as given
under duress, this t-shirt is symbolically cut up and ripped from his torso in shreds. He
then proceeds to tear down the ‘war decorations’, which amount to white tape in
various lengths and forms that have been assembled on the back wall of the stage over
the course of the performance, in a symbolic dismantling of not only the stage set but
also of the fabric and fabrication of war as an aesthetic experience. Gremina’s modest
staging brought out the power of the text, whilst doing justice to the absent others
being represented — Oleg Sentsov, Aleksandr Kol’chenko, Genadii Afanas’ev, and
Aleksei Chirnii — who were the victims of torture at the hands of the FSB and of false

convictions of terrorism by a Russian court. Bouna 61usko challenges the spectator to

 Voina blizko.
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reject the aestheticisation of violence by the state-controlled media, and to re-evaluate

the state’s ideological monopoly of ‘patriotism’ in its official promotion of war.

Ieimku

Rarely does a production of Teatr.doc’s ‘civic theatre’ go by without a media
controversy or a reaction of some kind from the authorities, and /7eimxu was no
exception to this. It was due to premiere in St Petersburg on 27 May 2018 (which is
the city’s ‘Jlenb ropona’), the city being one of the places from which some of the
anarchists in the ‘Ilensenckoe neno’ were quite literally abducted from the street and
transported to Penza in unmarked minivans, to bolster the numbers of those involved
in the alleged terrorist network. However, the day before the play was due to be
performed, the venue where it was to be staged received a call from the FSB and was
threatened with closure if they allowed the event to go ahead.> In this instance,
Teatr.doc was able to use its contacts and goodwill to find an alternative venue at the
last minute and the rehearsed reading went ahead. Nonetheless, the message was clear
— such topics are taboo and performances of Teatr.doc’s repertoire of ‘civic theatre’
will not be tolerated on platforms in receipt of state funding.

Whilst it can be argued that the format of the rehearsed reading is so popular
in Russia out of necessity — a result of lack of resources, lack of access to fully-
equipped stages, routine harassment and difficulties with local authorities (for the

more political plays) — there is more to it than pure necessity. As the format has

> Tulia Reprintseva, ‘V Peterburge zapretili “Pytki”’, Novaia gazeta, 26 May 2018
<https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2018/05/26/76610-v-peterburge-zapretili-pytki> [accessed
23 December 2020].
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evolved and become a part of the theatrical landscape of the country, so has its
aesthetics, and the more progressive theatre makers are able to work within the
limitations of the form to generate new kinds of aesthetic experiences and discursive
meanings that are worthy alternatives to full-stage productions, rather than inferior
‘works-in-progress’ as they are often considered to be. When staged as an end
product, the rehearsed reading can seize on the power of the ‘event’, often by
occurring as a one-off performance, or being held sporadically, in different locations,
each time in a different way, often not in theatre houses as such but in make-shift or
multipurpose spaces, and spontaneously, with little forewarning. They can take on
qualities of unique events that are unrepeatable, and this only enhances both the sense
of one’s individual presence in attendance, and thus in attendance to, which is the
responsibility implicit on the spectator as one who is present — to witness, to
remember, to be changed by the event, and to make its ephemerality a part of oneself,
as the carrier of its meaning. The horizontality of the rehearsed reading as a form
exposes and resists the verticality of the institutional theatre hierarchy, demonstrating
the possibilities for a different kind of politics in theatre aesthetics. Whilst useful
comparisons can be made between this aesthetic and, for example, Jerzy Grotowski’s
pioneering of ‘poor theatre’ in the 1960s, the key difference here is that there is an
attempt to move beyond not only mise-en-scéne, but also beyond acting and
representation. For the creator and director of ITetmxu, Zarema Zaudinova, the
rehearsed reading has broken away from traditional theatre and become ‘an
independent genre’.*®

In terms of production history, the first version of /7eimxu as a text appeared

in response to the Russian presidential elections held in March 2018. Teatr.doc

56 N .
¢ Jls1st MeHs YUTKA 3TO B MIPUHIINIIE CAMOCTOSATENBHBIN XaHp’. Zarema Zaudinova,

Unpublished interview with author, Moscow, September 2019.
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protested the elections with the slogan ‘Het B160poB, ectb mbrtku’.”’ This first
version of the play — which is known as the April version and was the one that was
read in St Petersburg and then at the Liubimovka in September later that year — was a
verbatim text, using interviews, statements, and the information that was available at
that point about the ‘Ilen3enckoe neno’. Between the reading in St Petersburg in May
and in Moscow in September, Zaudinova developed the idea of using a calendar
projection of the innumerable military and police festivals that occur throughout the
year in Russia, as a backdrop for the performers whilst they are reading the text. This
staging device was used at the Liubimovka reading. Subsequently, Zaudinova
recruited Mediazona journalist Egor Skovoroda to write a series of monologues based
on the first-hand accounts, as if from the perspective of the FSB agents who carried
out the torture procedures. These fictional monologues were combined with the
verbatim accounts by the victims in the ‘Ilen3enckoe neno’ and resulted in a new play
called Tsou xanenoapw/Ileimxku, which premiered at the Sakharov Centre in Moscow
a few months later, in December of that year.”® This version succeeded the original,
purely verbatim text and is the one that has been performed ever since, including at
the Royal Court in London, as well as in Prague, Berlin, Tel Aviv, and in a few other
cities inside Russia.

Charting the rapid development of this work, we see that it went through three
iterations in less than a year, before settling into a more or less consistent form.
However, Zaudinova does not believe in playing shows often or for a long period, so
once a settled form was reached, it was not long before performances naturally dried

up. On the question of whether the rehearsed reading can be a completed work, she

7 Zarema Zaudinova, Unpublished interview with author, Moscow, April 2019.
% The unpublished working script for Teoii karendaps/ITeimku was kindly shared with the
author by Zaudinova for the purposes of this research project.
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stated: ‘MHue kaxercs, 1a. Hy mpocto 310 He cuinbHO 9acTo. [...] Hy BoT
CBHJIETENBCKUE IPOEKTHI 10JIT0 He %uBYT. U He nomkmer’.”” This approach to
theatrical performance as a unique event, and the short lifespan of ‘witness theatre’ in
Zaudinova’s view, means that these occurrences are easy to miss. This adds to their
ephemerality, whilst also detracting from the visibility that they are able to achieve.
Developments in technology mean that nowadays there is a reliance on video
recordings published online to reach a greater audience than otherwise would be
possible with low-publicity one-off events in small-capacity venues. However, for all
its artistic virtues as a singular event, the fact that it is difficult to perform ‘witness
theatre’ more than once, and a few times at most, is also a serious drawback because
it can never become repertoire, which an independent theatre like Teatr.doc crucially
relies on for revenue. Tgou kanrendapw/ITormru lost impetus after the sad conclusion of
the court trials of the young men in the ‘Ilen3enckoe neno’ in early 2020, when most
of them received long prison sentences ranging from six to eighteen years. The show
received a further setback later that year when one of the performers, the well-known
antifascist and former political prisoner Aleksei Sutuga unexpectedly died at the age
of thirty four, after receiving fatal wounds in a fight in Moscow.*’

The premiere of Teou kanendaps/Ileimxu involved a cello player and a
projector, in addition to four performers who spoke the text from memory. Although
this means that it was not simply a rehearsed reading, none of the performers were
professional actors. Instead, the performers are all related to the text in some way —
either through personal connection to the figures involved, or through their

professional activities. This included: Aleksei Polikhovich — an anarchist and social

% Zaudinova, Unpublished interview, September 2019.

5 Amaliia Zatari, ‘Posledniaia draka Sokrata. Kak zhil i umer Aleksei Sutuga, odin iz samykh
izvestnykh rossiiskikh antifashistov’, BBC Russian, 3 September 2020
<https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-54003900> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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activist who was a victim of the Bolotnaia Square case that saw him serve more than
three years of incarceration, and who now works for OVD-Info, a human rights
organization that monitors arrests and detentions of citizens; the aforementioned
Aleksei Sutuga, who served two prison sentences in the decade before his death on
fabricated charges of extremism; and Egor Skovoroda, whose work for independent
media platform Mediazona included covering the ‘Ilensenckoe neno’. The fourth and
final performer was Zaudinova herself. Using non-professional actors who have a
direct connection to the material at hand is one of the devices of ‘witness theatre’
developed by Teatr.doc in recent years. It represents a reconfiguration of the
relationship of text-performer-spectator, whereby the personal connection of the
performer to the material generates a different kind of communication to that of the
traditional dynamic of actor-text. If an actor does not know personally or have direct
connections with the subject matter, then the distance between the actor and the text
necessitates acting the text as the primary means of accessing its performative
potential. By contrast, the proximity of the non-professional performer — who is
implicated by personal association to the text — necessitates a non-actorly approach to
its articulation. It is again a question of responsibility to the absent other. Where the
actor acts in order to do justice to the one who is absent, the non-professional
performer must actively do the opposite — not act — because to do otherwise would be
a disservice to the absent other (not least of all because they are not trained actors).
The non-professional performer’s responsibility to the absent other — which is a
personal one more than an artistic one — is to stand in for the one who is absent, whilst
allowing the absent presence to manifest itself onstage separately from them.

It is the case that non-professional actors were used at Teatr.doc and in

documentary theatre in Russia more broadly from the very beginning of its emergence
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in the early 2000s. The difference between ‘witness theatre’ and simply using non-
professional actors is firstly the relationship to the text, which in ‘witness theatre’ is a
personal one, and secondly the mode of speech, which in ‘witness theatre’ is in the
first person, with performers speaking for themselves and as themselves. For
Zaudinova, placing non-professional actors who have a personal connection to the

text on stage has the effect of creating a historical document:

OOBIUHBIX JIOZICH CIIEeHa MOMEHTAIBLHO (POPMYIIHPYET U JICIaeT
WHTEPECHBIMH, CIICHAa OOBIYHBIX JIFO/ICH J1e1aeT TOKyMEHTOM. M ThI 4TO-TO
IIOHMUMAaeUIb IIPO APYroro WIX Mpo BPEMsi, B KOTOPOE Bbl BOT C 3TUM APYTUM
KUBETE.

Her words here also reflect the centrality of the ‘other’ in this form of theatre, who is
given a platform to speak and be heard, in attendance to the particular subjectivity of
both the one who is present and the one who is absent. In this regard, ‘witness theatre’
overcomes the accusations of ‘appropriation’ levelled at documentary theatre by a
younger generation of theatre makers and critics.® ‘Witness theatre’ requires that the
spectator know the relevant biographical details of the performers and how they link
to the text in advance of the performance for it to work to full effect, although this
knowledge is not itself a prerequisite of spectating; the play will still perform without
this prior knowledge, but the ethical demand that it makes upon the spectator is
enhanced by full awareness of the reconfigured dynamic of performer to text.

To try to prevent the performers from acting the text, another device that
Zaudinova employed in the staging of Teoii karenoapwv/ITeimku was to swap around
the distribution of the monologues for each performance. The need to learn anew and

recite the monologues for the first time in each performance maintains the ‘event-

6! Zaudinova, Unpublished interview, September 2019.
62 See Elena Koval’skaia, ‘Krutye pandusy’, Teatr, 38 (2019), 52-59 (pp. 56-57).
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ness’ of the event for performer and spectator alike. It is a set-up that Zaudinova
claims creates ‘removed distance’ [oTcTpanenue] between the performer and the text,
and is therefore an artistic device of ‘estrangement’ [ocTpanenue] for the spectator.
Her words regarding the exchange relationship between text, performer and spectator

in this regard are revealing:

[...] K KaXAOMy CHEKTAKIIO HAJ0 HOBBIE TTOKA3aHUs, UX KE TaM JI0 Xepa,
9YTOOBI OHH UX BBIYYHIIH, HO OOSIIHCH, 4TO 3a0ynyT. OHM 60sTCS, 4TO 320y AyT,
Y HE yCIIEBAIOT UrpaTh. 1 OHM YHUTAIOT, PACCKA3bIBAIOT, PACCKA3BIBAIOT
MOHOTOHHO. Ha 0JHOM CrieKTakjie KTO-TO BOOOIIIE MoAyMal, 4TO caMu pedsTa
gepe3 3To nponutd. OHU HACTOBKO TaK OTCTPAHSIOTCS OT HEro, 605Ch 3a0bITh
TEKCT, TYT IPOCTO PEKUCCEPCKas MOACTaBa Takas. Bce mymaror, 4To OHM B
axye, MOHOTOHHO PAacCKa3bIBAIOT, a JIFOH MPOCTO GOSITCS 3a0bITh TEKCT. ™

Whilst Zaudinova emphasises the practical side of negating the instinct to act and
creating distance between performer and text, this is also an effective device for
upholding the responsibility to the particular subjectivity of the absent other. In this
way, the distancing of the performers from the delivery of the text, coupled with their
personal proximity to its subject matter, generates for the spectator a complex form of
estrangement, akin to a discursive ‘dolly zoom’ effect. The spectator is required
actively to participate in making sense of this relationship of performer and text if the
performance is to generate meaning. They must also respond to the challenge that it
makes on the experience of spectating. When presented, for example, with
testimonials of torture carried out by the security services, read by people who have
been in a similar situation themselves, the dividing line between the suspended (or
ahistorical) time of the performance and the ‘real time’ of before and after the event
becomes harder to distinguish. Estrangement, therefore, not only from the text and the

performer-text dynamic, but estrangement from the act of spectating itself, becomes

% Zaudinova, Unpublished interview, April 2019.
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part of the power of these works, both in their resistance to normative cultural
processes and in the challenge that they are able to make upon those processes.
Estrangement is a well-established tactic used by political activists to challenge the
claims of universality made by those in power for its ideological norms, and to reveal
them as contingent, so it is perhaps unsurprising that this appears as a key artistic
device in challenging the norms of the Putinist consensus by Teatr.doc’s ‘civic
theatre’.

The recruiting of experimental cellist Alina Anufrienko to provide a live
soundtrack to the performance of Tsoii karenoaps/Ileimxu in the Sakharov Centre
altered the structure of the play in significant ways. Firstly, the calendar of military
and police festivals became much more of a focal point, projected on to the bare brick
wall of the space whilst Anufrienko’s music gradually shifted from deep, mournful
classical melodies to excruciating screeches and harrowingly drawn-out dissonant
notes, as she tapped into the well of verbally inexpressible emotions associated with
brutal torture. The accused figures in the ‘[lenzenckoe neno’ were tortured by FSB
agents using a number of physical and psychological means, the most notorious of
which was the widespread usage of electric current.®* If Gremina indicated the
unrepresentable in Yac socemnadyams with the boiling kettle image, then Zaudinova
finds an alternative route to the same realm of inarticulable suffering for which there
are no words. The director herself commented in this regard, ‘Kpuk tam TosbKO0 Y
BHOJIOHYEIIH, MHCTPYMEHTA, MAKCHMAIIbHO TIOX0XKEro Ha rojoc uenoseka’.” In other
words, it is not the performers who cry out in pain or express emotion, it is the cello

that does this. In the score, the contrasting passages of segments of classical music

% See, for example, “Delo seti”: Kto eti liudi i za chto ikh sudiat’, OVD-Info, 13 May 2019
<https://ovdinfo.org/articles/2019/05/13/delo-seti-kto-eti-lyudi-i-za-chto-ih-sudyat-gid-ovd-
info> [accessed 23 December 2020].

65 Zaudinova, Private correspondence with author, 20 May 2019 (used with permission).
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alternating, in Zaudinova’s words, ‘co 3ByKOM JIOMAIOIIUXCS KOCTEH , creates an
affective environment in which the spoken text can be articulated.®® As a consequence
of the emotional expression in the play being shifted entirely to the music, the
monologues recited by the performers can be delivered in an emotionless, deadpan
manner, which is tailored to suit the non-professional actors performing the text from
memory for the first time in public.

In Teoti kanenoapwv/ITeimxu, Skovoroda created fictional testimonies that
appear to be first-hand accounts by FSB officers of the practices of torture that they
find most effective in extracting confessions and denunciations. Despite this
fictionalisation of the documents, Zaudinova does not hesitate to call this a
documentary play. In her opening remarks at the premiere in the Sakharov Centre, she
declared, ‘3to moxymenTanbHbIi cexktaks’.’ For the makers of Tsoii
kanenoapw/Ileimxu, just as was the case for Gremina in Yac socemnaoyams, there is
no contradiction between the concept of ‘documentary’ and the fictional
reconstruction of text from a certain point of view, based on existing documents. This
hybridisation of documents and fictional reconstruction is what has elsewhere been
called ‘theatre of the real’, and ‘post-documentary’.®® In a world of political ‘post-
truth’, documentary theatre makers employ similar techniques, where truth and fact
are subordinated to affect, and where it is instead possible to talk about ‘affective
truth’. When Skovoroda used the testimonies of the victims of torture to write the
speech of the torturers, the everyday ordinariness of the language and the delivery

style is in stark contrast with the extraordinariness of the content. The effect is coldly

6 zaudinova, Unpublished interview, April 2019.

67 Zaudinova, in Tvoi kalendar’/Pytki, unpublished recording of performance by Maria
Boteva, 20 December 2018, Moscow. This was kindly shared with the author for the purposes
of this research project.

58 See Martin, Theatre of the Real. See also Zara Abdullaeva, Postdok: Igrovoe/neigrovoe
(Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2011).
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inhuman, akin to something like the phenomenon described by Hannah Arendt as ‘the
banality of evil” — the automated routineness of human brutality towards other
humans when following orders from above.*

This concept can also be applied to another of Skovoroda’s collaborations
with Zaudinova, /Juanoeu youtiy — a verbatim play performed as a rehearsed reading
in front of studio cameras for the independent TV channel Dozhd’ in January 2019.7°
This verbatim work charts eleven days of mundane conversations between two
neofascists prior to their arrest for the murder of lawyer Stanislav Markelov and
journalist Anastasia Baburova in Moscow a decade ago.”' Staged by Zaudinova in the
form of ‘witness theatre’, the text was read by three journalists who were close to the
pair, which included Skovoroda himself. In ITezmxu, however, the ‘banality of evil’
applies to the federal security services — people directly employed by the state, rather
than fringe right-wing extremists — who unashamedly justify the torture of citizens
(which is forbidden by the Russian Constitution) as legitimate use of force.”* In
ITeimku, the response from the Investigative Committee to requests to open a case

regarding the reports of the torture of detainees is described:

CrencTBeHHBIM KOMUTET OTKa3aJICs BO30YXK/IaTh YTOJIOBHOE JIEJI0 10 Kajnobe
nporpammucta Bukropa @unuHkoBa, apectoBaHHOro B [lerepOypre B pamkax
Jiesa 0 «TepPOPUCTUUYECKOM cO00IIecTBE ,,CeTh ) 1 OOBUHHUBILIETO
corpyaHukoB @Cb B npumenennu neitok. Corpyanuku CK He Halum B
neiicTBusax onepaTuBHUKOB @Cb HUKAaKUX HapyLIEHUH U IOBEPUIIM B BEPCHUIO

% Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (London: Faber
and Faber, 1963).

70 <«Chitka p’esy “Dialogi ubiits”. V osnove — proslushka razgovorov ubiits Markelova i
Baburovoi’, Dozhd’, 19 January 2019
<https://tvrain.ru/lite/teleshow/experiment/dialogi_ubijts-478993/> [accessed 23 December
2020].

"' This play was based on the book of the same name, which is a transcript of the
conversations recorded by the FSB between the two right-wing extremists convicted of the
murders. See Dialogi ubiits, ed. by Egor Skovoroda (Moscow: Common place, 2019).

7 Article 21.2 of the Constitution of the Russian Federation
<http://www.constitution.ru/10003000/10003000-4.htm> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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CHEICTy>K0bl 0 IPUMEHEHUH 3JIEKTpoLIoKepa K PUINHKOBY MPU HOIBITKE
3
nobera u3 aBrodyca.’

In addition to this willful juridical banality, the St Petersburg FSB even publicly
confirmed the use of torture, and the city court in turn acknowledged it as a ‘working
necessity’ [ciyxeGHas Heooxomumocts]. * It is here that the normalisation of state
violence towards its own citizens takes on an ideological dimension. Referring back
to Ugarov’s words, it is only when the authorities themselves have become radicalised
— ‘c mepBepcueit Ha Bcex ypoBHsaX  — that normalisation of violence can occur to such
a degree whereby the torture of citizens is acknowledged by the courts as a ‘working
necessity’, and where subsequent ‘appeals to the norm’ draw accusations of
extremism.

In the live performance of the text, the torture methods described in
Skovoroda’s monologues are acted out alternately by the four speakers upon one
another, in a dispassionate, matter-of-fact delivery style. The spectator is taught the
difference between some of these methods: ‘«xoHBepT» 1 «J1acTOUKAY», «IAPAIIIOT
HWIN «XOJOJMILHHUKY, «KadueJn» Uian OaHaIbHOE Hoz[BeLuI/IBaHI/Ie’.75 Far from
downplaying the content, the cool style adopted by the performers in demonstrating
these brutal torture methods for the spectator powerfully generates the same
contradictory dissonance as heard in Anufrienko’s harrowing sounds — the creeping
horror of the banality of evil. The effect is tangible, as evidenced by a standing
member of the audience at the Royal Court in London needing to sit down during the
performance as they became overwhelmed. The performance at the Royal Court was

exemplary of the dynamic, mobile nature of this production and the genre of

73 .
Pytki.
7 This was reported on by Mikhail Ugarov in a Facebook post on 21 March 2018.

> Egor Skovoroda and Zarema Zaudinova, Tvoi kalendar ’/Pytki (unpublished manuscript,
2018).



87

documentary theatre of which it is representative.’® The staging advantage of the
calendar projection also became apparent, as rather than needing potentially
cumbersome surtitles, the calendar and a rolling translation of the monologues were
combined into one seamless whole.”’ Here the adaptability that Teatr.doc has
developed out of necessity over the course of its existence worked to minimise one of
the common disadvantages of text-based theatre — the language barrier. According to
one spectator in London, the presence of the text projected large behind the
performers worked to increase the overall effect, as the visual power of the written
word reinforced the action, in an assault on the senses.

The fact that this play has never been performed in the same place twice is
reflective of its event-ness — the spectator becomes a participant in a unique
occurrence, with a responsibility to attend to the content of the work as a result. The
practical adaptability of the production means that it can be shown to a larger number
and wider range of people than would be possible were it tied to the small-capacity
fixed space of Teatr.doc. Whilst it is true that elaborate full-stage productions can and
do tour around the world, the difference is that Teatr.doc has no state funding that it
can use to finance such tours, and any touring production must operate within severe
financial constraints. However, this limitation is generative in its own way,
manufacturing an affective experience for the spectator, who becomes a participant in

the event and consequently a co-producer of its meaning.

’® The Royal Court performance took place on 28 March 2019. See theatre website for details:
<https://royalcourttheatre.com/whats-on/torture/> [accessed 23 December 2020].

" Tvoi kalendar’/Pytki, video recording (short fragment), Royal Court, 28 March 2019.
Author’s personal archive.
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Or00

Oiub Titiev is a human rights activist who became the head of the Chechen
branch of the NGO Memorial in Grozny after the previous head, Natalia Estemirova,
was murdered in 2009.”® Memorial is an organisation that was originally conceived in
1989 to investigate political repressions in the Soviet Union, an activity which it
continues to do to this day in conjunction with pursuing more recent and present-day
cases of human rights violations. The activities of the regional Chechen branch of the
organisation were naturally focused on the two Russo-Chechen wars (1994-96; 1999-
2009), and on the repressions and disappearances of people under the current regime
of Ramzan Kadyrov. Titiev was arrested in January 2018, held in police custody for
over a year at the age of sixty years old, and sentenced in March 2019 on charges of
intention to sell narcotics on a large scale under the notorious article 228 of the
criminal code.” The case was clearly fabricated and Amnesty International classified
Titiev as a ‘prisoner of conscience’, silenced by the authorities for his human rights
activism in his native Chechnya. Titiev was conditionally released in June 2019
having served out two and a half years cumulatively in custody, but restrictions
remain on what he can do (he must register regularly and cannot leave the country, for
example) and his conviction remains on the record.®® The materials from the trial
were collated by Zaudinova, in collaboration with Anna Dobrovol’skaia of Memorial

in Moscow. These materials were combined with verbatim interviews, quotes from

78 ‘Desiat’ let bez pravosudiia: V etot den’ v 2009 godu byla ubita chechenskaia
pravozashchitnitsa Natal’ia Estemirova’, Amnesty International, 15 July 2019
<https://eurasia.amnesty.org/2019/07/15/desyat-let-bez-pravosudiya-v-etot-den-v/> [accessed
23 December 2020].

7 Article 228 is covered in more detail in Chapter Four.

80 ‘Amnesty: Reshenie po UDO Oiuba Titieva — dolgozhdannyi shag, no ne torzhestvo
spravedlivosti’, Amnesty International, 10 June 2019
<https://eurasia.amnesty.org/2019/07/01/amnesty-reshenie-po-udo-oyuba-titieva-dolgozh/>
[accessed 23 December 2020].
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the Quran and Hadith, Chechen cooking recipes, historical narratives, and news
reports to create a documentary play.*’

The first and only performance of Ow06 to date was in an early version of the
text at the Memorial head offices in Moscow in June 2018.%* It was directed by film
and stage actor Iuliia Aug, who also performed one of the parts. As has become
standard for Teatr.doc’s ‘civic theatre’, the premiere was marked by a heavy-handed
police visit. On this occasion, the police arrived at the theatre’s then premises on
Malyi Kazennyi pereulok, announcing that there was a bomb scare and that the
building needed to be evacuated. Upon eventually realizing that it was not Ow06 but in
fact an uncontroversial play from the repertoire that they had interrupted, the officers
promptly raced over to Memorial and announced that there was — by extraordinary
coincidence — a bomb scare in that building that evening as well. However, by the
time they got there, the performance of Ow6 was over and everyone had dispersed,
besides a few employees, journalists, and artists. In spite of the alleged bomb scare,
the police did not attempt to evacuate any of the floors of the residential building
above the Memorial offices.*

The difference between the first version and the second version of the
playscript is that when the first version was created and performed at the Memorial
offices, Titiev’s trial was still ongoing, which meant that the play ended on a

somewhat inconclusive note. The second version updated the ending, inserting two

81 The play script was published online as a free ebook by Bookmate Originals. This was
ahead of the publication of an anthology of Teatr.doc’s documentary plays, called
Antologiia.doc, edited by Zarema Zaudinova. See Zaudinova, Dobrovol’skaia, and Gremina,
Oiub.

82 The performance is available to view on YouTube. See MBKh media, Teatr.doc: Zapis’
prem’ery spektaklia “Oiub”, online video recording, YouTube, 13 June 2018
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2a9GLr6yCHS8> [accessed 23 December 2020].

% See Elena Racheva, O liudiakh, gotovykh k vzletu’, Novaia gazeta, 14 June 2018
<https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2018/06/14/76800-o-lyudyah-gotovyh-k-vzletu> [accessed
23 December 2020].



90

long verbatim monologues — one by Titiev’s lawyer, I1’ia Novikov, and one by Titiev
himself. These were abridged versions of the real testimonies given by the pair
directly prior to the handing down of the sentence in court. They bring an emotional
vitality and affective power to the climax of the play that can only be achieved by the
hyperrealism of documentary forms. Unfortunately, although this updated version of
the text superseded the first version and is the one that has been published, it has
never been performed on stage.** This is perhaps due to Zaudinova’s view that “civic
theatre’ has a short lifespan, and perhaps the play lost some of its urgency after
Titiev’s early release from prison some three months after the end of the trial.
Nonetheless, given that the events in the play are still so recent, it remains relevant, as
a documentation of and artistic response to the realities of High Putinism. Moreover,
life in Kadyrov’s Chechnya has not changed since its publication. If anything, as
Zaudinova points out, things have got worse in the republic, since now there is no
branch of Memorial to monitor human rights violations there. In this regard, the play
is both informative and emotionally-charged for the reader now as much as ever.

The harrowing portrayal of the state-sponsored persecution of the gay
community in the critically-acclaimed documentary Welcome to Chechnya: The Gay
Purge (HBO, 2020) by US filmmaker David France demonstrated that Chechnya is a
part of the world that needs global attention. The case of Titiev is demonstrative of
the systematic repression and expulsion of human rights activists from the republic
over the past decade or so that has led to the dire situation there highlighted by
France, in which there is no accountability or transparency for the regime’s crimes

against its own people. It is hoped that artistic works such as these in theatre and film

¥ However, the updated version has been translated and produced in the UK as an English-
language radio play by this author, and is available on YouTube. See TORCH, OYUB Radio
Play, online video recording, YouTube, 18 June 2020,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KFrY5 ZJEus> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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can bring much-needed international attention to the region and ultimately put
pressure on the central Russian government to insist on the adherence to federal laws
inside the republic, even though it enjoys a large degree of autonomy. Unfortunately,
the laws and constitutional changes coming from the centre that demonise sexual
minorities do nothing to quell homophobic violence in the peripheries.

The one-off event that took place at Memorial is a good example of the
rehearsed reading as a developed genre of theatre in twenty-first-century Russia. It
was staged in a makeshift performance space, with only stools and a projector for
props. All the performers sat directly facing the audience and read from scripts. They
were dressed in plain black clothing. The female characters wore black headscarves in
addition to long black skirts. In terms of production, at one point, a video clip of a
Chechen women’s fashion show played silently in the background whilst the
performers read from the script. Later on, a traditional song of Chechen women,
‘Hoxuwm smapir’, is played during a scene transition. During the final section of the
play, a still image of Titiev himself behind bars is shown until the end. The
performance was then followed by a thirty-minute discussion, involving one of
Titiev’s lawyers, II’ia Novikov (the same lawyer whose courtroom defence speech
was included in the later version of the script). Far from detracting from the
theatricality of the live theatre performance, the rehearsed reading — a format often
employed in Teatr.doc’s ‘civic theatre’ — can enhance the experience of the event and
the feeling of presence for the spectator in ways that are qualitatively different to full
stage productions of dramatic works. The unassuming performance of Ow06 is the
epitome of this alternative theatrical genre and the devices that have been developed

by Russian documentary theatre makers to generate discourses of a different kind to
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those of the dominant theatrical establishment, ones that challenge existing discursive
norms and present the spectator with complex ethical demands.

During the sections of text that describe cooking recipes for traditional
Chechen dishes, the female performers stand up, take off their headscarves, and then
throughout the reciting of the recipes they proceed to fold, unfold, and re-fold the
pieces of black fabric over and over again, in a ritual act of domesticity. What clearly
emerges from Orw6 is an opposition between on the one hand the feminine space,
associated with affirmative cultural values and peaceful interiority, and on the other
hand the masculine space, characterised by war, aggression, violence, and a generally
negative culture of destruction. If the cooking scenes provide respite from the
relentless horror of the Titiev case and the realities of Kadyrov-era Chechnya, then
they also function as an important reference point for what could be. The peaceful,
affirmative culture of Chechen women puts into stark relief the bleak destruction of
the exterior world, ruled by men in a rigidly patriarchal society. The feminine interior
space thus becomes loaded with the potentiality of the conditional ‘what if” — an
otherworldly affirmative alternative to the hopeless violence of the masculine
exterior. In this regard, it has something in common with another Teatr.doc play from
recent years that will be examined in Chapter Three — Ol’ga Shiliaeva’s 28 oweit,
which also invokes an otherworldly feminine utopia, free from patriarchical
oppression.

The attention to detail in the two cooking recipes that feature in Or0,
especially in the second of the two, which appears at the midway point of the text,
becomes a painfully dissonant experience for the spectator, in large part due to the

fact that on either side of it lie descriptions of the first and second Chechen wars, and
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the ravaging toll that these wars took on the region. A description of TBopor is a

striking moment of this emotional disjuncture in the text:

JIAZIA. TBopor (He coJIeHbIH WK CJ1Ia00COJIEHBIH; €CJIM TBOPOT COJIEHBIN, TO
€ro MOKHO 3aJIUTh TEIUION KUIISTYEHHON BOJAOW U OCTaBUTH Ha | yac uim
Oosble, a 3aTeM OTXKAaTb) pacTepeTh, J0OABUTH SiI1a, COJIb MO BKYCY U
HAPE3aHHbII 3€JICHBIN JIYK (4eM GOJIbIIE TyKa, TeM BKYCHEE HAYHHKA)."

In this seemingly trivial attention to detail, the spectator can observe the juxtaposition
between the masculine and feminine spatio-temporal realms in Chechen cultural life.
The tempo of the play is drastically reduced by detailed descriptions such as these,
which has the effect of bringing the intensity of the narrative as a whole into focus. In
the context of the two Chechen wars either side of this recipe, the lingering pleasure
expressed by the speaker in the description of the traditional dish — nememnka
yenajiraml — becomes almost perverse, as the dichotomy of feminine and masculine

Increases:

JIAJIA. Jlenewku nmociae npoMa3biBaHUSI MACIOM IMOJIY4Yat0TCsl OYEHb
86
MSITKAMH ¥ HEXHBIMHU, KYIIATh OJTHO YAOBOJILCTBHE.

The very presence of ‘sheer pleasure’ [onHo ynoBosabscTBre] in the nightmarish world
of 016 is surprising and seemingly out of place, but the startling effect that it has,
alongside effects of distancing and estrangement common to Teatr.doc’s ‘civic
theatre’, is a key component of the ethical challenge that this work is able to make
upon the spectator. The fact of the existence of the feminine as the primary carrier of
human dignity in the context of a history of continuous war and violence in modern

times perhaps provides a space, however small, for the emergence of hope for the

8 Oiub.
8 Ibid.
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future. The presence of culinary and aesthetic pleasure in the interior feminine world
of the play functions as a startling reminder to the spectator of the abnormality of the
exterior masculine world they are observing in the Titiev trial. In this, the domestic
scenes in Owo serve to prevent the spectator from allowing the violence of Titiev’s
world to become normalised during the performance. Furthermore, they offer a
fleeting glimpse of an alternate reality for the region that is not dominated by war,
torture, and oppression, but by the affirmative values of (feminine) cultural richness.
In relation to the performance history of Ow6, it is worth noting that Aug
chose to use actors in her staging of the text. Zaudinova, on the other hand, still thinks
there is scope to perform the play as ‘witness theatre’, read by human rights activists

rather than by professional actors, and in an even more stripped-back form:

B Poccun [«Or06»] Oyner akryanbHbIM Beeraa. [lomoraens Jito1smM — cauch
B TIOPbMY; 3TO K€ MpaBo3aiuTa. [...] 5 xe BooO1e 3a To, 4TOObI JTIO/IH,
KOTOpBIE NMPABO3ALIUTHUKY, YATAIOT TEKCT; Bce. Hy TO ecTh kKakas-To cymnep
npoctas ¢popma, HO Cyrnep AeHCTBEHHAas!, TOTOMY YTO 3TO JIIOJIU, KOTOPHIE BOT
STHM JIEJIOM 3aHUMAIOTCS, M 3TO PabOTaeT, THIIA CBUIETENb HA CLiCHE."

Zaudinova’s use of the phrase ‘cBuaerens Ha cuene’ here is not accidental, as this

was the definition used by her mentor Mikhail Ugarov for formulating the
reconfigured relationship of performer to text in Teatr.doc’s pioneering of ‘witness
theatre’ earlier in the decade. The possibilities for staging Ow6 differently suggest
that even though there are no new performances of the play planned in the immediate
future, there is the potential for other versions that could open up different elements of

the text and offer productive material for further analysis.

87 Zaudinova, Unpublished interview, September 2019.
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Teatr.doc’s ‘Torture Trilogy’

Placing the three plays mentioned above alongside one another, one of the
many running themes that emerges is that of torture. We see violence committed by
the state and its organs of power against its own citizens and even some foreign
citizens as well (Ukrainian nationals in the Sentsov case). Although these three works
exist independently of each other, they have a great deal in common, as mature
examples of Teatr.doc’s pioneering genres of ‘civic’ and ‘witness’ theatre. This
‘torture trilogy’, as I will call it, reflects the shifting realities of High Putinism and the
adaptive strategies that socially engaged documentary theatre has developed in
response to these changes. Besides thematic similarities across the three texts, there
are also formal elements that unite them. This is perhaps unsurprising given that they
were all created within a three-year period of each other and each had the hand of
Gremina behind them, even if the latter two were only completed after her passing by
her protégée and close collaborator Zaudinova.

On the formal level, there are clear structural qualities that these works have in
common, the most obvious one being the way that all three texts have a crescendo
structure and hang on the ‘final word’, which functions as the climax of each play. In
Botina 6nusro, this is the final word of Oleg Sentsov in the Russian court where he
was tried. In ITeimku, where the case had not been resolved at the time of creation, in
place of a court testimony the final word is given to Mikhail Ugarov, taken from a
Facebook post written shortly before his passing.® In Or06, the closing monologue is

Titiev’s final testimony from Shali Town Court in Chechnya. In locating the climax,

% Ugarov was well known for his active online presence and commentary, firstly on
LiveJournal and subsequently on Facebook. Some highlights of his LiveJournal presence are
collected in the special edition of Teatr journal dedicated to Ugarov. See Koval’skaia,
““Zhivoi zhurnal” Mikhaila Ugarova’.
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which is the apex of the rising dramatic tension, at the very end of the work, and thus
depriving it of a denouement, the ending is preliminary rather than resolved. The
general philosophy of Teatr.doc’s brand of documentary theatre is that the
performance itself is only the start of the conversation, not its end point. For a
documentary play to be effective, it must continue beyond the end of the show in a
‘second act’ of sorts, multiplying and carried out into the real world beyond the
theatre by each spectator individually. Ugarov said in this regard, ‘Berxoaut u3 TeaTtpa
TPHUCTA, YETHIPECTA YESIIOBEK — TPUCTA, YeTphlecTa CcrieKTakiei. Kak npaBuio oHu
HecyT [ux] ¢ coboii. M ato ouens Baxubiii mponece’.®” The crescendo structure is one
device that is employed by dramatists for leaving the ending hanging over, with a
sense of incompletion for the spectator. In this structure, the lack of denouement after
the climax means that there is the space for the spectator to create their own
denouement after the end of the performance. In Russian documentary theatre, this is
often in the form of a post-show discussion, which becomes an essential component
of the event and its production of meaning. The familiarity of this kind of dramatic
structure — which is common in modern drama since at least Chekhov — means that
this is not an alienating theatrical experience. The conventional structure of these
documentary plays in this key respect acts as a point of reference and provides a
supportive framework for spectators who are being challenged to respond to specific
demands. It is the conventional aspect of these plays that makes them succeed as
works of theatre as much as the radically challenging aspect, and indeed one without

the other would likely render them less successful.

% Mikhail Ugarov, speaking in Kazan’ in 2015 at the contemporary arts centre Smena. See
BIZNES Online, Khudruk “Teatra.doc” Mikhail Ugarov vystupil s lektsiei v “Smene”, online
video recording, YouTube, 29 January 2015,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0xgZ3DTzCgY> [accessed 23 December 2020].



97

What also emerge over the course of all three plays are images of ‘heroes’.
This is achieved by withholding information until the end and then revealing it in the
form of a dramatic ‘turning point’. As a device these turning points increase dramatic
tension and satisfy the spectator’s desire for intrigue and pathos, regardless of the
topic. The devices of surprise and intrigue are important in this regard as much for
socially-engaged documentary theatre as for other genres. Clearly channelling Walter
Benjamin, Hans-Thies Lehmann states in his formulation of postdramatic theatre, ‘an
aesthetic of startling in theatre would be another name for an aesthetic of
responsibility’.”® In Boiina 61usko, this ‘startling” effect is achieved by a turning point
that emerges from a running theme of ‘manliness’ [My>kecTBEHHOCTB|, Or more
precisely a question over what ‘manliness’ is. This manifestation of male insecurity
and the associated crisis of masculinity first appears in the diary from Donetsk, when
questions over bravery, responsibility, and duty in conditions of war come to the fore.
It then gets picked up on by a direct audience address in the transition to the third

section of the triptych about Sentsov:

(Axmepwl obpawaiomces K nyoauxe):

Ckaxure, y Koro ectb sina? [lonaumure pyku. Y Koro ects siiina v wieH?
Kro cunraer cebst My>XUMHO?

Kto 13 Bac yBepeH, uToO OCTaHETCS MY>KUYMHOM, KOTJJa HACTYIIUT MOMEHT
mm3ena?”’

The actors then raise their own hands and count the hands raised in the audience. This
question addressed to the audience, which is also a moment of the irruption of the real
on stage, is a running motif across all three plays in this trilogy — who amongst you,

spectators, believes you can withstand what the real people who figure in these plays

% Lehmann, p. 143. Italics in original.
*! Voina blizko.
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went through? What are your ethical responsibilities in response to the act of
spectating? The irruption of the real, the direct audience address, the demand made by
the singularity of the event and the corresponding responsibility for the absent other:
all these components refer back to the question posed to the audience at this moment
— who considers themselves a ‘man’, and who is certain they would remain so in a
moment of extreme trial, pain, loss, and with the weight of the state apparatus against
them (all of which is laconically expressed in the singular profanity ‘mmu3uerr’)?

This same question is repeated near the end, shortly before the astonishing
moment when Gennadii Afanas’ev, one of the figures heavily tortured into giving
evidence against Sentsov, stands up in the courtroom and denounces his own
testimony, as having been given under duress. In this moment of high drama, it
becomes clear that the questions addressed to the audience regarding manliness are
not in relation to the ability to withstand war or torture as initially supposed, because
in fact the answer is that no one can. The real question is whether the spectator would
be able to stand up in court after experiencing those things and do what Afanas’ev did
— to withdraw his own evidence, with the threats of the FSB and the entire state
apparatus bearing down on him. In this moment, Afanas’ev emerges as the unlikely
hero of the play, and the only person worthy of raising their hand to the question
posed earlier to the audience. Sentsov says as much in his final word, when he refers
to Afanas’ev’s ‘manly deed’ [MyxecTBennsrii moctymnox].”> With this device, Gremina
reveals the hero to the spectator as the play reaches its dramatic climax.

Before his emergence as the hero, Afanas’ev in Boiina 6au3xo initially lies to
the audience by giving false testimony in court against Sentsov. Similarly, in ITeimxu

one of the main figures of the ‘Ilen3enckoe neno’, Viktor Filinkov, lies by repeatedly

%2 Ibid.
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denying in public that he has been tortured. However, he later declares that he has
indeed been tortured and that his confessions of guilt were extracted under duress. As
punishment for this, Filinkov was turned by the prosecution from a minor witness in
the case into the head of an international terrorist network, unimaginatively called
‘The Network’ [Cets]. Filinkov’s crime was his willingness to speak out about his
experiences: ‘OUIMHKOB OOJBIIE U TOAPOOHEE IPYTHX 3aEPIKAHHBIX TOBOPUT O
meitkax’.”” Through his actions, Filinkov is elevated at the play’s climax to the level
of a tragic hero, who sacrifices himself in the name of truth against the age-old
oppressor, the state. This has a rich history in Russian culture, stretching back through
the Soviet period to Imperial times. As the last piece of information that is shared
with the audience before Ugarov’s brief final word, a great deal of emphasis is placed
on it. This reflects how significant it is for the creators as a moment of discursive
meaning, upon which the play’s structure hangs — the act of speaking out about state-
level abuses of power and paying the price for it. This is one of the running themes in
the ‘torture trilogy’ — the individual coming up against and being crushed by the
power of the state, or in other words, the eternal trope of the ‘manenbkuii uenosek’ of
Russian literature and culture.

In Or06, the revealing of the hero manifests itself slightly differently because
Titiev is a hero from the start, so the process is more about establishing the kind of
hero that he is. At regular intervals throughout the play, we are told of Titiev’s
positive characteristics — he respects all people equally, and everyone respects him in
return. Particular emphasis is placed on his respect for women and children: ‘On

OueHB JIFOOUT 1 yBaxal Aeteid. OH U cTapIIyro YBaXKai, U MIIAJIIIYI0, 0COOCHHO —

% Pytki.



100

JKEHILUH yBaxaJ, U ero Bce yBaxamn’.” Alongside the positive testimonials for Titiev
from colleagues, there are quotations from and references to the Quran, as well as
Islamic guidelines on how to live in truth. One of the recurring motifs is that of
‘mercy’, which appears on numerous occasions and is defined early on in the text:
‘Mustocepue — IPU3HAK TOTO, YTO B CEPIILIE €CTh XKHU3Hb, 9TO MPU3HAK 0JIArOPOICTBA
nymmn’.”> Additionally, Allah is quoted as saying, ‘Mumocepus THIIEH TONBKO
ru6usi uenosex’.”® Due to the layout of these passages of scripture, which have been
cut and pasted in montage fashion in and amongst the court testimonial documents
and information about the court proceedings, it appears as if the court and judge, and
by extension the Chechen and Russian states, are being asked to demonstrate mercy in
relation to Titiev, as that would be the correct path of action to take. Equally, it
appears as if the spectator is being asked to demonstrate mercy in relation to those
that do injustice and harm to Titiev. It is also the seeming total absence of mercy in
the play that becomes its pervading atmosphere. The question apparently being asked
of the spectator here is whether or not they feel the capacity for mercy that is so
absent in the world of the text. However, much as in Boiina 61usxo, in the end the
spectator is wrongfooted as it transpires that mercy is not being asked of the spectator
or of those who persecute the worthy hero of the play. Rather it is everyone else who
is unworthy of Titiev, and mercy is something that only he is worthy of granting. In
this way his heroic qualities are amplified. At the conclusion of the play, his verdict
on those who took part in his arrest and trial is damning: ‘MHe CTBITHO BUIETH

JTIOJIe, KOTOPBIE, Ha3bIBas CeOst MyCyIbMaHAMH, TaK HU3Ko mamu’.’’ In asserting his

** Oiub.
% bid.
% Ibid.
77 Ibid.
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shame for those involved in his persecution, Titiev’s moral and spiritual superiority
over his persecutors emerges, in addition to his status as a tragic hero.

If all the heroes who emerge over the course of the plays demonstrate courage
and ‘manliness’ in one way or another, there is also a running theme of ‘cowardice’.
In his final word in court, Sentsov proclaims, ‘I’ 1aBHBII rpex Ha 3emiie — 3TO
tpycocts’.”® He attributes these words to Mikhail Bulgakov, although in actual fact he
appears to be paraphrasing the character of Pilat in Bulgakov’s famous Stalin-era
novel, Macmep u Mapeapuma, who thinks to himself whilst recalling a conversation

with Ieshua Ga-Notsri:

CB00OOHOTO BpeMeHU OBLIO CTONBKO, CKOIBKO Ha00HO, a Tpo3a Oyaer
TOJILKO K BEYEpy, U Mpycocmb, HECOMHEHHO, OOUH U3 CAMbIX CIMPAUHBIX
nopoxos. Tak roopun Uemya ['a-Houpu. Hem, ¢hunocog, s mebde
803PANCAIO: IMO CAMbLIL CIMPAUUHbILL NOPOK!

Sentsov’s choice of Kyiv-born, Russian-speaking Bulgakov is apt — it refers both to
the shared cultural history of Russia and Ukraine, and to the Stalinist repressions with
which this writer and this novel are strongly associated, when the Soviet show trials
were at their zenith. In Or06, one of the female characters in the play makes exactly
this comparison between the Stalinist terror and Kadyrov’s Chechnya: ‘3to kak B
CTaJIMHCKOE BPEMsl, HUKTO HE 3HAET, KTO 4TO PO KOTO CKAXET, U HUKTO HE
rapaHTHPOBAH OT TOTO, UTO IO HOYBIO HE YBE3YT M OH HE HCUE3HET OeccienHo’.
The motif of cowardice reappears later, in the lawyer’s monologue, where he passes

his own judgement on the court proceedings: ‘{ cuuraro, 4T0 3T0 TPYCOCTH —

IIOChLIIaTh CBOUX IMOAYMHCHHBIX, 3aBUCAIIIUX OT TeOs JHOI[Gﬁ, JaBaTh JIOXKHBIC

% Voina blizko.
% Mikhail Bulgakov, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v vos 'mi tomakh, vol. 4, ed. by V.I. Losev
(St Petersburg: Azbuka, 2013), p. 456.
100 A
Oiub.
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vy 101 s .
nokaszaHus B cyae. Tem 6osnee monosix mozaei’. ~ Elsewhere in his defence speech,

the lawyer refers to the ‘nern «YeueBuupn»’, which was the generation of Chechens
who grew up or were born in Siberia and Central Asia after the mass deportations of
the Chechen people during Operation Chechevitsa in 1944.'% This included Titiev
himself, who was born in Soviet Kyrgyzstan. Titiev uses the history of the Stalinist
terror in Chechnya to demonstrate the tragifarcical nature of the case against him, and

to locate it in a broader historical perspective:

Ecnu KTO 3HaeT Hally HCTOPHIO, HUCTOPHIO YEUEHCKOTO HApo/a, TO EMY
n3BecTHO, uTo 31 uronst 1937 roga 3a 0OlHU CYTKH 110 TAKUM PariopTam ObLIH
apectoBaHbl 14 ThicAY yedeHIIEB. A BCEro 3a Mocieayomuil mecsay — 18

TBICSAY, OOJNBITMHCTBO U3 KOTOPBIX OBLIM PACCTPEIISTHBI MITH TTOTUOIN

103
B Jlarepsix.

Titiev powerfully transposes the tragic history of his people on to the present, where
the fear to speak out has returned and where show trials are once more an evident
reality. Indeed, the spectator bears witness to exactly such a trial unfolding before
their eyes, making this work (and also, to a lesser degree, Bouna 61usxo) a hybridized
form of the British documentary genre of the “tribunal play’.'®* In a Russian context,
there are also historical links to the postrevolutionary ‘agitprop trials’ (although these
were not documentary as such), as well as to the late Soviet glasnost’ plays of
Mikhail Shatrov, such as /Jarvuwe... oanvute... oanvuie! (1988).

The unrelenting descriptions of the violence of the Chechen security forces,

the torture procedures in I7eimxu, and the physical and psychological violence

inflicted upon the figures in Bouna 61usko all work to reinforce the atmosphere of

"' Tbid.

"% Thid.

"% Tbid.

'% This was pioneered by London’s Tricycle Theatre under the stewardship of Nick Kent in
the 1990s and 2000s. See Victoria Brittain and others, The Tricycle: Collected Tribunal
Plays, 1994-2012 (London: Oberon Books, 2014).
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terror that pervades the worlds of these plays. The disappearances in the night of the
figures in the ‘Ilenzenckoe neno’, the fabrication of the cases against Sentsov and
Titiev, and the sheer absurdity of the inconsistencies in the court proceedings against
them — when placed in a historical context — inevitably summon up the ghosts of the
Stalinist show trials.

Both Sentsov and Titiev refuse to acknowledge the legitimacy of their
respective court trials, believing them to be unlawful. Sentsov explains this, saying,
‘Cy/1 OKKYIAHTOB HE MOYeT ObITh CIIPABEUTHBBIM 110 onpeseneHnio’. - For Titiev,
on the other hand, it is more a question of morals and faith: in testifying against him,
more than sixty police officers have lied in court, which is forbidden by Islam, and all

have done so in the interests of personal gain or out of fear, reasons which he does not

consider justified:

51 3amaBaincs BOIIPOCOM, ITOYEMY JIHOU BPYT. BH:Ky TOJIBKO 1B€ IPUYUHBI —
IIOJIy4YE€HUE BBITO/bI U cTpax. He 3Haro, 4To ABUTAJIO CBUAETEISAMU
oOBHHEHHs. B 1060M ciTyuae 06€ 9TH IPUUHHBI yHU3UTCIBHBL

He describes the materials of the case against him as ‘makynarypa’.'”’ In condemning
the legitimacy of the legal documents in the case, Titiev’s words remind the spectator
that it is also documents which lie at the foundation of the play. It is the truth-value of
these documents over others that the documentary text relies on for its production of
authenticity. It is equally documents — and their manipulation — that are the basis of
Titiev’s fabricated conviction, and that underpin the creation and enforcement of state
ideological normative codes, as seen in the wave of legislation documents analysed in

the introduction. In trying to make sense of High Putinist ideology, and of the

195 Voina blizko.
1% Oiub.
7 Tbid.
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conditions that allow for the systemic abuses of power and human rights seen in the

‘torture trilogy’, Titiev’s words on the state prosecutor in his trial are to the point:

I'oco6BunuTens baiitaeBa nmpekpacHo 3HaeT, 4To 310 (adbpukamus. Ho 3to eif
HC MCIIACT NOAJACPKUBATH 06BI/IHGHI/IC.108

Tellingly, Titiev is not surprised by the prosecutor’s hypocrisy. Indeed, by this late
stage in the play, given everything we have already heard about the case, it is very
much in the order of things. Such is the political reality of Kadyrov’s Chechnya,
where fabrication on all institutional levels has been normalised to such a degree that
it is the norm. According to Titiev, everyone involved in the prosecution knows that it
is a fabrication and yet they all cynically continue to go along with it anyway. To
quote philosopher Slavoj Zizek on the ideology of cynicism, ‘they know very well
what they are doing, but still, they are doing it’.'” Cynicism is a defining
characteristic of the worlds that all three of these plays inhabit. Reflecting on the
performative nature of the Stalinist show trials, Elizabeth Wood has argued that they
emerged out of the agitprop trials staged by Bolshevik artist-activists in the early
postrevolutionary years.''” In the light of these performative and historical
connotations, the image of the show trial that persistently emerges from the works in
the ‘torture trilogy’ becomes one of the leitmotifs of High Putinism, as it was of High
Stalinism before it.

In Boiina 6ausko, Sentsov has the final word, and indeed these were his final
words in court prior to the verdict in his case in 2015. Given the emphasis that is

placed on them by locating them at the very end, they are perhaps revealing of

108 17.:
Ibid.

19 Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989; repr. 2008), p. 25.

"% See Elizabeth Wood, ‘Fiction becomes indistinguishable from reality, 1928-33", in

Performing Justice (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005), pp. 193-207.
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something of the intended message behind the play. In words that could have come

from Gremina herself, Sentsov damningly declares:

Bl cebst MOkeT, onpaBbIBaeTe, 4To JIeTei Hai0 KopMuTh. Ho 3auem pacTuth
111
MoKoJieHue paboB? S xouy moxenaTs poCCUTHAM HAYYHTHCS HE OOSATHCS.

By concluding the play in such a way, it is difficult to claim that there is any attempt
to observe the ‘zero position’ in the construction of this text. Indeed, all three plays in
the ‘torture trilogy’ reflect a ‘post-zero’ position in the treatment of their respective
topics. The theme of the justification of immoral or illegal actions is a recurring one
in all three plays, as are the themes of fear and the consequences for future
generations of what is taking place in the here and now (and being documented in
these plays). The damning criticism of self-serving self-justification made by Sentsov
above is similarly articulated in Titiev’s ‘final word’ speech in court in Chechnya
where he condemns the complicity of those involved in the fabrication of the case

against him:

Te, kTo (habpukoBas 3TO J1€710, YMAIOT, YTO Y HUX €CTh ONpaBIaHUE — IIPHKA3

cBepxy. [...] HuKkTO He 00s3aH BRITOTHATH MPECTYMHBIN Mprka3. Kaxaplii u3

112
BacC MOI' OTKa3aThbCA.

The question of obligation versus non-obligation to carry out an immoral or illegal act
if commanded to do so by superiors goes to the core not only of universal religious
doctrine, but also to that of modern jurisprudence and what constitutes law as such.
There are complex ethical questions here to do with complicity and responsibility for
one’s actions within systemic structures of power much bigger than the individual. On

the one hand, Titiev is right that it is always possible to refuse to comply, but on the

" Voina blizko
"2 Ojub.
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other hand, given the reality of modern-day Chechnya and the normalised violence of
the regime, one can understand the positions of the rank-and-file police officers and
court judges who merely followed their orders through. According to Arendt, it is the
cumulative process of all these banal acts of merely following orders that ultimately
allows regimes of terror such as that which exists in Kadyrov’s Chechnya to occur.' "
The final word from Ugarov that brings /7eimku to a close is of a somewhat
different kind and tone to those in the other two plays. First and foremost, it is not
testimony taken from a trial. Instead, it is his reaction on social media to the news of
the systematic torturing of pre-trial detainees in the ‘ITensenckoe aeno’.'*
Nonetheless, it reflects the similar concerns of the theatre makers in the creation of

this work. After a short passage describing the best ways to torture a person using

electrocution without killing them, Ugarov concludes:

DTO MajeHbKHE MPOU3BOJICTBEHHbBIE TPOOJIEMBI ONIEpaTOpOB (Nanauei), y
115
Ka)X/10T0 Ha paboTe CBOs 3acaja.

Where Sentsov and Titiev were delivering speeches in a courtroom in which their
freedom was at stake, Ugarov in his Facebook post was attempting to speak with the
cool everyday language of a person who is dryly describing their daily routine, which
in this case just so happens to be an FSB officer whose job it is to torture people in
custody. The everyday-ness of the words uttered intensifies the horror for the
spectator that they are witnessing the ‘banality of evil’, in which institutional violence
and abuse of power by state employees, protected and legitimized by the law, is
normalised to such an extent that it becomes quotidian to those who carry out these

actions. For the spectator, the ordinary manner of speech masks the extraordinary

113 . .
Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem.

His reaction appeared in a Facebook post on 18 March 2018.
115 .
Pytki.

114
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content of what is being said, which is the opposite of banal — this is an aesthetic of
startling that carries with it the burden of responsibility for the victim, who is the
absent other.

The devices of shock, estrangement, distancing, alienation, montage,
crescendo, and wrongfooting all contribute to the aesthetic of startling that generates
the ethical challenge contained in these three works of documentary theatre. The
challenge is contained in the demand to accept responsibility for the absent other.
This responsibility is to make the particularity of the absent other into a part of
oneself, to allow oneself to be changed by the experience of being present, as a
witness to the event at which the other is spoken for in their absence. None of these
texts are pure verbatim in the conventional sense, but they all contain verbatim and
there is no question over their status as documentary plays that generate affective
truths. Consideration of the evolution of the documentary form of theatre making
beyond strict adherence to verbatim methods and concepts of authenticity, reality, and
objective truth will be continued in the succeeding chapters. The three plays included
here, grouped together as a ‘torture trilogy’, are characterised by discourses of
violence — of the physical, psychological and symbolic kind — as well as by complex
forms of power and dominance in the cultural, social, and linguistic realms. In
challenging dominant norms and generating alternative discourses that reject the
Putinist consensus as promoted and policed by the political establishment in tandem
with the legal justice system, these plays forcefully open up sites of resistance and
‘dissensus’, places where real politics can spontaneously, fleetingly emerge.

In her influential psychoanalytical theory of ‘abjection’, Julia Kristeva

describes the abject as follows:
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It lies outside, beyond the set, and does not seem to agree to the latter’s rules
of the game. And yet, from its place of banishment, the abject does not cease
challenging its master.''®

Adapting this idea, we can cast Teatr.doc as the abject and the Russian state as the
master — Teatr.doc does not agree to the rules of the game laid down by the state, does
not accept its normative regime in the form of the police consensus, and from its place
of banishment, Teatr.doc does not cease challenging the state. In this it shares a
common cause with another theatre, the Belarus Free Theatre, which has existed in
exile from its native Belarus since 2011, and has increasingly taken up the causes of
human rights and anti-authoritarianism in its work. Its 2016 production Burning
Doors, starring Maria Alekhina of Pussy Riot fame, appeared in the same year as
Teatr.doc’s Botina 6a1usko and partly addressed the same theme of the Sentsov case.
There is perhaps no better definition for the relationship of Teatr.doc and the
Russian state in the era of High Putinism than Kristeva’s notion of the abject. The
abject may be ‘banished’ from inside the set but it continues to exist outside of it,
from where it returns to challenge the master. As abjected ‘others’, located outside of
the High Putinist police consensus and resistant to its mechanisms of co-option, the
texts in the ‘torture trilogy’ do not agree to the rules of the game laid out by the state
and enforced through censorship in all its guises. Instead, these texts collectively hold
a mirror to the state, the reflection from which is a hard diagnosis of actually existing

High Putinism.

"8 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. by Leon S. Roudiez (New

York: Columbia University Press, 1982), p. 2.
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2) Document-Based Performance: ‘New Documentarism’

In the wake of the deaths of Mikhail Ugarov and Elena Gremina in the spring
of 2018, the executive director of the Meyerhold Centre, Elena Koval’skaia, dedicated
that year’s Blackbox laboratory programme for up-and-coming theatre makers to the
search for a ‘new documentarism’ [HoBast okymeHTanbHOCTH] in the theatre.'
Koval’skaia, who was a close ally of Gremina and Ugarov, believed that nearly
twenty years after its emergence as a force in Russian theatre, it was time to ‘re-
imagine’ [mepeocmbiciaTh] the forms and practices of documentary theatre on the
Russian stage.” This chapter considers three productions from two theatres that, in one
way or another, and in very different ways from each other, answer Koval’skaia’s
call.

Like the documentary plays that featured in the previous chapter, the three
works here also contain documents at their foundation, but that is as far as the
comparison goes. These three performance pieces are exactly that — performances. No
productive textual analysis is possible, because although there may be documents
present, these only serve as the points of departure for the works. The document here
is often fragmented or its origin concealed. However, the document is always still
present in its disfigurement, and this fact is testament to its generative power —
whether as recorded interview, court testimonial, archival record, legal code, social
media, or verbatim text. This is perhaps reflective of the importance still placed on the
concrete by contemporary Russian theatre makers in a world of post-truth,

disinformation, troll factories, and state-controlled media, set against a global

" This was stated by one of the participants in the programme, theatre maker Ada Mukhina, in
an interview. See Mukhina, Unpublished interview with author, online, 2019.
2 .

Ibid.



110

background of acceleration in technological developments towards total surveillance,
mediatisation, and virtual reality. This chapter aims to trace the emergence of a ‘new
documentarism’ in Russia, which draws on contemporary performance theory and
practice, as well as developments in technology and digital culture. This can best be
described as document-based performance, and can be viewed as a complementary
aesthetic to the more familiar documentary modes of Teatr.doc discussed in the
previous chapter. The emergence of document-based performance as a visible
phenomenon in recent years is perhaps a continuation of what Molly Flynn has
identified as certain ‘cultural anxieties’ towards the ‘evidentiary status of documents’
and forms of truth-telling in twenty-first-century Russia.’ Similar processes of
divergence from traditional documentary techniques have elsewhere been described
as ‘post-documentary’ or even ‘post/documentary’.* I avoid using such terms here for
the reason that it is unclear what more they tell us, if anything, about these works,
other than that a hybridization of documentary and non-documentary forms has
occurred. Carol Martin’s preferred term ‘theatre of the real’ seems a more inclusive,
less loaded way of conceiving of these diverse performances.

The first work to be considered is a collaborative experimental performance
called Koncmumyyus, created by director Sergei Morozov, choreographer Alena
Papina, and composer Dmitrii Mazurov. Marking the twenty-fifth anniversary of the
Russian Constitution, it is a highly original embodying of the text of the foundational
legal document of the modern Russian state, which incorporates the spectator into the

heart of the performance. Presence and ‘event-ness’ are central to the discursive

* See Molly Flynn, Witness Onstage: Documentary Theatre in Twenty-First-Century Russia
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020), p. 2.

* “Post/documentary’ is the preferred term used by Jan-No&l Thon in his article, in order to
emphasise that it is not a break with, but a continuation of the documentary genre. See Thon,
‘Post/Documentary: Referential Multimodality in “Animated Documentaries” and
“Documentary Games™’, Poetics Today, 40 (2019), 269-97.
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power of this work, but nonetheless, as is apparent from the title, the foundational
material for the emergence of the event and the spectator experience is the
Constitution as a document.

Second will be an analysis of a comparatively more orthodox work, but one
which is still experimental by nature and far from conventional if viewed from a
script-based drama perspective. YouTube/B noauyuu was directed by Grigorii
Dobrygin, although ‘devised by’ might be a better description for Dobrygin’s role,
considering that this was a collaborative work using ensemble methods, the creation
of which cannot be attributed to the director alone. In the form of a song-and-dance-
based scenic montage drawn from material collected on social media platform
YouTube, this work exists firmly on the intersection between documentary drama and
postdramatic performance. As a work of document-based performance, it reflects an
emerging, alternative documentary trend in contemporary Russian theatre.

Finally, I will examine a performance that brings together the qualities of the
first two works into a politically-charged feminist critique, effectively utilising the
power of both documents and postdramatic performance techniques in order to
address the problems of systemic patriarchy and toxic masculinity. This work keeps
the name of the original play that it takes as its point of departure — Scottish dramatist
Gary McNair’s Locker Room Talk. Created by Ada Mukhina, Dar’ia Turiichuk, and
Ol’ga Tarakanova, it unusually featured an all-female cast and crew. This work
demonstrates a document-based-performance aesthetic that captures the potential for
radical theatre making in the contemporary era, and harnesses the power of the
document at the core of formal experimentation.

All three of these works are documentary in essence, but do not fit the

conventional paradigms of the genre. As such, they reflect an expanded field of
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documentary practice. This expanded field is grounded in performance aesthetics and

signifies a shift towards a ‘new documentarism’.

Koncmumyuus

Koncmumyyus was a product of the Meyerhold Centre’s highly successful
annual Blackbox laboratory programme, which has been running since 2013 and in
that time has become a major force in the creation of innovative and original stage
works in the Russian capital (including Andrei Stadnikov’s 2019 Golden Mask-
winning Rodina, amongst others). Premiering on the main stage of the Meyerhold
Centre in September 2018, Koncmumyyus was conceived to mark the twenty-fifth
anniversary of the creation and establishment of the Constitution of the Russian
Federation as the foundational document of the state, which had occurred exactly two
years to the day (12 December) after the ratification of the Belavezha Accords that
brought about the end of the Soviet Union in all but name. The Russian Constitution,
which existed unchanged for twenty seven years until the 2020 reforms, has its own
peculiar back-story, having been written and passed into law during the political crisis
of 1993. This is a year best remembered for the extraordinary images of the building
of the Russian parliament, the so-called White House, charred and damaged by tank
fire after the standoff between the executive and the legislature turned violent (187
people were killed in the conflict). The Constitution was thus specifically identified
with President Boris El’tsin, in that it concentrated an unusual amount of power in the
hands of the executive, to be used as a way out of the political deadlock at the time,

whilst also shoring up the unpopular neoliberal reform programme of the government.
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As history has shown, these powers then became the tool of El’tsin’s successor,
Vladimir Putin, in establishing the ‘patronage network’ pyramidal system of vertical
power that we see in place today.’

Besides this, there are a number of more general humanitarian points in the
Constitution that make it an important document for recalling the political ideals of
the time and the extent to which the ruling elite have deviated from them over the
ensuing quarter-century. These refer to things such as the freedom for all citizens
from torture, freedom of public assembly, freedom of speech and religion — all things
that have been increasingly curtailed and violated in recent years. The need to reform
the Constitution to rebalance the separation of powers is real and has not been
addressed by the pseudo-reforms carried out in 2020, which only served to reinforce
the conservative-reactionary agenda of the Putin regime and acted as a cover for the
real motive behind the reforms, which was the annulment of Putin’s previous
presidential terms, allowing him to stay in power until 2036. Of much greater need,
and unfortunately of much lower priority to the current regime, was respect for and
upholding of the Constitution’s original content relating to civil liberties. The quarter-
century anniversary of the Constitution in 2018, like the centenary of the October
Revolution in the previous year, was passed over in silence by the authorities. Indeed,
in another example of financial censorship, approaches made by the Meyerhold
Centre to the Moscow City Department of Culture regarding monetary support in the
form of a public grant for the project were roundly ignored. In the light of the 2020
reforms, it became clear why — the Constitution was a taboo topic and attention to its

content was considered undesirable, perhaps in anticipation of the political stunt to

> See, for example, Nikolai Petrov, ‘Putin’s Neo-Nomenklatura System and its Evolution’ in
Stubborn Structures: Reconceptualizing Post-Communist Regimes, ed. by Balint Magyar
(Budapest: Central European University Press, 2019), pp. 179-215.
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come less than two years later. There is a point to be made here about the marking of
an important political event through the simple act of drawing attention to its
existence in a theatrical performance, when otherwise no official attempts on the state
or local level were initiated.

As with all the works in this chapter, there is no text as such to draw from, so I
will give a brief overview of the performance and describe its key features.® Of value
here is the description of the production offered to spectators on the Meyerhold
Centre website, which gives important indicators as to the creators’ intentions, as well
as to the way that they wished it to be perceived by prospective spectators. It also
gives us some idea of the expectations that spectators would have had prior to the
performance, having only read the description online and in the absence of other

information (the production was not widely reviewed or reported on):

O KoHcTUTyIMM NPUHATO JyMaTh Kak O TJIABHOM 3aKOHE, HO O HEH peako
IyMaroT Kak o Tekcre. [lepdopmanc «KOHCTHTYIHA» — MOMBITKA B3TIISIHYTh
Ha OCHOBOIIOJAraruil 10KkyMeHT Poccumn OecripucTpacTHBIM B3IIISIIOM
NEPeBOIYHMKA U IPOYUTATH €r0 BCEMU BO3MOXHBIMH criocodamu. OCHOBHOM
cpeau HuX — nepeBo] KOHCTUTYIMM Ha JKECTOBBIN S3bIK B rpaduyecKyro
NapTUTYPY C MMOMOIIBIO JaTyhKa akcenaepomerpa. Ilepdopmeps cieayror
3TOW NApTUTYPE, TPAHCIUPYSI TEKCT HE TOJIBKO I0JIOCOM, HO U TesioM. OnrTuka
U CIIOCOOBI BXOJa B TEKCT MEHSIOTCS OT IV1aBbl K IVIaBE: OT AaCKETUYHOTO
YTEHMS C MIOMUTPOB 0 XCMICHNUHTa C YIACTHEM 3PHTEINCH.

This description was also included in the programme (a single folded A4 sheet of
paper, as is customary at the Meyerhold Centre), which was available in the foyer and

distributed to ticket holders before admittance to the performance space. The choice

% This is based on my own experience of viewing the performance at the Meyerhold Centre in
Moscow on a research trip in the spring of 2019. It also draws from an interview I conducted
with the choreographer, Alena Papina, as well as additional materials available online.

7 See Meyerhold Centre website, <http://meyerhold.ru/konstituciya-work-in-progress/>
[accessed 23 December 2020]. The ‘work-in-progress’ that appears in the url address seems
to be a leftover from the Blackbox laboratory performance, after which the website page was
not updated, rather than indicating that the work was never considered completed.
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of the words ‘performance space’ here, rather than ‘auditorium’ or ‘stage’, is
intentional, because although the performance ostensibly took place on the theatre’s
Main Stage, the space was stripped out and reconfigured to such an extent that it
became a vast empty black-box chamber, no longer resembling a conventional theatre
interior with clear-cut division between performer and spectator. The Russian
language has an advantage in this respect of calling a theatre’s various stages ‘3ansr’,
which creates no issue with applicability in a contemporary performance context as
exists in the English language with the word ‘stage’. There was no stage as such, no
raised levels, and no designated auditorium for the audience. Instead, the audience sat
on the floor around the edge of the space, on bean bags and cushions. A few chairs
were scattered along three walls of the quadrangular space for those that needed them.
The fourth wall was occupied by an almost floor-to-ceiling projector screen. By
utilising every inch of available floor space, up to the toes of the spectators lining the
perimeter of the room, the performance acquired an expansiveness that could only be
surpassed by open-air or site-specific work. This sense of scale seemed to reflect the
challenge of not only representing, but embodying the foundational document of the
modern-day Russian state. In terms of props, the space that the performers inhabited
(which was the entire space besides the one metre or so around the perimeter where
the spectators sat) contained a few lecterns scattered around, with microphone stands
and loudspeakers accompanying them, and nothing more. The only other notable
feature in the room was a drum kit and music equipment located up on the balcony
that runs around the upper level of the space of the Main Stage at the Meyerhold
Centre. This, as would become clear, was for the musicians who provided a live

accompaniment to each performance.
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From the description on the website quoted above, the spectator knows in
advance to expect a reading of the Constitution as a text, which is to say, a reading
that draws attention to its textual qualities as well as to its content and form. They are
further led to believe that this reading will carried out in a postdramatic, documentary
style — ‘OecnipucTpacTHBIM B3IIIsSA0M nepeBoqunka’ — and as such we can expect
something like a neutral transmission of the text, perhaps akin to the aforementioned
‘zero position’ pioneered at Teatr.doc. We are also told that the ‘nepeBon’ of the
Constitution will utilise sign language and an accelerometer to generate a graphic
score, which will be reinterpreted by the performers through their voices and bodies.
The final piece of information that the prospective spectator receives is that there will
be an immersive element to the show, with their involvement in a ‘xenmenusnr’ (the
use of the cyrillicised Anglo-American term ‘happening’ grounds the production in
international theatre and performance discourse). In this way, the spectator is
forewarned and thus forearmed that this is a participatory performance and that they
will be encouraged to take part in some way, not only to spectate from the sidelines
(although they can always decline to participate).

The performance was comprised of three distinct phases, and the transitions
from one to the next were evolutionary, seamless progressions, rather than being
broken up by scene changes or intervals, as is the convention in dramatic theatre. The
only discernible break markers in the otherwise continuous gradual swelling of the
affective intensity of the performance came from the chapter headings in the text of
the Constitution itself. The presence of these breaks created micro-pauses for the
audience’s senses to process and catch up with the information being presented. With
a running time of two and a half hours, and in the absence of an interval, these

moments did not go unappreciated. The first phase of the performance dealt with
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approximately the first third of the Constitution, which is the most general part,
relating to fundamental federal-wide laws and rights such as the aforementioned
freedoms of assembly, speech, and religion, as well as freedom from torture. This
phase was perhaps the most striking in its sheer novelty. As referred to in the
production’s description but without being elaborated on, the makers of
Konemumyyus employed an accelerometer, which is a device for measuring and
recording movement and is now commonly used in smartphones and games consoles
for this purpose. This device was strapped to the arm of a sign-language interpreter,
who was translating the text of the Constitution in real time into Russian sign
language whilst it was being read out initially by the performers, and later on by
spectators as well. The subtle changes in motion of the interpreter’s movements were
thus translated into live-feed velocity charts and projected on to the large screen
covering the rear wall of the space. The translation appeared as graphs with sharp
peaks and troughs, and this livestream of simple data was then simultaneously
watched and re-translated in real time into a somatic-kinetic language of gesture and
movement by the eighteen performers. All the performers wore identical black outfits
— t-shirt and loose tracksuit, both with the single word ‘kaxxaprit’ imprinted in bold
white letters on front and side. The image of thirty six iterations of the word
‘kaxplii’ moving around the space drew out the fact that the Constitution exists for
each and every citizen of the state, and every citizen is theoretically equally subject to
its content, even if this is hardly the case in practice. As such, the use of the word
‘kaxplii’ on the performers’ clothing brought attention to the universality of the
Constitution and its invisible presence, violated or not, in the lives of every citizen.

An attempt is made to embody this through the choreography, which, as Papina
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makes clear, is designed to extend from the abstract to the quotidian language of

everyday gesture:

VY nepdopmepon ObLia 3a7a4a TaHIIEBATh €T0 CHaYalIa, Kak eciu Obl OHU ObLIN
MCXaHHUCTUYHBIMH MAallIMHKaMH, U C KaXXJIbIM )KXC€CCTOM OHHU BCC 60.]'[}3]_]_[6
nepexoauiii B 6BITOBLI€ KECThI, O6BI‘IHLI€ YCJIIOBCUYCCKUC KECThI, KaK
MIO4€ECHIBAHUE I'OJIOBBI MIIM KAKOW-TO UHTEPEC K MAHUKIOPY, OUUIIECHUE
OJICK/IbI, TakKe Bemir. Ho 370 Bce ObLIO MOCTPOEHO HA PUTMHUKE YTEIa, TO,
KaK OH 4HTalL.’

The everyday is emphasised here in Papina’s description of the kinds of gestures that
the performers were encouraged to draw from in their improvisations — scratching
their heads, doing manicures, or cleaning clothes. Papina describes her approach to
choreography as horizontal rather than vertical, and focused on the democratization of
the human body, which is to say, her aesthetic is ‘anti-virtuosic’. She describes
virtuosity in language reminiscent of Mikhail Ugarov and his theorizations of
contemporary theatre: ‘$1 He oueHb Bept0 B BUPTYO3HOCTh B IEMOKPATHYECKOM
oburectse. BUpTY03HOCTB — 3TO ONATH Kakas-To uepapxus’.” Following from this, it is
clear why the performers focus on translating and embodying the text of the
Constitution in the language of everyday gesture.

Such an approach is also necessary for participatory theatre, as it enables the
spectator to be drawn into the performance and included in the situational event as it
plays out in real time. However, these collections of everyday gestures are all built
around the vocalization of the text itself. Although every element of the performance
is connected to and dependent on others for its activation, ultimately everything
develops from the transmission of the text, primarily through the simple act of reading

the Constitution aloud from start to finish. In this regard, however grounded in

¥ Alena Papina, Unpublished interview with author, Moscow, 2019.
9 .
Ibid.
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performance practices Koncmumyyus may seem at first glance, there is an
employment of the Ugarovian documentary device of the uninflected ‘zero position’
in the reading of the text, in which both reader and listener-spectator serve as
witnesses to the act. This is significant for consideration of the place of the document
in contemporary performance theatre, but it is also useful for locating the spectator in
the process of communication and emotional-affective exchange.

The second phase of the performance focused on the middle section of the
Constitution, which addresses the federal composition and hierarchical power
structure of the Russian state. Each federal constituent has its own gesture in Russian
sign language — for example St Petersburg is an eagle, Dagestan is a ‘manaxa’
traditional hat — and every time a republic or other federal administrative region
(obmacts, kpaii, etc) was mentioned during the reading out of the text, the
corresponding sign gesture for that region would be acted out. In addition to this, the
performers spent some time going around the perimeter of the space and teaching the
gestures to spectators on an individual or group basis. Spectators were then
encouraged to repeat the sign gesture every time the corresponding word was heard
thereafter. If in the first phase the audience were passive observers on the sidelines,
then this was the first step in the gradual integration of the spectators into the
performance. This passage of text is succeeded by one that addresses the powers and
function of the president, and for convenience of reading, it contains many
abbreviations of the positions of power in the constitutional hierarchy. This creates
acronyms that are not designed to be spoken aloud, which presented a pronunciation
problem for the performers. The solution that the creative team conceived was to
employ artificial intelligence — specifically Apple’s iOS personal assistant Siri — to

read all the clauses that related directly to the president, creating often nonsensical
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sounds that poked gentle fun at the Russian, and indeed Soviet, habit of abbreviating
titles and names, ‘xax y Bysraxosa’.'’

As and when the performers heard one of these acronyms pronounced by Siri,
they would all simultaneously mimic the robotic pronunciation and shout it out loud,
whilst continuing to move around and keep the viewer’s attention. The purpose of
this, Papina states, was to create a ‘linguistic sculpture’ of polyphonic sound and

voice:

[Tepdopmepbl Kpryamy 3TOT TEKCT, pyTraauch 3TUMU ciioBaMu. OHH CTOSUIH B
[IEHTpE 3aJia, U UX 3a/1a4a ObuIa, oKa Siri YUTaeT TEKCT, YCIbIIIATh
«IIpesunent Poccuiickon @enepannun» U, yCI0BHO, BBIPYTraTbCs STUMHU
cioBamu, trma [IP®. Bot. U 310 co3maBaino takyto noiudoHuto. 3putenu
CIIBIMIIATH C PA3HBIX CTOPOH, M 3TO OBLIO SI3BIKOBOH CKYJIBITYPOiL. '

Here Papina makes clear that the intention was to utter these acronyms as if they were
curses, which adds additional nuance to the way that they might be perceived by the
audience, reacting to the officialese of legal documents such as this one. Thus whilst
the reading of the text occupied a neutral ‘zero position’, the response by the
performers to the text was not necessarily so. The idea of creating a polyphonic sound
sculpture to complement the evolving somatic landscape of the performance is clearly
important. As was made clear from the online description and also repeatedly by
Papina in our interview, the Constitution was to be translated and incorporated by
performers and spectators alike, using both body and voice.

Following this scene, spectators were invited to come to the lectern and take it
in turns to read the clauses of the chapter relating to the Parliament of the Russian

Federation. Meanwhile, the performers resumed their work of interpreting and

' Papina appears to be referring here to Mikhail Bulgakov’s parody of Soviet acronyms in his
short story ‘Cobaune cepame’ (1925).
" Papina.
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translating the uttered text into the language of the body, specifically that of everyday
gesture — quite a challenge when the content is the legal function of the state
parliament, although as Papina says, this was based more on the intonation and
rhythm of the voice rather than on the content of what was being said.

The final phase of the performance involved drawing the spectators further in
to the action, to the point of active free participation. This was built around one of the
last chapters of the Constitution, entitled ‘Cyne6nas Bmacts’. Given the theme, the
creators decided to present this section of the text as a court trial, albeit in a somewhat
abstracted form. The performers took it in turns to whisper the text to the sign
language interpreter, who took on the role of the judge, whilst the other performers
coaxed as many spectators as were willing into the centre of the space and used them
as props for their increasingly elaborate multi-person interpretive dance sequences. In
what from a viewer’s perspective had turned into a spectacle somewhere between
Japanese buhtoh and a game of Twister, the intensity of the motion continued to
increase, lending the court room scene a certain ambiguity of interpretation (this was
perhaps also due to the absence of props and it not being necessarily apparent to every

viewer what was happening). To quote Papina on this scene:

Jlnist 3puteneit 3To Obljla HECKOJIBKO HEPBO3HAS CUTYAIHsl, TOTOMY YTO OHU
OKa3bIBAJIMCH B LICHTPE 3aJ1a, U 110 CYTU OHU HAXOAWINACH HA CYAWINILE, U
MEX]ly HUMH OBUIH TH JIO/IM, KOTOPBIE KaTalOTCS y HUX MOl HOraMu. DTO
OYEHb JIBOSKASI UCTOPHSL, KaK OYITO U T€OS CyIIAIT, U Tl CaM CYJHILb BOT 3TUX
BOT CYIECTB, KOTOPBIE KaTalOTCs Y T€Os MO HOTaMH.

The point here is that the now active spectator, who has become a participant in the
action, is both judging and being judged. The same can be said of participatory

performance theatre in general. There is an element of the unknown and risk that

2 Papina.
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theatre makers, performers, and spectators alike engage in with this form of theatre. In
the words of theatre maker Boris Bakal, this is the ‘high-risk dramaturgy’ of
experimental participatory performance.' It so happens that the framing of the ‘show
trial’ [cynunumie] in the context of the Russian Constitution was the perfect vehicle
for representing the centrality of this two-way judgement in performance — both
judging and being judged — because of the way that it brings together the
performativity of the court trial, the law, and the state apparatus on the one hand, and
the performance aesthetics of contemporary non-dramatic theatre on the other hand.
The court scene then transitioned into a ‘rave’ in the middle of the space, with
as many spectators as could be enlisted from the sidelines brought into the middle
(which in the performance I saw was certainly the majority). This was with the
intention of banishing the symbolic violence of judicial power and replacing it with a
more human, more personal affective space that would conclude the performance on a
positive note. Once the chaotic free-form communal dance ended, in a final gesture of
humanity and interpersonal connection, the performers went around the spectators
reading sections of verbatim text collected from ordinary people on the street. These
touched on the most banal, everyday concerns of citizens in the present day,
symbolically linking the past and the present in the marking of the quarter-century
anniversary of the passing of the Constitution. This use of pure verbatim at the very
end of the performance, almost after it had already ended, as a kind of postscript,
presented a sharp contrast between the highly rhetorical, utopian language of the
Constitution and the quotidian language of real speech addressing everyday concerns.
These included, for example, how a citizen is afraid that he will not be able to pay

rent for his flat that month, and how a schoolgirl felt uncomfortable in her school

" Boris Bakal, quoted in Duska Radosavljevi¢, Theatre-Making: Interplay Between Text and
Performance in the 21st Century (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), p. 179.
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uniform. This final moment addresses the question that until then had been left
unspoken — what use is the Constitution to today’s citizens, or indeed what relevance
does it have to the everyday problems of real life? The utopian ideals contained in the
Constitution did not materialise after it was written, and remained unrealised twenty
five years later, so what was the status of this document in people’s lives? Is it an
inherently unattainable utopia and therefore meaningless empty posturing, or does it
continue to serve as an important ideological marker that is worth striving for? These
are the questions that Koncmumyyus posed, opening up a topic that perhaps for some
had not previously existed or had otherwise gone unnoticed.

Although the text of the Constitution was read out in its entirety, it was not
always discernible to the ear of the spectator, as in the moments described above in
which the performers shouted out acronyms over the top of the reader and equally
when they took it in turns to whisper the text to the sign language interpreter. As such,
we should understand the function of the text as creating an affective space in which it
can be interpreted and translated to the spectator in the language of somatic gesture
and polyphonic vocal soundscape, and where the interaction of these two elements is
a generative experience for the spectator. The text, therefore, becomes de-centred,
functioning as the material base for the performance, but being secondary or
subsidiary to it. The performance primarily generates its discourse through other non-
textual means. This is perhaps the crucial difference between document-based
performance and documentary theatre — in the former the text is marginalised and
secondary to the performance-event, whereas in the latter the text always remains
central, even if the epistemological validity of the document itself is in doubt or under
interrogation. The relegation of the text to the level of prop creates problems for

spectators unaccustomed to this kind of theatre, and this proved to be the case for
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Koncmumyyus. Papina describes complaints received from viewers who felt that the
text had been devalued and lost in the performance, but as she also points out, this is
an artistic interpretation, not a public reading.'* This is in stark contrast to Teatr.doc,
where respect for the text remains paramount. The two questions that arise here —
relating to the spectator and to the treatment of documents — are central concerns for
all three productions considered in this chapter, as well as for the thesis as a whole, as
they map the inter-relationship of text and performance in contemporary Russian
theatre. There was very little written about this production in the media, not even on
the usual specialist theatre- and arts-focused platforms, and many spectators walked
out before the end (the long running time and lack of perceptible plot probably to
blame for this). Most unfortunately, this epic-scale production that was exemplary of
the possibilities for hybridised aesthetics in contemporary performance theatre in
Russia was only performed a handful of times in late 2018 and early 2019, before
being dropped from the theatre’s repertoire. This was in spite of it winning the
coveted Blackbox residency programme and taking one year of preparation to bring to
fruition, not to mention all of the theatre’s own limited resources that went into it, due
to the lack of external funding from public grants.

To conclude, a brief word on the politics of Koncmumyyus. There is a
discernible tendency in the work towards an aesthetics of the mass form in opposition
to the individual. However, whilst the mass form may at first seem de-humanising —
as the discrete identity of the individual gets lost in the indiscriminate, faceless mass —
through the process of performance the mass comes to represent an emancipatory

politics at precisely the level of the individual. On the one hand there is the tyranny of

14

‘ITo daxkry, TO, 9TO MBI JeNIaTu B TEKCTE, 3TO TOXKE oOeclieHnBanne. MHOTHE KaIOBaUCh,
YTO BBI TaM 3a0yOHWIN KaKHE-TO TJIaBBI, UX BOOOIIIE HEMTOHSITHO U HE CIBIIIHO, HO JTO JKe
XyJOXXKECTBeHHOE npon3BeaeHue.” Papina.
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the court scene: spectators atomized and alienated from both the audible sound of the
reading of the text and the action of the performers, who exclude the spectators from
their interpretative dance sequences. On the other hand there is the free-form group
‘rave’ that the court room scene gives way to. The effacement that inevitably stems
from the collective mass of bodies is thus framed as an emancipation of sorts, where
each performer represents ‘kaxprii’, in a discourse of communitarian collective
individuality over individualism. In the age of global ‘surveillance capitalism’ — the
erosion of personal privacy and civil liberties caused by ‘big tech’ on the one side and
state security services on the other — and in the context of the recent roll-out of
Chinese-built face recognition technology in the Russian capital by Mayor Sobianin,
the empowerment of individual effacement takes on ever greater meaning and
political significance as an act of resistance.'” In this regard, the final moment where
short verbatim texts of ordinary citizens’ concerns are recited quietly on a one-to-one
basis between performer and spectator functions as a re-individualizing of the
collective body within a new political ecology of everyday humanism, free from
hierarchical power and surveillance. Papina described the ending of the performance
as such: ‘Takoe mepenprucBoeHHEe MEXaHUCTUYECKOTO TEKCTa B TAKYIO0 OYCHb
IIOBCEIHEBHYIO, TOKYMEHTAIBHYIO O4CHb HCTOPHIO, CBOKO xu3Hb’. ¢ This idea of the
re-appropriation of one’s life from the mechanistic world of state power and the law
through democratization in performance reflects a theatre firmly engaged in the
politics of aesthetics. In Koncmumyyus, it is the intersection of the universal form of
the collective mass with the particular form of the verbatim testimony that generates

its emancipatory political discourse. Textual documents can be seen to perform a

" <Surveillance capitalism’ is Shoshana Zuboff’s term. See Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance
Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power (London: Profile
Books, 2019).

'® Papina.
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number of different functions in this work, ranging from problematized oppressor, to
democratic humanizer. Whether de-centred, silenced, shouted over, whispered or
banished, documents were nonetheless present throughout. This is representative of a
‘new documentarism’ in Russia, one that draws from an expanded field of ensemble
performance practices in its treatment of documents. The consideration of two more
productions in this chapter will reflect on other ways that documents are used in
contemporary performance theatre in Russia, and how they complement what we

have seen in this work.

YouTube/B nonuyuu

Resembling a kind of postmodern, multimediatized variety theatre
performance, YouTube/B noauyuu is reminiscent of the scenic montage aesthetic of
Vsevolod Meierkhol’d and the early Soviet avant-garde (the similarities being a
reminder of the contingency of the term ‘postdramatic’, with its implication of
following after ‘drama’ in temporal terms). The production began life as an actor
training exercise at Oleg Kudriashov’s GITIS Master’s programme, on a course led
by actor-director Grigorii Dobrygin, who himself studied under Kudriashov on both
the actor’s and director’s programmes and is well-known in his own right as a film
actor. According to Dobrygin, one of Kudriashov’s exercises at GITIS is ‘people
watching’ [maGmonenue 3a moxsmu].'” Wishing to approach the task differently, the

students on his course collectively decided to gather materials for the exercise not

' Grigorii Dobrygin, quoted in an interview with Iaroslav Zabaluev. See Zabaluev, ‘Glavnyi
geroi — eto otdelenie politsii: Grigorii Dobrygin rasskazal o svoem spektakle “YouTube/V
politsii”’, Gazeta.ru, 2 December 2016
<https://www.gazeta.ru/culture/2016/12/02/a_10395623.shtmI> [accessed 23 December
2020].
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from real life but instead from the social media platform YouTube. In this, the
student-actors reflected the millennial generation’s perception of the world, which
now exists as much in the virtual-digital space as it does in non-mediated reality. As
Dobrygin observed, ‘MbI MeHBIIIE CMOTPUM TIO CTOPOHAM U OOJIBIIIE B dKpaH
tenedoma’.'® In this regard, the production that emerged out of the actor training
exercise at GITIS is responding to the zeitgeist, and to the changes in the way that
younger generations perceive the world around them. The fact that we now look more
into the screens of our smartphones than at our surroundings in everyday life has
fundamentally shifted the way that we observe others — a large part of our common
habit of people watching is now done online, in the vast digital realms of social
media, including Facebook, Instagram, Tiktok and YouTube, the latter of which is a
platform for live and recorded video performance, playback, dissemination and
commentary. Of most significance here is YouTube’s archival quality — everything
from high art to the previously ephemeral everyday banal is uploaded and stored on

its servers indefinitely. Dobrygin described the process of gathering materials as such:

Jlet ATk Ha3aj, Koraa g yuuscs Ha pexxuccepa y Ouera JIbBoBuua
KynpsmoBa, y Hac ¢ 0THOKypCHUKaMHU Obliia Ujies CAeIaTh CIEKTAKIIb PO
nepconaxei u3 YouTube. MbI npoBoanin Bedepa 1 HOYH, TOKa3bIBast APYT
Jpyry yauBUTENbHbIE posUKH. [IpnueM peub He 0 BuaeoOIorepax, a MMEHHO
00 OOBIYHBIX JIFO/ISIX — CIIOKHBIX, 00JIC3HEHHBIX, paHEHBIX. B mpuHIMIe, 3TO

1
" CCTh NPCAMET U3YUCHUA HAICTO CIICKTAKIIA — KaKadg-TO paHCHOCTE. ?

The idea of creating a study of ordinary people, with all their defects and flaws, is
nothing new to twenty-first-century Russian theatre, where Teatr.doc has been doing
exactly that since 2002, but what is significant about this production is the approach

that it takes to the interpretation and subsequent re-presentation of the scenes of

18 Ibid.
¥ Ibid.
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everyday life found on the video sharing site. This is where it diverges from the
Teatr.doc mode of documentary theatre as explored in the previous chapter. As
Dobrygin’s words above make clear, the materials the students collected were not
conscious performances uploaded by video bloggers or professionals, they were
chance recordings of moments from everyday life. This is not to say that the people
featured in the clips were necessarily unaware that they were being filmed. The key
point is that they were non-professionals whose actions were not commercially-driven
or scripted. In this sense they are representative of life in its new digitally-mediated
performative mode.

As a digital archive of the everyday, YouTube is overwhelming in its vastness,
so for the purposes of creating a coherent performance using material found on the
video-sharing platform, the creators needed a theme. That theme became the police
station. The performance is spatially oriented, with a scenic construction that is closer
to the variety show than to the drama. As to how this particular social setting became

the focal point, Dobrygin explained:

Bo-nepBbix, Korja pedsita moka3bIBaju CBOM 3TIOJBL, S IIpeIarajl UM MECTO
NENCTBUS 1711 UMIIPOBU3ALIMU, U CAMBIM TOYHBIM OKa3aJiCcsl 00€3bsHHUK.
IlepcoHaxu caMIUCh € 3TUM IIPOCTPAHCTBOM. A BO-BTOPBIX, IOJIUIEHCKUE
BOOOIIIE MHOTO CHUMAIOT — OHHU TIIYMSATCS] HITH (PUKCUPYIOT KaKHe-TO
SMH30/Ibl CBOUX OyTHEH, OOIBIIOE KOJTUYECTBO MaTepHasia MonaiaeT B CEeTh U3
ux pyk.>’

The detention cell — or ‘006e3bsiHHUK’ as it is colloquially known — features here (and
will reappear in the next chapter in relation to Dmitrii Danilov’s Yenosek u3z
ITooonvcka) as a generative space for social observation in contemporary Russian
theatre. The whole production owes its existence to the police force itself, whose

employees record videos from their working life and subsequently a small portion of

2 Ibid.
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these are leaked on to YouTube. The creators’ debt to the police for this wealth of
material is one of the ironies that gives this production its contextual richness.

In a production that is not linear, does not have recurring or named characters,
and contains no discernible plot as such, but yet remains definitively theatre, the
twentieth-century Soviet avant-garde concept of ‘montage’ is useful for considering
how non-dramatic theatre functions without the usual support structure that is
characteristic of the drama (plot, character development, dialogue, etc.). Montage
relies on the impression created for the spectator by the individual scene and by its
combination with others, which cumulatively create ‘the image of the theme’, as
filmmaker and montage theorist Sergei Eizenshtein called it.>' Theatre scholar
Jonathan Pitches summarizes the effects that a montage aesthetic had in

Meierkhol’d’s theatre as follows:

An episodic structure works against the incremental progression of
Naturalism. It therefore supports all manner of stylization. Montage is
intrinsically musical: the arrangement of the overall production can be likened
to a composition. [...] The collisions of ideas generated by montage naturally
lead to the mixing of opposites and hence to the grotesque. And the montage
itself is facilitated by the view of character as inconsistent or fluid, the result
one might say of multiple masks in performance.”

Episodic structure, stylization, musical composition, the grotesque, inconsistent and
fluid characters — these attributes of the montage aesthetic are all applicable
descriptions of Dobrygin’s production, with the addition of multimedia technology
(TV monitors, speaker systems) that also becomes an actor in the performance.

According to Dobrygin, the lead actor of the show is not a person but in fact the

! Sergei Eizenshtein, The Film Sense, trans. by Jay Leyda (London: Faber & Faber, 1943;
repr. 1986), p. 59.
*2 Jonathan Pitches, Vsevolod Meyerhold (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 75. Italics in original.



130

police station.”> When the main character of a performance, upon which the entire
work hangs, is a non-human inanimate spatial setting, we are clearly in a form of
theatre that cannot be called ‘drama’ and must be approached from a different
perspective. In its irreverent re-presentation of documents (in this case video clips
found online) in a variety-style montage sequence, YouTube/B nonuyuu reflects an
expanded, hybridised field of documentary practice, grounded in performance
aesthetics.

After being staged at GITIS, YouTube/B noauyuu subsequently transferred to
Teatr Praktika, where Oleg Kudriashov’s theatre studio has a residency. It premiered
in December 2016 in the theatre’s Mansrii 3an. With a running time of just over an
hour, it conforms to the norm of ‘HoBas nqpama’, where around an hour is customary,
especially for documentary plays. The description provided on the website is laconic,

to say the least:

Cnexraxip B xanpe found drama Mactepckoii Onera Kyapsiiosa, B ocHOBE
24
KOTOpOro — poiuku u3 YouTube.

Dobrygin states that the creators of the performance invented the term ‘found drama’
themselves. Putting aside the issue of genre, what this choice of terminology usefully
reflects is the origin of the materials for the scenes. These are described as ‘found’,
which emphasises the documentary origins of the production and the presence of the
document (broadly conceived to include video) behind the performance, as well as
highlighting the element of chance involved in the selection of materials. The

document in this sense is the referent, as the performers’ actions refer out to the

3 <“T'nraHblit repoii” — 310 oTAeHeHHe oI’ . Dobrygin, in Zabaluev.

** This appeared on the production’s website page, which was still active on the Teatr
Praktika website even after the work was removed from the repertoire in 2019, but has since
been taken down.



131

original source material, whilst their actions also exist independently, grounded in the
present moment of the event. In contrast to documentary plays where the text is
central, documents in these kinds of performances are de-centred, functioning more as

the base material upon which scenic action is built. Dobrygin said in this regard:

MBI OTTaJIKUBaEMCS OT 3TUX POJIMKOB, TpaHchopmupyem ux. JlomycTum, eciu
repoii moj; OyTUPaToOM, TO B CIIEKTAKJIE OH... IPOCTO OYCHH B3BOJIHOBAH H
KpalHe yAUBJICH — MBI UILEM CLIEHUYECKUI SKBUBAJICHT.”

The approach outlined here has strong echoes of that expressed by Alena Papina in
regards to the making of Koncmumyyus and to her approach towards choreography
(see above). Taking the document as the point of origin (be that YouTube video or
legal code), and transforming it into the language of performance, these two
productions operate in a common discursive space, even though they are aesthetically
very different. Dobrygin’s reference here to the search for ‘scenic equivalents’ recalls
the description of Meierkhol’dian montage by Pitches above. These ‘scenic
equivalents’ were combined with each other in a montage effect to create the
Eizenshtein-ian ‘image of the theme’.

Occupying the space between documentary and performance, document-based
performance generates a new language of theatre that is derived from both forms and
their respective realms of discourse. Dobrygin claims that nowadays, ‘Y Hac y Bcex
ceifuac «ICHTOUHOE» MbIIUIeHHE Oaroxaps conuanbHeM cetsiv’. > This alleged
short attention span of the first digital generation is reflected in the structure of the
work, which is fragmentary and plotless. In spite of this, however, there is a theme
that emerges from the work as a whole — the black-comedy absurd world of the

Russian police station. A description of three scenes will give a clearer idea of the

» Dobrygin, in Zabaluev.
* Ibid.
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‘image of the theme’ that emerges. This includes a song, a dance routine, and the
finale. Together these episodes reflect the ‘variety’ nature of the production, which is
a composition of different numbers that are only tangentially connected, by the theme
of the police station. The song and the dance routine are separately available to watch
on YouTube, recorded and uploaded unofficially by spectators from their camera
phones (something that the audience is asked not to do, but judging by the number of
smartphones being held up around the auditorium that are easily visible in these two
clips, the capital’s theatre-goers have few qualms about ignoring this request).”’ There
is a certain irony in these clips that are themselves derived from YouTube videos
being uploaded back on to the same platform and watched again by the public as new
archival documents. That said, however, the iterative quality of such material and of
the YouTube archive more broadly is a defining feature of social media and ‘meme’
culture. The finale is not available online, so it will be recounted from memory, as a
subjective account of the impression made on a spectator.

Starting with the song, this illicit video recording from one of the
performances of the show was uploaded to YouTube in May 2018, has a running time
of one minute thirty eight seconds, and at the time of writing has been viewed around
five hundred times. By YouTube standards, this is very few. As a point of
comparison, the original version of the song that is sung in the clip — Konstantin
Stupin’s Ihywucmuoii xeocm aucuyst — has been viewed over 4.2 million times, albeit
over a longer time period (the video was posted in 2014).%* The clip from YouTube/B

noauyuu that features this song sees a policeman — in full blue uniform, including hat

*7 The song and the dance clips can be found respectively at: Olga Troshchenko, “Youtube/ v
politsii”, pesnia, online video recording, YouTube, 1 May 2018,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r4RTT3HbjF8> [accessed 23 December 2020];
Troshchenko, “Youtube/ v politsii”, tanets, online video recording, YouTube, 1 May 2018,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qx8NLqQBODs> [accessed 23 December 2020].

% Konstantin Stupin, Bushy tail Fox, online video recording, YouTube, 29 April 2014,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZJA 2CTNjfA> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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and tie — reclining in a chair and strumming coarsely on an acoustic guitar whilst
knocking his head back, one eye shut, and singing in a gruff, gravelly voice about the
travails of a life hard lived. For those not familiar with Stupin, he is a cult hero of
underground post-Soviet rock music, as famous for his battles with heroin addiction,
petty crime, and many years spent in prison, as he is for his ‘0xarnoii” musical style
and irreverent, expletive-laden lyrics. The image of the policeman, therefore, brazenly
growling out a Stupin song, is a strong juxtaposition, the irony of which was not lost
on the audience, who laughed their approval. The connection of the police force to the
underground criminal world is not an uncommon cultural trope in post-Soviet Russia,
it has to be said. In this regard, the Stupin-singing policeman does not so much
surprise anyone in the audience, as it does reinforce cultural assumptions and provide
ironic amusement for the spectator. It is as much a moment of cultural intertextuality
as it is social commentary. Actor Igor Kuznetsov’s rendition of the song is almost
virtuosic, which adds to the variety-show feel of the occasion. This gig scene is not
connected to any other scene per se, and in referring out to a well-known musician in
Stupin, it is self-sustaining (hence why it makes for a good online clip). However, it
also exists as a part of the whole — it is a component of the total scenic affect
generated by the performance, which means considering it in aggregate with other
scenes.

Part of what made the dance scene that found its way on to YouTube so
memorable was its striking title — ‘Kak 6opotscs ¢ romaukamu’. Whether this was the
title of an actual YouTube clip involving real police officers or not is unclear.
Whatever the original source material was, it is transformed by the GITIS students
into a high-camp dance routine, which is evidently drawn from the actions and

movements of physical-combat training. These inherently violent actions are queered
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in the process of transformation to a scenic equivalent. The dance routine is
performed to a backing track of a hit pop song by post-Soviet estrada star Stas
Kostiushkin (famous as one half of group Yaii BnBoem) called ‘XKenmuna, st He
taHiyto’ (2014). In her influential 1964 essay ‘On Camp’, Susan Sontag claims that
‘pure camp is always naive’, and that the essential element of pure camp is ‘a
seriousness that fails’.* A viewing of the music video for Kostiushkin’s song would
testify to the high (or ‘pure’) campness of his estrada style, and no small element of
this is transferred on to the routine of the performers in this scene.’® The actors are all
dressed in the distinctive two-tone blue uniform of the Russian police force, with
accompanying star-encrusted service hat and ‘moronsr’.”' When the all-male dance
troupe in YouTube/B noauyuu camply feign to slap and kick an imaginary ‘romauk’
combatant in sync with Kostiushkin’s music whilst dressed in police uniform, the
playfulness of the scene is underlined by its camp aesthetic and by the interweaving
of ironic cultural references with the reality of police violence. The ‘romuux’ is the
imaginary target in this instance, but given the notoriously indiscriminate use of
violence by the Russian police force in recent years, there is an easy slippage here
between social groups, with the ronuuk, football fan, and peaceful protester existing
on a short continuum.

Underlying the immediate humour of this high-camp dance routine is
institutionalised police violence and its indiscriminate application. These institutions
of power and law enforcement are partly queered through the scenic transformation

into the language of theatre. Following the passing of one of the most recent

* Susan Sontag, ‘On Camp’, in Against Interpretation and Other Essays (London: Penguin
Classics, 2009), pp. 275-92 (pp. 282-83).

3% The music video can be found here: Alexander Igudin, A-Dessa “Zhenshchina, ia ne
tantsuiu”, online video recording, YouTube, 20 September 2014,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9iE8b8jh2 A> [accessed 23 December 2020].

3! This lends the performance a striking resemblance to the striptease routine from the 1997
British cult film The Full Monty, which was also notable for its (albeit knowing) campness.
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censorship laws, that forbidding the ill-defined concept of ‘disrespect to authority’,
which came into law in March 2019, the inappropriate wearing of official service
uniforms has essentially been criminalised. There have been a number of incidents of
actors getting into trouble as a result of negative portrayals of figures of so-called
‘authority’, such as the case of actor Dmitrii Smolev being arrested and held in
custody for more than a week for a YouTube video in which he was dressed as a
police sergeant and pretended to be drunk.’* With this most recent legislative
development, YouTube/B nonuyuu was forcibly relocated to within the grey area of
legal uncertainty some time after its premiere in 2016, thus acquiring additional,
contextual subversiveness as a result. The fact that the show was dropped from the
theatre’s repertoire at around the same time as this incident perhaps reflected the new
atmosphere of self-censorship in the cultural sphere.

The final scene of the show differs from all the others in that the actors are not
the focus, the TV monitors are. All attention turns to the two screens positioned on the
walls that up to that point have been used as secondary props to display the scene
headings, as they were for the dance routine described above. For the finale, however,
a video clip retrieved from YouTube is shown on the screens in the original as a
video, without being translated into a scenic equivalent. According to Sontag, the
‘ultimate camp statement’ is ‘it’s good because it’s awful’.> This statement seems to
apply to the clip found by the creators of YouTube/B noauyuu and used for the show’s
finale. It was so perfect in its absurdity that it had to be shown in full on screens rather

than acted out. The background context to this clip is the Western sanctions imposed

on Russia after the events of 2014 and the subsequent ‘counter-sanctions’ by Russia

32 ProRU News Channel, Akter sygral p’ianogo politseiskogo i poluchil 8 sutok aresta, online
video recording, YouTube, 1 August 2019,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TQkc1pGvDCw> [accessed 23 December 2020].

* Sontag, p. 292.
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that placed restrictions on imports of certain food products, predominantly from the
European Union. In the wake of the so-called ‘counter-sanctions’, it became known
that Russian border patrols were seizing newly contraband goods and destroying
them. In this clip, police officers show to the camera that they are in possession of an
E.U. chicken and resolve to destroy the ‘3anpemienka’. They do this by placing the
small chicken carcass on the ground in the path of a huge old Soviet tractor, and
proceed to drive the tractor back and forth over the dead animal whilst the other
officers stand nearby, observing proceedings as witnesses, until the job is deemed
done. The sheer size of the tractor in contrast to the tiny packed chicken gives this
real-life scene a strong element of the grotesque. Too unbelievable to not be shown in
the original, the actors in their police uniforms stand to attention and salute the TV
monitors as the clip is run. For additional piquancy, the Russian national anthem
loudly rings out around the room in accompaniment. The use of genuine archival
footage from YouTube for the finale is a dramatically effective way to end the show,
whilst also reminding us that this is a work grounded in such material, if by that point
the absurdity of it all had reached such a degree that we as spectators had forgotten
the documentary-archival nature of what we are seeing. As an instance of ‘new
documentarism’, YouTube/B noauyuu is a document-based performance that draws
from the vast yet relatively untouched digital video archive that is YouTube in the
construction of its absurdist-grotesque scenes of life in a Russian police station.

With the significant caveat that YouTube is a platform owned by the world’s
largest surveillance capitalist firm Google, the online video sharing site retains huge
and still-growing potential as a source of material for documentary theatre, and indeed
for any form of art that seeks to explore questions about the present through the use of

archival documents. Making sense of the world through the collation, re-presentation,



137

and interpretation of documents has always been the operational mode of
documentary theatre and continues to be so, regardless of the particular form of
document that is used. Similar to the loosening of the limits of fine art to an expanded
field of practice in modernity, documentary theatre is benefitting from recasting the
net wider into the digital space of content sharing in the realm of social media. The
existence of this new archive and its exploitation by data miners and big tech firms
should encourage artists to do the same, as a creative, ethical response to the crisis of
democracy that surveillance capitalism has brought about.** In a simplified sense, the
use of YouTube in creating a show for Teatr Praktika is comparable to the
surveillance capitalists profiting from the platform. It takes the raw materials
willingly uploaded by its billions of users and processes them, with the ultimate aim
of making sense of them in a way that is meaningful to consumers, the difference
being that in this case it happens to be theatre goers seeking entertainment, rather than
commercial companies seeking business insights.

YouTube/B nonuyuu can perhaps be viewed as the analogue cousin of another
satirical high-camp performance to be found on YouTube. In January 2019, a group
of young male students at the Ul’ianovsk Civil Aviation Academy released a clip of
themselves dancing semi-naked around their dormitory in a memetic parody of a
parody — originally made by British Army soldiers in 2013 — of the Benny Benassi hit
pop song “Satisfaction’ (2002).>> The original music video to this song involved
scantily dressed women humorously demonstrating the functions of DIY equipment.

This copy of a copy by the Ul’ianovsk cadets led to a public furore, which threatened

3 Zuboff describes democracy as ‘under siege’ by surveillance capitalist firms. See ZubofT, p.
519.

3 Aleksei Xhlebin, Kak razviekaiut piloty mezhdu poletami, Ul’ianovsk snova znamenit,
online video recording, YouTube, 16 January 2018,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AjBuk-onVWM> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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the future careers of the young men.*® Their plight caught the imagination of Russian
social media and subsequently inspired a remarkable number of similar parodies by
groups of citizens who came out publicly in support. This included Petersburg
6a0ymku, Moscow State University skiers, MUC cadets, builders from Khimki, and a
group of sewing factory workers, to name a few. The flood of videos imitating the
Ul’ianovsk cadets were all uploaded to YouTube and helped propel the original video
to fame, with over 1.25 million views.>” Whilst this is the kind of public visibility that
fringe theatre in Russia rarely enjoys, there are notable similarities in the processes
that underlie the professional stage performance of YouTube/B noauyuu and the non-
professional home video made by the Ul’ianovsk cadets. The chief similarity between
them is their iterative quality and the ability of both to do what Lavender describes in
relation to viral YouTube video performances — to ‘morph through different frames of
reference’.’® What started off as light distraction for the Ul’ianovsk cadets during time
off quickly became political, as the video caught the attention of the authorities, and
the young men and their bodies were drawn into the overactive regulatory regime of
High Putinist conservative reactionism. As the examination of the cultural policy
documents revealed above, tight control and regulation of youth education and
development is a primary concern for the realisation of the ‘rapmoHuYHO pazBuTas
mmunocth’ of the ideal society of the future. This was clearly demonstrated in the
public castigation of the young men, which was framed in the terms of social,

political, and sexual norms.

36 See Vsevolod Boiko, “Nosit” furazhku s trusami ne zapreshcheno”. Chem zakonchilas’
istoriia s tantsami kursantov’, BBC Russian, 18 January 2018
<https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-42737449> [accessed 23 December 2020].

*7 The original video is now hosted by many different users, who have reposted it. This figure
is a rough total of those that are the most viewed at the time of writing.

** Andy Lavender, Performance in the Twenty-First Century: Theatres of Engagement
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), p. 125.
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Authenticity is cited by some scholars as the defining cultural trope of the
digital age, as we increasingly search for the ‘authentic’ in an ever more artificial,
virtual world.”” It was seemingly the element of authenticity that made the Ul’ianovsk
cadets’ parody dangerous, transgressing as it did the hardening conservative mores of
High Putinist cultural policy. Whilst YouTube/B noauyuu, by its very nature as theatre
and therefore not ‘real’, could not function with the same symbolic power, it can still
be viewed as a manifestation of what social historian James C. Scott called
‘infrapolitics’.*” Infrapolitics are the micro-political actions of resistance and/or
opposition to dominant power structures that take place every day but are invisible to,
or go unnoticed in, the open political realm. Crucially, according to Scott,
infrapolitical actions are ‘the elementary forms of political life on which more
elaborate, open, institutional forms may be built and on which they are likely to
depend for their vitality’.*' Scott locates these everyday actions in what he calls the
‘hidden transcript’, which is in contrast to the ‘public transcript’.** In this
conceptualization, there is a division between public and private discourse that
privileges the visibility of those in positions of power. In infrapolitics, discourses of
true collective feeling or opinion that are invisible in the mainstream political realm
can be detected in less visible forums outside of it. When, however, the hidden
transcript irrupts unexpectedly into the public realm, it temporarily exists in a liminal
space between private and public, making up one of the many acts of micro-resistance
that collectively form the base of real politics and without which the latter cannot

exist. Theatre, of which ‘new documentarism’ is a part, traditionally exists neither

* See, for example, Daniel Schulze, Authenticity in Contemporary Theatre and Performance:
Make It Real (London: Bloomsbury, 2017). See also Lavender, and Rutten.

“ James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1990), pp. 183-201.

! Scott, p. 200.

“2 Scott, pp. 4-5.
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fully in the hidden nor public realm, taking place behind doors, but nonetheless
accessible through the purchase of a ticket (the exceptions to this — such as street
performance, which is public, and studio theatre, which is hidden — prove the rule).
As such, theatre always has the potential to act as a conduit between the two realms.
Its liminal status as performance that is not ‘real’ provides a platform for alternative
discourses to the dominant to rise to the surface and threaten the integrity of the ‘real’
public transcript. Thus, whilst YouTube/B noruyuu could not achieve the same
explosive subversiveness as the Ul’ianovsk cadets achieved, it was nonetheless a
small but significant bellwether of broader cultural trends and collective feeling at the

time, hidden in the less visible realms of public discourse.

Locker room talk

Locker room talk is an adaptation of a play by Scottish dramatist Gary
McNair.* It is notable for a number of reasons, not least of which is the fact that it
involved an entirely female production team, down to the stage crew. The creators of
the production — director Ada Mukhina, choreographer Dar’ia luriichuk, and critic-
turned-theatre-maker Ol’ga Tarakanova — were all women below the age of thirty at
the time, and were keen to point out that ‘female’ includes anyone identifying as
such.** Given the paucity of rigorous feminist discourse in contemporary Russian

theatre, this is already a good indicator of what kind of production this is. The history

* Following the differing conventions in Russian and English capitalization of titles, Locker
room talk refers to the Russian adaptation of Gary McNair’s original Locker Room Talk
(London: Oberon Books, 2017).

* ‘Mbr Ha3BIBaEM JKeHILIMHAMU TE€X, KTO ONpeesiieT CBOU reHiep KaK EeHCKUH, U TeX, YbH
TeNna UACHTUUIUPYIOT Kak skeHckne . See production page on Meyerhold Centre website:
<http://meyerhold.ru/locker-room-talk-2/> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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of Locker room talk starts at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in 2017, when Mukhina
was in attendance at a performance of McNair’s verbatim play about the phenomenon
of so-called ‘locker room talk’, which is the often misogynistic, sexist, derogatory
discourse that goes on behind closed doors in the exclusively male homosocial space,
typified by the ‘locker room’ or changing room. The play was inspired by the
revelations of the sexist language used by then new US President Donald Trump as he
described what amounted to sexual harassment to a journalist in 2005, and his later
dismissal of this language as mere ‘locker room banter’.* McNair set out to explore
this phenomenon further, and his play is described as ‘honest conversations with men
when women are not around’.*

More than a year after seeing McNair’s verbatim drama about male ‘locker
room talk’ in Edinburgh, Mukhina participated in the Meyerhold Centre’s Blackbox
residency programme, which in its 2018 edition was dedicated to documentary
theatre. The art-director of the Meyerhold Centre, Elena Koval’skaia, wished to
reconsider the documentary form as a technique of theatre making, questioning its
applicability and utility some two decades after its emergence as a major force in
post-Soviet Russian theatre. Writing in an article for Teatr journal, Koval’skaia
attributed this interrogation of the old documentary methods to the participants in the

residency:

* David A. Fahrenthold, ‘Trump recorded having extremely lewd conversation about women
in 2005°, Washington Post, 8 October 2016
<https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-recorded-having-extremely-lewd-
conversation-about-women-in-2005/2016/10/07/3b9ce776-8cb4-11e6-bf8a-
3d26847eeed4_story.html> [accessed 23 December 2020].

“ Website of Gary McNair: <https://www.garymcnair.co.uk/locker-room-talk/> [accessed 23
December 2020].
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Ee yyacTHMKM YCOMHMIIUCH B TOM METOJIE, KOTOPbIM C HUMH JEJININCh
Kypartopsl Cama JlenucoBa u Anexcannp PoanoHoB. DTOT MeTo1 — BepOaTuM,
JNIEKABIIMH B OCHOBE MOCTCOBETCKOBO JOKYMEHTATILHOTO TeaTpa.”

In an interview I conducted with Mukhina, however, she contradicted Koval’skaia’s
version of events, giving credit precisely to Koval’skaia for challenging the

participants to re-think the possibilities of the genre:

Ora mabopaTtopusi, KOTopyto oHH caenanu B [[1IMe, ona Oblia mocBsieHa
HOBOH JJOKYMEHTAJIBHOCTH, TO €CTh OHU IIBITAJIUCH, IOCKOJIBKY TaMm I'peMuHa
u Yrapos ymepiu, Enena KoBanbsckasi, kotopast pykoBoaurenbHuua Lienrpa,
KOTOpasi X XOpoILLO 3Hala, ckazaina: 20 JeT yxe TeaTpy JOKYMEHTaJIbHOMY B
Poccun, Hano nepeocMbIciATh ero. Kak Mbl BOOOIIE O-APYTroMy €ro MOXeM
nenars.*®

The Blackbox programme at the Meyerhold Centre always entails the participants
submitting proposals for productions at the conclusion of the residency. The most
promising proposal is selected, given financial and practical backing, and ultimately
shown on the theatre’s Main Stage. As a result of this laboratory, Mukhina suggested
to Turiichuk and Tarakanova that they propose — as an all-female working group — to
adapt McNair’s verbatim text, exploring the effect of misogynistic language on the
female body. Their proposal was selected, and the Russian adaptation of McNair’s
play premiered at the Meyerhold Centre in June 2019. Although the status of this
production as a documentary work is not immediately apparent by conventional
standards, in the context of McNair’s verbatim text and of the Meyerhold Centre’s
documentary laboratory programme, it becomes apparent that, similarly to the
previous two works in this chapter, we are dealing with the ‘new documentarism’

sought by Koval’skaia.

7 Koval’skaia, ‘Krutye pandusy’, p. 55. Aleksandr Rodionov is the son of Elena Gremina.
* Mukhina, Unpublished interview.
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If in the verbatim method, theatre makers sought a social group or individual
as an object of investigation, then the generation of ‘new documentarists’ has a
tendency to take itself as its object. There is a process of subjectivization here similar
to that which occurred with the rise of identity politics and third-wave feminism (to
which Locker room talk is connected by the feminist activists involved in the work).
This process is also visible in the work of Teatr.doc after 2010, when the search for
objectivity and the ‘zero position’ were partly abandoned in favour of subjective
truths and explorations of subjectivity more generally. Where Locker room talk
departs from documentary theatre is in its de-centring of the text, and in its
employment of somatic practices from contemporary dance, performance art, and
participatory theatre. In this approach, it has much in common with the winner of the
Blackbox residency from the previous year, Koncmumyyus (although stylistically
they are very different). Under Koval’skaia’s stewarding, this kind of document-based
performance that reflects an expanded field of documentary practice seems to be an
emerging trend at the Meyerhold Centre.

What the spectator sees unfold during a performance of Locker room talk is an
investigation — the working methods of the team in their attempts to unpack and
comprehend the verbatim text that lies at the base of the production. The performance
is presented in the form of a conference, with presentations, slideshows, and panel
discussions. It opens with the projection of the running order on to a large screen
positioned in the centre of the stage. It is worth noting in this regard that the stage is
configured as a ‘black box’ space, so although there is a delineation between
performance space and auditorium where the spectators are seated, the stage is not
raised from the level of the first row of seats. This means that audience members can

be summoned on to the stage without difficulty. This is especially important for the
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final scene, or ‘moknan’ as they are called, where spectators must be able to enter the
performance space quickly and with ease, when they are individually summoned. The
other notable features of the stage set-up include a long table positioned stage right,
where the mixing desk is stationed in plain view, rather than hidden out of sight as is
customary. Performers sit at the table when not directly involved in the presentation
taking place. They sit behind laptop screens, surrounded by microphones and cables.
Stage left is a green screen and camcorder on a tripod, waiting expectantly to be
brought into the action.

If there is any doubt about the seriousness of the creators’ intent, it is quickly
dispelled as they introduce their work from behind slick transparent lecterns that give
an impression of weightlessness. In images reminiscent of Meierkhol’d’s futurist
production of Maiakovskii’s Kizon (1929), the presenters are equipped with clipboards
and headsets, and are dressed in costumes that resemble lab coats and medical scrubs,
designed by contemporary Petersburg artist Anastasiia Kizilova. This format of
conference-performance is a close relative of the lecture-performance genre pioneered
in recent years most notably by French social scientist and philosopher Bruno
Latour.” This trend is also visible in the hugely popular phenomenon of TED Talks
and its many imitators, which are all products of the rise of the internet and of
YouTube as an online free digital archive, as explored earlier in relation to YouTube/B
noauyuu. The first thing that the audience is presented with in Locker room talk is a
schedule for the conference-performance, which gives a good sense of the themes that
will be addressed. This appeared projected on to a large screen in full view of the

audience and looked as follows:

4 See, for example, Latour’s 2018 lecture-performance Inside, available in two different
versions on YouTube.
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pacnucanne kKoHpepeHuu mo Tekcry locker room talk:

PaBEHCTBO (JOKJII-UHCTPYKIIMS) — HACTS KOBAJIbYYK, callla JOJroBa

CUCTEMBI OLICHKH (IOKIIaA-Ki1accu(uKaIms) — Jamra puidyK, aaa MyxuHa

ujeanbHas KEeHIIMHA (TaHeJIbHAsI IUCKYCCHsI) — OJIbra TapakaHOBa, aJlkca
KHOMH

tTokcuyHas uzaeololorus [sic] (apdexTuBHBII neppopManc) — KOst HOCKEIbH
et al.

€CJIM TBOSI MaMa YCIIBIIINT (BEpOATUM-PAII) — KOJUIEKTUBHAS IPE3eHTaLUs

BO3paKEHHS (CIIEHA-TPEHAXKEP) — aia MyxHHa et al.

3aKpBITHE (CHEKYIATHBHBIN (ypier)

In McNair’s original play, there are fourteen sections dealing with different aspects of
toxic masculine discourse. Here it is cut down to six sections, with the audience being
invited on stage for a seventh, in what is effectively the post-performance discussion.
This is in the best tradition of Russian documentary theatre, where the post-
performance discussion is an essential component, but here it is reconfigured into a
less familiar format — the ¢ypmer, or buffet reception, complete with a selection of
fruit, biscuits, and confectionery for the audience to enjoy whilst informally
interacting with each other and discussing their impressions with the performers.
Mukhina cites a lack of time and resources that prevented the team from investigating
and presenting on every section of McNair’s text (they managed less than half).
However, from a spectator’s perspective, the performance did not suffer from a lack
of material, and indeed perhaps benefitted from the enforced cuts, which had the

effect of making the choices of specific topics more targeted and selective, even if this
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was not entirely by design. The list of ‘moxmaner’ indicates the uncompromising
feminist critique of toxic masculinity, casual sexism, and patriarchy more broadly that
is to come. Some of the key moments from the performance will be described in more
detail to reflect on the tactics used by the creators for convincing the audience that
‘locker room talk’ is a social problem worth addressing.

According to Mukhina, sections one and two were made first, performed as
preliminary sketches for the Meyerhold Centre management and staff, as a way of
monitoring the progress of the newly-commissioned work as it was taking shape.
Entitled ‘paBenctBO’ and ‘cuctemsl onieHkn’, they both confront the gender inequality
that continues to exist in contemporary society in spite of many wishing to believe to
the contrary. The performers start by repeating aloud the warning contained in the

description on the webpage:

CriekTakiib MOKET BBI3BATh CIIOKHBIC M/MITH HEMIPUATHBIC TIEPE)KUBAHUS Y
JO/IeH, IMEIOLINX TPAaBMAaTHYECKUH OMBIT SMOLIMOHAIBHOTO HITH
usmueckoro Hacumms.

They go on to list the ‘trigger warnings’, so as to fully inform their audience about
what they are going to see. These warnings include ‘momnuibie ryTku, HCHOpMAaTUBHAS
JIeKCHKa, ToMO(OOHBIE M PACHCTCKUE BBICKA3bIBAHUS, PUTOPHKA MYKCKOTO
JOMHHUPOBAHHS, OLIEHKA TeNl ¥ AeryManu3amus xenmmn’.”' All these features come
out with especial clarity in the second ‘moxman’, which explores the ‘scoring’ systems
used by men to evaluate women’s looks. As to be expected, these are entirely
superficial evaluative systems, and are extremely crude. There is a particularly
damning scene in which the group explores the evaluation of a woman as a ‘paper bag

job’ — this involves Iuriichuk putting various different kinds of carrier bag over her

** Meyerhold Centre website.
> Tbid.
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head, in an attempt to investigate the practicality of concealing a woman’s head
during sex. The unsurprising conclusion is that it is not only discomforting and
impractical but also poses a real danger of suffocation. Although this experiment
takes a piece of ‘locker room banter’ and literalises it in a manner that few would
intend in practice, it nonetheless starkly reveals the implicit violence that underlies
this kind of casual sexist language that occurs without thought or reflection on its
implications.

The paper bag scene is combined with an investigation into the problematic
notion of the ‘ideal’ female body, which is mentioned in the original text in reference
to the character played by TV star Pamela Anderson in the hit US series Baywatch.”
To probe this idea in combination with the previous one, Mukhina changes into a red
swimsuit similar to the one famously worn by Anderson, and in front of the green
screen she begins to run on the spot. Using the camcorder in conjunction with a
handheld iPhone, they are able to project onstage a livestream video of Mukhina
running along a generic beach with her face distorted, in order to achieve both notions
of the ‘ideal body’ and the ‘paper bag job’ simultaneously. Although there is a heavy
dose of irony in this literalised enactment of a male discourse not necessarily intended
to be taken literally — and indeed it drew a great deal of laughter and astonished
bemusement from the (predominantly female) audience — it is intended to make a
serious point. Clearly, however, the emotional response will be different for different
genders. Whilst for cis women it may be shocking, revelatory, infuriating, or
informative (or perhaps none of these), for cis men it is more likely to be
embarrassing, shameful, reflective, challenging to identity and/or self, and re-

evaluative (or perhaps none of these).

%2 Anderson starred from 1992 to 1997, although the show itself ran from 1989 to 1999.
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One of the questions for the theatre makers in their preliminary investigations
had been to what extent misogynistic discourse is universal or particular to country or
language. This was answered in one of the internal previews at the Meyerhold Centre
when, upon seeing this scene, one of the young male directors from the theatre
commented to the team: ‘Hy a 4ye TaKOro-T0, €CTECTBEHHO, TaKas IIyTKa C TTAKETOM,
elle B IKOJIE IIyTHIIA, a ge Takoro-1o?”>> This was much to the surprise of the
creative team of young women, who had not known prior to this that such a joke
existed amongst men in Russia, as well as in the English-speaking world. The
difficulty cis men have in understanding why these issues are important to women,
and indeed why the phenomenon of ‘locker room talk’ is a problem at all, was aptly
reflected in the response by then artistic director of the theatre, Viktor Ryzhakov, who
was allegedly struggling to grasp what the all-female creative team were trying to
achieve with their performance. Koval’skaia wrote in Teatr journal how Ryzhakov
doubted that ‘ero aBropok aeiicTBuTEIBHO Gecrokout cexcuam’.”” In our interview,

Mukhina commented on this:

My>x4uuHa, pyKOBOJIUTENb> UHCTUTYIIUN, HAYMHACT CIIPAIINBATh KCHIIWH,

3a4eM BbI CTABUTE MbECY O CEKCHU3ME, B UeM Bailia 11ejib? OH peanbHO He
55

CedeT, 4TOo 3TO MpoOIeMHas caMa Mo cede UCTOPUSI.

As Mukhina points out, the problem is not just the ‘locker room’ language itself. The
problem also lies in the inability of many men to appreciate why it is an issue or even
to acknowledge it as such. This is where the scenes that investigate the content and
implications of ‘locker room’ language and toxic masculinity more generally can be

effective — they can initiate processes of re-evaluation, in the knowledge that it is not

> Mukhina.
> Koval’skaia, ‘Krutye pandusy’, p. 53.
>* Mukhina.
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a quick or easy task, and that general awareness is the first step towards challenging
and eventually overturning entrenched forms of patriarchy.

The four sections that follow the first two are variations on a theme,
employing different presentational methods in an attempt to explore the issues from a
variety of angles. These are respectively labelled as ‘manenpHas nuckyccus’,
‘addexTuBHBIN eppopmanc’, ‘BepdbatuM-pan’, and ‘criena-tpeHaxep’. The first two
of these include the involvement of a trans woman, Alisa Kibin, as well as someone
currently transitioning, Kolia Noekel’n. They both separately explore the emotional
complexities and practical difficulties of being trans in contemporary Russia, and
familiarise audiences with common questions surrounding, for example, language
(gendered pronouns and verbs, etc.). These presentations not only help to answer
questions that the uninitiated may have, but also importantly give a rare public
platform to representatives of the trans community. An extra dimension is added to
each performance of Locker room talk by the changing physiognomy and appearance
over time of Kolia Noekel’n as they are in the process of transitioning. This aspect
emphasises the event-ness of the performance for the audience, as each iteration is
definitively unique due to Noekel’n’s ever-evolving ‘addextuBHbIi nepdopmanc’.
The title of his ‘moxnan’ — Tokcuunas uaeololorust — has the Roman letters ‘lol’
incongruously sitting in the middle of the Cyrillic letters of the word ‘uneonorus’.
This refers to McNair’s original verbatim text where, in a slip of the tongue, a man
being interviewed describes feminism as a ‘toxic ideolology’ [sic].”® The decision to
keep the Roman letters in amongst the Cyrillic additionally brings out the presence of
the English acronym ‘lol” — millennial text speak for ‘laugh out loud” — which has

passed into Russian usage. So-called ‘lol culture’ speaks to the themes of the

% McNair, Locker Room Talk, pp. 34, 41.
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production: where anything can be dismissed as a casual joke, not to be taken
seriously or allowed to offend, by the addendum (spoken or written) of the now
ubiquitous acronym ‘lol’, there are additional barriers to calling out problematic and
offensive language. Challenging ‘lol culture’ for its complicity in perpetuating toxic
discourse continues into the penultimate presentation — ‘ecyiv TBOSI MamMa yCIJBIIIUAT —
in which many of the most derogatory and sexist so-called ‘jokes’ are compiled into a
verbal montage and fired at the audience in quick succession. This has the effect of
compounding many of the issues raised in the previous sections and overloading the
spectator with the extent to which ‘locker room talk’ has entrenched itself as a
normalised form of discourse in the exclusively male social domain.

All of the previous sections in one way or another combine to set up for the
final performed section — ‘Bo3paxkenue’. This is led by Mukhina, who prior to the
making of Locker room talk studied contemporary theatre practice in Berlin and
London, where she became acquainted with Augusto Boal’s ‘theatre of the
oppressed’. Labelled a ‘ciena-tpenaxep’, this section is a demonstration of Boal’s
practice of so-called ‘forum theatre’.”” The concept of ‘forum theatre’ is to activate
the spectator by motivating them to take direct action through intervention in the
scene being performed. The use of the word ‘forum’ is not accidental, emphasising
the roots of the concept in the Roman forum, where people met in public to discuss
and exchange ideas. ‘Forum theatre’ is just one aspect of Boal’s broader umbrella
term, the ‘theatre of the oppressed’, which he intended as an emancipatory form of
engagement between theatre practitioners and society. He says the following about

the place of the spectator in his theatre:

*7 See Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, trans. by Charles A. & Maria-Odilia Leal
McBride (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1985), pp. 139-42.
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In order to understand this poetics of the oppressed one must keep in mind its
main objective: to change the people — ‘spectators’, passive beings in the
theatrical phenomenon — into subjects, into actors, transformers of the
dramatic action.™

Whilst parallels can be drawn here to Lehmann’s conceptualizing of the active
spectator in his later formulation of postdramatic theatre, a more lateral connection is
to the ideas of social historian James C. Scott, mentioned above in connection with
YouTube/B nonuyuu. According to Scott, the ‘hidden transcript’ that occasionally
breaks out into the open and challenges the power vertical in a given social hierarchy
‘has a prehistory that explains its capacity to produce political breakthroughs’.> This
prehistory usually takes the form of ‘infrapolitics’ that Scott detects everywhere in the
everyday life of oppressed social groups. Approaching Boal’s conceptualization of the
‘theatre of the oppressed’ from the perspective of Scott, we see a deliberate attempt to
force the hidden transcript out into the public domain by means of training exercises

or rehearsals. As Boal states:

Maybe the theatre in itself is not revolutionary, but these theatrical forms are
without doubt a rehearsal of revolution. [...] Within its fictitious limits, the
experience is a concrete one.

The ‘revolution’ that Boal refers to is the overturning of established oppressive power
hierarchies through openly challenging them, which necessarily constitutes the hidden
transcript irrupting into the public one. This ‘challenge’, according to Boal, can and

must be rehearsed in advance, to increase the chances of success:

% Boal, p. 122.
* Scott, p. 227.
% Boal, p. 141. Italics in original.
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The rehearsal stimulates the practice of the act in reality. [...] The practice of
these theatrical forms creates a sort of uneasy sense of incompleteness that
seeks fulfillment through real action.®'

As suggested by the title of the ‘moxman’ — Bo3pakenue (cueHa-TpeHaxep) — this
scene in Locker room talk is to be one such rehearsal, training the spectators to object
in a social situation where otherwise the offensive ‘locker room banter’ would go
unchallenged. Mukhina goes about this by constructing a scenario based on a drinking
game in which men are called ‘myxwuxu’ and women are called ‘cykn’, for no good
reason other than that being the convention of the game. Using the ‘forum theatre’
model, the scene is acted out once by the performers, then it is repeated, but this time
the spectators are invited to intervene in the scene to try to alter the behaviour of the
performers in the game with the ultimate aim of changing its outcome. The
performers come prepared in advance to try to cover every possible eventuality and to
work out ways to always circumvent the intervention of the spectator so that the same
outcome is always reached. This intransigence is intended to demonstrate the deep-
rootedness of oppressive social hierarchies and the exceptional difficulty in
overcoming them, but through proactive engagement with the exercise and trial-and-
error perseverance it should always be possible to beat the system and re-write the
outcome of the scene.

Discussing the role of the spectator in this form of theatre, Boal clarifies:

The spectator [...] changes the dramatic action, tries out solutions, discusses
plans for change — in short, trains himself for real action.®®

The spectators in the performance of Locker room talk that I observed were not afraid

to get involved, and they tried out various tactics to change the rules of the game so as

5! Boal, p. 142.
52 Boal, p. 122.
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to eradicate the casual use of derogatory sexist language. Whilst the first couple of
spectators-turned-participants (including one man) tried and failed to circumnavigate
the rules of the game away from casual misogyny, it was clear that the trial-and-error
process was having an effect, as the behaviour and tactics employed by the
performers against each new intervening spectator became more arbitrary and thus
more ridiculous from an outside perspective. The most successful intervention came
from a female spectator who, after repeated requests to the performers to cease using
sexist language, resorted to throwing over the drinks tray, and so preventing the others
from continuing the game. In this iteration of the scene, the spectator-participant
simply refused to allow the game to continue if the other participants did not alter
their behaviour and this meant ultimately bringing the game to a halt. This was a
successful example of an intervention that fulfilled the objective of ‘forum theatre’ —
firstly to call out and secondly to disrupt social oppression in daily life, in order to be
a vehicle for positive change.

The description on the Meyerhold Centre website states that, amongst other
things, Locker room talk ‘moncreruBaet moJMTUIECKOE BOOOPAKEHUE U MPEJIaraet
IPOCTPaHCTBO s (pemunmcTcKoit yrommn®.”® The ‘feminist utopia’ referred to here
emerges out of the exercise in ‘forum theatre’, during which objection to and
intervention in an oppressive situation is rehearsed with the spectators as a part of the
performance, in the hope that a similar situation in real life could be successfully
challenged in the future. Social equality and respect — of oneself and others —are a far
cry from blindly misogynist fears of what a feminist utopia might look like. Once the
‘forum theatre’ rehearsal ends, it gives way to the actual forum: the audience is

invited on stage to start discussions with each other and with the performers about any

% Meyerhold Centre website.
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or all of the issues arising from what they have seen and felt during the performance,
as well as to share and exchange personal stories of their own that are related to the
problem of ‘locker room’ discourse.

To give additional insight into what the creative team behind Locker room talk
were trying to achieve, it is worth quoting Mukhina at length, speaking about how
she, Iuriichuk, and Tarakanova together went about choosing the other participants

they wanted involved in the project:

B «JIokepe» MbI 3Banu ¢ co00i paboTaTh Jr0/IeH HE U3 TeaTpa, TO €CTh,
Hanpumep, Anuca Kubun — ona qumxeit. To ect oHa HEKOT1a He padoTana B
Tearpe. Mbl HOAyMalu — 0, IPUKOJIBHO, MOXKET OBITh, HAM B35Th BCEX
OCTaJIbHBIX TOXKE B TAKOM K€ KIIIOUE, TO €CTh Xy/10’)KHHIIA U3 COBPEMEHHOTO
HCKYCCTBA, OHA TOXE HUKOT/Ia He padoTaia B Tearpe. ITo ObUIO TSHKEINO0, HO
MHTEPECHBIN pe3ynbTatr noayuuics. M XyqoxkHUIa 110 KOCTIOMaM TOXE HE U3
TeaTpa, OHa IPOCTO XyJOKHUIIA. Y Hee Obuta CBOS IMHUS oJ1exabl. HacTs
Kusunosa, ona Toxxe peMuHUCTKA. MBI IPOCTO €if HaNKMCcalu U CKa3aly,
cilylIaii, xo4eub ¢ HaMu. OHa TOBOPUT — JJaBaMTE sl BAM 3Ty CBOIO JIMHHIO
OJICXKJIbI, KOTOPYIO 51 pa3padaThiBaja, TyMasi TOKE O BCIKUX (PEMHHHCTCKHX
IITYKax, JaBalTe g HA BAC €€ CleNalo. *

Similar to some of the examples of Teatr.doc’s ‘civic theatre’ seen in the previous
chapter, the makers of Locker room talk went about bringing in non-theatrical people
to collaborate on their project. This situates the production outside of the institutional
norms of the theatre, which is a reflection of its theme: feminist activism as a
marginal outsider to dominant patriarchy. This is true even for an institution as
progressive and experimental as the Meyerhold Centre, in which the (male) artistic
director doubted the motives of the (female) creative team, and yet which is needless
to say one of the only theatres in Moscow where a performance of this kind could

have been made.

% Mukhina.
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Much as Boal’s ‘theatre of the oppressed’ is a radically inclusive participatory
practice that nonetheless remains theatre, the creators of Locker room talk likewise
assembled a team from outside the theatre to create a work that is fundamentally and
intensely theatrical. Taking the initiative from Boal, this production targets oppressive
power hierarchies in the linguistic field through revealing the existence of the
problem, investigating why it is a problem, and rehearsing for future direct action. If
Boal’s theatre was a harbinger of the theatres of engagement that characterise the
contemporary era, its techniques still have something to offer to theatre makers
seeking to re-imagine the possibilities of working with documents to create socially
engaged (and, no less importantly, engaging) work. In its employment of Boal, the
politics of Locker room talk intersect with broader global trends in contemporary
theatre. For example, the UK-based theatre collective Earth Ensemble (which is
affiliated with the Extinction Rebellion climate activist movement) extensively
employs the theories and practices of the ‘theatre of the oppressed’ in its work.®

At first glance, Locker room talk may not appear to be a work of documentary
theatre, but upon closer inspection it emerges as such, answering Koval’skaia’s call to
the emerging generation of theatre makers to rethink the possibilities of the genre.
Like the two other productions considered in this chapter, Locker room talk uses
documents as the raw material for its experimental performance practices. These three
document-based performances each in their own way expand the field of documentary
theatre, contributing to the emergence of a ‘new documentarism’, which
correspondingly contains new discourses and new horizons for engagement with the

social and the political in the world at large.

% Acquaintance with the working methods and practices of Earth Ensemble was gained from
participation in a workshop led by the group as part of the symposium ‘Theatre and Climate
Change’, held at the University of Oxford on 7 March 2020.
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3) Body Politics: ‘HoBast npama’ in High Putinism

The concept of ‘HoBast npama’ has been much debated and contested since its
inception in 2002, meaning different things for different people. This has ranged from
claims of a coherent transnational artistic movement to — most simply — new writing.
Whilst claims that ‘HoBast apama’ had run its course at the end of the first decade of
this century have proved to be premature, its nature over the past decade has
undeniably changed. Most notably, ‘HoBast apama’ is no longer the ‘transnational
project’ that it once was — after the events in Ukraine in 2014, it more or less split into
its constituent nations and, particularly in the case of Ukraine, into its respective
national languages.' That said, however, 2020 witnessed the largest number of
submissions of Russian-language new plays to Moscow’s Liubimovka Festival in its
thirty year history (815 scripts), and this continues to include submissions from
Ukraine and Belarus, as well as other countries from the former Soviet Union and
around the world where there are Russian-speaking diasporas. Even within Russia
itself, ‘HoBas apama’ is continually declared to be over, by theatre makers and critics
alike. In an interview with the theatre director Zarema Zaudinova of Teatr.doc on this

topic in 2019, for example, she stated:

Co cMmepthio ['pemuHOI 1 YrapoBa, 3TOT EPUO B TEATPE 3aKOHUMIICA. Y Ke
COBCEM Jpyrasi peaJlbHOCTb. MBI )KMBEM B ApyroM Mupe, B Apyrou Poccun,
4yeM Ta, KoTopas Obuia B nepuoa ‘Hosoit qpamsr’. [...] B 2012 rony crpana
IIOMEHSIAach, nocie ‘boioTHoro aena’.

Zaudinova here considers the major turning point to have been the violent suppression

of the opposition to Putin’s re-election in 2012, which culminated in the arrests of a

"'See J.A.E. Curtis, ‘Introduction’, in New Drama in Russian: Performance, Politics and
Protest in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), p. 1.
2 Zarema Zaudinova, Unpublished interview with author, Moscow, September 2019.
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number of protesters on Bolotnaia Square and their subsequent imprisonment in a
case that came to be known as ‘bonornoe meno’. However, it was not until the loss in
2018 of the creators and driving forces of the ‘HoBas npama’ movement, Mikhail
Ugarov and Elena Gremina, that its coherence and unity as a project suffered a
setback from which it is unlikely to recover. For Zaudinova, the ‘HoBas npama’
movement has served its purpose — there are now new kinds of plays in Russia that
are written and staged, and its legacy is a number of theatres, in Moscow and
elsewhere, that specialise in new writing.

Although Zaudinova claims that the opportunities for staging new works are
fewer than in the heyday of ‘HoBas apama’, nonetheless a handful of works from the
main competition of the annual Liubimovka Festival usually get noticed and make the
difficult transition from rehearsed reading to full stage production. The winner of the
Brewhouse Stage Grant — which is an annual grant awarded to the most promising
new play in the festival, to facilitate bringing the work to the stage as a full production
— at the 2017 Liubimovka Festival was Belarusian Andrei Ivanov’s C yuunuwa. This
play went on to be staged in Moscow at the state-financed Pushkin Theatre, and
subsequently elsewhere, including in Serov, in a production that garnered Ivanov a
Golden Mask nomination for ‘best work by a dramatist’.> In 2018, the strong female
showing at the Liubimovka was affirmed by the awarding of the Brewhouse Stage
Grant to Ol’ga Shiliaeva’s 28 oneu. The full production premiered the following year
on the stage of Teatr.doc, and in a repetition of Ivanov’s success the previous year,
gained the debutant dramatist a nomination in the same Golden Mask category, as

well as two further nominations in other categories (‘small-form drama’ and ‘best

? This also included a nomination in the category of ‘best small-form drama’. See Golden
Mask website <http://www.goldenmask.ru/fest 24 183.htmI> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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work by a director’).* Other plays from the 2018 Liubimovka to receive full stage
productions include Maria Ogneva’s 3a 6envim kponuxom at the Meyerhold Centre,
and Aleksei Oleinikov’s play-in-verse Xze63as00, which premiered in the Eastern
Siberian city of Krasnoiarsk some two years after its rehearsed reading at the festival.’
The conversion rate from rehearsed reading to full stage production overall
remains low, however, and one of the problems faced by emerging dramatists in the
second and third decades of this century is actually the success of the first generation
of ‘Hoas npama’ writers, many of whom have broken through on to the stages of the
state theatres and have been integrated into the theatrical hierarchy. Writers such as
Ivan Vyrypaev, Mikhail Durnenkov, Pavel Priazhko, and Iaroslava Pulinovich
dominate the programming of new works by the state-funded theatres, meaning that
opportunities for lesser-known or untried writers have become harder to come by.
Whilst Teatr.doc is famous for being financially independent from the state, allowing
it full artistic freedom, it nonetheless used to apply for and receive grants for
individual projects. This came to an end with the crackdowns on the cultural sphere
that followed the war with Ukraine and the introduction of a more actively
interventionist cultural policy, as outlined in the introduction. The decision to tie state
funding to political loyalty to the regime meant Teatr.doc became strictly off-limits
for the receipt of cultural grants, further starving it of funds and exacerbating the lack
of opportunities for staging new works independently of the state. However, as the
examples above demonstrate, new works of drama continue to filter through in a

small number on to the stages of both state-funded and independent theatres. Whether

* See Golden Mask 2020 nominations page: <https://www.goldenmask.ru/fest 26 _198.html>
[accessed 23 December 2020].

> Xne63ae00 opened the 2020 season at the Krasnoiarskskii TIuZ, directed by Nikita
Betekhtin, who at the same theatre one year earlier also directed a production of Masha
Kontorovich’s Mama, mue omopsano pyky, a play that featured in the main competition of the
2017 Liubimovka Festival.
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we still want to call this ‘HoBas npama’ or not, it continues in the same historical
lineage, centred around the Liubimovka Festival and Teatr.doc. The wave of
legislative changes after 2012 that ushered in a new era of censorship and Socialist-
Realist-style cultural ideology has significantly altered the conditions for theatre
making in Russia in recent years, making it necessary to talk about ‘Hoas apama’
before and after 2012. ‘HoBas apama’ in High Putinism is, therefore, both a
continuation of the well-established artistic movement from the first decade of this
century, and distinct from it.

This chapter examines three examples of plays from the High Putinist period
that continue the traditions of ‘HoBas apama’. It considers the politics and aesthetics
of these works, which are concerned primarily with the body and corporeal forms of
subjectivity. Whilst the body is not a new preoccupation for twenty-first-century
Russian drama, it has become increasingly politicised as a result of the formation of
the ‘HOBast Mojienb KynbTypHO# otk , which foregrounds the body, particularly
that of youth, at the centre of its conservative-nationalist ideological project.

The first play to be considered is Dmitrii Danilov’s award-winning Yenogex
uz Ilooonvcka, which beat Ivanov’s aforementioned C yuuiuwa to the Golden Mask
award for ‘best work by a dramatist’ in 2018. This was a Teatr.doc production,
directed by Mikhail Ugarov. The fact that a Teatr.doc production was competing with
a Liubimovka Festival winner for the ‘best dramatist’ prize in that year shows the
important role that these institutions of the ‘HoBast aqpama’ movement continue to play
in the landscape of specifically new writing in Russia, in spite of the marginalization
and blacklisting of Teatr.doc itself. Yenosex uz I[looonsvcka takes a story typical in
recent years on Russian social media newsfeeds — a young man being arbitrarily

arrested without pretext or explanation and interrogated in a local police station — and
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turns it into a philosophical exploration of human perception. Police violence upon
the mind and body of the arrestee focuses the viewer’s attention on the prevailing
body politics of High Putinism. There is a further reflection here on one of the
mantras of ‘Hosast npama’ — the ‘zero position’ — and its place in theatre aesthetics
during a time of conservative-authoritarian reaction.’

The second play is Valerii Pecheikin’s @urocogul, unu Benuxas opeus. This
work featured at the Liubimovka in 2016 but has never received a full stage
production. It is unlikely that this will be possible for as long as the current state
cultural policy and the accompanying legal restrictions remain in place. Tashkent-
born Pecheikin emerged out of the Liubimovka Festival in the late 2000s and has
established himself in recent years as the in-house dramatist for Kirill
Serebrennikov’s Gogol Centre. By his own admission, he writes few new plays
nowadays, so this work is an example of how one of the big names from the second
generation of ‘HoBas npama’ writers has moved away from text-based new writing to
focus more on visual theatre and film. This play displays a politics that rejects the
normative regimes of High Putinism in relation to gender and sexuality, promoting
instead a liberal politics of the body and sexual difference.

The final play is the aforementioned Liubimovka grant-winning and 2019
Golden Mask-nominated 28 oneii, by Ol’ga Shiliaeva. This work was described by its
producers and by critics alike as a ‘bemurnncrckas oparopus’.’ It addresses the topic
of the menstrual cycle, and the associated social, political, and economic issues that

make this subject taboo in contemporary Russia. The challenging of taboos has been

% The ‘zero position’ is essential in any analysis of ‘Hosas gpama’. As one critic commented
in 2013, ‘B KakOM-TO CMEBICJIE HOJIb-TIO3UIIHASI — 3TO ¥ ecTh mo3unus H/I [Hoso#t apamer]’.
See Timur Khakimov, ‘Obnulenie nol’-pozitsii’, Iskusstvo kino, 5 (2013)
<http://old.kinoart.ru/archive/2013/05/obnulenie-nol-pozitsii> [accessed 23 December 2020].
"It is decribed as such on the production’s website page, for example:
<https://teatrdoc.ru/events.php?id=258> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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identified as one of the main traits in the emergence of the ‘HoBas ngpama’
movement.® Taboos — the number of which has been on the increase since the
conservative-authoritarian turn in Russia — are the markers of ideological norms in
society, and are thus often the frontier of conflict, charting the shifting lines of
cultural and political discourse. In High Putinist ideology, taboos should be left
unchallenged and social antagonism ideally eradicated, meaning that artistic works
which challenge the political consensus become undesirable elements, even labelled
as ‘mceBmokynbTypa’ in official state documents (see introduction). In its tackling of a
major social taboo, Shiliaeva’s play represents a continuation of the political tradition
of the ‘HoBas npama’ movement. Taken together, the works by these three
playwrights demonstrate the continued capacity of specifically written drama as a
form of theatre to reflect on and question the social and political order of the world

around it.

Yenoeex uz Ilooonvcka

Dmitrii Danilov’s Yenosek uz I[lodonscka is one of the most successful new
works of Russian drama in recent years. It premiered at Teatr.doc on 25 May 2017,
and was followed by productions in theatres across Russia and abroad: besides
Moscow, there have been productions in Noril’sk, Sterlitamak, laroslavl’, Kostroma,

Omsk, Ioshkar-Ola, Sarov, Krasnoiarsk, Samara, and Irkutsk, as well as in Minsk and

¥ “OmHa U3 OCHOBHBIX 3a7a4 KHOBOIT ApaMbI» — cHsTHE Taby’. Marina Davydova, in Eduard
Boiakov, Marina Davydova and Daniil Dondurei, ‘Nuzhny novye formy, novye formy
nuzhny?’ Iskusstvo kino, 2 (2004), 18-31 (p. 28).
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Berlin.” In a period when relatively few new writers have made it on to the stages of
state-funded theatres — and when new works are staged they are predominantly by the
established names of ‘Hoas npama’ from the previous decade — Danilov’s theatrical
debut stands out. Danilov is not a new name, however — he was already an established
writer and poet, twice nominated for the Russian national literature prize ‘bonbias
kHura’, and subsequently the recipient in 2019 of the prestigious Andrei Bely Prize.
Whilst Danilov’s debut play may have taken the theatre world by storm, it was
accused by some who were familiar with his literary output of repeating the same
ideas.'” Nonetheless, Danilov’s receipt of the Golden Mask for the best work by a
dramatist in 2018, in what was only the second year of this category’s existence, was
a major achievement for a debut play, especially given that it was a Teatr.doc
production.'!

How to explain this surprising mainstream success, then, of a work associated
with the marginalized Teatr.doc, in regional state theatres not known for
experimentation and risk-taking? On first appearance, this is a play about police
violence and the arbitrary abuse of power, so how is it that the staging of the play was
even covered by the state-controlled TV network Rossiia in some of its regional news
broadcasts?'? It would seem that the deep ambiguity of Danilov’s play allows for it to

be read in a number of different ways. Whilst the liberal, opposition-inclined audience

? This list does not include rehearsed readings, of which there have been many in other
theatres in cities across Russia.

' See Sergei Morozov, ‘Prinuzhdenie k prekrasnomu. O p’ese Dmitriia Danilova “Chelovek
iz Podol’ska’’, Pravda-info, 29 January 2017 <http://www.pravda.info/society/151638.htmI>
[accessed 23 December 2020].

" The category is officially called ‘[[pama/paGota mpamarypra’. It was first awarded in 2017,
and is the only category in the festival that rewards stage writing of any description. The lists
of past receipients can be found on the Golden Mask website: <https://www.goldenmask.ru>
[accessed 23 December 2020].

"2 This included coverage of the productions at the Marii El theatre in Ioshkar-Ola and at the
Novaia Drama theatre in Irkutsk. The production in Minsk at the Molodezhnyi Teatr was also
covered by the tightly-controlled state TV channel Belarus’-1.
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of Teatr.doc may see a play reflecting the violence of the modern police state that
Russia has become in their eyes, it can also be viewed from another angle as an advert
for the anti-Western patriotic-educational programme of the Ministry of Culture.
Danilov’s refusal to take a position regarding the psychological violence and
brainwashing that takes place in the text could be equated with the tradition of the
‘zero position’ promoted by the architects of the ‘HoBast apama’ movement, chief
amongst whom was the play’s director, Mikhail Ugarov. Yenosex uz I[lodonvcka was
one of the biggest hits for Teatr.doc in recent years. Since its premiere, it has been one
of the most regularly performed plays in the repertoire, consistently drawing large
audience numbers, including those who would not usually attend Teatr.doc
productions. This has provided an essential source of revenue for the unsubsidized
theatre in what has been the most challenging period in its history, especially since the
passing of its founders. However, the dual fact of the production being awarded a
Golden Mask and the proliferation of the play throughout regional state theatres is
evidence to suggest that this is one of Teatr.doc’s safest works of the troubled post-
2012 period. Not only is the play evidently on the safe list, but it is also perhaps seen
as promoting the correct cultural values as espoused by the Ministry of Culture since
the development of the ‘HoBast Mmogens KynpTypHO# nonmtuky . This much is
suggested by the framing of the play on the state TV channels in their coverage of it,
where the message of the play is portrayed as anti-Western, anti-cosmopolitan and

patriotic."

1 Clips of this coverage can be found on YouTube. See, for example: GTRK Marii El, ART-
Mari — Prem’era spektaklia “Chelovek iz Podol’ska”, online video recording, YouTube, 28
February 2018, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L0OznoH9 CGk> [accessed 23
December 2020]; Vesti Irkutsk, Karaoke prem’era V Irkutske postavili spektakl’ “Chelovek iz
Podol’ska”, online video recording, YouTube, 23 March 2018,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FZoPcGPLWY A> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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One way perhaps to understand the readiness of the authorities and those
acting in their interests to embrace Danilov’s play is to look at the structure of the
text, which essentially follows the Socialist Realist artistic model. It includes the
tropes of the “path to consciousness’ and the ‘new (post-)Soviet man’, as well as a
play on the notion of ‘engineers of human souls’. It promotes a re-evaluation of
beauty through a violently enforced re-education programme, carried out by the
police upon an ordinary citizen who has committed no crime other than that of
thought. What on paper could be an Orwellian dystopian critique, in Danilov’s work
becomes a highly ambiguous reflection on the subjective nature of beauty and
knowledge. It attempts to level out the hierarchy of beauty that traditionally favours
the achievements of Western European culture over its Russian counterpart. The
argument goes that there is nothing more or less beautiful, only different kinds of
beauty. In this line of logic, the suburban industrial town of Podol’sk is no less
beautiful than Amsterdam; one need only look with the right eyes. Thus, in addition
to the devices of Socialist Realism in the text, there is also a Socialist Realist
aesthetics here too, in which the world around should not be seen for what it is, but
rather for what it is in the process of becoming.

The drama is in one act, and takes as its premise the commonplace occurrence
in today’s Russia of a young man being taken in by the police for interrogation
without any pretext for doing so or explanation why. At the end of the play, the
audience is left to argue over the arbitrary application of state power, the absurdity of
‘monmueiickas oruka’ (the play’s driving force), and whether Nikolai, the
eponymous man from Podol’sk, is better or worse off as a result of the police
interrogation when he is eventually set free at the end. Arguably, the ending is almost

a positive one, with Nikolai seemingly having benefited from his incarceration



165

process. As one reviewer noted, the ending is ‘almost happy’.'* The Socialist Realist

‘character reformation’ trope is executed so convincingly by Danilov that the apparent
dystopian irony in the text eventually gives way to an uneasy sincerity. Danilov is
known for promoting the beauty of the mundane and the overlooked in his writing —
the sunset over an industrial zone, for example.'” The aesthetics of decay has a rich
history in art at least since Romanticism, and is not under dispute. However, a
contradiction arises when the promotion of such beauty is placed in conjunction with
psychological violence and brainwashing by the police as a means to an end. The
result can be interpreted as an argument in favour of the forced re-education of
citizens who think and see differently to the regime. What that leads to in practice is,
for example, the Soviet experience of the Gulag, and, in our time, the Xinjiang re-
education camps for the Uighurs in China. As with Soviet-era Socialist Realism and
the ideology of the Gulag, the body of the individual is the centre of attention in
Danilov’s play: it must be disassembled and reassembled by the police according to
the ‘correct’ values of state ideology. As such, body politics is an integral feature of
the discourse upon which the drama unfolds.

The play is set in an ‘ordinary Moscow police station’, with only five
characters — the man from Podol’sk, a man from Mytishchi, two policemen and a
policewoman. The action opens with Nikolai, the man from Podol’sk, asking
questions as to why he has been brought in on no apparent pretext, whilst the First
Policeman fills out a report. The questions very quickly turn on Nikolai, and the
seeming absurdity of the situation emerges, satisfying the viewer’s desire to see ironic

critique of the authorities and the arbitrary use of power by the notoriously corrupt

' “Yenoseka u3 [Momonbeka KIET moYTH cuacTiuBeiid puran’. See Tat’iana Rat’kina,
‘Puteshestvie iz Podol’ska v Moskvu’, Chastnyi Korrespondent, 30 June 2017
<http://www.chaskor.ru/article/puteshestvie_iz_podolska v_moskvu 42134> [accessed 23
December 2020].

"> Morozov.
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and brutal Russian police force. However, over the course of the narrative, the
‘policeman’ archetype in Russian popular culture (stupid, brutal, corrupt, bandit), is
steadily eroded. Much to the astonishment of Nikolai, who fancies himself as an
underappreciated musician whose talent is wasted in his hometown, the police
officers show themselves to be well-versed in high culture and progressive sub-
culture alike — including, for example, references to both Mozart and to the cult
German industrial-noise band, Einsturzende Neubauten. Interrogation sequences built
on comically absurd general knowledge questions about Nikolai’s hometown of
Podol’sk — such as its population and founding year — (all of which he fails) set up the
crux of the play, which is that Nikolai is guilty of living his life ‘na aBTomate’. In a
moment of extreme anthropocentrism — which in fact runs through the play as a
whole, in its obsession with exclusively manmade beauty — the policeman equates
Nikolai’s automaton existence with animal life, apparently assuming to know the
experience of being an animal: ‘TbI )kuBenTs COBEPIICHHO HA aBTOMATE. [...]| ThI
baxTHyecKy KuBemb KaK xkuBoTHOE. [TonuMaems? Toi — xuBotHoe’.'® It is at this
point that the narrative pivots its critique away from authority, towards the individual
instead, and by extension to the spectator, who is indirectly accused of living ‘Ha
aBTomate’ if they have ever considered the lower living standards in suburban or
regional Russia to be less attractive than those in Moscow, St Petersburg, or other
European capitals.'” There is a discernible Socialist Realist “path to consciousness’
trope here, which is foreshadowed in the declaration near the beginning of the text by

the First Policeman to Nikolai: ‘Huuero, 6yaem ¢ Bamu pabotarts, Oyaem Bac

' This equation of the automaton with the animal strongly echoes Descartes, who
controversially claimed that animals are automata, and live without consciousness. For a
discussion of this, see Animal Rights and Human Obligations, ed. by T. Regan and P. Singer,
2" edn (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1989), pp. 13-19.

"1t is worth noting that Danilov himself was born and lives in Moscow.
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passuBatb’.'® Likewise, in the same breath he states in reference to the Man from
Mytishchi: ‘BcTan Ha myTh cTaHoBIIeHUS 0oJiee WM MEHEE CO3HATEIbHBIM
aeroexom’."” This trope of the path to consciousness is used to justify the Chekist
ideology at the core of the play, where ‘monuneiickas noruka’ reigns and
psychological violence is a necessary means to an end — the re-education of the
citizen, in this case Nikolai, which is positively framed as being to his ultimate
benefit.

On one level, what takes place inside the police station between Nikolai and
the police officers is a power game of language and gesture. There is a series of initial
linguistic skirmishes, in which the power of the acting authorities to determine the
rules of the language game being played with the detainee is asserted. Here we see the
first instance of what in performance theory Judith Butler terms as ‘when gesture

> 20

becomes event’.”” In the following passage, Nikolai has just called the proceedings in

the police station thus far ‘absurd’:

Ilepeuiti nonuyetickuii 6cmaem, CHUMaem ¢ 8eULANKU BUCAUYIO HA Hell
pe3unosyto 0youHKy, nooxooum k Yenosexy usz I[lodonvcka.

YEJIOBEK U3 [TIOJOJIBCKA: (B yacace) Her! He nano! (3axpvieaem
207108y pyKamu,)

[IEPBBIN ITOJIULEUCKUN: Cuau tuxo.

C smoeo momenma Ilepswiti nonuyetickuii oopawaemcs k Yenosexy u3
Ilooonvcka moavko Ha «moly. Hecunono bvem Yenosexa uz Ilooonscka
0YOUHKOU NO nieyy.

'® Danilov.

" Ibid.

%0 This term is taken from Judith Butler’s keynote speech at a conference titled ‘Theater,
Performance, Philosophy’ at the Sorbonne in 2014. See Labo LAPS, TPP2014: When
Gesture Becomes Event, online video recording, YouTube, 11 October 2014,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iuAMRxSH--s> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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YEJIOBEK U3 I[IOJOJIbCKA: Aii! A!.. Bol uto?! He nazgo!
MEPBbIN HOJMIENCKUIA: He mo6uis abeypa?
YEJIOBEK M3 ITOJJOJIbCKA: H-ker... He...

Iepswiii nonuyetickutl Hecunvrho bbem Yenosexa uz Ilodonrvcka 0younKoi no
nieuy.

[TEPBBIN HOHHL[EPICKHPT: JIro6ub, Koraa Bce MOHATHO, JIOTHYHO, KaK
nosnoxeno? Ilo npaBunam?

YEJIOBEK U3 ITOJOJIbCKA: (nrauywum eonocom u 00HOBpeMenHO ¢
evizo6om) Ja! [la, st 1061110, KOTJ1a JIOTUYHO U MOHSTHO, KOTJIa 51 TOHUMAIO,
YTO TIPOMCXOJIUT, 3 YTO MEHS 3aCPIKaH, S X049y IOHHMATS. .. 5...*!

Nikolai’s desire to understand the situation is denied to him until the end of the play,
once his re-education is more or less complete. What takes place up until that point,
however, is the gradual disassembling of his ability to comprehend language usage
through techniques of violent psychological coercion and pressure. In the quote
above, we see the police baton being wielded over the man from Podol’sk. In the
threat of violence represented by the baton, the policeman asserts his position of
power and dominance over the defenceless citizen. The reaction of the character being
threatened is as we might expect — he cries out before he has even been touched, and
as such his body has been violated in advance of any physical contact. He has felt the
pain pre-emptively. The baton does not need to make physical contact — its work is
done through the psychological violence of the gesture. The two gentle taps of the
baton on the shoulder then inscribe this gestural violence on to the body of the
subject. This is an important part of the process of disassembling Nikolai’s

subjectivity — his knowledge and perception of himself as he exists in the world — in

2! Danilov.
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order subsequently to reassemble it in the image of the police consensus, which is to
say, in the image of the High Putinist utopia where Podol’sk is beautiful and perfect
just as it is.

According to Beumers and Lipovetsky, the ‘ritual’ is an integral part of the
aesthetics of ‘Hosas apama’.”> They link this to what they perceive as a ‘discourse of
violence’ that is characteristic of the ‘Hoast npama’ movement.> Although their
thesis about violence as the dominant theatrical mode has been contested, in relation
to Danilov’s text it holds more true than for others.”* Channelling the anthropologist
Victor Turner, the authors state that the modern ritual is ‘designed to restore and
recreate sacral meanings and corresponding psychological conditions in concrete
social and cultural circumstances’.”” The ritual thus defined becomes a key
mechanism in the forced re-education of Nikolai — he is made to repeat multiple series
of meaningless sounds and body movements, which, it is claimed, ‘cioco6cTBytOT
06pa30BaHMIO HOBBIX HElipoHHBIX cBsizeii’.”® In other words, ritual repetition of
sounds and gestures functions as an important brainwashing mechanism in the text,
enacting the transformation required for Nikolai’s path to ‘correct’ consciousness. In

the following passage, we see the first appearance of the ritual song-dance that serves

this performative-inscriptive purpose:

[TEPBBIU [TOJIMEUCKHWMU: [...] D10 Takoil Halll crielMaIbHBIN
MOJIMIEHCKUN TaHeTl sl pa3BUTHS Mo3ra. HeoObIYHbIE NBIKEHUS U
MIPOU3HECEHNE TPYIHBIX 3BYKOCOUYETAaHUH CIIOCOOCTBYIOT 00pa30BaHUIO

* Birgit Beumers and Mark Lipovetsky, Performing Violence: Literary and Theatrical
Experiments of New Russian Drama (Bristol: Intellect, 2009), pp. 39-43.

3 Ibid., p. 43.

* For a contestation of Beumers and Lipovetsky’s thesis, see Kristina Matvienko,
‘Putevoditel’ po zabluzhdeniiam i otkrytiiam’, Oktiabr’, 2 (2013)
<https://magazines.gorky.media/october/2013/2/putevoditel-po-zabluzhdeniyam-i-
otkrytiyam.html> [accessed 20 December 2020].

» Beumers and Lipovetsky, p. 41.

* Danilov.
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HOBBIX HEHPOHHBIX cBs3eil. Tebe Mo3r Hago pa3BuBaTh! MBICIUTENBEHBIC
cnnoco6HocTH! ['mOKoCcTh YyMa! A TO K COPOKOBHHKY COBCEM B MEHTAJILHOTO
cTapuuka npespatuiibes! CMOTpH, ABMXKEHUS BOT Takue. [laBail oqHY pyKy, U
JPYTyI0, BOT TaK.

Llepeuviii nonuyetickuut u Yenosex uz Ilooonvcka cyennsaromes pykamu, Cmos
bokom Opye K Opy2y, U nepemewaromcs NPUCMABHbIM ULA2OM.

Ha, na, BoT Tak. Hory crona, aa, BOT Tak. A TEKCT BOT TaKOM, 3arioMuHau. s
Hayaja — CaMbIi IIPOCTON BapUaHT.

Aii, n€ns nénod nénod
Aii, n€ns nénd nénd
Aii, n€ns nénod nénod
Xeit! Xeit! JI€ms némo.

[Tonsin? Bee npocto. 'maBHOE — 4eTKO BBHITOBapUBaTh TiacHble. [laBaif,
IOBTOPH.

YEJIOBEK U3 IIOJOJIbCKA: (c 6aeroweni unmonayuetr) A, nénu nénu
JIENH. ..

IEPBbIV OJIMIENCKMIA: He nému, a néms! He Hano MHE TYT cBOM
aiimonu passoauts! Yerko ropopu! JI& u ms. JIém.”’

Nikolai’s subsequent failure to master the rules of the game — to repeat and mimic
exactly as told — works to further deprive him of his ability to understand and respond
appropriately to language usage. This psychological torture through oppressive
domination and manipulation of the order of things — in this case, the conventions of
language usage — ensures that Nikolai’s power of self-determination is gradually
transferred to the interrogators. Once Nikolai eventually performs the song-dance

routine correctly — bearing in mind that this is only the ‘camsrii mpoctoii Bapuant’ and

2 Ibid.
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more challenging exercises are still to come — he is praised for his achievement by the
police officers, a praise which he accepts willingly, because by this stage, his sense of
perception and of his own identity has been broken down sufficiently that the creation
of ‘HOBBIE HEWipoHHEIE cBs3U, as referred to by the First Policeman, can take place
with little resistance. The creation of ‘HOBbIe HEWpOHHBIE CBsI3K’ IS an important part
of the re-education process, demonstrating the power of the ritual act to both erase
and write simultaneously, which is to say, to overwrite. However, given that
subjectivity is never static, always moving with time itself in an ongoing process of
erasure and inscription, it is perhaps not unsurprising that the ritual has the power to
‘restore and recreate sacral meanings and corresponding psychological conditions’
(Beumers and Lipovetsky), as it concentrates and intensifies these moments of
overwriting in the event. The importance of ritual-as-event, used in Yenosex u3
Ilooonwvcka as a literary device, is undoubtedly one of the defining features of ‘Hosas
npama’ and contemporary Russian theatre more generally.

In the world of Danilov’s text — the generic Moscow police station, where
‘monurieiickas ioruka’ is the order of things — we see the coordinates, which is to say,

the norms and limits, of a totalitarian system. To quote Slavoj Zizek:

Totalitarian ideology [...] is no longer meant, even by its authors, to be taken
seriously — its status is just that of a means of manipulation, purely external
and instrumental; its rule is secured not by its truth-value but by simple extra-
ideological violence and promise of gain.*®

The fact that Yenosex uz [looonvcka is seen as both absurdist and realist, as a
dystopian and yet all-too-real reflection of contemporary Russian reality, is indicative
of social and political trends more broadly. The instrumentalization of violence in the

re-education of Nikolai inside the police station reveals the totalitarian ideology that

* Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989; repr. 2008), p. 27.
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underpins ‘monuueiickas soruka’, which does not aspire to be taken seriously; it only
demands that the rules of the game it sets out are accepted as the unchallenged order
of things. As such, when the questioning process resumes after the ritual dance-song
seen above, Nikolai finds that he is unable to answer simple questions that ordinarily
would be perceived and understood unambiguously by a native-speaking language
user. The breakdown of Nikolai’s ability to understand simple language usage
demonstrates his disempowerment from the symbolic order, which concomitantly

means his total subjection to it. We see this illustrated in the following short extract:

IEPBBIN TOJIUIENCKUIA: A kak TbI e31u11b [Ha paGoTy]?
YEJIOBEK U3 I[IOJOJIbCKA: B kakom cmbiciie?

[TEPBBIN [TOJIMLEMCKHWM: Hy BoT uto THI ceituac cipocun? UTo 3HAUMT
«B KakoM cMbIciien? Sl 3a7an 0JJHO3HAYHbIM BONPOC: KaK ThI €3UIIIb Ha
paboty. 3auem ThI CIIpalIMBaCIIb, B KAKOM cMbIciie? UTO Thl XO4ellb OT MEHs
ycasimath B otBeT? B punocodekom cmeicne? Ilcnxonornyeckom?
buonorugyeckom? IIpocTo: pacckaxu Kak Thl efellb Ha paboty. Ha aBToOyce,
HA SIEKTPHUKE, HA YeM emre?”

The fact that Nikolai cannot answer this ‘omHo3Ha4HBIN Bompoc’ without a thorough
breakdown of exactly what is really meant by the question reveals the extent to which
his ownership of language has been taken from him by the interrogation process. It
also separately demonstrates how in the totalitarian world of the police station, the
inherent polysemy of language is inadmissible — language usage and speech can only
be ‘omnosnaunsiii’, and as such it becomes an instrument of violence. Similar
instances of Nikolai’s inability to comprehend the rules of the game being played
during the interrogation recur on a number of occasions, as an integral part of the

process of his submission to the will of authority and corresponding re-education in

¥ Danilov.



173

line with the police consensus. The ritual dance-song seen above is enacted on two
occasions subsequently: the first is a long scene with multiple tasks, where a great
deal of coercion and violent threats are involved, but again Nikolai submits in the end
and eventually performs each task successfully; the second occasion is the final scene
of the play, when Nikolai in tandem with the police officers performs a variation of
the ritual willingly, with enthusiasm, and in harmony with the others. This resolution
of the antagonism that has motivated the drama up to that point in the play, and the
emergence of a utopian-totalitarian consensus in its place, signifies the total
submission of the protagonist to the will of power, which is a necessary requirement
for the conflict-less consensus to emerge. The subject has been successfully re-
educated, at least for the time being.

Before the resolution of the conflict, however, Nikolai must first be made to
understand why all this has happened to him, why he was picked off the street for no
apparent reason and subjected to a violent re-education process by the police. They do
this by revealing to Nikolai the report that has been written about him, in which, as
mentioned earlier, he is described as living ‘kak >xuBoTHOoe’ and ‘Ha aBTomare’. This
is in contrast to the all-too-human police themselves, one of whom states at the end of
the play, ‘MsI x He 3Bepu kakue’.”” Nikolai’s perception of the world and his place in
it has been broken to the extent that he accepts the charges made against him and
signs the report, thereby inscribing his reformed self into a text within the text. The

report describes his crime as follows:

JKuBeT kak aBTOMAT... HE JIIOOUT, MPE3UPAET CBOM TOPOJI U €ro KUTENCH. ..
130 JIHS B JIeHb 0€CCO3HATENILHO COBEPIIAET OJIHU U T€ XKE JICHCTBUS. .. HE
0CO3HAeT ceOs... He BUJUT BOKPYT ce0si HUYEro KpacuBOTO U UHTEPECHOTO. ..

30 Ibid.
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HE BOCIIPMHUMAET MPOTEKAIOUIY0 BOKPYT PealbHOCTb. .. HE yBa)Kaer
PeanbHOCTD. .. "

Its contents come as a revelation to Nikolai, when by contrast if he had been
presented with such accusations at the beginning of the interrogation, it is fair to
assume that he would have vigorously rejected them, and certainly not signed his
acceptance in writing. When Nikolai enquires as to why ‘PeansHocTh’ is written with
a capital letter, the policeman replies, ‘ITo HAIIMM HHCTPYKIMAM TaK TIOIOKEHO .>>
This is indicative of the violent, monosemic order of the police consensus, in which
there can only be one Reality, controlled and determined by the ruling power. This is
a totalitarian semantic realm in which the polysemy of abstract concepts is closed
down and instrumentalized — subjective truths become Truth, subjective realities
become Reality, much as there is only one version of ‘history’ in the new state
cultural policy and one ‘traditional’ sexuality in the law. In the world of
‘monureiickas oruka’, there is no room for alternate truths or competing narratives.
In this world, individual subjectivity is circumscribed by the limits of the monosemic
ideology of power, which is violently enforced and policed.

Yenosex uz Ilooonvcka ends with Nikolai’s release from the police station,
after he has signed his self-denunciation. The latter is a typical totalitarian-Chekist
technique of power, exemplified by the Stalinist purges of the 1930s and re-appearing
in recent times in high-profile so-called ‘terrorism’ cases where detainees are tortured
into giving false confessions, as seen in Bouina 6ausko and Ileimku from Chapter One.
Nikolai reacts with indifference to being told that this will not be his last visit to the

police station and that he will, from now on, be detained often: ‘Ms1 Teneps Oynem

3 Ibid.
32 Ibid.
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gacTo Bac 3ajepxkuBath,” they cheerily inform him.>® His acceptance of this new state
of affairs is the manifestation of his reformed, re-educated self, broken by the
interrogation process. Furthermore, he is told that he will be detained ‘xoraa nago
6yzner’, so in other words, at any time, indiscriminately.’* As such, Nikolai may have
been set free from the police station, but he is now shackled by the oppressive weight
of police surveillance and potential arrest, which is a powerful mechanism and driver
of self-censorship. For Foucault, writing in the 1970s, surveillance was a textbook
mechanism of power over the individual body subjected to its normalizing regimes.™
Half a century later, in the era of digital technology, CCTV, big data, and
‘surveillance capitalism’ more generally, the surveillance regimes have reached an
entirely new level of complexity and penetration into our lives. For the man from
Podol’sk, therefore, as for us all now in the third decade of the twenty-first century,
the shadow of total surveillance is an inescapable reality of modern life, meaning that
the psychological violence of Nikolai’s re-education asserts its pervasive presence on
his life long after the end of the play.

The message in Yenosex uz [lodonwvcka is that we should see beauty in the
world immediately around us, rather than fetishizing other places. This is a noble idea
in theory, but in practice it serves as an apology for social, political and economic
failings, the material consequences of which should not necessarily be glorified as
beautiful in their own way. We see the traces of ‘capitalist realist’ ideology here, in
which structural inequality and stratified wealth distribution are accepted as the
natural order of things. To claim parity between Amsterdam and Podol’sk is to ignore

the socio-economic factors behind the respective infrastructure of these two very

* Ibid.

* Ibid.

3 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. by Alan Sheridan
(London: Allan Lane, 1977; repr. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), pp. 170-77.
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different cities, and it is to accept the ideology of High Putinism, which would have it
that life for ordinary people in postindustrial Russia is qualitatively no worse than in
Western Europe, or in the Russian capital for that matter. As one reviewer of
Danilov’s play noted, ‘IIpumupenue ¢ oyapoBaHreM YECTHON O€HOCTH — MOBOJ K
HEBBIIUTATAM 3apILIAT B [E/IX COXPAHEHHs JcTeTHIecKoro heromena’. >’ Far from
eradicating an arbitrary, culturally constructed hierarchy of beauty, Danilov merely
replaces one hierarchy with another, founded on ‘wectnas 6ennocts’, the eradication
of antagonism, and blind acceptance of the status quo laid out by the state and
patrolled by the organs of state power. What we learn about ‘monwumeiickas noruka’
from this play is that it is inherently Chekist, and if left unchecked its logical end
point is citizen re-education programmes, in regional police branches or internment
camps.

The fact that Danilov refrains from taking a position on proceedings leaves the
play open-ended and ambiguously framed. As such, it was open to interpretation by
the state media, who saw it as fitting the patriotic programme of the Ministry of
Culture. The heavy saturation of the text with a knowing irony — perhaps even ‘cte6’
— does not fundamentally change this. Perhaps the ‘zero position’ is less effective as a
device in theatre making now, compared to the heyday of ‘Hosas npama’ when it was
in vogue. Perhaps this is the new reality of the ‘apyras Poccus’ referred to by
Zaudinova above. What follows in this chapter are two plays that take an active ‘post-
zero’ position, on two different issues relating to body politics. They do not accept the
normative regime of the High Putinist consensus, but rather demonstrate ‘dissensus’ —
different ways of thinking, doing, and seeing — that correspondingly give rise to the

possibility of alternative subjectivities.

36
Morozov.
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QDunocogut, unu Benuxas opzus

This play, by Valerii Pecheikin, is the only work considered in depth in this
thesis that has never been ‘staged’ as such (whether on an actual theatre stage or
otherwise).”” Each year, the Liubimovka Festival has three categories — the main
competition (for young, up-and-coming playwrights), the out-of-competition
programme (showcasing new work by established writers), and the fringe programme
(for short or experimental texts). Pecheikin’s play originated from an invitation to
submit a play for the out-of-competition programme at the 2016 edition of the
festival, which that year was curated by Elena Koval’skaia, art-director of the
Meyerhold Centre. The play was presented as a rehearsed reading, directed by Talgat
Batalov, and was the closing event of that year’s festival.”® In March of the following
year, there was another rehearsed reading of the play, directed by German Grekov, at
Teatr 18+ in Rostov-on-Don.*” Given the extensive depictions of nudity and sex (both
hetero and homo), it is perhaps unsurprising that Pecheikin’s text has yet to be staged.
However, in an interview I conducted with Pecheikin, he stressed that he wrote the
play for live performance, not as standalone text or rehearsed reading. The dramatist
believes that @urocogul, unu Benuxas opeus (henceforth @urocogher) can be staged

in present-day Russia, and that someone with a big enough name need only try. He

37 This is true at the time of writing in late 2020, and the situation seems unlikely to change
any time soon.

% The performance is available on YouTube. See: Festival’ Liubimovka, Filosofy — Valerii
Pecheikin, online video recording, YouTube, 11 October 2016
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1QFr2ae6FS4> [accessed 23 December 2020].

% This performance is also available on YouTube. See: Ksenia Protosevich, Filosofy. Chitka.
Teatr 18+, online video recording, YouTube, 27 March 2017
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RhbD-90Pe1Y> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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cites the recent production of his earlier play hoowenwka at the Gogol Centre by the
famous actor Nikita Kukushkin (written in 2015; premiered in 2019), as well as the
decision by Konstantin Bogomolov to commission an adaptation of Hopma, Vladimir
Sorokin’s infamous debut novel about a faeces-eating Soviet society, for the stage of
his Teatr na Maloi Bronnoi (premiered in 2019; directed by Maksim Didenko,

adapted by Valerii Pecheikin). He says in this regard:

[Teecy «®Puitocodsr» MOCTaBUTH CeroHs MOXKHO. [IpocTo, Kak cka3aTbh, KTO-
TO JIOJDKEH B35Th Ha ce0sl OTBETCTBEHHOCTh. boroMosoB B3su1 Ha ce0st
OTBETCTBEHHOCTb U YOEIWII BCeX, 4To 3TO O6e3onacHo. [loromy uto y MeHs
MIPOCTO HET CTaTyca, sl He MOTY B3ATh Ha ce0s 0TBETCTBEHHOCTh. Bot. Kak
TOJIBKO MHE TI03BOJIST 3TO CIENATh, 5 CMOTY CKa3aTh: «OHa 6e30macHa».

Pecheikin rightly points out that the boundaries of permissibility in contemporary
Russia are in practice largely precedent-based, rather than determined by the letter of
the law. As outlined in the introduction, even where specific laws exist, they are often
ill-defined, vague, and arbitrarily enforced. As such, no one can be sure what is and is
not permissible until it has been tried and tested, and even then the reaction often
depends on whether or not it gets noticed. He also claims that his text is not a

provocation of the authorities:

[TpoBokamnuel MOKET OBITh TOIBKO JIEHCTBUE BIACTH, IOTOMY YTO CETOIHS
BJIACTh BBICTYNAET KaK IJIaBHbIN MpoBOKaTop. OHa OYEHb CUIIBHO YKPYITHSET
TaKHe BEIIH, KOTOPbIE MOXHO IMPOCTO HE 3aMETUTh, HE YBUIeTh. OHA
3aMeuaeT ux BhIOOpouHO. OHA WX BBIOMPAET JJIsl TOTO, YTOOBI 3aSBUTH O
CBOE€H, B TOM uKcie, no3uuuu. Ecimn ona 3anpemaer [ledeiiknna u nbecy
«Dustoco(sr», TO OHA AT CUTHAJI BCEM OCTaJIbHBIM NeYeHKHHbIM B Poccuu u
BCEM TEM, KTO XOYET MUCATh U CTABUTH TaKUE NbeChbl. HO 3TO MOKHO
BBISICHHT, TOJIBKO MOIPO6OBaB. "'

“ Valerii Pecheikin, Unpublished interview with author, Moscow, 2019.
41 7.
Ibid.
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Given that this work has not received a full stage production at the time of writing,
and with no prospect of this in sight, there will naturally be more of an emphasis
placed on the text itself in my analysis. The rehearsed readings do not offer significant
insights into what a staging of @urocogur might look like, although they do perhaps
offer preliminary indications of audience reaction, as well as demonstrating the living
quality of the language and the inherently performative, dramatic nature of the text. It
is worth noting Pecheikin’s apathy towards the rehearsed reading as a form (whilst

separately acknowledging its importance for young directors and writers):

3T0 HE Tak HHTepeCHO. MeHsl 0oJIbIlie HHTEPECYET MYJIbTUMEINIHBIN KaHp,
MEHS1 UHTEpPECYeT BUJIE0, ero co3nanue. Ho untka, — Her. [...] OHa oueHb
HEBU3yaJibHasl, AJI1 MEHA Ceifuac BayKHO BU3yallbHOE. J[JIst MEHS B UUTKE HET
HUYErO BU3yalbHOr0.

The dramatist’s interest in visuality can be seen in his work for Serebrennikov at the
Gogol Centre, such as Kagra (premiered in 2016), and his directorial debut film
Perversex (2017). Nonetheless, Pecheikin’s plays lend themselves well to oral/aural
performance, as evidenced by the success of his works over many years at the
Liubimovka Festival. When I asked him how he conceived of the possibility of
staging Quiocogwi, especially in regard to the sex scenes, he replied that they would
have to be real for the play to work at all on stage, and that this would most likely
have to be done using pre-recorded video, because of the impracticality and
unwillingness of actors to perform the scenes live on stage repeatedly.* On the one
hand, it is now common practice to incorporate video into live performance on stage,

so this would be a realistic solution to the problem. On the other hand, it would

* Tbid.

# ¢ Jl1s1 TOTO, YTOGBI ITOT TEKCT MIO-HACTOSAIIEMY 3apaboTall, apTUCTHI TOJDKHEI 110-
HACTOSIIEMY 3aHUMAThCSI CEKCOM, HO 3TO HEBO3MOXKHO B TE€ATPE, 3TO BOSMOKHO TOIHKO B
KUHO. S OBI, HABEPHOE, UCITOJIH30BAN PEATBHBIX JIFOIEH, KOTOPHIC 3aHIMAIIHCH OBI
HACTOSIIHMM CEKCOM, CHUMAII OBl Ha BHJIEO U MCII0JIb30Bajl Okl 3TO B crekrakie.’ Ibid.
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somewhat negate the live-event quality of the performance, which ironically is
something that the rehearsed reading as a genre has in abundance.

The full title of the play — @urocogul, unu Benuxas opeus — is a parody of the
Enlightenment tradition of giving great works long names with alternate titles, joined
by the conjunction ‘or’. The use of this naming tradition was usually intended to lend
a work stature or importance, or to signify the author’s intent that the work be
considered as such. The fact that the alternate title is ‘Benukas oprus’ automatically
undermines the weightiness that usually accompanies this device, thus parodying the
form through the content. The reading of the full name of the play at the Liubimovka
Festival immediately drew laughter from the audience, setting the tone for what was
to come. The title signals the intent for the work as a whole, and already marks it out
as unstageable for state theatres. Even at the Liubimovka and in subsequent writing
about the play, it was never referred to by its full name, being abbreviated from the
outset to merely @unocogur, as if the uncomfortable alternative title did not exist at
all.** The irony is that it is precisely this kind of prudishness that Pecheikin rails
against in the play, thus affirming the extent of the problem that @urocoghs
addresses.

The origins of the play are to be found in Vladimir Nabokov’s Zap (1938),

Pecheikin claims:

Y HaGokoBa B pomane «Jlap» ecTb ClieHa, TJe TepOH YUTAIOT IbECY MPO
JpesHiot0 I'penuto, ¥ TaM UAET pasroBOP MEXKAY IPOCTUTYTKAMU, KOTOPBIE
OTHUCHIBAIOT (PMIIOCO(POB KaK CBOMX KIMEHTOB. M 0JJHa TOBOPUT, YTO MOM

* See the Liubimovka website and YouTube channel, as well as internet blog posts by
viewers, such as for example: Mikael’ Desse, ‘Smeshnaia, zlaia i vysokaia’, Dystopia.me,
<https://dystopia.me/smeshnaya-zlaya-i-vysokaya> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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KJIMEHT CUMUTAET, YTO BCE B 3TOM Mupe — Marepusl. [...] To ecTb uaero s ykpan
45
y Haboxkoga.

Referential derivation of this kind is inherent to art and culture, and theatre is no
exception (e.g. Tom Stoppard’s 1966 classic Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead,
derived from two minor characters in Shakespeare’s Hamlet). Pecheikin makes the
connection to Nabokov explicit in the epigraph to the play: ‘[lurata u3 Habokona.
Buagumup Ha6okos’.*® This ironic meta-epigraph also drew laughter from the
audiences at both rehearsed readings. In the reading in Rostov-on-Don, the narrator
went so far as to request a Nabokov quote from the audience, which was duly
supplied. It is worth noting that as well as Nabokov, there are comparisons to be made
with other Russian Modernists, namely Daniil Kharms and Sigizmund
Krzhizhanovskii. Of the latter’s work, there are similarities with his 1929 one-act play
Juanoe, consisting of a dialogue between two philosophers, which is exactly how
Qunocogw starts. Another example is Krzhizhanovskii’s three-act play Cuepmo
opocaem kocmu (1930), where the main character is Death; likewise in Quirocoger
the character of Death appears in personified form at the end of the play. In addition
to these Russian authors, it is difficult to overlook the strong influence of Franz Kafka
in Pecheikin’s work in general.

@unocoghui reflects on the subjective nature of truth, philosophical inquiry,
and the difficulties of sex and sexuality. It is also a satire on consumerism, and
contemporary culture more generally. There are two pairs of characters in Qurocoguei
— Severin and Vanda, who are the pair of so-called ‘philosophers’, and Avgust and
Maria, who are both ‘prostitutes’. The philosopher-prostitute dynamic is a productive

one, although any easy distinction between the two character types becomes

* Pecheikin, Unpublished interview.
% Pecheikin, Filosofy.
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untenable, as the respective nature of each is interrogated. In his interview for the
Liubimovka Festival in 2016, Pecheikin stated that the play is about how ‘noxxubIit

uHTeIUIeKT complicates sexual relations:

S MHOTO J1eT Ha0II0/1a10, KaK TParudecku U 0e3yCIeNIHO caMble pa3HbIe JIFOIN
MBITAIOTCS 3aHIATHCS CeKCOM. [1ucarth mbecy B IyXe «Ipo OTHOIICHUS
MY>KUYUHBI U )KCHIIUHBDY — J1a TOpH 0HO Bce! UTO TaM HEMOHSATHOTO-TO B 3TUX
oTHomICHUsX? S pemw, 9To ecnu nmucarh, To 00 3ToM. O TOM, Kak

CHUHTCJUICKTYAJIbD) BCC YCIIOKHAIOT. I[JISI MCHA 3TO, KOHCYHO, JIOKHBIN

HUHTCIJICKT .47

This is not the full picture, however, because half of the sketches have nothing to do
with sex at all — rather they are concerned with parodying the interview format that
has come to dominate cultural and political discourse in recent years, popularised on
daytime television and by video bloggers such as Iurii Dud’. There is also a criticism
in the text of mindless consumption and the anti-intellectualism of unquestioning
existence. In one scene, for example, the philosophers’ discussion comes to the topic

of death, and the prostitutes’ reaction is indicative:

MAPUSA: O uem oHU TOBOPSAT?

ABI'YCT: Cmepts... Uto Takoe cMepTh, Mapus?

MAPUA: Kak? C-me-pth? He 3nat0. HaBepHoe, kakoii-to ToBap. Cys no
Ha3BaHUIO, JOBOJBHO JICIICBLIN.

ABI'YCT: Dii, BbI TOBOPHIIH YTO-TO PO CMEPTH — UTO 3TO U II€ TaKoe OepyT?

CEBEPHUH: D70 He uto. U 310 HE GepyT.

4 Pecheikin, quoted in Mila Deneva, ‘V etu laboratoriiu vse nesut svoikh “gomunkulov™’,
Liubimovka blog, 10 September 2016 <http://lubimovka.ru/blog/327-v-etu-laboratoriyu-vse-
nesut-svoikh-gomunkulov> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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BAHJIA: CmepTh HacTynaer.

ABI'YCT: Hacrynaet?

CEBEPUH: Ilpuxoaur.

48
MAPUA: Ecnu oHa IpuX0auT, TO Y Hee ecTh Horu? OHa HOCUT KOJITOTKU?

In the face of no solid evidence to the contrary, the two philosophers are comically
forced to concede that as far as they are able to ascertain, death probably does wear
tights. This kind of pseudo-intellectual enquiry ad absurdum provides much of the
humour in the scenes, but it also clearly represents the opposition of two extremes —
the ‘noxxusnii uaTemuiekT’ of the philosophers and the anti-intellectualism of the
prostitutes. The assumption of the latter that death must be some kind of cheap
consumer product is indicative of a culture in which anything of any value is
consumable. Death is parodically reified — falsely perceived as a concrete thing —
which ironically turns out to be true when Death appears in human form at the
denouement of the play.

The constant failure of communication between the two pairs of characters is a
failure of language, and this becomes a source of epistemological enquiry in the text.
In this case, Maria’s linguistically logical yet false deduction that this unknown thing
‘death’ must have legs and wear tights because it is a feminine noun (cmepts) and is
used with the verb of motion npuxoauts leads to the absurd situation in which an
abstract noun is then embodied with legs and wears tights. The subsequent appearance
of embodied Death in the final scene — wearing tights — strikes mortal panic in the
minds of the four interlocutors, and starts a chain of events that ends in the death of

the two prostitutes shortly afterwards and the possible abandonment of philosophy by

* Pecheikin, Filosofy.
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Vanda and Severin. On the one hand, there is a dialectical opposition in @urocogpoi
that subjects both false intellectualism and anti-intellectualism to critical enquiry and
thus exposes both for their inner contradictions and absurdities. On the other hand,
ultimately it is the two prostitutes who die and the philosophers who survive, making
this a didactic text in favour of the latter occupation. It is within this dialectical
framework that the issues of gender and sexuality, predicated as they are on the
individual body as a ‘biopolitical’ subject, arise in the text. For Michel Foucault, the

body is integral to understanding power relations in modern society, stating:

Society’s control over individuals was accomplished not only through
consciousness or ideology but also in the body and with the body. For
capitalist society, it was biopolitics, the biological, the somatic, the corporeal
that mattered more than anything else. The body is a biopolitical reality.*

It is the ‘biopolitical reality’ of the body in contemporary Russian society that
Pecheikin sets out to interrogate.

@unocogw is a parody of philosophical inquiry. Pecheikin uses the traditional
philosophical form of the dialogue to drive logical reasoning into epistemological
aporias. As much is acknowledged in the title of the first scene of the play —
‘Amopus’. In Pecheikin’s own words, ‘Beck TekcT — 310 otpunanue’.”’ This device of
‘negation’ in the text creates a radical openness that resists any totalising enclosure by
the normalising regimes of biopolitics. Judith Butler’s major thesis in her seminal
work Gender Trouble was that gender is performative.”' According to her, gender is a
social construct that is without essential origin. As a form of interpellation, gender

performativity works to reinforce social hierarchies, such as patriarchy, in favour of

¥ See Power: The Essential Works of Michel Foucault, 1954-1984, vol. 3, ed. by James D.
Faubion, trans. by Robert Hurley and others (London: Penguin, 2002), p. 137.

% Pecheikin, Unpublished interview.

°! Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (London; New
York: Routledge, 1990).
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the status quo. We see evidence of this power dynamic in the first scene, where
Severin (a man) asks Vanda (a woman) to identify herself (they have only just met,

through a dating app):

CEBEPHH: Ho xto e Bbl? MyKunHa, *eHIINHA, TylKaH4uK? KTo?
. . 52
BAHJIA: Ecnu 51 ckaxy, TO OKaXych B Ballleil BIaCTH, a 10Ka Bbl B MOEH.

The implication here is that for Vanda to concede to such categorization would be
automatically to place herself under the power of Severin. For Vanda to not commit to
categorization at all is a source of empowerment — a sentiment that Butler would seem
to agree with. This is a language game for symbolic power. For as long as Vanda can
resist the imposition through language of a gender categorization that circumscribes
her freedom to self-determination, she can hold the upper hand (or at least an equal
hand) in her relations with people of the dominant sex, in this case Severin.

Building on the issue of gender power dynamics, there is an inquiry into the
related question of gender difference, and the categorization of bodies as such (the
latter of which the character of Vanda was seen resisting in the extract above from the
first scene). About mid-way through the play, the prostitute Avgust arrives — he has
been called to the scene by the two philosophers in his capacity as a ‘professional’, to
help them successfully engage in sexual acts with each other, an activity that has thus
far eluded them. The gulf that separates the philosophers from the prostitute in terms
of language usage makes for insurmountable barriers of communication between
them. The inability of the philosophers to comprehend basic communicative language
without driving it into epistemological aporias prevents them from being able to make

physical contact with each other. It is only the forceful intervention of the

2 Pecheikin, Filosofy.
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misapprehending prostitute Avgust that overcomes the epistemological paralysis in
the text and brings about physical contact between the characters. In the following
extract, the issue of gender difference arises, whilst also demonstrating a case of

miscommunication;

ABT'YCT: S Buxy, BbI, TOCIIOANH, XOTUTE, YTOOBI BAC CYUTAIU TOCTIOKEH.
CEBEPHH: C uero BbI B3s? Kakum o0pa3om Bbl 3TO YBUIETU?

ABT'YCT: Bbl xoTHTE, 4TOOBI 51 OTHOCHJICS K BaM KaK K MY)KYHHE WJIH KaK K
KEHITUHE?

CEBEPUH: A B uem pa3uuia?
ABI'YCT: Ilntoc nsatbaecart eBpo. Xouemib?
CEBEPHH: Xouy? To ecTh HIMEIO BOITIO XOTETH?

Severin is interpreting Avgust’s words philosophically, whilst Avgust is speaking and
responding as a sex worker who is trying to understand the desires of his client. This
kind of failure of language always leads to misunderstandings between the characters,
most of which are of a sexual or scatological nature. In the exchange above, almost
every question is answered with another question. Severin’s querying of the existence
of free will naturally goes over the head of his interlocutor, who responds instead by
performing dominating sexual acts upon him, which he does not resist. The
prostitute’s actions bring about a philosophical revelation in Severin. It is the
physicality of the prostitute’s intervention that overcomes the two philosophers’
former dialogic paralysis. In this way, gender difference (valued at 50 euros) is

negated by unthinking action, rather than the inaction of thinking.

> Pecheikin, Filosofy.
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It is with this in mind that we can interpret the philosophers’ discovery of the
existence of God through the transcendental power of sodomy. This realization is
much to Vanda’s astonishment, as she tells Severin: ‘bor ects [...] 1 6eccmeprue.
U... 106po. A 3110... 3710 3T0 HegocTaTok 106pa’.”* Vanda experiences this moment
of sexual and spiritual awakening vicariously, whilst observing the two men from the
side. Her evident pleasure as onlooker contrasts with her later displeasure at physical
contact. This is reflective of a discourse of sexual difference, as outlined by Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick in her work Epistemology of the Closet. In ‘Axiom 1: People are
different from each other’, she writes, ‘Many people have their richest
mental/emotional involvement with sexual acts that they don’t do, or even don’t want
to do’.> Vanda does not want to engage physically in the act herself, but she
nonetheless derives a transcendental sexual pleasure from observing the others. This
blurring of the boundaries of individual bodies in favour of a discourse of difference
is hinted at earlier on in the play, in the first scene, when Vanda asks Severin, ‘A rae
IPaHHIIA, TI0 KOTOPOH BBI OT/e/sIeTe MeHs 0T ce0s?” ° Severin replies, “ITo rpanuua
camoii Mpican’.”’ The ‘rpanmua camoii Mbicitu’ is one that the two philosophers
between themselves are unable to break beyond. It is only the physical intervention of
the prostitute Avgust that enables the transgression. Thus, although the dialectic in
@unocogwu ultimately favours the philosophers over the prostitutes, there is one key
respect in which the prostitutes make a positive intervention into the lives of the
philosophers, bringing about the long sought-after sexual experience that until that
point had eluded them. In this regard, there is a discourse of doing over thinking when

it comes to questions of gender and sexuality in the play.

> Ibid.

> Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1990), p. 25. Italics in original.

% pecheikin, Filosofy.

> Tbid.
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The arrival of the second prostitute, Maria, signals a transition in the text from
the dominance of thinking and thought — the logocentrism of the philosophers — to the
other extreme, which is the carnal, corporeal, and biological world of the prostitutes.
In language that is reminiscent of Vladimir Sorokin, Avgust describes to Maria how

he ate his breakfast:

ABI'YCT: {1 knan eny B poT U IEPEkKEBBIBAN MUILY 3y0OamMH, TOTOM TJIOTa.
OTKycCBhIBaJ HOBBIN KYCOK, IEPEKEBBIBAI U TJIOTAJI.

MAPUS: Huuero cebe! ITo 3axBaThIBaromias uneropus!

ABTYCT: A notoMm st cXou1 B TyaJieT. Sl BBITOJNKHYT U3 ceOs epeBapeHHY 0

58
MUILY — Ty, KOTOPYIO 5 ChEJl BUEpa.

The attention here on the physiological processes of the body serves to reinforce the
opposition between the materiality of the prostitutes and the metaphysical
disembodiedness of the philosophers. As in Sorokin, Pecheikin’s writing of intensely
material, carnal scenes of sodomy, fellatio, scatology, and general human bodily
functions collectively serve a discursive function — that of the dialectic at the core of
the text between doing and thinking. These scenes — which transgress various social
norms and taboos — can be likened to what the scholar Mark Lipovetsky calls (in
relation to Sorokin’s work) ‘carnalisation’.”® Lipovetsky defines this as ‘the discursive
deployment of bodily gestures, which can be only partially described as the
materialisation of metaphors’.’ He outlines three types of ‘carnalisation’ — direct,

indirect, and reverse. All three varieties can be traced in @urocogur. A variation of

the first kind can be seen in the extract above, in which the materiality of the

* Pecheikin, Filosofy.

* See Mark Lipovetsky, ‘Fleshing/Flashing the Discourse: Sorokin’s Master Trope’, in
Postmodern Crises: From Lolita to Pussy Riot (Brighton, MA: Academic Studies Press,
2017), 109-29.

% Ibid., p. 111.
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prostitutes is viscerally literalized (deployment of bodily gestures). Examples of
indirect carnalisation, which functions more on the level of discourse (materialisation
of metaphors), include the aforementioned discovery of God, immortality and good
through sodomy, as well as ‘nonexistence’ [me6srrue] through fellatio.®' To this we
can add Maria’s act of defecation on to a pile of books, ostensibly because there is no
toilet in Vanda’s ‘apartment’ where the stage action takes place.®® This symbolic
violation of knowledge, as represented by the book, by the unthinking Maria is a
manifestation of the clash of thinking and doing in the play. The third kind, reverse
carnalisation, can be found in the closing scene, when the dead bodies of both
prostitutes are lying on the floor and the two philosophers remain. Vanda asks Severin
what to do with the corpses. He replies, ‘O0bI4HO B TaKUX CITydasix sl pOHSIO Ha TEJO
KHIDKHBIH mkad. Uepes HEKOTOpoe BpeMst KHUTH Bee BruThBaroT . Leaving aside
the questions raised here by the implication of a repeated action, this statement
suggests a simultaneous process of disembodiment and materialisation. By
transforming the characters from flesh into text in the form of books, the bodies
themselves are literalised, but only to the extent that they are already only text. This is
a reversal of the Biblical notion of ‘incarnation’ (which is itself synonymous with
carnalisation), where instead of ‘The Word became flesh’ (John 1. 14), we see flesh
become words. There is perhaps an eschatological concern here for life after death
existing through and in text.

The image of the prostitutes’ corpses becoming re-embodied as books is a
fittingly ironic ending for characters who represented anti-intellectualism and

unthinking action. However, as Pecheikin makes clear, this ending was inevitable, for

8! Pecheikin, Filosofy.
% Ibid.
% Ibid.
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@unocoghui is ultimately a didactic work about the victory of knowledge and thought

over carnal existence and consumption:

OTO *Ke MeAaroruueckas mpeca. ITo ke MOPaTU3aTOPCKast BElb.

[IpocTuTyTKH yMHpAIOT, a Gpusocodsl HET. B KOHIIE KOHIIOB, aBTOP,
64

pasymeeTcsi, Ha CTOpoHe (GUI0CO(OB.

Embodiment, disembodiment, and re-embodiment characterise Pecheikin’s play, as
processes of ‘carnalisation’ take place in both directions. This fluidity of somatic form
troubles the notion of the body, as well as our understanding of what it is to be an
embodied subject. Through the employment of negation, the discourse of @urocogpoi
is resistant to normalizing regimes of body politics that would otherwise circumscribe
individual subjectivity, particularly in relation to gender and sexuality.

In her moment of sexual-spiritual revelation, Vanda tries to describe the
experience to Severin in words: ‘Uto-To TBep0€ BOILIO B Moe MArkoe “S”. Kakas-to
TpannenaeHTatbHas cymuocts’.” In this fleeting synthesis of the material and the
transcendental, embodied in the first-person-singular letter “‘SI°, we see a
preoccupation with a corporeal subjectivity that is also a defining feature of the next
play considered in this chapter — Ol’ga Shiliaeva’s 28 dneii. The politics of both plays
are focused on the body, reflecting the extent to which the body continues to be a
highly contested political site in contemporary Russian society. In the half century
since Foucault’s writing, the body is no less of a ‘biopolitical reality’ now than it was
then. Given the recent legislative interventions that have seen the intensification of
policymaking with the body as its focus — and the banishment of non-normative
sexuality from the public realm — Pecheikin’s play can be read as an artistic response

to juridico-political shifts. The radically open body politics of @urocogsi, which

% Pecheikin, Unpublished interview.
5 Pecheikin, Filosofy.
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promotes an individual subjectivity that is not circumscribed by pre-determined
categories or normative regimes, is a direct challenge to the rigid binaries of

prevailing gender and sexual politics in High Putinist Russia.

28 onei

28 onueu first saw the light of day as a rehearsed reading, when it took the 2018
Liubimovka Festival by storm. For some in the audience, it was difficult to believe
that this work by young psychologist Ol’ga Shiliaeva from St Petersburg was a
theatrical debut, such was the strength and maturity of the writing. Modelled on a
Greek tragedy, the play effectively utilised a highly formal structure to explore a topic
of present and universal significance — the menstrual cycle, along with all of the
associated social, cultural, and political issues that it invokes. Shiliaeva’s debut was
subsequently awarded the Brewhouse Stage Prize, to bring the play to the stage of
Teatr.doc. The co-directors of the rehearsed reading, Iurii Muravitskii and Svetlana
Mikhalishcheva, stayed on as directors to adapt the text for full stage performance,
along with the same group of actors, who were the graduating year of Muravitskii and
Mikhalishcheva’s acting course at the Moscow School of New Cinema. Due to the
fact that Teatr.doc had no permanent space at the time, having been evicted from
Malyi Kazennyi pereulok the previous September and still being in search of a new
permanent home, the production premiered at NOL Project in the south west of

Moscow on 30 January 2019.°° Once Teatr.doc established itself on Sadovnicheskaia

5% NOL Project was an experimental theatre platform led by I’ia Romashko from the Gogol
Centre that existed for a year and a half inside Mozaika, a large shopping mall in the
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naberezhnaia (named ‘DOC na ostrove’) the following spring, all subsequent
performances of the play took place there.

Such was the impact of the production on the Moscow theatre scene that it
was nominated for Golden Masks in three categories: best small-form drama; best
director; and best dramatist. Following on from Dmitrii Danilov’s win in the previous
year, Shiliaeva’s nomination for her debut work on a taboo subject that polarized
audiences and critics was no less of an achievement. Muravitskii and
Mikhalishcheva’s staging of the play also divided opinion, so any discussion of the
success of the work must include the directorial decisions and various discussions that
went on around the transformation of the text from rehearsed reading to full stage
production. Considering the text, the stage adaptation, and the critical reactions
simultaneously, a picture will emerge of a work that engages with body politics,
which is an integral feature of the landscape of High Putinism and its dominant
discourses of patriarchy and tradition. As a work of drama, it demonstrates the
continued capacity of the genre for an active politics, and shows the possibilities for
feminist drama, free from ‘phallogocentric’ regimes of normative forms and
processes.’’

Shiliaeva chose to subtitle her play ‘Tparemust MeHCTpyanpHOTO HUKIIA .
Affirming the genre of the work as tragedy, the dramatis personae consists of three
characters — She [Ona], Chorus [Xop xenmuH], and Male Voice [Myxckoii romoc]. It
is made immediately apparent that Shiliaeva is employing a Classical Greek tragic

form, with a dialectical arrangement of protagonist-antagonist-chorus. This form of

Dubrovka region of south west Moscow. The name appears to refer to the ‘Honb-no3unms’ of
the ‘Hosas npama’ movement. NOL Project ceased operation in March 2020.

57 “Phallogocentrism’ — a neologism combining ‘phallocentrism’ and ‘logocentrism’ — is a
term that came to prominence in feminist discourse in the 1970s, led by figures such as
Héléne Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva, who all in different ways critiqued what
they saw as the male structural bias in Western civilisation, focused around language, writing,
psychoanalysis, and philosophy.



193

tragedy is in line with the model developed by Aeschylus, and indeed the key to the
surprising suitability of this highly formalistic, traditional structure is in the final word
of the subtitle — ‘uuki’. The cyclical nature of menstruation, the inevitability of its
occurrence and recurrence, by definition lends any drama about it a fatalism that lies
at the base of tragedy as a genre. Even if the protagonist is not necessarily being
controlled by the gods, as in Renaissance tragedy, the very categorization of a play as
‘tragedy’ automatically seals the protagonist’s unhappy fate. So it proves in 28 oneii.
In this cyclical drama, the first words uttered by She are destined to repeat
themselves, following on from the last words at the end of the play and filling the
void beyond the curtain call, as the cycle reaches the end which is also the return to
the beginning. The opening exchange between She and the chorus immediately
establishes the dynamic between the two acting agents, which can loosely be
characterised as a conflict between individual and society, where She is the individual
who speaks from the first person, and the chorus is the collective social body, with all

of the norms, mores, taboos, and received wisdom and opinions that make up society.

OHA.:
Kposs.
W3 mens
T€YeT
KpPOBb.

XOP:
DTO HOPMAJIBLHO.

OHA:
W3 mens teuer
KpOBB!
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XOP:

3TO HOPMAJIBHO.
OHA:

Mse 601bHO!
XOP:

3TO HOPMAJIBHO.
OHA:

[Touemy?

[Touemy

3TO

HOpManbHO?®

The distress and physical pain of the protagonist is dismissed by the chorus three
times in succession, with repetition of the commonly heard phrase ‘3T0 HOpManBbHO’.
The multivalent word ‘HOpManibHO’ can be used in many contexts, as affirmative,
negative, or neutral, depending on the intonation. Its intention here is no less
multivalent, perhaps being dismissive but also perhaps reassuring, explaining, and
encouraging. The chorus, speaking for and on behalf of ‘women’ as an interpellated
social group, tells the protagonist that her pain and blood are ‘normal’. This sets up
the dialogue between the individual and society in the narrative, where the chorus is
equivalent to the Lacanian ‘Other’ — the invisible presence of a judging, normalising
force that determines and restricts thought and action without ever appearing in
concrete form.*” The response of the protagonist is to push back against the Other, to
not accept the order of things handed down by the chorus, and instead to question and

interrogate this assumed order. She asks, ‘Tlouemy 3T0 HOpManbHO?’ The dialogue

% Shiliaeva.

% Bruce Fink describes the Lacanian Other as ‘language, knowledge, law, career, academia,
authority, morality, ideals, and so on, and with the objects designated (or, more strongly
stated, demanded) by the Other: grades, diplomas, success, marriage, children’. See Fink, The
Lacanian Subject: Between Language and Jouissance (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1995), p. 87.
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that is set off here between woman as subaltern on the one hand and the Other of
patriarchal society on the other hand generates a dialectical enquiry about female
subjectivity in a male-dominated social order. The repetition of key motifs by the
chorus is one of the devices for bringing the spectator’s attention to certain norms and
questioning their underlying assumptions, whilst also providing the musicality and
rhythmic poetic quality required for the chorus, which by Ancient Greek tradition is
sung.

One of the most striking features of the stage directions is the frequent
employment of blood, which appears five times, making it a key visual motif in
Shiliaeva’s conception of the work. Blood is mentioned frequently in the dialogue as
well. To understand the function of this motif for the author, Shiliacva stated the

following in an interview with theatre critic Aleksei Kiselev:

JIJiss MEHCTpyaIuy U TaK CIUIIKOM MHOTO 3B()eMH3MOB |[...], B pekiame

IIOKAa3bIBAIOT HE KPOBb, a TOJIyOYIO KUAKOCTb. MHE Ka)keTcs, 3TOro yKe

0
J0CTAaTOYHO. !

The author’s opposition to euphemisms positions her work in the tradition of the
‘Hoas npama’ movement, which strove to replace the literary language of the stage
with the living language of natural speech. The ubiquitous presence of blood on stage
in Shiliaeva’s text can be seen in the same vein, as an attempt to escape the literary in
favour of the literal. Moreover, if tragedy in Ancient Greece was born out of ritual
ceremony, then in 28 oneii, blood is the symbolic leitmotif that provides for the
emergence of the ritualistic in the text. Although the presence of ‘blood’ spilt through

violence on stage is well-established in theatre since at least the Early Modern period,

70 Aleksei Kiselev, ““Dlia menstruatsii slishkom mnogo evfemizmov”: Ol’ga Shiliaeva — o
svoei feministskoi oratorii’, Afisha Daily, 30 January 2019
<https://daily.afisha.ru/brain/11167-dlya-menstruacii-slishkom-mnogo-evfemizmov-olga-
shilyaeva-o-svoey-feministskoy-oratorii/> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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the same cannot be said for menstrual blood, which is considerably more taboo. Early

on in the text, the chorus lists the comically absurd euphemisms that exist in the

Russian language for menstruation:

Mou “kpacHsle apy3bs”,
51 HeHaBMXKy Bac.

Kpacuble n1uu kanesnaaps.

Kenckue guu.

OTH IHU.

I'octn u3 KpacHosipcka.
Kpacnoapmenusl.
[IpaznHukwy.
Kpurnueckue nuu.
MoHCTpBL.

Kpacuslii gap.

Hena.

Mecsku.

Mecbku.

[Tevanbku.

MeHTbI npUILIn.
MencTtpen.

JIHU 3aKpBITBIX ABEpEN.
barpossie peku.

The fact that this list appears very early on in the script reflects the importance for the

author of overcoming the euphemistic language of societal propriety, in favour of a

more direct, literal language that normalises this natural biological process. What
emerges from the conflict of individual and society in the text is an imagined

alternative world — a feminine utopia in which ‘okpoBaBieHHBIE IITaHBI OBUTH ObI

HOpMOiA. U mpokaaku GecrmarHo aasamn’.” > Dramaturg and critic Natal’ia Zaitseva

writes in this regard: ““28 ouei”, ipu Bceit cBoelt 0OMaHYMBOW HACMEIILITUBOCTH,

! Shiliaeva.
72 Shiliaeva.
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TIpeUIaraeT IpoeKT HOBOro Mupa’.”” Zaitseva goes on to claim that this ‘HoBBbIif Mup’
is one that is characterized by ‘moBbImIeHHAS XeHCKAs YyBCTBHTENLHOCTE . In line
with feminist criticism concerning the ‘othering’ of female physiology in favour of
the male norm, 28 oweti proposes another world in which female physiology is the
norm.

Perhaps it is the saturation of the text with blood and its repeated spilling on to
the stage that ritually enacts the processes required to bring about this other world.
Blood as the symbol of cyclical life and death has the capacity to enact this rebirth
through the power of the ritual. However, blood is a multivalent discursive image,
symbolising birth, death, and cleansing, whilst also being capable of signifying the
inescapable horror of the abject, such as the blood on the hands of Lady Macbeth that
she cannot wash away. In 28 oneii, the inescapable, returning presence of the expelled
blood is integral to its discourse. The clothes worn by the protagonist, as well as those
worn by all ten members of the chorus, are all stained with blood. Furthermore, it is
written in the stage directions that at one stage they all collectively mop the floor to
clean away the blood, only for it to reappear spreading across the floor a short time
later. The cyclical return of the expelled blood therefore has more of an abject quality
in the text than a cleansing one. As such, the abjected menstrual blood that covers
everything in 28 oweii has an unresolved, ambiguous status in the configuration of the
other world.

Given the ubiquity of blood in 28 oreii, and its centrality to the poetics of the
text, it is perhaps surprising that when it was brought to the stage of Teatr.doc, the

directors chose to leave this detail out. Instead of buckets of blood and blood-stained

7 Natal’ia Zaitseva, ‘Nastroika optiki: O feministskom povorote v rossiiskoi dramaturgii’,
Teatr, 38 (2019), 40-51 (p. 51).
" Ibid.
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clothes as in the stage directions, the actors wore red and black clothing of various
hues, unfortunately reproducing exactly the kind of metaphorical stage language that
Shiliaeva was critiquing. In an interview I conducted with co-director Turii
Muravitskii, he told me that he understood the author’s intention, but with the
resources they had at their disposal and with the technical limitations of the Teatr.doc
performance space, it was impossible to achieve Shiliaeva’s vision satisfactorily,

stating:

Me1 ¢ xynoxHuuen, ¢ Karei Illernosoii, Ha 3Ty TeMy 04€Hb MHOI'O TOBOPHIIH,
Ha caMoM zeiie. [lotoMy 4To OHa XOTesa KpOBb, OHA XOTEJIa LEbId KaKOU-TO
MYCOPHBIN 0aK, B KOTOPbIH KTO-TO 3aJI€3a€T, BCE B KPOBU. JleiiCTBUTEIBHO,
9TU NpOoKJIaaKU. HEMHOXKKO B CTOPOHY aKIIMOHU3Ma, COBPEMEHHOTO
HCKYCCTBA, BOT B 3Ty CTOPOHY JABHHYTbH, BCE 3a0pocaTh, 3akunaTh. S ei Torga
ckazai, uro, Katb, 3T0 odurenHas uaes, HO, K COKaJICHHUIO, YTOOBI C/IENaTh
9TO TaK, KaK Thl TOBOPHILIb, Y HAC HET TAKOM BO3MOXKHOCTH. TO €CTh IIPOCTO
TEXHOJIOTMYECKH 3TO CHENATh KPYTO U UTPATh ATOT CHEKTAKIIb IIOCTOSHHO,
Tem Oonee, B «Tearpe.docy», B KOTOPOM BCE MUHHUMAJIMCTUYHO, IOTOMY YTO
HET 0COOBIX CPE/ICTB HU Ha UTO.

Muravitskii considered that approaching the text with a certain ironic distance, rather
than literally, was the only solution to staging it successfully within their financial and
technical means. It is worth noting that in two other productions of 28 oweii that came
after that of Teatr.doc — one in Kemerovo and one in Izhevsk — neither saw fit to
follow the stage directions either, with not a drop of blood in sight anywhere.”® Whilst
the technical limitations are undeniably a determining factor, there is a suspicion that

the literal depiction of menstrual blood onstage in Russia remains taboo to the extent

" Turii Muravitskii, Unpublished interview with author, Moscow, 2019. The original
interview was planned to take place with both directors present, but Mikhalishcheva was
unfortunately unable to attend on the day.

’® These two productions, directed by Olesia Shilova in Kemerovo and Ivan Lichidov in
Izhevsk, can be found on YouTube. See: Pavel Starikov, 28 Dnei, online video recording,
YouTube, 13 February 2020 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IL0GX3zmJcM> [accessed
23 December 2020]; Art-rezidentsiia, 28 DNEI, online video recording, YouTube, 11
December 2019 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9FXb6TsNnb0> [accessed 23
December 2020].
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that it cannot be done without metaphor, however much Shiliaeva would wish to see
otherwise. Given the popularity and success of the rehearsed reading at the
Liubimovka, it is evident that the text alone is powerful enough to exist as a purely
aural experience. Indeed, the focus of all the stagings of the play to date has been text-
centred. Whilst Muravitskii and Mikhalishcheva’s production is undeniably
successful on many fronts, what it loses in its refusal to literally depict the menstrual
blood that soaks the entire text is the transformative power of the ritual. Without
blood, any staging of 28 oueui is limited to being social satire and critique, rather than
creating new symbolic and discursive meanings — the glimpse of the other world —
through ritual death and rebirth.

Muravitskii is quoted as saying on the Teatr.doc website that realism and
traditional psychological dramatic methods — which have dominated Russian theatre
since Stanislavskii to this day — ‘do not work here’.”” The characters are not
characterised as such and do not possess character arcs — instead they are flat,
generalised figures who represent social groups rather than concrete individuals. In
this regard they conform to Beumers and Lipovetsky’s description of Russian
documentary theatre (see above). In the employment of Brechtian devices of
alienation, irony, knowingness, and self-reflexivity, Muravitskii and
Mikhalishcheva’s 28 oneu created a removed distance from the text. It would seem
that the dispute which arose over their interpretation in the staging of the text derived
from this issue of distance from the text. Should the text be the subject or object in the
staging? Should it be treated as if from the first person or the third? Russian feminist

activist Maria Alekhina of Pussy Riot fame told Muravitskii that she did not like his

77 ‘Peanu3M, MCUXONOTHYECKUH TeaTp 371ech He paboraer’. Iurii Muravitskii, quoted on the
Teatr.doc website page for 28 dnei, <https://teatrdoc.ru/events.php?id=258> [accessed 23
December 2020].
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staging of the play. According to Muravitskii, her impression was: ‘CIUIIIKOM MHOTO
HUPOHUH, U [...] MBI cCMEEMCS HAJl TEMU BellaMU, HaJl KOTOPBIMH CMESIThCS Hemb3s".
There was also criticism from other voices in the feminist community, including
Shiliaeva herself who expressed regret at the use of metaphor for the visual depiction
of menstrual blood.”” One of the aspects of the Teatr.doc production that seemed to
cause the most disagreement amongst audiences and critics familiar with the text was
the directorial decision to dress the protagonist in a Snow White costume. Although
this image was too ironic for some people’s liking, when it is placed in the context of
the staging of the play as a Brechtian epic-opera, with all of the words sung instead of
spoken, the costume choice appears to function as a dismantling and conflating of
high and low genres, as pioneered by Brecht in his epic (or as he later called it,
dialectical) operas, such as The Threepenny Opera (premiered in 1928) and The Good
Person of Szechwan (premiered in 1943).

The problem with the Brechtian approach is that whilst the director may
unequivocally side with the feminist cause at the core of the play, he cannot avoid
interrogating that cause and reflecting on it from a distance, as an object of ironic
theatrical play. In Muravitskii’s words, “xuBoit bpexT 310 Obl1a X0159as1

mmanextuka’.*’ He states that any other approach is a form of self-censorship:

Tearp umeeT paBo CMEATHCS HAJI BCEM, U KakK ObI 3TO Oe3yclIOBHAs
npeporaruBa T€¢arpa, U €CJIM Mbl HAUUMHACM OT'PAHUYUBATH TCATP... TO CCTh!:
HaJg 9TUM MOXHO CMEAThCA, HaZA 3TUM MOXKHO, HaJl 5TUM HCJIb34, — BCC, 3TO
3HAYUT IIEH3Ypa, 3TO HECBOOOIa M KaK ObI 3TO HE MOXKET OBITh IPABUIILHBIM,
BOT. HOZ—)TOMy s CHUTAK0 KaK pas3, 4TO Mbl MMCCM IIPAaBO HA/l BCCM CMCHTBCﬂ.Sl

® Muravitskii.
7 See Kiselev.
80 Muravitskii.
81 1bid.
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This is the dialectical approach that made Brecht such a famously frustrating figure
for the political left in his lifetime, and it would seem that the same is still true of this
approach today, in Russian theatre at the very least. Nonetheless, Muravitskii’s
Brechtian approach to the material can be considered a success, for making it
accessible to a broader audience who were, thanks to the Brechtian alienation effect,
in fact not alienated from the feminist content but were able to engage with it from a
certain distance. This came, however, at the cost of some of the core audience — the
feminist community — who saw it as ironic laughter at issues important to them. This
contradiction could not be resolved and remains the legacy of Muravitskii and
Mikhalishcheva’s interpretation of the text.

28 owmeii 1s certainly deserving of a rigorous and engaged analysis from a
feminist — and female — prespective, which would be productive and illuminating, but
that is not a task for this author. Instead, I wish to interrogate another standout feature
of the text, which is its reflection of a discourse of ‘corporeal subjectivity’.** This
includes the Foucauldian notion of ‘biopolitics’, and in this regard it has much in
common with the other works considered in this chapter. In spite of its
uncompromising feminist critique of patriarchal society, 28 oneii ultimately ends up
in a qualitatively similar kind of ontological aporia.

Diana Coole identifies several binary oppositions in Western culture’s
treatment of the body that reveal a structural gender bias: ‘mind-body, culture-nature,
subject-object, rational-irrational, active-passive, public-private — in which the first of
each pair is perceived as superior, masculine, the norm’.**> Although current state

cultural policy takes the position that ‘Poccust — ne EBpomna’, it is clear from this list

% Corporeal subjectivity’ is Raia Prokhovnik’s term, quoted in Diana Coole, ‘The Body and
Politics’, in The Oxford Handbook of Gender and Politics, ed. by Georgina Waylen and
others (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 165-88 (p. 184).

8 Coole, p. 168.
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that Russian culture is in this regard inseparable from Western/European in displaying
a similar gender bias.** As Michel Foucault demonstrated, the history of the
Enlightenment is the history of the medicalisation and regulation of the body, where
its excesses are pathologised and categorized as lying outside of the (masculine)
norm. The claim of objectivity in the medical sciences, which for a long time held that
women were irrational and inferior due to their biology, was subsequently revealed to
be a contingent social construct. It is this same question of female irrationality that 28
oneti begins to investigate and deconstruct in its latter stages. In the process, it reveals
that this question is not yet consigned to history, no less an assumed truth today than
in the past. It reflects on this truism, questions its veracity, and overturns it to present
an ‘other world’ in which this irrationality is in fact the rational view of the order of

things. In other words, it is a moment of clarity and truth — a revelation:

A moxer,

3TO BCE 3aYEM-TO HYKHO?
[Touemy MBI XOTUM
N36aButbes ot [IMC?
YroObl OBITH YAOOHBIME?

A moxer, 5to HEe IIMC,

a Tebe u mpaBza Jydie OpoCUTh mapHs?
Pa3zBectuch ¢ Myxem?
Mo3xeT, TBOI HayadbHHUK

W npasna mynak?

A TBI TOBOPHILB!

IIMC u rnymuinib

ce0st TabseTKaMH.

Moxet, IIMC Tebe 3atem,
Urto0s! yBUETH 3TO?

MBI cunTaeM, 4To

B [IMC MbI HEHOpMaJIBHBIE.
A moxet, Ha060poT?

% The phrase ‘Poccus — ne Epoma’ appeared in an earlier draft of the Osnovy
gosudarstvennoi kul turnoi politiki, which was seen by leading cultural figures. Its presence
was heavily criticised by both Mark Zakharov and Elena Gremina in the discussion about the
document that took place at the Meyerhold Centre in 2014, and the phrase subsequently did
not appear in the final published version. See ‘Obsuzhdenie “Osnov gosudarstvennoi
kul’turnoi politiki RF”’, Meyerhold Centre, Moscow, June 2014 (unpublished transcript).
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B ocransHOE Bpems
MBI HeaJieKBaTHEIE?
BuauMm Tonpko xopoiee,
poIIaem,

3aKpBIBaEM TJia3a,
TEPITUM,

OTHOCHUMCS C FOMOPOM,
pabotaem HaJ cOOOH,
BUHUM ce0sl,

TEPITUM,

€IIe TEPITUM,
CTBIAUMCS,

Mounm. >

This passage is the climax of the dialogue between protagonist (Ona) and antagonist
(Myxckoii ronoc), mediated by the chorus. Everything that the protagonist has
thought, experienced, questioned, and felt through the course of the dialogue —
between the woman and the man, and the woman and the chorus — has brought her to
this moment of subjective self-reflection. If the medicalisation of ‘premenstrual
syndrome’ (PMS) and the prescription of tablets to women in order to regulate its
perceived ‘excesses’ is the dominant order of things, then this moment of questioning
that order offers an alternative perspective, in which the processes of female biology
become a source of empowerment and truth. They offer a glimpse of alternative
subjectivities, and perhaps equip the protagonist with the clarity required to take
action for positive change in her life as a result. In this regard, what emerges is an
emancipatory politics of female empowerment through the very bodily processes that
are the source of past and present oppression, from prejudice in the workplace to
exclusion from high office. What immediately follows the passage quoted above is a
list of atrocities from the news, as well as firsthand accounts of sexual violence and
harassment, all of which affect the (female) protagonist emotionally, whilst only

arousing dismissive contempt from the (male) antagonist. His reaction is

8 Shiliaeva.
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condescendingly to tell the protagonist that her problem lies in watching the news too
much and listening to sad music. This is a reflection of the kind of binary oppositions
listed by Coole, in which a contrived notion of objective masculine detachment is
superior to the subjective feminine compassion expressed by the protagonist. 28 oneti
questions this assumption by elevating compassion above masculine emotional
indifference, although it leaves the binary itself intact. The protagonist responds, ‘5
HE Mory oTopBaThes. [...] S cMotpro amy B riaza’.®® There is an ethics of
responsibility here, in which the female protagonist cannot in good faith look away
and ignore the plight of others, in contrast to the male antagonist, who has no qualms
about doing so. Advancing the form that this feminine ‘other world’ would take, she
proposes new collective rituals to compensate for the suffering that is all around in the
world: ‘Hy»xHo ormnakats Bcex. O0s3aTenbHO HYKHO, YTOOBI 32 T€OSI KTO-TO
nornakan’.®” What emerges in the proposition of a feminine utopia in 28 oweii is a
world of shared suffering, of compassion, empathy and emotion, unregulated by the
norms of a medico-scientific rationality derived from patriarchal society.

What makes this other world an imaginary utopia rather than a concrete
proposition are the repeated shifts between emotional states that contradict and
override the previous ones, as the hormonal cycle inexorably progresses. The sadness
and compassion for the suffering of others described above gives way to calm, quiet

inner reflection in the dying moments of the play:

Kro 5?

I'ne Hacrosmas s?
I'me B aTOM BO BCeM 517
I'ne s1?

U rne npasna?

Uro u3 atoro nmpasaa?

8 Ibid.
% Ibid.
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[IpaBaa — o,
YTO 51 BUXKY celyac
HJIH TO,

41O s Oyy BUACTH

TPH HEJEJU CIyCTs?

I'ne peanpHOCTB?

Kak BO3BBICHTBCS HaJl 3TUM BCeM?
Kro 5?

Kto celiuac 310 cripammBaet?
Kro 7%

These are the final words uttered in the play, and as such they conclude the conflict.
An existential aporia has been reached from which there is no way out, except via the
inexorable motion of the hormonal cycle. These words reflect the irresolvable
dilemma of subjectivity, in which questions of authenticity, veracity, truth,
objectivity, and identity are all enclosed by the philosophical question of the
knowability of reality versus its perception, and the insurmountable gap that exists
between them. This existential turn in the play perhaps comes as a surprise, casting
doubt over the proceedings and undermining the veracity of what has come before,
which it turns out was only ever a product of a transitory subjective perception of
reality at a given moment in time and place. On the other hand, it is the inevitable
result of the dialectic of tragedy that underpins the structure of the play. As in Brecht,
dialectical theatre does not lend itself to partisan political manifesto-making — things
are revealed as contingent, subjective, and always in a constant state of change.

The existential aporia of ‘kto 51’ is the end point of the interrogation of
corporeal subjectivity, and is also its beginning. This is demonstrated by the final
action that the protagonist performs, which is silently to draw floral patterns in her
own menstrual blood on the floor of the stage. The blood is symbolic of death, as well

as being literally the material stuff of creativity, which is a rebirth. A uniquely

8 Ibid.
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feminine creativity thus emerges out of symbolic death and pain. This provisionally
restores the promise of the other world; a world that incorporates the abjected
menstrual blood as the essence of its materiality.

28 onei was described by one (male) viewer on social media as a work of
radical feminism ‘drunk on resentment’.*” There is no place for feminism in the
current state cultural policy, which sees the place of women and their role in society
in purely traditional terms. This is reflected in the negative view of feminism held by
many, including amongst women. Suspicion of feminism is stoked by, amongst other
things, the patriarchal ideological worldview of the (overwhelmingly male) regime, a
view which is widely promoted by state media in tandem with the increasingly
influential Russian Orthodox Church. As Zaitseva points out, ‘(eMHUHUCTCKHI TeaTp
BBI3BIBACT MOIIHbII IPOTECT Y KOHCEPBATHBHOTO GombumacTBa . However, the
irony here is that 28 oweii, in all its contradictions, questioning, and existential self-
reflection, is far from being radically feminist in form or content. It sketches the
outlines of a feminist utopia before casting it aside, and follows a highly formal model
that was created by the patriarchal Ancient Greeks, with a dialectic derived from
‘phallogocentric’ Western philosophy. In utilising these traditions, however, 28 oneii
presents a serious political challenge to the patriarchal culture of High Putinism,
which cannot accommodate its interrogation of the social consensus. In this regard,
Shiliaeva’s text is a political project to unveil the contingent norms that regulate

society and that patrol women’s place in the social order.

% Aleksandr Tyryshkin, Facebook post, 20 September 2019: “YskacHslif CIIEKTaKIb.
Xotenock yitu. [...] Iloxyann Habop OroATENbIX MTAMIIOB PaIUKaIbHOTO (PeEMIUHHU3MA,
YIUBAIOIIETOCS CBOMM pecaHTUMEHTOM. Ha 3puTeneil BBUIMBAIOT yIIaT IIOMOEB B
arpeccuBHO# opme.’

90 Zaitseva, p. 51.
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*kokosk

What ultimately unites all three of the plays in this chapter are characters who
struggle to understand one another, which is in turn a reflection on the shortcomings
of language and the inadequacies of human communication in modern society (a
concern in drama since at least Chekhov). In response to this, each play resorts to
different interrogations of subjectivity and the perception of reality as such. ‘Kto 52’
is a question that appears in one form or another across all three texts, and each
considers this universal human problem in different ways that are nonetheless all
grounded in the particular context of contemporary reality. They reflect on the
contingent and arbitrary nature of the ideological norms that police society, as well as
on the identity formation and self-determination of the individual who is subjected to
its normative regimes. If, in Yenosex uz Ilodonvcka, a citizen’s perception of the
world around him can be violently overwritten by the ideological norms of the
authorities, then human perception is always unstable and subject to change, liable to
rewrite itself in the inexorable process of subjective becoming. This is what we then
see in both Qurocoghsr and 28 oueui with the emergence of alternative subjectivities,
not controlled or regulated by those same normative regimes. These new works of
Russian drama lay the groundwork for a politics of resistance and ‘dissensus’ —
different ways of seeing, doing and thinking — in the aesthetics of contemporary

theatre at the margins of High Putinism.
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4) Actionist Theatre: The Burden of Gruz 300

‘Moscow Actionism’ [MOCKOBCKHI aKIITMOHHM3M | arose as an artistic
phenomenon in the Russian capital during the 1990s, although its roots trace back to
Moscow Conceptualism and the performance actions of Kollektivnye deistviia in the
late Soviet period. This chapter aims to analyse the incursion of Actionism —
traditionally located in the realm of contemporary art — into the space of the theatre in
recent years. This has been primarily the work of a collective called Gruz 300, who
stage unsanctioned performances on the city streets in Moscow and elsewhere. The
collective is comprised largely of artists and musicians, rather than trained theatre
makers. They avoid stages and dedicated theatre spaces. Instead, they perform in
public space in the summer, and in found space in the winter (in empty warehouses,
for example, for which they negotiate temporary usage).

The first question is: what makes these performances theatre rather than
contemporary art, and what makes them different from other works of Russian
Actionism, which are not considered to be theatre? The reasons are threefold. Firstly,
the collective calls itself a theatre and describes its performances as ‘criekraknm’, a
word that is used only in relation to theatre. The use of the words ‘rearp’ and
‘cnektakisp’ does not necessarily mean anything in and of itself, but in combination
with the other factors, it is clear that they are not meant ironically and indeed it seems
that the collective would like their performances to be considered seriously as theatre.
Secondly, although some performances were free, most required the purchase of a
ticket online in advance, thus making it quite unlike a usual Actionist ‘akius’, which
is unannounced ahead of time and carried out before an unsuspecting public. Thirdly,

the performances fulfil the basic criteria for theatre set out by the influential British
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director Peter Brook, which is to say, there is a performer and a spectator, and
everything else is extra.' To this we might add that the performances are of a finite
length, which is now also usually considered a prerequisite for theatre.

In the light of twenty-first-century developments in theatre with buzzwords
such as ‘postdramatic’, ‘immersive’, ‘site-specific’, and ‘interactive’, coupled with
the rise of performance art and the expansion of the field of performance studies, no
solid distinction between theatre and performance is now tenable. In 2010, one of the
most well-known performance artists of our time, Marina Abramovié¢, was asked what

the difference is between theatre and performance art. She answered:

To be a performance artist, you have to hate theatre. Theatre is fake... The
knife is not real, the blood is not real, and the emotions are not real.
Performance is just the opposite: the knife is real, the blood is real, and the
emotions are real.’

Whilst this statement was most likely intended as a provocation (Abramovi¢ makes
theatre of her own, and recently starred in an opera), the point here is that the kind of
classical theatre that Abramovi¢ is referring to is no longer the only one, and in fact
the difference that she identifies between theatre as fake and performance as real has
been steadily eroded over the past few decades to the point where it is impossible to
distinguish theatre and performance in such a categorical way. This is as true in the
West as it is in Russia, where, to give one example, it would be difficult to describe
the ‘cBunerensckuii reatp’ of Teatr.doc as ‘fake’ or ‘not real’, and yet it is firmly still
theatre. The hybridization and erosion of a solid distinction between these two fields

of art has facilitated the incursion of the Gruz 300 performance collective into the

! Peter Brook, The Empty Space (London: Penguin, 2008), p. 11.

* Marina Abramovié, quoted in Sean O’Hagan, ‘Interview: Marina Abramovi¢’, The
Guardian, 3 October 2010
<https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2010/oct/03/interview-marina-abramovic-
performance-artist> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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discursive space of the theatre (if not into the physical space), and legitimized their
claims to make theatre that is consciously situated outside of the mainstream
establishment.

Gruz 300 was founded in the early part of 2019 as the creative team behind an
immersive show of the same name, 7 py3 300. It went on to produce another work the
following autumn, called Peiie Ne 228. As a theatre collective, Gruz 300 is non-
hierarchical and employs ensemble working methods and practices, meaning that
there is no director as such. However, the performances are billed as ‘curated’ by
Katrin Nenasheva. Nenasheva is a well-known performance artist and ‘aknuonucTka’,
whose previous actions include ‘He 6oiics’ (2015), ‘Ha-kazanue’ (2016) and ‘Mexny
311eCh ¥ TaM: ucTopuu ropoackux uzomsiuii’ (2017). For ‘He Gotics’, Nenasheva
wandered around central Moscow every day for thirty days dressed in a prison
uniform, in an effort to bring attention to the problems of women in Russian prisons.
In ‘Ha-kxa3anue’, the artist spent twenty one days in Moscow’s most popular public
spaces with a metal bed frame strapped to her back, in an attempt to raise awareness
of the treatment of children in Russian orphanages. Using a similar approach for
‘Mexny 31ech u Tam’, Nenasheva spent twenty three days viewing the world through
a virtual-reality (VR) headset whilst blindly feeling her way around the city centre.
The headset showed the interior of a psychiatric institution [IICHXOHEBPOJIOTHYECKUN
untepHar]|, and was designed to induce members of the public who put on the headset
to reflect on the invisible imprisonment of thousands of Russian citizens in such
places, many of whom have never seen the city for themselves and would similarly
fumble their way around, were they suddenly to appear unaccompanied in a public

place.
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Nenasheva identifies herself with what has been described as the ‘third wave’
of Russian Actionism.” During an interview I conducted with the artist in Moscow in
October 2019, Nenasheva laid out the three so-called ‘waves’ of Russian Actionism

as follows:

VY poccuiickoro akiiMoOHMU3Ma TpU BOJIHEL. [lepBast 3T0 MOCKOBCKUI
akuroHusM: Ocmonosckuid, rpynna 9TH, sto 91-98 roa, morom 2008-2012
9TO Kak pa3 pajuKaibHbIe Bce 3TU AeUCTBUS rpynnsl Boiina, Pussy Riot u
otyactu [[aBneHCKOr0, a TPETUI aKIIMOHU3M 3TO COOCTBEHHO TOT, KOTOPBIH. . .
OH He Takoi TPOMKHUH, U OH HE CTABUT cede 3a1aueit ObITh PaJUKaIbHBIM, OH
CTaBUT ce0e 3a7aueli KOMMYHUKaTUBHOCTb M OYEHb BaKHO — IIOBCEITHEBHOCTD:
THI JIeTIaCIb JUTUTEIbHbIE PA0OTHI U KAXK/IbIi JICHb B paMKaxX aKLUU
MIPUBJICKACIIIB JIFOJICH K YeMy-HHOY b, TO €CTh, 3TO TaKas MPOTHKEHHAS
ucropus.’

The other name in the emerging field of so-called ‘third-wave’ Actionism is Dar’ia
Serenko, whose action ‘Tuxwuii muker’ (2016) was, as its name suggests, a more subtle
and less aggressive form of Actionism than the famous examples set by Voina, Pussy
Riot, and Petr Pavlenskii. I would suggest that this shift in Russian Actionism towards
something more closely resembling Anglo-American ‘social practice’ is what enabled
an Actionist such as Nenasheva to consider theatre as a viable medium through which
her artistic practice could manifest itself. The reformulation of the objective of the
Actionist performance [akmusi] — from monologic, unidirectional political statement,
to dialogic communication with ordinary people — brought it closer to the kinds of
communicative practices that are characteristic of contemporary theatre, examples of
which were seen in the preceding chapters.

It is also true, however, that the two jailed members of the allegedly ‘second

wave’ Actionist group Pussy Riot — Nadia Tolokonnikova and Maria Alekhina — have

? See Pavel Mitenko and Sylvia Chassaing, ‘Tret’ia volna aktsionizma: iskusstvo svobodnogo
deistviia vo vremia reaktsii’, Khudozhestvennii zhurnal, 102 (2017)
<http://moscowartmagazine.com/issue/60/article/1241> [accessed 23 December 2020].

* Katrin Nenasheva, Unpublished interview with author, Moscow, 2019.
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both separately made works of theatre in recent years on the back of their experiences
in prison and newfound global fame.” In addition to this, Nenasheva performed one
day of her month-long action ‘He 6oiics’ with Tolokonnikova, which puts the notion
of a ‘third wave’ of Actionism as a distinct emergence under question, especially
given the absence of any substantial time lapse between the so-called second and third
waves. As we saw with documentary theatre over the same period (see Chapter One),
the events of 2012 — namely the return of Putin to the presidency, the protest
movement that culminated in ‘bonornoe neno’, and the imprisonment of Actionists
Tolokonnikova and Alekhina of Pussy Riot for their performance of ‘Ilank-moneben’
in Moscow’s Cathedral of Christ the Saviour — were the signs of a turning tide in
Russian politics. It is therefore reasonable to assume that the change in circumstances
necessitated a different kind of Actionism to that of the preceding Putin and
Medvedev years, and equally to that of the ‘first wave’ in the 1990s. In this regard,
so-called ‘third wave’ Actionism should also be considered for its qualities as a
practical response of adaptation to the new, post-‘Ilank-moneben’ reactionary
environment of High Putinism.

It is clear that the wave of restrictive legislation which started in 2013 affected
the kind of action that the leading figures of Actionism at the time could perform
without risking their personal safety and freedom. This resulted in the emigration
from Russia of some of its leading figures, namely the married couple Oleg
Vorotnikov and Natal’ia Sokol of Voina, as well as Petr Pavlenskii. Even the work of
Tolokonnikova and Alekhina since their release from prison in 2014 has become less

overtly provocative and more focused on helping ordinary citizens, as seen in their

> Tolokonnikova made Inside Pussy Riot (2017) in collaboration with the theatre collective
Les Enfants Terribles at the Saatchi Gallery in London. Alekhina made and acted in Burning
Doors (2016) in collaboration with Belarus Free Theatre, which premiered at the Journeys
International Festival in the UK.
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founding of the human rights organization Zona prava and the online media platform
Mediazona. The actions of the ‘third wave’ (Nenasheva, Serenko) are certainly a far
cry from the first major work of Actionism in the 1990s, when art group E.T.I. lay
down in front of the Lenin mausoleum in Red Square, using their bodies to spell out
the word “xyii’.® The same is true for the most famous actions prior to the
conservative-reactionary turn, such as that performed by Voina in 2011, which won
the group the prestigious Innovation Prize for best work of visual art. This is probably
the best-known work of Russian Actionism in the twenty-first century after Pussy
Riot’s world famous ‘ITank-mone6en’. It was called ‘Xyit B [IJIEHy y ®CB!’, and
involved a sixty-five- by twenty-seven-metre phallus drawn on to Liteinii Bridge in St
Petersburg, which when the bridge was raised at night presented itself directly facing
the Bol’shoi dom — the notorious regional headquarters of the NKVD during the
Stalinist Terror, then succeeded by the KGB, and now occupied by the FSB.” It is
difficult to compare provocative actions such as these by E.T.I., Voina, and Pussy
Riot to the subtly engaging practices of Actionism from more recent years. In this
regard, Actionism as a field of artistic practice has undergone an adaptive
transformation that reflects the broader paradigm shift for cultural production in
Russia since 2012. This process seems to have brought radically dissensual
performance art into an overlap with its equivalent in the theatre. Recalling theatre
director Iurii Muravitskii’s reflections on his production of 28 owueui from the previous
chapter, he described discussing moving the work ‘HeMHOKKO B CTOPOHY

8
aKIMOHU3Ma, COBpeMeHHOTro uckyccTBa’.” It would seem that the two fields were

% The action was called ‘Xyit na Kpacroit mromamu’ and took place on 18 April 1991. See
Anatolii Osmolovskii, ““Khui na Krasnoi ploshchadi” — 25 let!’, Artgid, 18 April 2016
<https://artguide.com/posts/1019> [accessed 23 December 2020].

7 «“Voine” prisudili gospremiiu za fallos na Liteinom mostu’, Sankt-Peterburg.ru, 8 April
2011 <http://saint-petersburg.ru/m/culture/old/301495/> [accessed 23 December 2020].

8 Turii Muravitskii, Unpublished interview with author, Moscow, 2019.
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moving in the direction of one another simultaneously at the end of the 2010s.
Russian Actionism has a history distinct from that of the theatre.” Yet here, in the
particular ecology of High Putinism, we see the convergence of the two and the
emergence of a new phenomenon in the history of both that speaks to the theme of
this thesis — the interaction of politics and aesthetics in contemporary Russian culture.
Gruz 300 is a loose collective, consisting of three regular collaborators —
Katrin Nenasheva, Sasha Starost’ (musician-activist), and Stas Gorev (musician) —
and a number of others who participate on a project-by-project basis. The two major
works by Gruz 300 in 2019 will be considered up close in this chapter, followed by
one of Nenasheva’s personal projects. The first is the work of the same name — /' py3
300 (in italicised Cyrillic, as differentiated from the name of the collective Gruz 300,
which is in unitalicised Roman letters). This work is described as an immersive show
about torture. The second is Peiis Ne 228, which is called a ‘ciekraknp-npomenan’,
and broaches the theme of falsified convictions under article 228 of the criminal code
(possession of narcotics). The third and final work is a project entitled Poccus 20:20,
which deals with depression — one of the most widespread illnesses in Russia, that
rarely gets acknowledged as such. This final performance is not by the Gruz 300
collective — its creation is credited to Nenasheva and video artist Ivan Shevel’.

However, it is similar to the work of Gruz 300 and demonstrates many of the same

? Literature is sparse on the history of Russian Actionism. The only book-length publication
that exists dedicated to this topic is Andrei Kovalev’s catalogue Rossiiskii aktsionizm, 1990-
2000 (Moscow: World Art Muzei, 2007). However, many journalistic and scholarly articles
exist in both Russian and English, and a recent attempt was made to document the history of
the broader field of performance in Russia, including but not limited to Actionism. See
Russian Performances: Word, Object, Action, ed. by Julie A. Buckler, Julie A. Cassiday, and
Boris Wolfson (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2018). Also of relevance is the
catalogue from the 2017 Saatchi Gallery exhibition of the same name, Art Riot: Post-Soviet
Actionism, ed. by Andrei Kovalev (Moscow: ABCdesign Studio, 2017). On the more specific
topic of Pussy Riot, there is a slightly larger volume of literature. See, for example, Eliot
Borenstein’s most recent publication Pussy Riot: Speaking Punk to Power (London:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2021).
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traits that define the two works by the theatre collective, to the extent that it will be
productive to consider them alongside each other. As the final production to be
analysed in detail in this thesis, it will also serve to illustrate the disappearance of any
solid distinction between theatre and performance art at the margins of contemporary
Russian culture. Poccus 20:20 was not labelled by its creators as theatre, and yet it
has many of the qualities that define hybrid experimental performance theatre around
the world in the present epoch.

The term ‘rpy3 300’ arose in the Soviet Union during the war in Afghanistan
and is Russian military jargon for injured soldiers and personnel who need to be
withdrawn from frontline action (in contrast to ‘rpy3 200°, which refers to the
deceased). During the infamously bloody and protracted conflict in Afghanistan,
many Soviet soldiers were forced out of action not only by physical injuries, but by
mental conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as well. Naming the
theatre company Gruz 300, from the outset the artists established a reference to the
burden of physical and psychological trauma that many former soldiers carry with
them. They expanded the meaning of the term to apply to all citizens who carry
invisible burdens deriving from trauma in all its varieties, which the work of the
theatre is oriented towards revealing and working through.'® Analysing the work of
Gruz 300 and Katrin Nenasheva, this chapter will build on the trends and conclusions
drawn in the previous chapters, where certain common themes were described:
discourses of torture (Chapter One); ‘new documentarism’ (Chapter Two); and body

politics (Chapter Three). It is in the meeting of Actionism and theatre that some

' Nenasheva stated in an interview that the name is partly a reference to Aleksei Balabanov’s
film Gruz 200 (2007), which also deals with the theme of social violence and trauma. See
Leva Levchenko, “Khoroshii gorod, gde pytaiut”: Interv’iu s Katrin Nenashevoi’, The
Village, 4 October 2018 <https://www.the-village.ru/village/weekend/art/327405-katrin>
[accessed 23 December 2020].
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unexplored contours of politics and aesthetics in contemporary Russian culture reveal
themselves.

Being the seat of federal government and state power, Moscow is historically
the focal point of Russian Actionism, as the artists attempt through their ‘akuun’ to
generate a dialogue with the acting authorities, using the general public as their
audience and witness. Although all of the performances in this chapter are described
in their Moscow iterations, it is of central importance to the Gruz 300 project and
indeed to Nenasheva in her solo work that the performances are seen and heard
beyond the capital. 7 py3z 300 has played numerous times in St Petersburg, as well as
in Vladimir. Peus 228 has been adapted for Samara, Perm’, and Cheliabinsk, as well
as St Petersburg. Poccus 20:20 took place on the streets of Moscow, but was live-
streamed online with full interactive access to anyone, anywhere in the world with
internet and smartphone access. The works featured in this chapter should therefore

not be viewed as purely a Moscow phenomenon.

I'py3 300

Like the three works of ‘new documentarism’ that were considered in Chapter
Two, this production does not have a conventional play script to refer to as such and
no recordings are available, meaning that a description of the performance and a
documentation of its history is important for any analysis. As with those works, my
sources are a combination of interviews (conducted both by me and by others) and
primary sources collected during attendance at performances in Moscow,

supplemented by a variety of materials available online. For 7 py3 300, a valuable
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additional resource is a copy of the unpublished working scenario, which was shared
with me by Nenasheva for the purposes of this research project. The tangible
advantage in working with shows linked to a relatively high-profile artist-Actionist is
that a lot more attention is paid to them by the media, as well as by users of social
media, which widens the variety of secondary sources available on the internet
relating to the performances. That said, however, the attention these works receive is
almost entirely superficial, focusing on the headline-grabbing aspects, such as police
intervention, rather than critiquing the works themselves. The nature of these
performance-actions is that they are always changing as the project evolves and
matures, to say nothing of the need to adapt to the specificities of each new
performance site. This fluidity presents both challenges and opportunities to the
artists, as well as to subsequent critical engagement with the works in question.

I'py3 300 premiered on 10 February 2019 at a converted warehouse space
called Modul’, located in the north-east of the city beyond the Third Ring. In addition
to Nenasheva, Starost’, and Gorev, I py3 300 also involved Artem Materinskii (listed
as a ‘mokymenramuct’), Olesia Gudkova (ncuxosnor), and Polina Andreevna
(mepcdopmepxka). The running time for the performance was approximately three
hours, and was divided into three roughly equal length parts. The first contained five
documentary-style acted scenes based on the testimonies of torture victim Ruslan
Suleimanov; the second part was an interactive game called ‘IllaBka’; and the third
part was a post-show discussion for those who were willing (and who remained until
the end). In the performance I attended there was no discussion, because the game
section was cut short by the news that the police were on their way — this was one of
the drawbacks of locating that particular performance in public space, when most

others had taken place behind closed doors. However, what was lost by the curtailed
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performance was compensated for by the choice of location — perhaps the most
unusual monument in the Russian capital, the pithily titled ‘Memorial to the
Defenders of the White House in 1993°. This location was particularly generative in
terms of the discursive interaction between performance and place: as mentioned in
relation to Koncmumyyus in Chapter Two, the regime of violence and systemic abuse
of power that characterises High Putinism can be traced back to the constitutional
crisis and the events of 1993 that this site commemorates. This is in addition to the
simple act of locating a performance about violence (and the consequences for its
victims) on a site that commemorates the victims of state power and violence. This
monument to one of the defining moments in the history of the modern Russian state
thus serves as the mise-en-scéne for a performance about perhaps the defining feature
of its history in the present — systemic violence in the form of torture.

An immersive show about torture is a paradox that takes the ‘immersive’
genre to its logical end point. What started as a novel form of experimental
participatory theatre that was intended to emancipate the spectator from the passivity
of the seat in the auditorium became commodified and commercialised in the twenty-
first century to the extent that any claim to emancipatory politics became untenable.
Indeed, the inevitable distancing from the ‘immersive’ tag has already begun. One of
the leaders in the field, UK-based theatre company ZU-UK released their ‘Post-

Immersive Manifesto’ in 2020, stating the following:

Over the past decade, ‘immersive’ has arguably been one of the most overused
terms to describe theatre productions that aim to involve audiences in
unconventional ways. With the mainstream success of specific ‘immersive’
productions, this trend goes beyond the theatre and arts industry. From games
distributors to Westfield shopping centres, just about every organisation seems
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to be discussing how ‘immersive’ events can give their product an edgier
. . 11
public profile or increase sales.

Twentieth-century Modernists across Europe and at different times dreamed of a new,
radically participatory theatre, that could repair the damage to society wrought by
bourgeois capitalism. From Romain Rolland’s seminal 1903 book Le thédtre du
peuple, through Platon Kerzhentsev’s popular theoretical work for the Proletkul’t
Teopueckuii meamp (1918), to Guy Debord’s La société du spectacle (1967), early
attempts were made to overcome the conventions of script-based drama through the
active participation of the spectator in the performance-event.'> The emergence of so-
called ‘immersive theatre’ at the end of the twentieth century has been linked with the
concomitant rise of neoliberalism as the dominant global economic order."* The
radical Modernist dream of social emancipation for the spectator has been replaced by
the ‘immersive’ consumer experience. The ‘experience economy’ continues to
dominate production in the culture industry, of which theatre is a part.'*

The rise of hybrid forms of theatre and ‘immersive experiences’ has for many
years been a feature of trendy cultural life in Moscow and St Petersburg. |
experienced this first-hand as a minor character in an immersive adaptation of the
Strugatsky brothers’ 1969 novel Omens « ¥ Ilocubwezo Anvnunucmay, directed by

Maksim Didenko at the Richter Hotel in Moscow in 2018. The show turned out to be

"' See Jorge Lopes Ramos and others, ‘The Post-Immersive Manifesto’, International Journal
of Performance Arts and Digital Media, 16, 2 (2020), 196-212 (p. 196)
<https://doi.org/10.1080/14794713.2020.1766282>.

12 See: Romain Rolland, Le thédtre du peuple (Paris: Cahiers de la Quinzaine, 1903); Platon
Kerzhentsev, Tvorcheskii teatr (Petrograd: [n. pub.], 1918); Guy Debord, La société du
spectacle (Paris: Buchet/Chastel, 1967).

" See Adam Alston, ‘Introduction: Theatre as Experience Machine’ in Beyond Immersive
Theatre: Aesthetics, Politics and Productive Participation (London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2016), pp. 1-34.

" For the relationship of the ‘experience economy’ and the theatre, see Chapter Eight of
Andy Lavender, Performance in the Twenty-First Century: Theatres of Engagement
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), pp. 158-92.
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in large part a promotional event for a new brand of flavoured liqueur. Likewise, a
simple Google search on 20 May 2020 for ‘ummepcuBHBIN criekTakis’ produced a
number of hits: for example, a Time Out Moscow article from 2018 entitled 5
Ty4IIX UMMEPCUBHBIX criekTakiieii’, which leads with a photograph of a young
woman standing in a doorway dressed in black and with her face painted in Mexican
Day of the Dead style."” This kind of highly commercialised, appropriative immersive
theatre now dominates the scene, and for many people the ‘immersive’ tag is now
associated with light entertainment rather than art-activism or social engagement.
Writing about 7 py3 300, the theatre critic II’mira Bolotian expressed such a view:
‘CrieKTakib co3/1aTeNid 0003HAYMIN KaK MIMMEPCHBHBIH, TO €CTh BEIOpan
OIIpeIeNIeHIe, KOTOPOE Tereph YKe CTOMKO acCcoluupyercs ¢ passiedennem’.'® Thus,
when the makers of 7 py3 300 labelled it an immersive show about torture, they
ironically subverted the commercial-consumer expectations of the immersive genre: it
was apparent (or should have been apparent) to the prospective spectator that such a
show would not be the usual light-hearted entertainment.

The question that each potential spectator was confronted with when deciding
whether to buy a ticket for the show or not was what form an immersive show about
torture would take, and how far were the makers willing to go with this idea. There
were unspoken questions such as: Will I personally be tortured? Surely the limits of
theatre (and the law) are such that a spectator cannot be physically tortured during a
show? Is real physical violence permissible in the realm of theatre, where members of
the public are not coming with such expectations or desires? These kinds of questions

presented the spectator with a high degree of unpredictability and uncertainty over

" Aleksandra Vial’, ‘5 luchshikh immersivnykh spektaklei’, Time Out Moscow, 24 March
2018 <https://www.timeout.ru/msk/feature/475870> [accessed 23 December 2020].

1 See I’mira Bolotian, ‘Teatr kak pytka: “Gruz 300 i ego protivorechiia’, Teatr, 38 (2019),
98-103 (p. 100).



221

what exactly they were signing up for when buying a ticket. On the one hand, this can
be seen as a re-appropriation of the immersive genre, taking it back to its original idea
as a form of cultural and artistic emancipation. On the other hand, it can be seen as the
opposite of this — as a reflection on the genre’s imprisonment within the expectations
that it has built for itself, revealing the modern spectator’s insatiable desire to
consume ‘experiences’, as an integral component of the contemporary creative
economy of the Russian capital.

Because the 7 py3 300 team are not theatre makers, they display no interest or
personal stake in the kinds of internal disputes and battles for recognition that go on
within the theatre world. This is not for lack of ambition, however, with Nenasheva
boldly stating on her social media: ‘Axuponncrckuii Teatp criacer mup’.'’ In one
sense, their work could be called ‘outsider theatre’, because it is made by people with
no specialist theatre training or background in theatre practice, although because they
are all artists and creatives of some description, it cannot be labelled ‘outsider art’,
which is somewhat different. On the one hand, this outsider-ness is a liberating force
on their work, as they are not bound by the conventions or standards that trained
theatre practitioners inevitably set themselves in and against. On the other hand, it is
this same lack of training and experience that undermines the quality of the work on
occasion, as inconsistencies across performances make it a perpetual ‘work in
progress’. By the time I became a spectator at one of the final performances of 7 py3
300, many of the earlier flaws commented on by critics had been ironed out. One of
these included, for example, placing performers in the audience to unexpectedly

intervene during the game section. Because the performers are not professional actors,

'7 Katrin Nenasheva, Facebook post, 24 November 2019.
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this set-up was easily detected by the audience.'® Whilst tweaking a performance
during the run is a natural part of theatre, the significant variations between
performances of / py3 300 demonstrate the element of unpreparedness that the
creators as non-professional theatre makers were willing to accept when opening the
doors to the public for the first time.

The creators’ stated aim for the project was to use the medium of theatre as a
means through which to talk about one of the most taboo subjects in Russian public
discourse — systemic violence and the consequences for its victims. The description
for the performance on the promotional clip uploaded to Nenasheva’s YouTube
channel poses the questions that it seeks to raise and sets up the expectations of the

spectator:

Boith nim He OuTh? Cornamarbes WiM IPoXoauTs MUMo? Bpath mpumMep win
ocraBatbcs pu cBoéM? B ummepcuBHoM criektakie ['py3 300 mbl
paccyxaaeM o cuiie, 0 BbIOOpe, 0 TpaBME U CUCTEMHOM Hacwiuu. Tparenus,
JpaMa, TpUJUIEp WU 1K€ KOMEINUS — B 9TOM CIIEKTaKJIE 3pUTEIb caM
co3naét xaHp. B ocHOBe mokaza — HCTOpUs OBIBILIETO 3aKIIOUEHHOTO OMCKOM
konouuu Pycnauna Cyneiimanosa.'”

In the first formulation here we see a reworking of Hamlet’s ubiquitous words,
punning on the phonetic similarity of the Russian words ‘OpiT’ [to be], and ‘Outh’ [to
beat]. The implication of the new reworked version, ‘to be or not to beat’, is that the
state of being is one of violence, and conversely not to beat, i.e. not to use violence, is
a state of non-being. This equation of being and violence as one and the same, as a
metonymy, is to say that violence is the ontological state of being. This equation lies

at the core of the discourse generated by 7 py3 300. In this regard, the performance

' This criticism came from theatre critic Viktor Vilisov in his Telegram post about the show.
See Vilisov, Telegram channel @apollonia, 2 April 2019.

"% Katrin Nenasheva, Gruz 300: immersivnyi spektakl’ o sistemnom nasilii, online video
recording, YouTube, 4 March 2019 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eNu rDsNUhA>
[accessed 23 December 2020].
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presents violence as the ontology that defines and determines the experience of reality
in High Putinist Russia. There is no place for non-violence in the world of 7 py3 300,
where the choice is not between violence or non-violence, but instead between
violence or non-being. In one respect, this recalls Beumers and Lipovetsky’s thesis
about the ‘discourse of violence’ in Russian theatre in the post-Soviet era, although in
most other respects we are dealing here with something different to the dramatic
hyper-naturalism of ‘Hogas gpama’.>’

One of the peculiarities of this work is its backstory — it started life not as
theatre, but was in fact originally conceived by Nenasheva as a personal exhibition,
with a series of performance pieces to accompany it, on the theme of torture and
PTSD. The project was titled ‘I'py3 300: Komnaxxu nepexxuBanuii’, and was due to be
exhibited at the state-funded Galereia na Solianke, which has a long history of being a
platform for contemporary performance art in the Russian capital. Somewhat
predictably, the scheduled exhibition fell foul of the authorities and the opening was
postponed a matter of days before it was due to open to the public in September
2018.%" Shortly afterwards, it was cancelled completely and was followed later that
year by the resignation of the gallery director, curator Fedor Pavlov-Andreevich, who
had been in charge for nearly a decade.? In the run-up to the scheduled opening of the
exhibition, Nenasheva staged an action multiple times in Moscow and other nearby
cities in which she could be found in the middle of a busy street inside an animal

cage, itself wrapped entirely in cling film. A sign was hung on the cage stating that it

% For ‘hyper-naturalism’ in ‘Hoas npama’, see Birgit Beumers and Mark Lipovetsky,
Performing Violence: Literary and Theatrical Experiments of New Russian Drama (Bristol:
Intellect, 2009), pp. 34-39.

*! “Galereia v Moskve otmenila vystavku protiv pytok Katrin Nenashevoi’, Radio Svoboda,
20 September 2018 <https://www.svoboda.org/a/29500108.htmI> [accessed 23 December
2020].

2 ‘Direktor galerei na Solianke uvolilsia iz-za otmeny vystavki o pytkakh’, Radio Svoboda,
24 September 2018 <https://www.svoboda.org/a/29673922.html> [accessed 23 December
2020].



224

contained a body which had been tortured — this was a reference to Nenasheva’s
personal experience in the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR), where
she had been taken captive and tortured for two days by the local paramilitary earlier
that year.”> Her desire to stage an action on this theme was twofold: firstly, as a
performative exploration of and confrontation with the burden of trauma that she
carried as a result of her first-hand experience of torture; and secondly as an attempt
to bring attention to the widespread phenomenon of torture that occurs in state
institutions on a daily basis throughout the country. During the transition from gallery
exhibition and street action to theatre performance, the precise nature and extent of
routine torture specifically in the state prison system came into sharp focus as a result
of the public testimonies of Ruslan Suleimanov, amongst others, as well as the
emergence of videos in July 2018 from Yaroslavl’ penal colony showing the brutal
torture of an inmate by a large group of guards.** Thus, by the time /py3 300 became
a theatre work, a significant amount of media attention had been paid to the censored
exhibition, as well as to Nenasheva’s public statements in response. However, none of
this could have prepared audiences for the immersive element of the 7 py3z 300
experience.

The first part of the performance is the more conventional — it is documentary
in style, with a mixture of verbatim text and autobiographical monologue. There are
also light interactive elements for the spectator, although these do not determine the
course of the action at this stage. An example of this is when one of the characters

prepares buckwheat in an imaginary kitchen and feeds it to the spectators. This part is

» Nina Nazarova, ““Oret, chto nas podorvut na minakh”: Aktivistka Katrin Nenasheva o
pytkakh v DNR’, BBC Russian, 26 June 2018 <https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-
44618444> [accessed 23 December 2020].

* OI’ga Bobrova, ‘10 minut v klasse vospitatel’noi raboty’, Novaia gazeta, 20 July 2018
<https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2018/07/20/77222-10-minut-v-klasse-vospitatelnoy-raboty>
[accessed 23 December 2020].
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built around a series of monologues, all of which derive from three sources: firstly,
the public statements made by Ruslan Suleimanov that were published in Novaia
gazeta relating to his experiences of torture whilst imprisoned in Omsk;* secondly,
an additional interview with Suleimanov carried out by Nenasheva subsequently for
the purposes of the project; and thirdly, Nenasheva’s own first-person testimony
relating to her experiences as a hostage in the DPR. In the working scenario text, there
are five characters (numbered, without names). Suleimanov’s testimonies are split up
and distributed between them. Nenasheva speaks her own testimony in its entirety, a
fact which casts this particular element of the performance into the category of
‘witness theatre’, as pioneered by Teatr.doc over the past decade (see Chapter One).
There are four occasions in the script when the specific names of those prison guards
who tortured Suleimanov are called out. The calling out of the names of those
responsible is the same device that is used in the three documentary works analysed in
Chapter One, and is especially central to /7Teimxu, where a long list of the names of the
perpetrators is read out. The importance of naming those responsible during the
performance as an act of witnessing and of citizens’ justice in the absence of concrete
legal justice was considered in the context of that work, but there is good reason to
apply a similar reasoning here. A public statement made by Nenasheva in relation to

her cancelled exhibition supports this idea:

B »T0i1 mpakTHKe 04eHb BaKeH (aKT CBUACTEIHCTBOBAHUS, BE/Ib Y MBITOK
0OBIYHO HET cBUaeTeNs. M ecnu OBl UeOBEK MPUIIET Ha BBICTABKY U CTAJ
YYaCTHHUKOM IneppopMaHca, y Hero Obuia Obl MUCCHS CTaTh CBUJETEIEM
TIePEKMBAHNS, YETO HE XBATAET JIOIIM B CHTYALIUHU THITOK. >

» Elena Masiuk, ‘Lomka. Omsk’, Novaia gazeta, 13 May 2018
<https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2018/05/13/76435-lomka-omsk> [accessed 23 December
2020].

% Nenasheva, in Levchenko, ‘“Khoroshii gorod, gde pytaiut

999
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For Nenasheva, the act of witnessing is important because, as she says, ‘Beflb y IbITOK
00bIuHO HeT cBuzeTens . As we saw with the three documentary plays in Chapter
One, bearing witness to the event is a fundamental part of the creation of meaning in
this form of theatre, and is what generates the ethical demand for the spectator-as-
witness. This is where the similarities end, however, because if in IToimxu the horror
lies in the observation of the matter-of-fact playing out of torture and our
corresponding inability as spectators to act (being compelled passively to sit and
watch in the audience), in 7 py3 300 the horror is reversed: the spectator is able to
move around and act but is powerless all the same, unable to bring themselves to
intervene or to change the course of the action, and correspondingly becoming
complicit in the violence. This becomes more acute as the performance goes on, but
there is one indicative moment from the first (documentary) section, when we hear a

verbatim monologue taken from Suleimanov’s testimony:

Mens npuesnu 1o stany B CU30-1 B Omcke, Hac Toraa Obl1o yenoBek 17, u
Cpa3y Bcex OTIPAaBUWJIM B CTaKaH, 3TO Takas MaJeHbKas kaMmepa. BeiBoauau no
OJTHOMY B MaTpPacoBKY, TaM ObLIO MHOTO COTPYJHHMKOB, HA KPOBATH CTOsIA
TapeJika ¢ TPEYHEBOM Kallel, 3Ty Kallly BCEX 3aCTaBJIsUIN €CTh — THUIIA TaK
HOBHMYKOB NpuHUMaH. JIo)kka Obl1a 0/1HA HA BCEX.

[...] CoTpynHukoB Ob110 yesoBek 6-7. OHM MHE HOTHM pacTsAHYJIM Ha MaTpace,
CO BCEX CTOPOH JIepKaT, CTSHYJIM C MEHS IITaHbl, TPYCHI, U CTAJIN JIOKKOK
3aCOBBIBATh MHE 3Ty Kally B 3aJHHI Mpoxoa. CKOJIIBKO 3TO MPOJ0IKAIOCH, HE
CKaXXy, KOT'JIa C TAKUMH MOMEHTAaMH CTAJIKMBACUILCSI, O BDEMEHHU HE
nymaenis.

This testimony, when placed in combination with the scene that precedes it when one
of the performers cooks and distributes buckwheat for the spectators to eat (which all

were strongly encouraged to do, although it was possible to decline), generates a

" Ruslan Suleimanov, in Katrin Nenasheva and others, Gruz 300 (unpublished scenario,
2019). See also Masiuk, ‘Lomka. Omsk’.
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particular kind of horror of the ‘real’. The association for the spectator between the
two elements — the buckwheat that features in the description of Suleimanov’s
physical violation by guards, and the buckwheat that they still hold in their hands on a
small disposable plate and were moments ago consuming with a plastic spoon — has
the potential to generate a visceral reaction in the spectator (most likely nausea and
revulsion, but various reactions are possible). In this manner, 7 py3 300 works with
affect to try to set up and create reactions in the spectator through sensory and
associative triggers such as this one. This is a kind of immersive ‘montage of
attractions’ similar in function to Eizenshtein’s famous cattle-slaughter scene in
Cmauxa (1925). Here the image — in this case buckwheat — generates the affective
associations that relate to the overall theme of the work.

In contrast to conventional documentary plays that maintain the division
between performers (who perform) and audience (who watch), the freedom that the
spectator is granted to wander at will around the performance space in / py3z 300 — to
move from room to room, and to accept or decline the offer of buckwheat — creates a
complicity with the event that is a different kind of demand to that of bearing witness
in a documentary play. The freedom of choice — to come and go, to walk away and
not participate — becomes a burden in itself. A question is posed in the promotional

video for the performance:

KT0 ycTranaBnuBaer rpaHuily Mex1y UCKyCCTBOM U PEaJIbHOCTBIO, MEXKIY
OOIIECTBEHHBIM JIOTOBOPOM M HacHIHeM?

This is followed not by an answer to the question, but by an imperative:
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Crenaii cBoit BeIGOp.”

The final choice of phrase is seemingly an ironic reference to Putin’s 2018
presidential campaign, in which this three-word slogan circulated in the media and in
public discourse across the country. Popular internet memes arose in response,
reflecting the feeling of the total absence of choice in the election and the
corresponding meaningless of the slogan. For example, one meme stated, ‘Cnenaii
csoii BeIOop. [Tytun miu I[Iytun’. The ‘choice’ that is euphemistically referred to in
the political slogan is mirrored in 7 py3 300, where choice turns out to be rather its
opposite. Here it becomes a (non-)choice not between Putin and Putin, but between
systemic violence and the social contract. As the spectator discovers over the course
of the performance, the freedom of choice they are endowed with as an integral part
of the immersive experience can be an unexpectedly heavy ethical burden. This
feeling was perhaps heightened in 7py3 300 due to the fact that the kinds of choices
spectators are accustomed to making in more commercially-oriented ‘immersive
experiences’ are considerably less demanding, often amounting to little more than
‘the freedom to spend money’.*’

The first few lines of Nenasheva’s opening monologue in the performance are
worth quoting here at length, for a useful insight not only into the authorial intention
behind 7 py3 300, but also into the other two works in this chapter, and into the

performance artist’s approach to her work as a whole:

MHe ckaszanu, 4TO B 3TOM CIEKTAKJIE 5 IOJHKHA UTPATh POJIb KEHILWHBI,
KOTOpasi 3BOHUT 1O TesiehOHYy U TOBTOPSIET OAHY U Ty ke (pasy. Mou, s, Kak

* Nenasheva, Gruz 300: immersivnyi spektakl’ o sistemnom nasilii.

* Regarding ‘choice’ in immersive shows, Ramos et al. state: ‘This is an analogue of the
unfreedom twenty-first-century citizens are trained to think of as experiences of true freedom;
the freedom to choose between drinking beer or vodka, or eating sweets or chocolates,
constitutes nothing more than the freedom to spend money.” See Ramos and others, p. 197.
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YeJIOBEK, MEPEKUBILIUH MMBITKH U IETAIONIINI 00 ’TOM MPOEKTHI TO U HA CAMOM
Jiesie Jiesako, YTO CUTHAIIO B IMyCTOTY M npoiry o nomoinu. Komy s 3B0HI0? O
Kakoi nmomouu s npoury? OgHomy bory ussectHo. HaBepHoe, bory taxke
U3BECTHO, I0YEMY Ha JI0JIIO OJHOIO BbINaaeT HACUINE, a Ha JOJI0 APYroro -
cTpajaHue. XO0Tsl, MOKET, HACWJIBHUK BCE KE CTPAAAET IOTOM, TOJIBKO €ro
KEPTBA PEJIKO ATO BUIUT. A €Ille FOBOPST — 3a4EM PacCKa3bIBaTh O CBOEH
TpaBMe? 3aueM OKpY KaroLIue JOJIKHBI O HEel 3HaTh? DTO BEllb JAEJIAET BCEM
xyxe. C keM MHe Torjia octaercs pasroBapuBarb? [loatomy s Oyay
pasrosapusarth ¢ 6orom [sic].”

This Brechtian ‘epic’ device of addressing the audience directly, in the first person,
and informing us what she has been told to say by fictitious ‘puppet masters’ behind
the scene sets the tone for the rest of the performance, which is continuously looking
to subvert the norms of theatre and the expectations of the spectator. One of the major
themes in Nenasheva’s work in general is speaking out about trauma and giving a
platform to marginalised or otherwise unheard voices. The question posed in her
monologue above — ‘3auem paccka3siBaTh 0 cBoel TpaBme?’ — is one that she
repeatedly returns to and tries to address in different ways across multiple different
works, in the process enabling others to do the same. At three points during her
opening monologue, Nenasheva holds up a placard. In order of appearance, they each

read:

1) HOYEMY — 51?
2) IOYEMY — ThI?
3) A ECJIX S — OTOMIIY?*"

In response to Nenasheva holding up these placards, one of the performers positioned
in the audience begins to throw pebbles at her. In this way, the psychological trauma

suffered by a victim of torture, and the questions that the victim struggles with as a

3% Nenasheva and others.
3! Ibid.
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result, are answered by society in the form of a public stoning. This is symbolic of the
response that a trauma victim receives when they publicly ask such questions, because
as Nenasheva said in her opening monologue, why should everyone know about your
trauma when ‘3To Benb aenaet Bcem xyxke’. The questions from these placards are the
transitional link to the second part of the performance, the interactive game called
‘[IlaBka’.

As the spectators walk to the area where the game will be played, some still
awkwardly holding a half-eaten plate of buckwheat in their hands, the performers
assume a more casual persona, playing ‘themselves’. As written in the directions in
the scenario, ‘Bo Bpems LllaBku MbI Kak Obl HE HECEM TEX WJIM UHBIX POJIEH, HO IPH
3TOM 06passl y Hac ocrafores’.”> Having access to the scenario is insightful, for
making visible some of the working mechanisms behind this text-decentred
performance piece. It confirms notions discussed previously relating to the ‘real’ in
contemporary performance aesthetics. The instructions quoted above are indicative of
the fact that however much a performer appears to ‘play themselves’ or ‘not act’ as an
aesthetic choice in bringing ‘the real’ into the performance, a persona or ‘image’
[06pa3] must always necessarily remain.

The rules of the game are explained to the audience roughly as follows: two
names of spectators are pulled out of a hat; the first name to be pulled out plays the
role of ‘komanmup’ and the second name plays the role of ‘maBka’. For a duration of
three minutes, the xomanaup has total power over the maska. The role of the
KomaHup is to exercise this power in whatever way they wish. Correspondingly, for
the duration of the game the maBka must submit totally to the authority of the

komanup and carry out their orders without exception. The rules of the game are

32 Ibid.
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sufficiently simple that no one could be left confused by them. However, the rules
also open up such a vast space of freedom for the person playing the komanup that it
proved difficult to get the game going due to the reluctance and understandable
hesitancy of the participants to fully exercise the power they were unexpectedly
handed. The game was clearly an exercise in power relations between individuals, and
an exploration of the boundary ‘mexxay 0OIIECTBEHHBIM JJOTOBOPOM U HaCHUIHEM’

(I’ py3 300 promotional clip, quoted above). This is the moment at which we as
spectators-turned-participants are expected to make our choice (the ‘crnenaii cBoit
BbIOOp’ from the promotional clip). How will we use the unlimited power we have
been given, and equally how will we react to being given orders and told to submit to
the authority of a stranger unconditionally, especially when it crosses our personal
tolerance thresholds or lines of moral acceptability? These personal boundaries are
different for everyone, a fact that became apparent in the playing out of the game.

The varying reactions to the game each time it was performed are indicative of
the problems and successes that the production had as a whole. At the premiere and
early performances in Moscow, before the show had been written about and when
audiences had no expectations coming into it, the reactions were the most
controversial. Many people left in objection or disgust long before the end of the
game, whilst those who refused to participate in the game when their name was drawn
from the hat were offered two options: either to hold up a sign with the words ‘st
npocto cMoTpro Ha Hacwime’ if they wished to remain, or to leave the performance
entirely. In one notable instance publicised on social media and even reaching some
online news outlets, a spectator initially chose the former option (the sign), but after a
short period of time changed their mind and left, then subsequently returned with

others to disrupt the performance, which controversially ended with said spectator
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being slapped by one of the performers.> In the show attended by I’mira Bolotian,
she estimated that around half of the audience left before the end of the game, some
more publicly than others.>* This was roughly the same proportion as during the
outdoor performance at the Monument to the Defenders of the White House in 1993,
which took place more than half a year after the premiere. This suggests that
audiences were still not coming prepared for what they saw, having difficulty
accepting the premise of the game even after it had become known about and reported
on in various media outlets.

Some rounds of the game did become violent and visibly distressing for the
participants, which as a result made for extremely difficult viewing from the sidelines.
Other rounds passed by fairly uneventfully, with spectator-participants clearly
uncomfortable and conflicted about how to act in the situation, to the point of inertia.
The game far from always descended into violence, but nonetheless the power
dynamic of master-slave that existed between the two players meant that violence was
intrinsic to all the interactions between them. It was also not necessarily the case that
the maBka would be the one to break down. In reality, it was often more difficult and
traumatising for the komanaup, who was the active agent, and therefore had to
grapple with the violation of the boundaries of consent in their actions more than the
maBka, in their passive role. This was particularly evident when there was a pre-
existing social inequality at play, such as in the case of a male komannup and a female
maBka (a man being reluctant to hit a woman). It was also notable how there seemed

to be fewer inhibitions to immersion in the roles when such a structural inequality was

 See Sergei Feofanov, ‘Posetitel nitsy immersivnogo spektaklia o nasilii “Gruz 300”
poluchili poshchechiny’, The Village, 3 April 2019 <https://www.the-
village.ru/village/city/news-city/346517-gruz-300-poshechiny> [accessed 23 December
2020].

* Bolotian describes how some spectators did not hold back from making their feelings
known as they departed early, shouting out various critical assessments on their way out. See
Bolotian, ‘Teatr kak pytka’.
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reversed, i.e. a female komanaup and male maBka. Making something of a
generalisation: women were more willing to be violent, more so towards men, less so
towards other women. Complex issues around power hierarchies in society —
connected to gender, race, education, class privilege, and cultural capital — all seemed
to contribute to the psychology of the game and determined its playing out in real
time.

For those who became emotionally overwhelmed by what they were seeing or
experiencing, the organisers specially brought in a therapist to each performance who
sat in a separate room, where tea and biscuits were provided along with space and
time to talk. According to Nenasheva, this service was taken up in almost all of the
performances they put on, a fact which testifies to the difficulty that some audience
members experienced as a result of the game. Some viewers complained afterwards
on social media that the game was reckless and irresponsible, with one stating,
‘CMOTpeTh Ha HACWJIHE U HUYETrO He Je/aTh — 3T0 Toxe Hacumue’.> The irony of this
criticism is that the intention of the game was to make exactly that point — to show
that passive complicity in violence is no better than the violent act itself. The
performance goes one step further, revealing how easy it is to become complicit, and
correspondingly how difficult it is to object and intervene when violence is the rule of
the game, which is to say, when it is systemic, as it is in the prison system and indeed
in all organs of state security and law enforcement. This was seen previously in
ITuimxu and Oro6. Likewise, the difficulty of objection and intervention in a
hierarchical social structure with pre-determined rules was seen in Locker room talk.
In I'py3 300, these two phenomena are brought together, reflecting on the nature of

these power structures, as well as revealing the burden of trauma that they produce.

35
See Feofanov.
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Whilst the reaction and audience feedback to the performance was mixed, few
were left indifferent, and this is perhaps one measure of its success.’® If its aim was to
bring attention to the experience and burden of trauma caused by torture, and not just
to the fact of its occurrence, then the focus shifts from the informational sphere to the
emotional-therapeutic. This relates to the activist work of Nenasheva and Starost’ in
what they call ‘ncuxoaktuBusm’, where they try to bring public attention to the
problems of mental health and psychological trauma that are experienced by a large
proportion of the population and yet are largely stigmatized, covered up, ignored and
underfunded in the public health system. Here, the object of the performance is not an
‘other’ to whom this occurs; it is not Suleimanov, Nenasheva, or a generalised
representative of a social group. The spectators themselves become the object. This is
therefore not a victimization or objectification of the real figures whose testimonies
feature as the starting point for the performance — they are quickly forgotten once the
game starts. Instead, the only objectification can be of one’s own self, whose senses
of propriety, dignity, and respect have been starkly revealed as arbitrary, contingent,
and porous. To remain, to play and observe the game, means to be complicit, but to
walk away in objection is not by any means the more ethical option — this is to deny
subjectivity to the victims of violence, and to turn a blind eye to the acts of violence
that are committed every day in institutions of state security and law enforcement
(prisons, jails, FSB and Centre E offices). To turn away is also to refuse to try to
understand both sides, to deny the experience of the ‘other’ as necessarily part of
one’s own. After all, this is just a game played in public by consenting adults with full

supervision by a group of observers (the other spectators). The irreconcilable ethical

% The work was almost entirely ignored by the theatre community itself, however. Bolotian
wrote a piece on the work for the journal Teatr, and Vilisov wrote a post about it on his
Telegram channel. There were also a handful of non-specialist commentaries and news
articles on various small online media platforms, mostly of a superficial nature.
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contradiction lies in the the fact that any accusation of taking the game too literally
can likewise be countered with accusations of taking violence too lightly, and vice
versa.

Many online reviewers (professional and non-professional) writing about the
performance described being left shaken up and affected emotionally by what they
had experienced, in a way that they had clearly not encountered in the theatre before.
In this regard, its divisiveness links it to Aleksei Balabanov’s no less controversial
film 7' py3 200 in more than just name. Where Balabanov’s film dealt in corpses (the
‘Tpy3 200’ of the title), I py3 300 is very much about the living — those who carry the
invisible burden of trauma with them every day of their lives, unbeknownst to or
ignored by the healthy. As Nenasheva commented regarding her experience of torture

in the DPR:

S pazroBapuBazia ¢ OJHUM IIPABO3ALIUTHUKOM O TOM, 4TO B Poccum Kaxapblii
TPETHUH CITyKWJI, IUTFOC €Ciu B34Th adraH, Yeunto, Jlondacc, ecTh O4eHb
MHOTO JIfoJIel XOTsI Obl ¢ MUHUMAJIBHBIM OIBITOM [TpaBMblI|: ‘['1ie 3Tu Bce
moau?’ A o rosoput: ‘Hy BOT OHE KaK GbI paCTBOPHITHCEH’.”’

In the final instance, then, the performance of 7/ py3 300 makes the widespread social
phenomenon of ‘rpy3 300’ visible, which is to say, the experience of playing and
observing the game ‘IllaBka’ indicates towards the burden of trauma that a large
segment of the population carries with it. It works to de-stigmatise the issue and to
normalise the discourse of help and support that is needed. These people have not
‘disappeared’ [lit. dissolved], as the human rights worker suggested to Nenasheva.
They are very much still alive and at large in society, and in need of social support.

I'py3 300 does not overcome systemic violence in and of itself — if anything, it

37 Nenasheva, in Nazarova.
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reproduces it in order to interrogate it — but no theatre performance or indeed any
work of art can achieve that alone. What it does, however, is start the conversation.

A criticism of 7 py3 300 is its failure to get all of the spectators on board with
the game. The performance was clearly billed as ‘immersive’, which meant that
audiences were prepared for this aspect and came willing to take part proactively in
some capacity. As Ramos et al. make clear in their ‘Post-Immersive Manifesto’, when
staging games as part of a work of participatory theatre, certain criteria and conditions

are important for it to succeed:

Clear boundaries from the outset can enable individuals to know what is
expected of them, and therefore overcome personal fears of being exposed by
‘getting it wrong’. The earlier audiences ‘sign up’ to a clearly articulated
invitation, the quicker audiences can allow themselves to inhabit this agreed
game-world and become an active participant in it. Creating a contract of
engagement from the outset can reduce gaps between audience members’
feeling of ownership, entitlement and active engagement.”®

Clearly the makers of I py3 300 partly failed in this regard, although they themselves
stated publicly that the problem lies with the unpreparedness of Russian audiences,
rather than with the performance itself.’* Given that the creative team are not
professional theatre makers and had little prior experience of making participatory
theatre events, it is perhaps unfair to lay all of the blame on the audiences. Whilst the
walk-outs can be passed off as the collateral damage of an ‘immersive show about
torture’, and that it was an audience failure not an artistic one, some responsibility
must lie with the artists for the set-up. A lack of ‘clear boundaries from the outset’
meant that a significant portion of people (around half of the audience) were not able
to tolerate the playing out of the game and chose to leave before the end. Perhaps this

was the point and the organisers were willing to accept this loss. However, had a more

¥ Ramos and others, p- 211.
3 Nenasheva, in Feofanov.
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‘clearly articulated invitation’ been made, then perhaps more people would have
remained until the end, thereby creating a more inclusive experience and subsequently
a more constructive dialogue and post-performance discussion, which the makers
claim was their ultimate intention. Spectators leaving in objection or disgust cannot be
a measure of success when the stated aim is to address an important social issue
collectively.

That said, however, the successes of 7 py3 300 certainly outweigh its
shortcomings. It brutally exposed the arbitrariness of public decency — more
specifically that of the liberal cultural elite of the cosmopolitan Russian capital — who
are able to tolerate the widespread torture of others and violence by the state on a
daily basis when it is behind closed doors, but cannot bear to see violence with their
own eyes, even when it is in a controlled environment with the explicit aim of
investigating its forms and effects. Judging by the reaction online, no one had
experienced anything quite like 7/ py3 300 before, so this unexpected Actionist
intervention into the world of the theatre came as a shock. The creators managed to
pursue an important social issue without resorting to pathos or didacticism, and there
was no sense of victimisation or objectivisation of individuals for artistic ends. The
arrival of the Actionists on the theatre scene disrupted the commercialised and
commodified ‘immersive’ genre. The immersive experience is taken to its outer
limits, where the pleasure of interactive spectating gives way to the unbearable act of
observing and participating in real violence. In other words, the spectator is forced to
confront the inescapable abject, which in this case is the unwelcome, unwanted sight
of the usually invisible burden of trauma caused by violence that is carried by others.

For Ramos et al., the ‘immersive fallacy’ is ‘the proposition that greater

pleasure is produced for an audience by transporting them into a simulated reality —
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wherein they are further embedded through their choices and actions’.*” What we see

in Ipy3 300 is the immersive logic taken to its extreme — where the greatest possible
pleasure tips over into the greatest possible displeasure, to un-simulated pain and
violence — whilst posing the final question, ‘Are you not entertained?” Audiences who
came to / py3 300 because of its ‘immersive’ billing and expected to be transported to
another world, to the ‘unreality’ of VR or other technological gimmicks, would have
had a surprise (and were perhaps some of those who left early) because in the world
of I'py3 300 the spectator is not transported anywhere, and the only escape from the
horror of the reality that it presents is the exit. By avoiding the ‘immersive fallacy’,
our agency as spectators in / py3z 300 is not just the freedom to move around and
participate in the action during the performance — it is also the freedom to think and
act after it ends. This, for Ranciére, is where ‘emancipated spectatorship’ takes
place.*' Can such agency be a force for reconfiguring social relationships and building
community through a disavowal of the High Putinist consensus that would always
suppress and conceal rather than address and discuss? This is a question that the Gruz
300 collective took into its next project, which premiered only half a year after the

explosive arrival of the Actionists on the scene with their first work.

Peiig No 228

Spectators received geographic coordinates by text message the evening

before the event. These led to Park Gorka, in the Kitai-gorod region of central

% Ramos and others, p. 210.
*! Jacques Ranciére, The Emancipated Spectator, trans. by Gregory Elliott (London: Verso,
2009), pp. 22-23.
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Moscow. The message also advised bringing a fully-charged smartphone,
headphones, a raincoat, and ID. Upon arrival, transparent plastic wallets were
distributed, which contained two sheets of A4 paper, a pencil, and a piece of chalk, as
well as two smaller pieces of paper — one with instructions on how to start the show,
and the other with contact details for support in case of arrest. Petig Ne 228
(henceforth Peiis 228) was the second work of 2019 by the Actionist theatre
collective Gruz 300, this time on the theme of narcotics and the falsification of
criminal cases under article 228 of the Russian criminal code.

It was billed by the creators as a ‘cnekraknp-npomenasa’ and as an immersive
show, but besides that very little additional information was shared with spectators
prior to the event. As with /py3 300, it was not apparent ahead of time what form of
‘immersive’ to expect. The ‘promenade’ description suggested that a degree of
walking would be involved. The instructions in the pack told spectators to subscribe
to a chat-bot in the Telegram messenger application in order to start the show. Upon
entering ‘/start’ into the chat-bot, the first message appeared, which set the scene and

set up the expectations of the spectator:

[Tpusert! PeiiB Ne 228 — sT0 ropoackast cuMpoHUs IEPEKUBAHUI, CTPAXOB,
MOUCKOB M BEIOOPOB. OH HAYMHAETCS MPSAMO ceituac. Mbl coOpanu ucTopuu
JOACH, ynoTpeOIIOmuX HAPKOTHKH U JIIOJICH, KOTOPBIM UX MOAOPOCHIIH. DTO
MCTOPUHU U3 Pa3HBIX yroikoB Poccuu. B aToM myTemecTBU CTOUT OBITH
BHUMATEJIbHBIM. B 3TOM MyTeImecTBUH CTOUT HE OOSATHCS IeHCTBOBATh, UCKATh
Y HaxXOJuTbh. B ¢mHame MBI MOATOTOBUIIH IS BaC BaKHYIO BCTpEUY.
VBHMCS Yepe3 HECKOIbKO dacos! ™

At this point we as spectators still have very little idea about what exactly is going on,
what form the show will take, and what is expected of us as participants. From this

message we learn that there are documentary materials involved, and we learn that we

* Telegram chat-bot @rave228_bot, 28 September 2019.
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will need to seek things out. We also learn that there will be a finale of sorts a few
hours from now, but we do not know where. The description of the work as a “city
symphony’ implies that our journey will be integrated into and interactive with the
topography of urban Moscow.

Pressing the button ‘nadats’ within the chat-bot released the first set of
instructions, which included a pinned location (somewhere in the vicinity of
Armianskii pereulok), a photograph of a dark back alley with a red arrow and circle
drawn on to it, and an audio track. It was only at this point that it became clear what

the spectator was expected to do in this immersive promenade:

B Teuenue Bcero peiiBa Bam OyJeT HEOOXOAUMO UCKATh 3aKJIAKH - 3TO

3UIUIOKU C KOJIOBBIMH CIIOBAaMH, BBO/ISI KOTOPBIE, BbI Oy1eTe MOTy4aTh ay1o-
. 43

UCTOPHIO, 33]aHUE U JIOKALUIO CIEAYIOIEH 3aKIaIKHU.

Thus, in what was akin to an adult treasure hunt, on a city-wide scale, we set off in
search of ‘3akmanku’, the small plastic bags used in the drug trade, which are bought
and sold illegally online and stashed in secret locations around the city. This was an
attempt to simulate the real experience of drug users in acquiring illegal substances in
contemporary Russia. One of the creators’ stated aims with the project was to raise
awareness of this underground practice and in so doing to de-stigmatize the people
whose lives are affected by it — not only the users themselves, but also their families
and dependents, including partners, children, and parents. There were six such
searches, which required journeys by foot and metro around the city. Each search was
accompanied by an audio track, which was timed to coincide with the length of time
required to get from one location to the next. The audio contained verbatim accounts

of people’s experience with recreational drugs, state therapy programmes, the

® Ibid.
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criminal justice system, and the falsification of criminal charges under article 228
resulting in real prison sentences. In addition to this, at each location a task was
revealed, which incited the spectator to take action in ways that reflected on the
individual stories being heard. This brought the spectator into dialogue not only with
the content of the audio, but also with the city as an interlocutor, as an actor, and as a
discursive space.

Before describing the Peiig 228 experience in more detail, it is worth
mentioning some statistics on the scale of the problem that the creators were trying to
address with their work. Over 140,000 Russian citizens are doing time in prisons
throughout the country under the infamous article 228 of the criminal code — the
possession or acquiring of illegal substances. Significantly more people are convicted
under this article than any other, a state of affairs that has earned article 228 the
nickname ‘Hapoanas craths’. In 2019, over a quarter of the total prison population
were serving convictions ‘o HapoHo#’, which is to say, under article 228. A decade
and a half earlier, in 2004, the total number serving under article 228 was two thirds
less (43,000 people), and this is against a background of a one third drop in the total
prison population over this period, which is to say that whilst the prison population
has been steeply declining, the number of people serving time under article 228 has
risen sharply.* Unfortunately, these statistics are neither due to higher illegal
substance circulation nor due to better policing. According to Ol’ga Romanova, the
director of Pycs cugsimas, a Moscow-based NGO that assists citizens who come into

contact with the Russian legal justice system, around 40% of such cases involve

* O1’ga Romanova, ‘My Ivan Golunov. Kak fabrikuiut dela o narkoprestupleniiakh’,
Carnegie Moscow Centre, 10 June 2019 <https://carnegie.ru/commentary/79278> [accessed
23 December 2020].
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people who are innocent.*” This should be set against the statistic that guilty verdicts
were handed down in 99.77% of cases brought to court in 2018, or 1 person reprieved
in 425.% This conviction rate is one of the highest in the world, and concomitantly
Russia’s legal justice system was ranked at 94 out of 128 globally in 2020 by the
World Justice Project — officially the worst-performing of all post-Soviet countries,
having dropped below Uzbekistan since the year before.*” To the question as to why

there are so many convictions in Russia under article 228, Romanova said:

KoneuHo, panscupuuupyror He TOIBKO Je1a TI0 HAPKOIPECTYIICHHUSIM.
[IpocTo ux ¢anscupUIUPOBaTH JIErye BCEro, OTYETO 3TA CTAThs 30BETCS
«HapoJHOI». B 30Hax Tak u roBopsrt: «Ilo kakoii ctarbe?» — «Ilo
Hapo;[Hoﬁ>>.48

Furthermore, Romanova stated that in the entire history of the existence of Pycs
cuasimasi, which she founded in 2008, she can only remember one case where the
court turned the tables back on the prosecution, but even that was not on the grounds
of falsification (which is a Constitutional crime) — it was for abuse of authority and
extortion, which is a lesser crime. This is to say that the chances of proving a
falsification and bringing a case against the authorities are practically zero. The huge
public outcry and resulting scandal surrounding the case of journalist Ivan Golunov,
who was arrested in June 2019 on clearly fabricated charges of possession of
narcotics under article 228, is the exception that proves the rule: even in his extremely

high-profile case, only a few low-ranking police employees were dismissed as a

* Ibid.

“ Aleksandr Sokolov, ‘Goskorporatsiia “Pravosudie”: Chast’ pervaia. Issledovanie o tom,
mozhno li dokazat’ nevinovnost’ v rossiiskom sude’, Proekt, 15 May 2019
<https://www.proekt.media/research/opravdatelny-prigovor> [accessed 23 December 2020].
7 “World Justice Project Rule of Law Index 2020°, World Justice Project, 11 March 2020
<https://worldjusticeproject.org/our-work/research-and-data/wjp-rule-law-index-2020>
[accessed 23 December 2020].

* Romanova.
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result, and the case against them for falsification was kicked into the long grass of the

Russian court system.*’

The team behind Peiie 228 — co-creators Katrin Nenasheva, Diana
Meierkhol’d, and Konstantin Chaplii — were keen to shift the narrative focus away
from high-profile public figures such as Golunov and those considered “political
prisoners’, who usually receive a great deal of media attention, in order to highlight
the plight of ordinary people whose cases are never picked up on by the media, many
of whom serve long prison sentences for crimes they have not committed without
anyone taking notice. This is not to detract from individual cases, but it is an attempt
to redress the extreme imbalance that exists, where Golunov can be saved thanks to
the media rallying around him in support, and yet in the vast majority of other cases

of falsification the authorities win. Speaking about the project, Nenasheva stated the

following in this regard:

OObIuHBIC JTI0/TH, HE TIPEACTAaBUTENN KAaKOTO-TO COOOIIEeCTBA, HE aKTUBHUCTHI,
HE XYA0XHHUKH, HE )KYPHAJIHUCTHI, TEM O0JIee B pETMOHAX — OHM Yallle BCEro He
MMEIOT BO3MOKHOCTH TTOJIy4aTh KaKyl0-TO KBATU(HUIIMPOBAHHYIO
IOPUINYECKYIO ITIOMOILIb. M, COOTBETCTBEHHO, IOHATH, YTO JIEJI0
¢banbcupUIMPOBAHO, THI MOXKEIIb TOJIBKO KOTJa Y T€0s1 €CTh TPAMOTHBIH
opuct. [1o3ToMy 3TH z1€11a Bce AepKaTCs B CEKPETE U HE BCIUIBIBAIOT HA
MOBEpPXHOCTh. [103TOMY y HAC €cTh Kakasi-TO peajibHasi CTAaTUCTHUKA, a
peaabHBIX UCTOPUM Y HAC OYEHBb MAJIO.

[...] I MBI HOTpaTHII KaKOE-TO BPEMs Ha TO, YTOOBI OTKAIIBIBATH ATY
nH(pOpMAIINIO, UCKATh (haMUIMH TAKHUX JIFOJICH, CBA3BIBATHCS C HUMH, Y HAC HE
OBLIO UICH CO3/aTh Cpa3y UTO-TO Xy/I0KECTBEHHOE U3 3TOTO, MBI TIPOCTO
XOTENH, YTOOBI OBLIT ATOT CITUCOK M YTOOBI Y HAC OBLITM HA MUTHUHTE JTUCTOBKH,
KOTOpBIE MBI ObI pa3aBajiy JIOJSIM, H B 9TUX JIMCTOBKaX ObLiIa ObI
uH(pOopMaIUs 0 TOM, KTO emié cuaut o 228 cratbe. Ha camom nene Takum

* The case against five low- and middle-ranking former police officers is still ongoing at the
time of writing. See, for example, ‘Delo eks-politseiskikh iz dela Golunova peredali v
Genprokuraturu’, Kommersant”, 9 October 2020 <https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4528324>
[accessed 23 December 2020].
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06pa30M MBI Y3HAJIM NPAKTUYICCKH O BCCX I'CPOAX, HCTOPHUU KOTOPBIX BJIOKUIIU
50
IIOTOM B CIICKTAaKIJIb.

Acknowledging the scale of the problem, the creators of Peiig 228 set out to tell the
real stories of ordinary people that had not caught public attention. To do this they
employed a combination of participatory performance practices, documentary
techniques, and technology to create an experience for the spectator which brushed up
against the topography of the city and its people in a direct way that carried a small
but nonetheless real degree of personal risk for everyone involved.

Walking from Park Gorka in the direction of Armianskii pereulok, the first
audio file plays on our smartphones. The walk is only ten or so minutes, yet the audio
file is nineteen minutes in length, so spectators are free to slowly meander their way
through the backstreets of the historic Kitai-gorod district. Already the feature that
marks this work out from its predecessor is the isolated, atomized nature of the
experience: everyone walks in silence, listening to the audio through headphones.
Even if you are walking in a group, having come in a pair or perhaps having teamed
up with other spectators, it is a solitary, individual journey that everyone makes from
one location to the next. Each story we hear narrated to us is told by someone who
finds themselves isolated, and in every case it is a similar story — one person against
the system. It is in this regard that the atomization and isolation of the spectator
through the individual walks around the city and through being plugged into a
smartphone — where all attention is directed to it, rather than to any performer or other
person — is a recreation of the conditions that the narrators of the stories find

themselves in. It is additionally a reflection on the isolated, stigmatised status of drug

30 Nenasheva, Unpublished interview, 2019.
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users and addicts in a society that shuns them and refuses to engage with the broader
issues at play in this phenomenon.

Criminalisation and pathologisation are, for Foucault, two of the chief
mechanisms by which overreaching structures of state power attempt to subjectivise
and thus regulate the individual in society.”' These mechanisms are ideologically
motivated and avoid addressing the real causes of social problems, such that those
that result in and arise from drug abuse. Thus, as we walk in search of our first
‘3aksagka’, we enter into dialogue with an underground subculture that is one of the
most stigmatized in Russia and statistically carries the highest degree of personal risk.
A misunderstanding with the police during the show could easily lead to serious
problems for spectators and performers alike, especially given the widespread practice
of falsifications that the work is directly addressing. Falsifications under article 228
are usually motivated by quotas handed down from above, fulfilment of which can
mean bonuses and professional promotions from the lower ranks of the police force.”
With this in mind, there is a question of ethics here on the artists’ part, putting
spectators directly at risk of suffering a similar fate to some of the figures whose
stories are heard: that is, the falsification of evidence and subsequent imprisonment
under article 228. However, the organisers make clear from the beginning that there is
such a risk, and participation is not recommended for migrant workers or those whose
papers are not in order. The fact that some people are more able to participate freely
and safely in the show than others highlights another problem — that of institutional

racism and inequality before the law.

>! Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. by Alan Sheridan
(London: Allan Lane, 1977; repr. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991).

> This fact is acknowledged by the federal Investigative Committee in the Golunov case, who
concluded that the police officers involved were merely targeting quotas when they planted
drugs on the journalist (rather than it being a politically-motivated targeting on account of his
journalistic activities). See ‘Delo eks-politseiskikh iz dela Golunova’.
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The first story that we hear narrated to us is by a young man who first
experimented with recreational drugs when he was thirteen. He subsequently
developed severe mental health problems including schizophrenia as a result of
substance abuse, and spent many years in and out of psychiatric wards and prison,
although life for him had improved since and seemingly stabilised. In his own words,
looking back he ‘regrets nothing’ and would not change anything in his life. The
narration ends with a heavy rock/industrial track, performed by the band Starost’ (the
primary members of which are Sasha Starost’ and Stas Gorev, also of Gruz 300).
Having followed the directions to the precise map location, the spectator finds
themself standing in a narrow, non-descript back alley, with one arm fumbling behind
an old air conditioning unit, searching for a small ziplock packet. It turns out to be
inconspicuously hidden on the underside of the metal unit, using a small magnet to
hold the packet in place. After entering the code word contained inside the packet —
‘mm3za’, which refers to the schizophrenia suffered by the first narrator — I receive a
new message from the chat-bot, explaining the meaning of this location, and giving

further instructions:

Ho6po noxanosats B [TH][! IMeHHO 3/1€Ch HAXOAATCS 1O HAOIIOICHUEM
JIIOJIU € NICUXUYECKUMHU PACCTPOUCTBAMH. Y KaXJI0r0 CBOS UCTOPHS, HO Yallle
BCETO - IPOCTPAHCTBO CTPaxa U HEMPUHATHS OHO Ha BceX. OcTaBbTe Ballln
IIOCJIAHMS JIFOASIM C IICUXMYECKUMU pacCTporcTBaMHy, Haxoadamumucs B ITH/]
- BO3MO>KHO, 9TO CTaHET Ha4aJOM JIMajIora KHUBBIX O )KMBOM U IPUJACT
IIPOCTPAHCTBY HOBBIX CMBICIIOB. MOX€ETe NucaTh Ha 3eMJle, Ha CTeHax (11
3TOr0 y Bac B MaTepHaIax ecTh MEIOK).”

3 “ITHJL’ [menxoHeBponornueckuii qucnancep] is a form of psychiatric hospital where people
with serious mental health problems are kept for indefinite periods. Approximately 150,000
people reside in such institutions in Russia, which are almost impossible to leave, let alone be
discharged from, and it is almost equally difficult to gain access from the outside. See Sasha
Sulim, “““V virtual’noi real’nosti zdes’ nakhodit’sia nel’zia”: Interv’iu aktsionistki Katrin
Nenashevoi, kotoruiu zaderzhali na Krasnoi ploshchadi v VR-ochkakh (i vyzvali k nei
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At this point it becomes clear what the piece of chalk included in the pack is for.
Others who arrived earlier have already written messages on the tarmac: ‘Mor
okazatbcs Ha TBoeM Mecte’; ‘Jlepxuce’. These messages were visible from the upper
windows of the psychiatric ward, and it was hoped that those being kept inside would
see them and feel a rare acknowledgement of their existence from the outside world.
This moment was a direct link to Nenasheva’s previous action, ‘Mexy 31ech 1 Tam’,
when she felt her way around the city in VR goggles that displayed the inside of one
such institution. This gesture of writing in chalk on the tarmac was tied to the content
of the first verbatim story, whilst also referring out to another separate but connected
issue — the state system for treating serious mental health problems in contemporary
Russia, which, according to Nenasheva, is unchanged since the late Soviet period.54 In
this way, a discursive layering occurred that made the performance more than a
‘single issue’ work, and brought multiple marginalized social groups from the
shunned periphery to the centre of the spectator’s attention.

Pressing the button ‘3ananue BeimonHeHo’ on their device, the spectator
immediately receives a new set of coordinates, photograph, and audio track.
Returning from the visceral materiality of the Moscow back alley to the virtual world
of the Telegram messenger app, our chat-bot tour guide leads us towards the
children’s department store Detskii mir on Lubianskaia Square, directly past the front
doors of the FSB building. The audio file this time starts with music, an electronic
track that is the first overt nod to the ‘rave’ part of the title of the work, Peuig 228. A
young woman then narrates her story, which includes first trying narcotics at the age

of fourteen and falling into a scene of users on the Arbat due to problems at home.

psikhiatrov)’, Meduza, 24 June 2017 <https://meduza.io/feature/2017/06/24/v-virtualnoy-
realnosti-zdes-nahoditsya-nelzya> [accessed 23 December 2020].
54 1p.-

Ibid.
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She reflects on this period of her life, saying, ‘MHe kaxeTcs, 7TO CBOICTBEHHO TeM,
KTO nepexu aeBsHocteie’. She ends by positively appraising the influence of certain
euphoric and psychedelic substances on her life in the more recent past, and claims
now to live a normal life. She describes the social stigma around rehabilitation centres
in the country, and the difficulties she had with her family, but takes a pragmatic view
towards the issue in general.

Having tracked down the next packet inside Detskii mir, after entering the
password ‘B3pocinenue’ I receive my next task, which is to write a letter to my
teenage self, openly confessing to the difficulties and traumas of the past, and, with
the benefit of hindsight, describing how they were managed or overcome. I can keep
this letter for myself or leave it there amongst the toys for someone young to find and
perhaps learn from or remember in years to come. In this exercise, taken from
psychotherapy, we as spectators work through our own traumas and mistakes, whilst
also sharing them with the world, in an act of de-stigmatization. Acknowledging the
difficulty of growing up in a world where so many expectations are imposed upon
people from a young age, there is an acceptance here that the experience of navigating
childhood and teenage years is different for everyone. In this moment, the burden of
the past that we all carry to greater or lesser degrees is ever so slightly lightened, as
perhaps was also the case for those people who narrated their stories for others to
listen to during the performance.

The next stage of the journey takes us a short distance, to the entrance of the
Chamber Stage of the Bol’shoi Theatre on Nikol’skaia Street. On the way we hear
from a young man who reminisces about the 1990s: ‘B niepBoii nonosune
IIEBAHOCTEIX, Bce ObLIO 3ae0mch’, he tells us. He describes his life as a heroin addict in

St Petersburg in the latter half of the decade, after control of the city’s drug cartel had
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been taken over by the police who, he claims, flooded the market with cheap heroin.
He then vividly describes his experiences in state rehabilitation programmes, which
range from ineffectual group therapy sessions to beatings and starvation in solitary
confinement. He also reflects on the practice of sending addicts to do forced labour on
construction sites in monasteries without pay, which, he says, only makes a person’s
mental and physical health worse. Regarding the state’s approach to therapy, he says,
‘EnuHCcTBeHHAs 3a1a4a — 310 moaunHuTh . Having entered the code word found in the
third ziplock packet — ‘repanus’ — into the chat-bot, I am then tasked with giving
away or exchanging one of my possessions with a stranger. As the bot explains, this is
intended to replicate the experience that drug users go through when they must
traumatically trade their own belongings to serve their addiction. The message ends
with the words: ‘Bo3MoHO 3T0 cienath OyIeT CII0KHO M BBl OIIyTHTE AUCKOM(OPT
—9T0 TO, uTO HYkHO . This is perhaps the best possible summary description of the
artistic approach that the creative team take towards the spectator experience in Petig
228. Indeed, taking people out of their comfort zone is the Gruz 300 approach in
general. Its work is always oriented towards first locating boundaries and then
probing them — both the personal boundaries of each individual spectator, and the
boundaries of the social body as a whole. ‘uckomdopt’ is the Gruz 300 device for
achieving this.

The final three audio tracks all contain verbatim accounts of police
falsification through the planting [moxGpoc] of drug packets similar to the ones we
spend the afternoon searching the city for. We hear from a young man who describes
how drugs were planted on him by the police and the subsequent falsification of the
criminal case against him, using fake witnesses employed full-time by the state

prosecution. He concludes by questioning how someone like him can be noticed and
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campaigned for when there is such a stigmatization of those convicted under article
228 in the country. We hear another story, again from a young man. He is a political
activist and social campaigner. The police planted over a hundred grams of marijuana
in his car, only after they had tried to stuff the packet into the back pocket of his
trousers and failed on account of it being too large. He was found guilty and given
real time in prison in spite of many inconsistencies in the evidence against him. This
story bears striking similarities to that of Oiub Titiev in Chechnya, whose case was
the subject of the documentary play Ow6 in Chapter One, demonstrating that this is a
widespread blueprint for falsification across the country. This young man says how
228 is the easiest article to convict someone under, and how it is impossible to prove
your innocence if charges are brought against you. Police can always easily fabricate
evidence, and ‘nexypnsie monsteie’ will always testify against you in court. He was
given a three-and-a-half-year suspended sentence, with consequent burdens on normal
life, restrictions on travel, and difficulty in finding a job. He says he now has serious
health problems after a year and three months spent in high-security jail [CU30]
whilst his case was ongoing, as a result of which he now needs medical care, but he
plans to continue his social activism regardless. He is still on occasion lost for words
regarding what happened to him, rhetorically asking, ‘Hey>xenu MoxHO 6bU10 IPOCTO
BOT TakK B35Th U CJIOMATh YEJIOBEKY KU3Hb U [...]| mo 228 noBecutp?’

The next testimony comes from a middle-aged woman who describes how
marijuana and heroin were planted on her husband by the police when they were
leaving their apartment. Her husband subsequently spent two months in jail, where
the police forced him to admit to a crime under article 228, allegedly threatening to
send their children to an orphanage if he refused. They also planted leaflets in his bag

promoting the Ukrainian nationalist group Pravii sektor and accused him of
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extremism. ‘[TonsiTeie’ were used to confirm that the man had been distributing such
leaflets, although during the trial none of them could even correctly identify what the
accused had looked like at the time. At the time of the performance (autumn 2019), he
was being threatened with a minimum eight-year sentence in prison under article 228.
The woman was doing her best to help her husband, but she felt that there was very
little she could do. She concluded her narrative despondently, ‘A y MeHst Bpoae ecTh
Kakoi-To BbIOOD 311ech? Koneuno nHet’. This monologue is followed by a dark,
brooding electronic track with haunting vocals by Sasha Starost’, who sings in the
refrain, ‘s cyn, [...] s 60r Teneps, s Oor Teneps...’

Having located the next packet and entered the code word ‘Buna’, I receive
instructions to retrieve from my pack the second sheet of A4 paper, which turns out to
be a ‘wanted’ poster. Printed on the paper is an image of a young woman with her

face scrubbed out, and an accompanying text below, which reads:

PassickuBaeTcs

YenoBek AJist mo10poca HAPKOTUKOB

Bo3moxHO 3TO TBOM cocen/ka

Harpana: 100 000 py6aeit

MB/I no paiiony Tsepckon

It turns out that this particular ‘3axmanka’ was hidden directly across the street from a
local branch of the district police department. The instructions were to pin the poster
either on or in the vicinity of the police building, or to hand it to a passer-by and
explain about the problem of falsifications under article 228. On the one hand, this

could not be seen as anything other than a direct provocation, but on the other hand it
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was a chance for every spectator to become an Actionist for a brief moment, and to
stage a micro-protest right then and there in the middle of the performance. The
danger was undeniable, but the act was empowering, and functioned as something of
a democratization of Actionism, which is usually carried out exclusively by the artists
themselves. What we can see at work here in these micro-actions carried out by
theatre spectators rather than performance artists is the artist becoming the facilitator
rather than the sole actor in the performance. This is reflective of broader trends in
contemporary performance practices grounded in participation, where responsibility
for the action is delegated from the artist to the spectator-participant. It also suggests a
shift in the perception of what constitutes an Actionist ‘action’. If Actionism
previously meant the grand gesture of the artist or artists, who took full responsibility
and full credit for it, the appearance of the radically participatory ‘Actionist theatre’
signified a ‘social turn’ in Russian Actionism at the end of the second decade of the
century. In words that could be said of the Actionist theatre of Gruz 300 in 2019, art
historian and critic Claire Bishop writes regarding the ‘social turn’ in European art of

the 1990s:

The artist is conceived less as an individual producer of discrete objects than
as a collaborator and producer of situations; the work of art as a finite,
portable, commodifiable product is reconceived as an ongoing or long-term
project with an unclear beginning and end; while the audience, previously
conceived as a ‘viewer’ or ‘beholder’, is now repositioned as a co-producer or
participant.55

With the artist as producer of situations and the spectator as participant, we see in
Peiig 228 the re-establishment of the connection between two associations of the word

‘akuums’ — an artistic act or gesture performed by artists in public space on the one

> Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London:
Verso, 2012), p. 2. Italics in original.
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hand, and collective political activity by a social group or groups on the other — with
all the possibilities for inclusive, broad-based direct action that open up as a result.

Hurriedly fleeing the scene after sticking my poster to an urn opposite the
police station, I head in the direction of Tverskaia metro station in search of the next
packet, which is hidden deep underground on one of the train platforms. Once more
plugged in to my smartphone, I listen to a middle-aged woman recount how her
daughter was unjustly convicted under article 228, how the police planted the
substances in an envelope in her handbag whilst she was in the toilet of the police
station, and how ‘nonsiTeie’ were again employed to give evidence supporting the
prosecution’s version of events. Since then the mother has studied the legal system
and how falsifications are carried out, and she now runs a small NGO helping people
who fall into similar problems with the law enforcement agencies. She has already
personally assisted in defending 173 similar cases of falsification. She describes how
frightening it is to learn of the true scale of the problem and of the huge number of
people in the country who are imprisoned on falsified charges. She says that the
problem is not only with article 228, because the police can plant other things on
people and will always win in court. Once the authorities falsify a case against you,
she says, ‘Thl U€JIOBEK MOJJHEBOJILHBIH, TEOSI OCYAT, TeOsl IPUHY AT, U OTIAAYT B
pabCcTBO 3TOM cucteMe, 4ToOBI ThI TaM PadOTall, IPOKIIAAbIBAsL JOPOTH JBCHAIIATh
4acoB [B JICHb].’

The packet turned out to be hidden under a metro noticeboard, and finding it
drew the attention of passers-by. Fortunately, there were no police or Rosgvardiia in
sight. Boarding the next train and heading south to Zamoskvorech’e district as
instructed, I listen to the final audio file on the way, which is narrated by a young

woman called Nastia Marochkina. She recounts how when she was a teenager her
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mother and stepfather were taken away in the night by the police and she was left at
home alone. They spent two years in detention just waiting for the conclusion of the
court case. Her mother and stepfather were subsequently given ten years in prison
each under article 228. The young girl was taken in by her biological father and his
new family. Social stigma surrounding article 228 made it impossible for her to
discuss what had happened with anyone. When she tried to tell a school friend, she
was accused of lying and making things up. She describes her subsequent struggles
with depression and alcohol abuse. At the time of narration, her mother had already
served six years of her sentence in a maximum security prison in Mordovia, and was
fifty five years old. Nastia describes her visits to the prison, the tears and arguments
she often has with her mother when she is there, and how she brings her food products
from a list that her mother sends to her in advance. Her mother often requests black
bread, which it is not permitted to bring inside the prison because something could be
hidden inside. After locating the next packet hidden in a hole in the wall adjacent to a
branch of the Magnoliia supermarket chain, and having entered the key word ‘mama’
into the chat-bot, I receive a photograph of one of the letters that Nastia was sent by
her mother. Certain words have been highlighted — they are the food products that
Nastia’s mother would like her daughter to bring on her next visit to Mordovia. The
spectator’s task is to purchase any item listed in the letter and bring it to the location
of the final set of coordinates, which it turns out is somewhere inside Paveletskii train
station, a short walk away. The chat-bot provides one more audio file to fill the few
minutes required to get there. This time there is no speaking; just a dark, pulsating
German techno track — So Heisser Es Wird, by Schwefelgelb. The rave had started.
In contrast to most train stations in the UK nowadays, it is still possible to

walk without a ticket on to railway platforms in Russia, where it is not uncommon to
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see entire families gathered to greet or send off a single relative. As I and a handful of
other spectators entered Paveletskii station at the same time, we searched for the
platform that matched the one in the photograph. At a certain point, music became
audible, and following its direction brought us to a gathering of people in the middle
of a long, narrow platform, hemmed in on either side by two stationary trains. Sasha
Starost’ was in the middle of the group, dressed all in black with a sequin mask and
bright red streaks under her eyes. She was playing a small, handheld barrel organ,
whilst chanting verses repeatedly, in mantra-like fashion. Stas Gorev, in black leather
jacket, played an accordion, whilst multiple spectators had also been enlisted to play
various small instruments, such as tingsha cymbals, singing bowls, maracas, panpipes,
and tambourines. A young woman, also dressed all in black, complete with a black
headscarf tied under her chin, stood motionless and expressionless in the centre of it
all, staring vacantly into the middle distance. On her outstretched palms lay a loaf of
ordinary black bread. In what was an unexpected moment of Teatr.doc-style
‘cBUIETENLCKUH TeaTp’, it turned out that this was Nastia Marochkina herself, who
had narrated the story of her mother and the favourite black bread she is forbidden in
prison, which we had heard through our headphones not long before. At Nastia’s feet
there is a large tartan-patterned laundry bag, with a sign leant against it: ‘antaps 228°.
This is the final key word, which I enter into my chat-bot and in reply receive
instructions to sacrifice the food that I bought in the shop at the ‘anraps 228°. All the
donations will be taken to Nastia’s mother in prison in Mordovia. The gesture of
donating real food to a real person who is presently suffering under the injustice of
article 228 is both symbolic and real simultaneously. Having donated to Nastia’s
mother, spectators have done something to help one of the victims of falsification in a

concrete way, however small. This is the theatre of direct action in which a tangible
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result is produced, and in which a face-to-face interaction is facilitated between
spectator-as-consumer and one of the real individuals whose story lies at the base of
the performance. This moment, therefore, is an irruption of the real through the
symbolic in the act of the performance-turned-ritual sacrifice.

Nenasheva calls the work of Gruz 300 ‘akumonuctckwuii Tearp’. This is a
succinct description, but it is not quite Actionism in the familiar sense of the word.
The work of Gruz 300 is closer to Anglo-American ‘socially engaged practice’, in
which ‘the social interaction is at some level the art’.>® The presence of Marochkina
herself on the train platform for the finale, which linked the symbolic and the real in
the performance, has a precedent in Nenasheva’s work: in her 2016 action ‘Ha-
kazanue’, she brought a disabled teenager from an orphanage to Red Square and
retied the bandages on his bedsores in public. The interaction of symbolic and real
gesture in both ‘Ha-kxa3anue’ and Peiis 228 made them aesthetically and discursively
generative as artistic works. Ritual used in this way is clearly important to the
performance practices of Nenasheva and the Gruz 300 collective. Its function as a
confrontation with and short-circuiting of mediatised ‘spectacle’ (Debord) is integral
to the discourse of Peiis 228. The centrality of ritual as a device is made clear in the

final message from the chat-bot, which serves as both a liberating incantation and as

an epitaph to the performance:

B Mmupe, rae He ocTaérest HaAEXKIbI HA 3aKOH, TOMOXeT Marus. O0Opsi — 3To
KOJIJICKTHBHAS MIPAKTHKA, KOTOpasi HEBO3MOKHA 0e3 TBoero yuyactus. O0ps —
3TO IOMCTOPUYECKUN aKIIMOHU3M. Paz0yau IyXoB MPEIKOB, IPUTOTOBBCS K
0CBOOOANUTENBHOMY TaHITy. U 3amIOMHM 3TH CJI0Ba: HAa CETO/IHS OHU HaIla
MOJIMTBA.

* Tom Finkelpearl, quoted in ‘Art Terms: Socially Engaged Practice’, Tate Online
<http://circuit.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/s/socially-engaged-practice> [accessed 23 December
2020].
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4 He xouy

[IpuHuMaTh nepenadyku
S He xouy

Hocuts yaugopmy

4 He xouy
[Tonuueiickyro nory

4 He xouy

OT y3 U TECMHUIBI OT BCAKOI'O BpeI[a
OcB00OAM KAXIOTO HABCEeraa

N36aBb Hac peiiB

OT X0351CTBEHHON CyMKHU
N36aBb Hac peiiB

Ot BceBUASIILIUX Kamep
N36aBb Hac peiiB

OT Ka3EHHBIX TapeIoK
N36aBb Hac peiiB

Ot Knrouel 3BeHsIIINX

OT y3 ¥ TEMHHUIIBI OT BCSIKOTO Bpea
OcB00OIM KaXKIOr0 HABCETAa
Bo ums oTnia 1 chlHA U CBATOTO ®CUHa.”’

The words of this so-called ‘moaurBa’, which are a modern ode to freedom and
justice, are chanted by the whole group, performers and spectators alike, during the
ritual sacrifice — the donation of provisions at the ‘antapp 228°. The ritual is thus
reinforced by an incantatory practice that serves as a substitute for ‘Hagexna Ha
3akoH’. The lack of confidence that society has in the legal system to protect citizens
or to act in their interests is thus reflected in Peuig 228 by a turn to ritual and magic.
The rite [0Opsin] that is appealed to in the prayer is, according to the performers, a
‘prehistoric Actionism’, which requires the participation of the whole group as a
‘collective practice’. To repeat Beumers and Lipovetsky’s paraphrasing of Victor

Turner, the ritual is ‘designed to restore and recreate sacral meanings and

7 ®CUH (PenmepanbHas cinyxk0a HCIIOTHEHNs Hakasanwmii) is the state organ in charge of
prisons and the penal system as a whole in the Russian Federation.
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corresponding psychological conditions in concrete social and cultural
circumstances’.”® The ritual in the Actionist theatre of Gruz 300 thus serves as the
mechanism by which the artists’ social practice is materialised, in which new
meanings and psychological conditions are created that resist the widespread police
practices of ‘moxbpoc’, falsification, and wrongful imprisonment.

In spite of Nenasheva’s insistence that it is never her aim to attract the
attention of the police, to my knowledge none of her major Actionist works have
passed by without incident. On numerous occasions they have ended in her being
arrested, and even on one occasion in an attempt to section her (‘Mexmay 31ech u
tam’).” Peiig 228 was no exception to this rule, as the ritual finale on the train
platform was interrupted by police officers, who randomly singled out co-creator
Konstantin Chaplii and tried to take him in for a ‘mocmotp’ — the very same procedure
which led to the framing and imprisonment of many of those figures whose
testimonies we had heard earlier in the show. This incident with the police at the
conclusion of the performance was ironically demonstrative of the problem that the
work was trying to address — the unaccountability and arbitrariness of the actions of
state law enforcement agencies, and the destruction of the lives of innocent people
that occurs as a result. After long explanations, negotiations, and collective pressure,
the police officers eventually conceded — perhaps deciding that there were too many
witnesses — and instead disbanded the unsanctioned gathering of people, thus bringing
the performance to an all-too-fitting close. It is clear, however, that Chaplii was lucky
to escape so lightly that time, and with the Peiis 228 first-hand testimonies still fresh

in our minds, the encounter with the police served as a painful reminder of the fact

¥ Beumers & Lipovetsky, p. 41.
* See Sulim.
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that the vast majority of people who come up against the article-228 machine are
rarely so fortunate.

This moment was cause for reflection on the work as a whole, and particularly
on the wisdom of putting a group of young people in real danger of a
misunderstanding with the same corrupt police and legal justice system that has
undone the lives of hundreds of thousands of people around the country just like

them.®® As one journalist covering the event wrote:

Wns Ha criekTakiib, HY>)KHO IOHUMATh, YTO CHEIU(PUKA TEMBI MTOIpa3yMEBaCT
OCTOPOYKHOCTb CO CTOPOHBI CAMOT'O YYAaCTHHUKA, KOTOPBIM YCIIOBHO MPUMEPSIET
Ha ceOs ponb HapkomoTpedurens. Takke HYy>)KHO IOHUMATh U TO, YTO

B COBpeMEHHOI Poccuu cripoBOUMpOBATH COTPYIHHUKA MTOJIULIUH HA TIEUCTBUS
MOJKET 4TO YTOJTHO, K€ BBIXOJ Ha MTPOOEIKKY HE B TOM mecte.”!

As was also seen in the three documentary plays that featured in Chapter One,
arbitrary injustice is a widespread phenomenon that does not discriminate. If Chapter
One primarily focused on political prisoners, then the two works so far in this chapter
have borne witness to the less visible human cost of ‘nonuueiickuii nponsBon’ in
High Putinist Russia, and the cases of ordinary people who have fallen foul of the
system. With its raw, unpolished participatory performance practices, the Gruz 300
collective began to develop effective mechanisms for directly engaging with and

confronting this phenomenon through theatre.

5Tt should be stated that the finale of Reiv 228 was only performed once more outside in
public space in Moscow, subsequently moving behind closed doors where such problems
with the police were less likely to arise.

%! Leva Levchenko, ‘“Reiv Ne 228”: Kak spektakl’, na kotorom ishchut zakladki, rasskazyvaet
o narkopotreblenii v Rossii’, The Village, 16 October 2019 <https://www.the-
village.ru/village/weekend/weeknd-theatre/364687-gruz-228> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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Poccusa 20:20

In contrast to the preceding eleven works examined in detail, the final work
under consideration here is not ‘theatre’ as such, and did not call itself theatre. The
hope is that this work will demonstrate something of the erasure of concretely
determinable boundaries when it comes to experimental theatre making in
contemporary Russia at the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century. This
work calls itself a ‘hyper-reality show’ [runep-peanurtu moy], a description which
indicates towards the content of the show as being more ‘real’ than a typical reality
TV show. There are two components to the show: live action, which is streamed
online in real time; and an interactive game, which is played on a smartphone
simultaneously. The name Poccus 20:20 refers to three things: firstly, the impending
new year at the time in late 2019; secondly, the twenty-twenty vision of human eyes;
and finally, a point scoring system in a game. The show was conceived to mimic the
stereotypical format of a reality TV show, in which there are multiple episodes and
seasons. At the time of writing in late 2020, only one season had been realised, in part
due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, which made continuation of the project in
2020 impractical, and in part due to Nenasheva’s view that the project had been
something of a failure.®

Each season was conceived as having a different generic character type in the
lead role, with character types chosen for their social universality and symbolic
capital. In what sounds like the beginning of a High Putinist-era joke, the characters
planned for future seasons included ‘the policeman’, ‘the priest’, and ‘the activist’.

Owing to Nenasheva’s diagnosis with depression shortly before the launch of the

82 K atrin Nenasheva, Unpublished interview with author, online, 2020.
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project, the first season was played by a character suffering from depression, and was
accordingly subtitled ‘Poccust nenpeccuBnas’. This first — and so far only — season of
Poccus 20:20 contained eleven episodes, of which eight were played by Nenasheva
herself, and three were played by invited artists who also had histories of depression.
They were Nika Nikul’shina (third episode), Olia Kuracheva (fourth episode), and
Sasha Starost’ (tenth episode). All of these episodes were live-streamed online, on
Nenasheva’s Facebook page. Whilst this ensured a high level of visibility and
accessibility (Nenasheva had nearly five thousand Facebook followers at the time), it
was not the most reliable or stable of streaming platforms and most episodes were
affected by technical difficulties to some degree. The advantage of this platform,
however, is that the streamed videos remain in place indefinitely, for as long as
Facebook exists or until the user removes the posts. Although it is not easy to scroll
back months or years to find old posts, they are there nonetheless and can be found if
desired. Nenasheva speaks frankly about how she uses Facebook and other social
media platforms as her virtual gallery space, in the absence of any possibilities for
displaying her work in physical gallery spaces following the aforementioned ‘I'py3
300’ exhibition scandal at Galereia na Solianke. Whilst its limitations are many, the
advantage that this virtual gallery of Nenasheva’s has is that it cannot be removed or
censored (at least not by Pockomuanzop) and is theoretically permanent, thereby
functioning as both personal gallery and archive simultaneously. It has this in
common with YouTube, as seen in the context of YouTube/B noruyuu in Chapter
Two. What we see with Poccusa 20:20 is how a social media platform can also be the
virtual stage for performance art, as the show is live-streamed online. The interactive
game element of the show was operated through a Telegram chat-bot in conjunction

with the livestream on Facebook, thus demonstrating how a combination of different
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social media platforms and electronic devices can carry out the functions of stage,
gallery, auditorium, prop, and archive of the artist’s work simultaneously.

The meticulous documentation and digital archiving of the event — which also
included still-image documentation by photographers with cameras during each
episode — is reminiscent of the late-Soviet performance art collective KomnekruBubie
neiicrusi, whose performances were, according to art historian Boris Groys,
‘meticulously, almost bureaucratically documented, commented on, and archived’.®
Bishop contrasts this with Western performance practice, where a deliberate lack of
documentation and the resultant ephemerality of the event were considered tactics of
resistance to ‘spectacle’, and to the commodification and commercialism of the art
world.** However, the documentation and archivisation of Poccus 20:20 serves a
different purpose. The creators consider this to be a manifestation of their Actionist-
activist artistic agenda, and as such the work should be open and accessible to as large
an audience as possible, in order to raise maximal awareness of the issue in question —
that of depression and mental health in contemporary Russia. The first season of
Poccus 20:20 is too large to tackle in its entirety here, so I have chosen to focus on
the second episode alone, which was played by Nenasheva and passed off with a
minimum of technical issues. The first episode was played as an ‘offline session’,
which meant that the game could only be played by an audience gathered in a specific
place and was not open to anyone online, as all but one of the other episodes were.
Thus, the second episode was also the first episode that could be played online by
anyone, regardless of physical location. Episode Two is in many ways exemplary of
all the subsequent episodes because the format of the ‘hyper-reality show’ did not

change, although the content from episode to episode naturally did, so whilst it is

% Boris Groys, quoted in Bishop, p. 159.
% Bishop, p. 159.
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worthwhile watching all of them, a good sense of the project as a whole can be
grasped from this one episode alone.

One of the facts that we learn from the Poccusa 20:20 website is that
approximately eight million people suffer from or have suffered from depression in
Russia, and yet this is rarely talked about and only half of this number will ever seek
qualified help for their illness.® The source for this statistic is an article on the topic
published by the newspaper Kommersant” in 2017, in which it turns out that eight
million is a conservative estimate and the real figure could be twice as high (around
11% of the population).®® This is towards the high end of the World Health
Organization’s statistics for the global average (8-12% of the population). Galina
Mazo, head of Endocrinological Psychiatry at the National Medical Research Centre
of Psychiatry and Neurology in St Petersburg, estimates that seventy five per cent of
people suffering from clinical depression in the country never receive any form of
qualified help, meaning that for millions of people throughout the country their illness
is left untreated, and often subsequently manifests itself in other ways (personal
and/or social harm). Furthermore, men are half as likely to seek medical help
compared to women, often turning to alcohol or substance abuse as an alternative.
One of the tragic consequences of this can be self-harm and suicide, the latter of
which was banned from public discourse in 2012 by the infamous law «O 3amuTe
neteit oT MH(OpMaIK, IPUIMHSIONIEH Bpel UX 3J0POBBIO U Pa3BUTHION. It
consequently became illegal to use the word ‘suicide’ in the print media and in online

publications. This has led to the absurd situation where the word ‘Pockomuanzop’ has

5 The Poccus 20:20 project website is currently inactive but previously existed at the
address: <https://russia2020.online/>.

% See Vladimir Rubinskii, ‘Vremia nervnykh: Kazhdyi desiatyi rossiianin — v depressii’,
Kommersant”, 15 April 2017 <https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3253726> [accessed 23
December 2020].
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become a euphemism in some independent media publications for suicide.®” Mazo
estimates that the majority of the approximately twenty thousand suicides per year in
Russia are connected to depression. Russia’s population is the ninth-largest in the
world, and yet the country occupies third place in the world for the annual number of
suicides, and first place for the number of men. The fact that this cannot be discussed
openly in the media is not the only problem, according to Vladimir Rubinskii writing
in Kommersant”: ‘Ctpateruu mo npeaoTBPalICHHIO U MPO(YHIAKTUKE CYUIIHIOB B
Poccuu, B oTIHume 0T eBponeiickux crpas win CIIA, uer’.*® Furthermore, the chief
cause of suicide — depression — is also something of a taboo topic generally, and little
effort is made at the state level to address this: ‘B Poccun HeT connanbHO# pexinamMsl,
00pa30BaTeNBbHBIX POrPaMM, OOBSCHSIONIUX MAIIMEHTaM M POJICTBCHHUKAM, 4TO
JleNIaTh IPU JeNpeccuy, Kyaa oopamiarscsa’.” In this context, the work of grass-roots
activists in filling the information- and support vacuum becomes especially important.
As with the previous works in this chapter that tackled social themes — trauma and
violence in I py3 300; the stigma surrounding narcotics and article 228 in Peiis 228 —
Poccus 20:20 aims to de-stigmatise depression, and to raise awareness of mental
health issues, as well as pointing to the support that is available for those in need.

The promotional clip for the show takes the visual template of an old-school
pixelated video game and integrates it with a video recording of Nenasheva in
character, to create a hybridisation of media.”” There are “players’, levels of difficulty,

and various other optional settings. These do not have any actual bearing on the show

57 This includes Mediazona, amongst others. See Arina Markelova and Al’bina Salakhova,
‘Pochemu v Rossii ne priniato govorit’ o suitsidakh’, FreeNews-Volga, 10 September 2019
<https://fn-volga.ru/news/view/id/131239> [accessed 23 December 2020].

% Rubinskii.

* Ibid.

7" Nenasheva could not identify the exact name of the game used as the graphics template, but
it clearly derives from the Sega Mega Drive console era (1988-1997).
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itself, but function more as affective mise-en-scéne.’’ To add to the game-like
appearance of the show, the character — who is suffering from depression — wore a
hangman’s noose around their neck for the duration of the game, as well as a
kettlebell weight around their ankle (although the latter did not feature in all
episodes). The noose represents the unfreedom, entrapment and suicidal inclinations
of a person suffering from depression, and the kettlebell represents the emotional and
physical burden that people commonly describe as analogous to the experience. Once
more, we see invisible burdens and trauma as important themes in Nenasheva’s work.
Although the noose and the kettlebell are somewhat crudely literal manifestations of
psychological phenomena, they are nonetheless useful as symbolic conceptualisations
of how people with depression feel, especially for those spectators who do not have a
personal experience of mental illness. During the course of each episode, the audience
— either a limited number assembled physically in a room, or a potentially unlimited
number participating online — must participate in a number of multiple-choice polls in
real time, each of which determines the action that the character takes in the real
world. Each action carried out by the character has a corresponding effect on their
state of well-being, and this is ranked from one to ten in three categories: 1)
camoOu4eBaHue; 2) MpokpacTuHaIms; 3) acouuanbHOcTh. If any of these three
indicators reaches the maximum level of ten then the game is lost, and the episode
ends. Likewise if these levels decrease and the character survives to the end without
‘maxing out’ any of the categories, then the game has been won and the character can
remove the noose from their neck in a symbolic gesture of temporary victory over
depression. Games are an increasingly prevalent feature of contemporary performance

practices, for their power to affect and integrate a spectator-participant into a show in

" The clip can be found on Nenasheva’s VKontakte page
<https://vk.com/video181636730 456239070> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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ways that conventional theatrical performance cannot.”> One typical episode from the
first season of Poccusa 20:20 will be considered in this context.

Episode Two took place on 15 October 2019. This episode can be played back
on Nenasheva’s Facebook page, although it is not intended for playback: without the
interactive game element, it loses a significant part of its incorporative engagement
with the viewer.” It had a running time of a little over an hour, and had a relatively
modest number of online participants playing the game — between twenty to thirty
people actively voting in the online polls at any one time. This contrasts with later
episodes where sometimes one hundred to one hundred and fifty people were tuned in
and participating. It clearly took some time for the word to spread and for the show to
gather momentum. This episode began and ended with some technical difficulties, but
it is worth noting that whilst the technical issues were ironed out over the course of
the eleven iterations of the show, this did not necessarily equate to a better or more
engaging experience for the spectator-player. Some of the most interesting moments
in the show from a viewer’s perspective occurred precisely at these points, when
things were not quite going to plan. However, such moments were mostly of an
incidental nature.

Whilst we waited for the technical issues with the live voting system to be
resolved, Nenasheva took it upon herself to carry out a demonstration of one of the
actions that had been proposed in the poll: to wash the street paving slabs. As she set
about this task in the small square next to the Tret’iakov Gallery on Bol’shoi
Tolmachevskii pereulok, she explained that it is common for people in a state of

depression to perceive all their actions as pointless, even down to buying food for

72 See Lavender, pp. 183-89.

73 The video was live-streamed on Nenasheva’s Facebook page on 15 October 2019 and
remains viewable <https://www.facebook.com/katrin.nenasheva/videos/2394886124099141/>
[accessed 23 December 2020].
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themselves. As such, the futile activity of washing paving slabs outwardly reflects the
same pointlessness that is felt internally by someone in a state of depression. This is
aimed at symbolically representing the experience of depression for an audience of
people not suffering from it, and who are therefore not able to access the particular
perception of the world that a sufferer inhabits. This action is exemplary of many of
the choices of actions that spectator-participants must vote on in the game. It is often
not immediately apparent why these choices are available or what purpose they serve,
but it subsequently becomes so when the character performs the action, which in
some way increases or reduces one of the three indicators (camoOuueBanmue,
MpoKpacTuHaIws, aconuanbHocTh). The washing of the paving slabs, for example,
relates to the category of ‘mpoxpactunarus’.

One of the aims of the game is to elicit interactions with random members of
the public. This has three intentions, which are in turn performative, activist, and
sociological: performative, to generate intrigue and live action for the viewer; activist,
to initiate dialogue with Muscovites about the taboo topic of depression; and
sociological, to find out what the public knows about depression and what their
opinions and views are regarding it. Whilst there was usually at least one constructive,
genuinely productive conversation in each episode, more often than not interactions
with members of the public were short and unsuccessful, and these failures in
themselves reflected the scale of the problem being addressed. People generally did
not want to know, or were actively hostile towards any attempt at informing them. For
example, when Nenasheva started to wash the paving slabs — whilst repeatedly
muttering to herself the phrases ‘npexpacnas Co0snuHcKas mautka’ and “4ToObI
Obu1a myurie u yniie’ — an old woman approached her and told her to stop,

commenting, ‘Ber moptute Bce’. Despite Nenasheva’s attempts to engage the passer-
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by in conversation, the old woman is not interested to learn why Nenasheva is
performing this unusual activity. Instead, she waves her arm dismissively as she turns
and walks away. Owing to the passer-by’s lack of interest and refusal to talk,
Nenasheva explains her actions to the camera instead, saying, ‘MHe KakeTcst 3T0 Kak
pa3 To AeWCTBHE, KOTOPOE OMMCHIBACT COCTOSHHE UelioBeKa B enpeccun’. Nenasheva
soon makes her way to a different street, following the orders dictated to her by the
results of the polls in the now-functioning chat-bot. The kettlebell attached to her
ankle is dragged along behind her, creating a shrill ringing sound as it bumps along
the infamous paving slabs associated with Moscow Mayor Sergei Sobianin’s
‘GmaroycrpoiictBo’ of the city.”* The gratingly dissonant noise it creates is perhaps
cause for a momentary reflection on the human cost of the underfunding of mental
healthcare in favour of expensive vanity projects such as Moscow’s ‘Mos ynuna’
programme and other ‘rocrpoextsr’.”

Other actions that were voted for by spectator-participants over the course of
the episode include: make the acquaintance of a stranger (to decrease anti-sociality
level); ask passers-by the question ‘rae Beixon ot nenpeccuu?’ (most people refuse to
answer, one middle-aged woman suggests trying antidepressants); eat chocolate
(Nenasheva tries to share a bar of chocolate with passers-by, most of whom decline,
but one young woman accepts and an interesting, productive conversation ensues on
the theme of depression). Nenasheva is seemingly surprised when members of the
public are reluctant to engage with her, perhaps forgetting the strangeness of her

appearance — a hangman’s noose around her neck and a kettlebell weight tied to her

™ The phenomenon of ‘GmaroycrpotictBo’ — including Moscow’s ‘Mos ynuma’ programme
and ITapk 3apsape — is considered by Michat Murawski in his article ‘Falshfasad: Disavowed
Infrastructure and Everyday Marxism in Putin’s PPParadise’, American Ethnologist
(forthcoming). I am thankful to the author for sharing this paper with me prior to publication.
” The Russian state spends twenty seven times less on mental health per capita than the UK,
for example. See Rubinskii.
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ankle, in addition to a cameraman and a photographer following her every move. At a
later stage, Nenasheva carries out the action ‘Tymmuts 06 ce0st curapetsr’. She
explains to the camera that when conducting research for the project, the creators
interviewed a number of people from all over Russia who suffer from depression, and
one of the common ways that people resort to self-harm is through this action. This
relates to the category of ‘camobmueBanue’, as she explains to the camera: ‘B takom
COCTOSTHUM, 00U MpaKTHUYECKU He uyBCcTBYyem b . These words recall those of the cult
Moscow Actionist Oleg Mavromatti who, whilst nailed to a cross opposite the newly-
built Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, was asked by a journalist what pain is, to which
he replied, ‘Bonb — 310 U ecTh HacTosIEe HCKyceTBo . O In her attitude towards pain,
it is clear that Nenasheva follows in the best artistic traditions of Actionism. The next
action that Nenasheva must carry out is ‘BeIHTB 3amoM’, so she retrieves a small
bottle of ‘the cheapest vodka’ from her bag and proceeds to drink it whole, in spite of
the obvious revulsion that she experiences. She comments that alcohol is strictly
forbidden when suffering from depression, and that it will only make her condition
worse, but she does it anyway because it has been voted for by those participating in
the live polls. This was the point at which the ethical demand of the show became
apparent. If we as spectators are really controlling the actions of a person suffering
from depression, then that entails a certain responsibility for their welfare, and
concomitantly an imperative as a group to vote for choices that should help the
character in their navigation of the world for the duration of the game.

It is here that Poccus 20:20 firmly diverges from a conventional video game,

in which ethical choices and moral responsibility as a player of the game are not

7 This action was called ‘He Beps rmasam’ and took place on 1 April 2000 at the Institute of
Cultural Studies in Moscow. A video recording of the action can be found on Mavromatti’s
Vimeo channel. See Ultrafuturo666, Do Not Believe Your Eyes, 2000, online video recording,
Vimeo, 18 March 2011, <https://vimeo.com/21220322> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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required, and indeed, in the case of games such as Grand Theft Auto (Rockstar
Games, 1997), the point of the game is to transgress them. What we experience in the
game world of Poccus 20:20 — not only as viewers looking at a screen but also as
players making decisions that have a real effect on a real person in the real world — is
that our ‘moral agency’ (to borrow the term of participatory theatre makers ZU-UK)
as empathetic human beings is activated in the process.”’ What noticeably occurred
mid-way through the episode is that the actions voted for by the audience became
more benign. These included singing the national anthem in the middle of the street,
and helping a stranger carry their bags. The latter action produced the absurd situation
where Nenasheva insisted on helping a young woman who was perfectly capable of
carrying her own bags, and subsequently struggled to keep up with her because of the
heavy weight of the kettlebell tied to her ankle that she had to painfully drag along
behind her. This action unexpectedly induced the most productive dialogue of the
whole episode as the pair discussed the project and the problem of depression. The
young woman was visibly affected by what she heard and thanked Nenasheva as she
went on her way, with the departing words ‘3Be3bI conuucs’. This incident best
demonstrated the point of the project, and the tangible effects that it can have on three
fronts: on the spectator-participant; on the real person behind the character whose
actions are being controlled; and on the members of the public with whom
interactions occur. Regrettably, such positive interactions of this kind were few and
far between, and it is for this reason that Nenasheva considered the project a failure.”®
What turned out to be the final action of the episode was a phone call to
Pockomuamzop, to ask the question ‘3auem BeI cymecTByete?’ Nenasheva managed to

get through to an operator, who initially struggled to understand the question, but

77 Ramos and others, p. 210.
” Nenasheva, Unpublished interview, 2020.
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upon the second time of asking responded with the words, ‘f ue 3nar0. Borpoc
Hekoppekrten’, after which they immediately hung up the phone. Fittingly for a
conversation with the censorship board, at this point the technology failed and the
livestream cut out. Shortly afterwards, Nenasheva posted a video in the chat-bot
explaining that she had taken the decision to end the game after the livestream cut out,
and that we had succeeded in saving the character’s life because none of the three
indicators had maxed out. Whilst the scoring system is vague and seemingly arbitrary
(it is not clear how it is determined or by whom), this does not detract from the
overall experience of the game. What is clear is that — unlike a conventional video
game — this game is not played purely for its own sake. It is played to generate a
greater understanding and awareness of a specific social phenomenon that concretely
exists in the world. It is also designed to de-stigmatize and initiate discussion in the
public sphere about a taboo topic. On the one hand, this could be viewed as an
instrumentalisation of art and video games, but on the other, the show successfully
hybridises various technological and artistic media to effectively engage and
incorporate spectators into its world, whilst activating their ‘moral agency’ during the
performance as an ethical choice.

The rise of performance art and the associated field of performance studies has
had a profound impact on the world of theatre over the past half a century, and
continues to do so. However, in spite of what performance artists such as Abramovi¢
themselves might suggest, the reverse is also true. Theatre has had a strong influence
on performance art (and art more generally), in what is a mutually generative

relationship.”” The convergence of these previously opposed fields and the resulting

7 Art historian Claire Bishop made an attempt to re-write the history of contemporary art
from a theatre perspective in her book Artificial Hells. She states in the opening pages, ‘It is
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hybridisation has made interdisciplinary research possible on the area where they
overlap. Poccusa 20:20 is located on this ground — a work that does not claim to be
theatre and has no aspirations to be so, yet nonetheless can be productively placed in
the broader landscape of contemporary theatre, where it can form a useful part of the
debate. There is little to separate the Actionist theatre of the Gruz 300 collective from
Nenasheva’s online game show project Poccua 20.20, the primary difference being
that the works of Gruz 300 took place in the physical presence of spectators, whereas
Poccus 20:20 was online. Other than that, as interactive participatory performances,
they functioned in much the same way. Given that these works were made by artists
rather than theatre makers, it is perhaps unsurprising that they do not look and feel
like conventional theatre. However, this ignores their striking similarity with
Teatr.doc-style ‘cBunerensckuii Teatp’, which is clearly present in all of them and
which is fundamental to the power of the ‘real’ that they are each able to generate.
‘CBugerennckuii Teatp’, therefore, can be seen as a discursive bridge between theatre
and performance in the 2010s.

In words that could almost have been written about the three performance
works made in 2019 explored in this chapter, Bishop describes the work of

Komnekrusubie neiicteug in the late 1970s and 1980s:

What CAG’s works gave rise to, then, was [...] difference, dissensus, and
debate; a space of privatized experience, liberal democratic indecision, and a
plurality of hermeneutical speculation at a time when the dominant discourse
and spectatorial regime was marshalled towards a rigidly schematized
apparatus of meaning.*’

hoped that these chapters might give momentum to rethinking the history of twentieth-century
art through the lens of theatre rather than painting or the ready-made.’ Bishop, p. 3.
80 T.:

Ibid., p. 160.
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In spite of Nenasheva’s view of the project as a failure, Poccus 20:20 worked on the
same principle described above, opening up a space for ‘difference, dissensus, and
debate’ through its direct intervention into public space. If in 7 py3 300 and Peiig 228
the intervention was into the discursive space of theatre as a medium and was mostly
a private experience for the groups of spectators, then in Poccusa 20:20 the target was
television and mass media, and the aim was to engage the general public. As ‘real’
reality TV to the extent that such a thing is possible before becoming documentary, it
both exposed the fallacy of conventional reality TV in all its spectacular artificiality,
and engaged the public in a frank discussion about a widespread illness, information
about which is acutely lacking. In this way, Poccus 20:20 broke through the surface
of the mediatised ‘spectacle’, which is the illusion of reality created by state
propaganda and mass media.

To the question of why performance in public space is so important to

Actionism, Nenasheva said in relation to her 2017 action ‘Mexy 371ech 1 Tam’:

[Touemy MHe BaxkHa paboTa C OTKPBITHIM NPOCTPAHCTBOM — caMa
COLIMAJIbHAS, [IOJIUTUYECKAsA, KYJIbTypHAasl CUTyallls B CTPAHE JUKTYET

MPOUCXOAAIICC, OTKPBIBACT HOBLIC CHOKCTHI U ITYyTH, CO3AACT 3THU JUAJIOTU. TO,

9TO MONYYHIIOCh — CIOPPEATHCTHYHO, HO 3TO HE ObLIO MOCTAHOBKOIL."'

Nenasheva’s insistence here that the word ‘mocranoBka’ did not apply to her work is
typical of performance artists in general who — like Abramovi¢ said above — are keen
to avoid what they perceive as the artifice or ‘fakeness’ of theatre. In the context of
Poccus 20:20, it is undeniable that the most engaging interactions occurred
spontaneously, with random members of the public, even though there was still a
degree of set-up involved to bring about these moments. It was here that the humanity

and the singularity of the event became most tangible. Every one of the people who

81 Nenasheva, in Sulim.
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entered the camera frame, however briefly, had a story to tell about the society and
the world in which they lived at that moment in time. These stories were expressed
not only in words but also in glances, gestures, facial expressions, and visual
appearance. The interactions that occurred were not always pretty — indeed they often
reaffirmed certain negative social stereotypes — but in amongst them were moments of
kindness, life-affirming sociality, and cooperation: human interactions that gave hope
and cultivated feelings of community rather than stoking fear, division, and hate. This
directly related to the problem that Poccus 20:20 was aiming to address. As
Aleksandr Asmolov of the psychology faculty at Moscow State University explains in

relation to the wave of depression in contemporary Russia:

Korga nocTossHHO HaOMUHAIOT: UIUTE Bpara, KOrja BHYIIAOT, 4YTO KPyroM
Bparu, U 3TOT MOTOK CYTTECTHI UIET CO BCeX KaHAJIOB 0a30BOTO TEJIEBUICHUS,
TO BO3HUKAIOT CTPAXH, ITOBBIILICHHAS TPEBOKHOCTD, KOTOpask paHO WJIU MIO3IHO
oGopaumBaercs nenpeccuei.”

Although not always successful, Poccusa 20:20 confronted head on the ‘fear’ and
‘raised anxiety’ that pervades society in High Putinist Russia. It attempted this
through open, honest dialogue with people on the streets of the capital, in the process
showing a different kind of TV to the ‘motok cyrrectuii’ that comes from state-media
propaganda. Far from being a failure, the ‘hyper-reality show’ demonstrated the
potential power of art as a ‘socially engaged practice’ that can work constructively
with audiences to build grass-roots support networks and community in the gaps

which are too often and too easily fallen through.

¥ Aleksandr Asmolov, quoted in Rubinskii.
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*kokok

The Actionist intervention into theatre and television shows early promise of
being one of the most significant new developments in the performing arts in Russia
in recent years. Like the arrival of documentary theatre two decades ago at the very
start of the Putin era, the fledgling Actionist theatre perhaps demonstrates some of
that same potential to revitalise the possibilities for theatre, and to open up new
aesthetic pathways for theatre makers to explore new ways of making sense of the
world around them. There are undoubtedly things that both Actionists and theatre
makers can learn from each other, but with High-Putinist Capitalist Realism set to be
the dominant order of things for Russians in the long term, the necessity of
collaboration and mutual support in generating alternative narratives, dissensus, and

the very possibility of conceiving of an alternative as such falls on them collectively.
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Conclusion

Tracing the interaction of politics and aesthetics, a heterogeneous image of
Russian theatre in the second decade of the twenty-first century has emerged over the
course of this study. However, it is worth remembering that theatre production in
Russia is still largely dominated by the state dramatic theatres. These theatres are
wholly dependent on state funding for their existence, and due to the absence of an
intermediary body between state and theatre (such as the Arts Council in the UK, for
example), the sector is highly susceptible to the external pressure of financial and
legislative censorship, which in turn generates a culture of self-censorship. This is
evidenced by the fact that by and large the authorities do not need to interfere in the
running of theatres, because they conform by themselves anyway. Nevertheless,
independent and semi-independent theatre exists in Russia, as seen in the range of
different theatrical experiments in this study, and it has continued to develop and
innovate over the past decade. It is clear, though, that in the absence of sustained
external investment, a lack of funds is stunting its growth and holding it back from
achieving the depth and breadth that there is evidently the potential for.

The twelve works examined in detail across the preceding chapters were all
responses in one way or another to external changes in the political and social realms.
In this regard, they are products of their environment, which throughout this thesis has
been called the period of High Putinism. This period started in 2012, following the
conservative-reactionary turn that came with Vladimir Putin’s return to the presidency
for a third term, and which continues unabated at the time of writing in late 2020,
mid-way through his fourth term. Considering the interplay of external socio-political

factors with internal theatrical and artistic ones, a picture emerged of a theatre
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ecology in contemporary Russia that simultaneously engaged with its environment
whilst it innovated aesthetically. Indeed, as the works considered have demonstrated,
the two are inseparable.

On the one hand, my selection of particular productions for inclusion was
perhaps driven by an attraction to works that displayed this dialectical quality of art;
works that reflected on the contradictions in society and culture in the present day,
attempting to make some sense of the world around, whilst allowing themselves to be
determined by and products of external events. On the other hand, many of the works
chose themselves, as they stood out from the crowd by pushing the boundaries of
theatre and subverting my own personal expectations. It is also true that a focus on the
underrepresented field of text-decentred theatre came at the expense of many fine
plays that have been written and performed over the past decade, which are the
worthy subject of a separate study.

In Chapter One, three examples of documentary plays from recent years
reflected the increasing politicisation of contemporary theatre in Russia (along with
society more broadly), in response to the abuses of power and systemic violence that
became the norm during Putin’s third term in office. As Curtis points out, against a
background of the continued curtailment of freedom of speech and other
constitutional rights under Putin, documentary theatre acquired a ‘function as a forum
for the exploration of human rights issues’.! Whilst this is not the case for all
documentary theatre produced in this period, and in fact works of such an overt
political nature remain in the minority, they nonetheless stand out for their
uncompromising pursuit of social and political accountability in the absence of an

adequately functioning legal justice system. In this regard, Teatr.doc’s ‘civic theatre’

"J.A.E. Curtis, ‘Introduction’, in New Drama in Russian: Performance, Politics and Protest
in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), p. 1.
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in some small measure holds the regime to account for its crimes and failings, whilst
simultaneously offering a stark glimpse beneath the immaculate surface of the media
image of Putin’s Russia, constructed and maintained by the state propaganda machine
and its censorship mechanisms. In the words of Mikhail Ugarov, if such plays achieve
nothing else, then at the very least ‘cioBo ckasano 6yzer’.”

Chapter Two embraces contemporary performance practices, associated with
the hybridisation of theatrical conventions and the performing arts, including
contemporary dance, variety, and musical theatre, which are combined with digital
technology and other media to create works that do not conform to traditional
categories or genres. What these works have in common is the use of documents as
the foundational material for their experimental performance-based aesthetics. They
are grounded in the ‘real’, as they take up documents of social and political
significance and create text-decentred, hybrid performances, which nonetheless
reflect certain common concerns: the civil rights enshrined in the Constitution, the
social malevolence of patriarchy, and police power. These three seemingly disparate
works of theatre demonstrate a ‘new documentarism’, which is an expanded field of
documentary practice that proves the continued capacity of the genre for renewal and
evolution, some two decades after its emergence as a major force in Russian culture.

In Chapter Three, we saw three examples of new playwriting that are
reflective of contemporary drama. Each in its own way responded to the crisis of
subjectivity in High Putinist society, by interrogating conformity to ideologically
prescribed notions of tradition and normality, particularly in relation to questions of

sexuality, gender, and beauty. Each play made different attempts at the de-

* Mikhail Ugarov, in ‘Istoriia Sergeia Magnitskogo na stsene teatra v spektakle “Chas
vosemnadtsat’’, Radio Ekho Moskvy, 5 June 2010
<https://echo.msk.ru/programs/kulshok/684833-echo/> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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hierarchisation of social power structures, with varying outcomes. If Yenogex u3
Ilooonvcka demonstrated the inherent violence of enforcing ideological consensus,
then @unocogour and 28 oneii favoured a radical equality of plural subjectivities.
Where the former work portrayed an all-too-real dystopian world, the latter two works
reflected the utopian trend in dissensual art, which is not utopian in the literal sense of
being divorced from reality, but is rather grounded in the concrete. They proposed
material alternatives to the status quo that are firmly within the realms of the possible
and the imaginable, ultimately expressing a rejection of the High-Putinist Capitalist
Realist message of ‘anpTepHAaTUBBI HET .

Chapter Four followed what happened when a group of performance artists
turned their hands to theatre making, which became in turn a reflection on the
boundaries of contemporary theatre itself. These boundaries were also examined from
the other side, as it were, through consideration of a work of performance art that did
not pertain to be theatre and could not be called theatre, yet had certain characteristics
in common that made for a productive comparison. The very public nature of Russian
Actionism makes it one of the most politically provocative forms of artistic
expression in post-Soviet Russian culture. If Moscow Actionism originally emerged
as a rejection of late Soviet ‘Neo-Academism’, then the Actionist theatre of the Gruz
300 collective can likewise be seen as an intervention into the world of the theatre that
rejects its norms and conventions, in favour of non-representational performative
modes and participatory practices. To refer back to the prologue, Actionist theatre is
fundamentally ‘mpotus cuctems! Ctanucnasckoro’. This it has in common with the
‘post-zero’ documentary plays of Chapter One, and the performance-based ‘new

documentarism’ of Chapter Two, as well as with certain formal and stylistic qualities
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of the dramas in Chapter Three, particularly the Brechtian staging of the modern
Classical Greek tragedy 28 oneii.

A uniting thread in these seemingly disparate modes of theatre making is the
device of ‘witness theatre’, which appears at various times and to varying degrees,
demonstrating a common concern for the ‘real’ in contemporary Russian theatre.
‘Witness theatre” — which is a manifestation of the current global trend for the ‘theatre
of the real’ — causes an irruption of the ‘real’ into the world of the performance. The
‘real” becomes an effective way of cutting through the mediatised ‘spectacle’ that
sustains the illusion of the status quo as the natural order of things. It is for its power
to circumvent censorship — and to generate alternate ways of seeing, thinking and
doing through a confrontation with the ‘real” — that the device of ‘witness theatre’ is
used effectively in a number of these works.

The controversial constitutional reforms of 2020 have paved the way for Putin
to remain in power until 2036, which would make him the longest-serving Russian
leader in modern history, surpassing Stalin. For this reason, the restrictions and
repressions that characterise the era of High Putinism — and its accompanying cultural
policy, Capitalist Realism — remain the reality for theatre makers in Russia for the
foreseeable future. The response from nonconformist theatre makers has been to
continue to critique the underlying structures that sustain the status quo. Kapuec
kanumanuzma at the Meyerhold Centre, for example, broke ground by seriously
discussing the effects of neoliberal capitalism on theatre production, and the
precarious labour that the industry exploits. This was the follow-up work from the
creative team behind Locker room talk (with the addition of choreographer Alena
Papina from Koucmumyyus), thus demonstrating the productive relationships being

built amongst a core group of female theatre makers, who are not afraid to critique the
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economic system as well as patriarchy.” Such works are only likely to become a more
frequent occurrence as the millennial generation — who do not carry the traumatic
memories of the difficult transition from socialism to capitalism — reaches full
maturity. This generation has grown up with the internet, and in its outlook and social
attitudes is hardly distinguishable from its European counterparts.* Eventually it will
come to supersede the ageing Soviet generation embodied by Putin, which remembers
and yearns for the glories of empire.

When the last work that featured in this study — Poccus 20.:20 — took place in
the final months of 2019, no one could have foreseen that a few months later all
theatres would be closed and cultural life put on hold, as the country went into a
national lockdown in the spring of 2020. The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic
brought theatre life practically to a standstill for most of the year, drawing a line
under the theatre of the second decade of the twenty-first century and having as yet
unknown consequences for the theatre of the decade ahead. Although theatres were
allowed to re-open in early summer, the so-called ‘second wave’ of the epidemic
forced new restrictions to be introduced, and at the end of 2020 theatres were still
only permitted to operate at twenty five per cent audience capacity (although in some
of the worst-hit regions theatres were closed once more). In spite of theatres partly
reopening, however, many would-be spectators were reluctant to attend at all, faced as
they were with a moral-epidemiological dilemma whilst the epidemic raged on. The

desire to support the theatres and the artists was counterbalanced by the general

3 Kapuec kanumanuzma was made by Ada Mukhina, Alena Papina, Ol’ga Tarakanova, and
Dar’ia luriichuk. It premiered at the Meyerhold Centre in September 2019. See the
Meyerhold Centre website <http://meyerhold.ru/karies-kapitalizma> [accessed 23 December
2020].

* Maria Snegovaya, Denis Volkov, and Stepan Goncharov, ‘What Would It Take for Russia’s
Millenials to Topple Putin’, Foreign Policy, 6 October 2020
<https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/10/06/russian-millennial-putin-regime-dissatisfied-
apolitical-reform/> [accessed 23 December 2020].
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distrust of the government and its handling of the crisis, which was only exacerbated
by the suspicion that public gatherings of any kind, especially indoors, posed a
potentially life-threatening risk to one’s health. State financial support for the sector
was not forthcoming during the pandemic, as a result of which theatres found
themselves hard up and forced into opening their doors, regardless of the risk
involved.

The pandemic ruptured social and cultural life to such an extent that a line was
drawn in time, between pre- and post-COVID. This has had the unexpected effect of
turning this study into a historical documentation of the final days and years of the
pre-COVID era in contemporary Russian theatre. Once theatre life fully recovers
from the damage caused by the pandemic — which could realistically take a few years
— the world will already be a different place, and it seems inevitable that post-COVID
theatre in Russia will look and feel different to the theatre ecology described above, in
turn reflecting and responding to the new concerns and priorities of the day.
Nonetheless, it will doubtless show the same vitality and critical incisiveness that has

characterised its enduring appeal in the twenty-first century thus far.
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