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SOCIAL HISTORY OF CONTEMPORARY RUSSIAN ART IN THE FIRST DECADE OF THE 21st CENTURY: SELECTED CONSIDERATIONS 



1. In lieu of an introduction: In defense of the method, or an ode to sociological reductionism

Some time ago, the Russian reading and writing artistic community was shaken by yet another Facebook storm, which was extremely symptomatic in many respects. The motive was the tenth issue of the online magazine Raznoglasiya (the title could be rendered as “Disagreements” or perhaps “Heteroglossia”), whose topic was "Who pays for culture.” An especially emotional splash, only partly assuming the form of an ideological and theoretical discussion, was caused by an interview that the journal’s editor-in-chief, Gleb Napreenko, conducted with the directors of the fund “Victoria—the Art of Being Modern” (also known as “V-A-C”), Teresa Mavikа and Katerina Chuchalina (1). Not only in the Russian tradition, all questions concerning internal policies and the financing of specific institutions automatically trigger a defensive response. The very act of such an inquiry, for obvious reasons, is perceived by every museum, foundation or art center director as a symbolic gesture of encroachment on the sacred territory of arcana imperii. It was precisely this not unexpected reaction that the questions of the journal’s chief editor provoked in the interviewees. The material would remain an amusing mixture between parading the fund's achievements and a harmless defensive trolling—if not for the ensuing heated Facebook discussion (2).

The essence of the accusations and reproaches against the interviewer put forward by some participants of the discussion (if we take off the table the direct and indirect involvement of personal issues in connection with a failed joint project) was as follows: the purpose of the interview was “the search for hidden mercenary motives behind certain actions," which, in the opinion of a discussant, is characteristic of "vulgar sociology" and constitutes an "uninteresting, meaningless and unproductive" enterprise. When Napreenko responded that his interview was not about mercenary motives, but about "the mechanisms of cultural industry," the retort was that "the influence of these mechanisms is exaggerated" and that "art is not reducible to this" (3). In further polemics, the disputants came to the conclusion that art, of course, "is not reducible to anything finite," neither to the influence of economic factors nor even to the sensation of "the breath of infinity" when "choosing colors on the palette." The editor of Raznoglasiya, who found himself almost universally attacked, sadly stated that if the institution discussed in the interview "generates such a wave of servility and such desire to swear allegiance to it publicly—there is something very sad about this, comrades" (4). And while many arguments of the discussing parties appeared, as the esteemed colleague Žižek likes to put it, "schlagend aber nicht treffend,” that is, in a free translation, “striking, but off the mark,” this remark suddenly turned out to be “schlagend und treffend,” that is, “both striking and on the mark."

The irony of the situation is this: in the context of this discussion, all charges brought against the interviewer—"the simulation of a critical demand,” "copying institutional criticism of forty years ago" or "vulgar sociology"—regardless of their theoretical content or even the conscious intentions and motivations of the disputants, to an outside observer actually do appear primarily as gestures of loyalty to the fund as a former, present or potential provider of work or grants. And thus the question of whether "the influence of economic mechanisms" on products of art and art theory really is "exaggerated" is particularly pertinent here. 
This certainly does not mean that the theoretical arguments or intellectual positions of the discussion’s participants were directly dictated by the fund's ideological program. Back in 1991, in The Political Ontology of Martin Heidegger, Bourdieu criticized Adorno’s reception of Heidegger's philosophy precisely because Adorno ignored the "relative autonomy of the philosophical field." Instead, Bourdieu proposed a convincing analysis of how philosophical form can be created by specific structures and mechanisms of this very field’s "internal functioning" (5). In our case, we should take into account the specific structures and mechanisms of the "artistic field’s" internal functioning, which inevitably include those very definite economic prospects that are presently mainly provided by art institutions. Is the “the search for hidden mercenary motives behind certain actions" really a characteristic feature of "vulgar sociology,” as one of the disputants has put it? At the risk of being tediously academic, one has to point out that in this case almost all sociological schools and directions, be they of Marxist or (and even primarily) liberal and positivist persuasion, are vulgar per definitionem. After all, the Weberian theory of goal-oriented action, as well as all the other numerous variations of the theory of rational choice, postulate the existence of a basic agent of social action—an agent who performs rationally, that is, in accordance with his or her individual selfish interests, seeking first and foremost to maximize profit and minimize losses. All models of the homo economicus are constructed this way, starting with the classic liberalism of Locke and Hobbes or Adam Smith's political economy, and ending with relatively recent sociological modifications such as the RREEMM model (“restricted resourceful expecting evaluating maximising man”), etc. The term "vulgar sociologism"—as the participants of the discussion certainly knew—appeared in its traditional Russian meaning as an instrument of an ideological power struggle in Soviet art and literary criticism of the thirties, during the turn to the doctrine of socialist realism. The expression "vulgar sociologism" was used to denote the countless examples of second-rate publicist and academic texts of that time that reduced the features of literary and artistic works to the class affiliation of their creators or the direct dependence of creative production on the economic conditions. However, it was also applied to discredit such interesting and original authors as Vladimir Fritche, Boris Arvatov, LEF and Proletkult theorists, and many others who can hardly be accused of naive economical or class determinism. Some authors did and do engage in naive and straightforward determinism; but this does not alter the fact that political, economic and socio-cultural factors actually have a significant impact on artistic processes. Moreover, many studies show the analysis of these factors to be of utmost relevance for the understanding of a particular artistic phenomenon or trend. This is not about reducing artistic phenomena to these factors, but about explaining how and why these phenomena arose and took on a certain form—without forgetting the "relative autonomy of the artistic field" and the above-mentioned effect of imparting an artistic form.

The good old methodological principle of economy better known as Occam's razor is also relevant for the analysis of artistic processes: among competing hypotheses, the one with the fewest assumptions should be selected. Following this principle, many phenomena of contemporary art history in Russia can to a large extent be explained from the standpoint of what could be termed "sociological reductionism,” focusing on the analysis of the cultural, political and institutional context of their emergence. The interests of this approach go beyond institutional criticism, considering not only the principles and mechanisms of the work of individual art institutions, but also the general question of how a system of contemporary art as a whole can emerge and function within certain social, economic and other realities.

Summarizing this long but necessary introduction, it remains to add that sociological reductionism, or, if you prefer, "vulgar sociology
,” will presently be the main and only method by which we will try—in broad and coarse strokes—to sum up some of the development of contemporary art in Russia in recent years. Still another name can be applied to this approach: in Arnold Hauser's tradition, such an analytical perspective is also referred to as the social history of art (6).

2. The Construction Site of Art

In the article "The Beta Version of Autopoiesis" (7), published in Russian in the Moscow Art Magazine a few years ago, I have already tried to briefly analyze the main points and features of the development of the contemporary Russian art system, comparing them with structurally analogous processes in the system that we might call "Western.” In order to avoid self-citing and rephrasing my own assessments and observations (with which, to my sincere surprise, I still agree), I will begin here at the point at which "The Beta Version of Autopoiesis" ended. This point is the boom of the art-institutional construction in Russia shortly before the financial crisis of 2008, along with the state of minds and the art scene in the phase shortly after the crisis, that is, when the boom was still proceeding due to its own momentum, but no one really understood what consequences the crisis might have, and when. This period, with which the previous article stopped, could be called the second phase of the institutionalization of contemporary art in Russia (8). In this case, the term "institutionalization" refers to the active development of an institutional infrastructure that began in the middle of the noughties and included the creation of new galleries, museums, funds and art centers, publishing houses, magazines and so on. From the point of view of the political and economic basis of this process, such institutional construction became possible against the backdrop of relative economic prosperity and stability enjoyed in the noughties thanks to high oil prices on the world market. The investments of private, corporate, and public funds in various kinds of cultural projects (jokingly referred to as "the foam on the oil pipe") came, among others, from the new Russian business elites as a form of image-enhancement, both "for export" and "for internal use" (9). Though it did suffer from the crisis at the end, this phase still produced its fruits. Thanks to significant capital injections, the active media coverage of these injections and, importantly, the maturation of the corresponding social environment (which will be discussed in more detail below), contemporary art in Russia finally became public, rather than a matter for a narrow circle of artists and intellectuals. The consumption of artistic products positioned by their creators as "modern art" went beyond the habitual close circle of the creators’ friends and colleagues. The salon audiences of the nineties typically reached out not only toward the beautiful but also toward the intelligent. In the noughties, this situation was given a new turn, which could be referred to as “the democratization of the salon,” that is, cultural consumption—though it continued to establish and legitimize social differences—was now available for the masses. In other words, with the beginning of the twenty-first century, Russia joined the rest of the globalized world and entered the era of art mass production and art mass consumption.
In this democratization of modern art, the social media played a crucial role—in particular, by presenting opportunities for self-construction and self-fashioning via the perception of virtual others—that is, through suspicious cultural consumption. In this regard, it is impossible to overestimate the need of some office workers and members of the creative class to "check-in" with MoMA, Tate, or the Garage Museum of Contemporary Art in Moscow
, to post a selfie in front of a work by Anish Kapoor or Jeff Koons on Facebook. The aura of contemporary art as a space of exclusive artistic consumption, long cherished by the post-Soviet cultural unconscious, paradoxically became the cause of its own disappearance: we all know that exclusivity is precisely what everyone wants.

Internet, the great and powerful, played a colossal role in the democratization of artistic consumption in the wide post-Soviet expanses. Moscow’s art crowd, the tusovka (in the age of competing expert communities the plural, tusovki, is arguably more appropriate) was far from losing its importance in regulating access to institutional resources. However, the access to information did no longer fully depend on direct presence in a particular physical and social space. Inquisitive minds from any geographical point—from Kaliningrad to Vladivostok, from Odessa to Norilsk, from Minsk to Alma-Ata—were able to read almost anything online, from Artforum to the New Left Review, to learn about grant and scholarship programs first-hand, to watch talks by art celebrities on YouTube, as well as live-stream reports from the openings of exhibitions, festivals and other events around the world. Everyone who was interested learned English and, if at all possible, went "over there" to learn.

As a result, a new “young and unfamiliar tribe,” to cite Pushkin
, presented itself on the Russian art scene of the noughties in great numbers. This happened precisely at the time when Russia, like all other countries,
 finally entered the notorious "post-industrial" epoch, which, as we know, is called "post-industrial" not because the industry no longer exists, but because industrial production does not need so many people anymore. There are machines, automata and robots to do their jobs; the mass of people, on the other hand, is actually superfluous for production. Thus, in Russia, too, there was now a fair amount of what social theory since Marx has been calling "surplus population,” that is, population that is superfluous in terms of ensuring the functioning of the basic production and economic processes.

The problem of the "superfluous man" has drastically changed its scale in recent years, and this quantitative change led to a qualitative one. What had been a voluntary intellectual posture of a few reflection-prone impoverished aristocrats and reasonably well-to-do raznochintsy (a social category that included most of the intelligentsia) 
in the 19th century, became the forced lot of previously working masses in the 21st. In its basic social function, the creative class is yet another trick of the agonizing labor market trying to produce discrete industry niches for self-employment and to normalize precarity as the main mode of labor relations. This process has a global character. It is certainly possible to look for some special positive or negative Russian specifics in such social transformations, but in this case it hardly makes sense. On the contrary, recently, we have been observing obvious parallels with global tendencies in contemporary art as regards the development of the Russian art scene (10), the content of the theoretical discourse, the programs of art institutions, as well as the thematic and formal-aesthetic trends in the artistic products themselves. In this sense, Russian art is a rightful part of what Hans Belting and Peter Weibel designated as Global Art in their exhibition and publication project "The Global Contemporary" (11). Despite the simplification inherent in this concept, the criticism of which is to a large degree justified, it is impossible to deny its fundamental relevance for referring to the total of combined artistic practices, institutions and discourses that have been extremely homogenized in recent decades—due to the globalization not only of the financial but also of the intellectual and educational markets, the widespread introduction of new information technologies, and the nomadism (partly involuntary) of many members of the art scene.
If we look at, for example, the social “breeding ground” of the present young generation of Russian artists, critics, curators, etc., we will find a typological correspondence to the social environment from which the artistic scene is recruited in China, India, Brazil, Mexico or South Korea. This is the same environment—the stratum that we might provisionally call “the children of the bourgeois intelligentsia” and the upper layer of the middle class—from which the artistic scene has also been recruited in Western Europe and North America in the past fifty or sixty years. The few exceptions and minor habitus deviations in this relatively homogeneous social environment tend to prove the rule.

Despite the ceaseless collective mourning of the Russian middle class, which has been going on since 2008, it is actually and fortunately still very much alive and continues to invest all forms of the available capital into the suitable socialization of its offspring. Today, the typical biography of a twenty-to-thirty-year-old representative of the Russian (and not only the Russian) art scene includes the following ingredients: higher education (sometimes incomplete) in some not very interesting but economically promising field (usually chosen under parental pressure); a subsequent phase of existential doubts, a search for one’s self and one’s creative potential; studying for an MA degree at some faculty for creative (so very creative!) 
arts or cultural/gender/curatorial/etc. studies somewhere along the lines of a Goldsmiths or Bards College (or at their approximate Russian analogue); a couple of years of hanging out and living the bohemian high life in Berlin / London / New York (delete as appropriate); and, finally, a return to the homeland with healthy ambitions and a noble desire to, in Nekrasov’s words,
 “sow the reasonable, the kind, the eternal”—as taught at Goldsmiths and Bards College.
As a result, the art community members in Moscow and St. Petersburg read the same texts, discuss the same topics, cover the same problems in their projects and express themselves in the same "formal-aesthetic" language as their counterparts in other countries and megacities. The repertoire of these themes and approaches is well known and presented at any major biennale, along with the accompanying discursive formats. Young global art has a global discourse, produced and broadcast worldwide in “IAE”: International Art English (12). It is in this international language, symptomatic of the modern international cultural hegemony, that classes in an ideal-typical Goldsmiths College and scholars on the pages of an ideal-typical e-flux-journal discuss modern colonial practices and the banishment of the vernacular (13) from the public intellectual use. And even when these topics and discussions are later transferred to "local soil" and translated into Russian, Chinese, Spanish or German, still, very little about this is “vernacular,” and very much is colonial. However, it is better to talk about the problem of cultural imperialism in the sphere of contemporary art separately and in more detail. For now, we can add to the above that, after a quarter of a century, contemporary art in Russia has finally been integrated into the world's artistic context, at least if this membership is to be defined by purely formal, structural and institutional features. Russia has its typological analogues of institutional global players, an art market of sorts, a network of private funds, art centers, museums and galleries of different scales and ambitions; it has its own art periodicals and educational institutions. Returning to our old metaphor from “The Beta Version of Autopoiesis,” we can say that the domestic modern art system has passed the beta-testing phase and has taken its place in the market as a more or less functioning operating system.

To be sure, Russian contemporary art does not set the world art agenda, but this does not make it better or worse. Moreover, the role of those who do set the world agenda has long been determined not only by the artistic and intellectual quality of the product (this, however, is a completely different topic). But if we can at least temporarily disable the eternal Russian mode of self-flagellation and self-drowning in you-know-what and try to objectively look at the average artistic production of the average young artist who lives and works in Moscow, then we will have to admit that, by and large, it will not be inferior to the average artistic production of the average young artist from Berlin, London, New York or São Paulo. 
Within the framework of one short article, it is, of course, impossible to cover all the important aspects of the social and institutional history of contemporary art in Russia, or to discuss in detail specific artistic examples and trends. But if this history has become a little more contextualized in its political and ideological causality, then our goal has been achieved. As the beloved protagonist of Russian children’s books and cartoons,
 Cheburashka, put it: “We’ve been building and building, and finally we’re done!”
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�I was trying to avoid repetetive prepositions; more literally: 





ON SOME ASPECTS OF SOCIAL HISTORY OF CONTEMPORARY ART IN RUSSIA IN THE FIRST DECADE OF THE 21st CENTURY


�The original, too, uses „sociology“ and „sociologism“ interchangeably.


�The original „Строили, строили и, наконец, построили” is a quotation from the Чебурашка book/cartoon; it appears at the end of the article, but a literal translation would confuse the reader here… Or shall we? If so, in quotation marks:





„We’ve been building and building, and finally we have built it!“


�added
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�sic; maybe change to „all Western countries“?


�No translation quite captures the phenomenon; explanation in brackets added.


�The original is intentionally funny, partly because oft he language contrast: „на факультете каких-нибудь Very Creative Arts.” Simply repeating the construction in English doesn’t quite seem to work…
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�Sic; I’m afraid don’t understand where this reference belongs …
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